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    Chapter 1 – Alex 
 
      
 
    Jan 19th 2018 
 
    The fifth time when I find myself flat on my back on the floor, breathless and in so much pain that the mere thought of using my lungs hurts, I remain there gasping and staring at the ceiling. One would think you get used to it after a while, or that the pain would lessen, but it still feels the same each time. I’ve kissed this floor in the past two weeks more times than I can count. We’ve gotten so close to one another that a sort of intimacy has developed between us. I always say ‘hi’ to it and thank it for its tough embrace, but sometimes I really do lose my patience and curse at the fucking thing, hoping it would spontaneously crack and sink the entire building with it. 
 
    “Come on, kitty cat, get back up. I still got some ass-kicking to do.” My torturer steps closer, his shadow looming above me. That’s the other interesting development from the past weeks, one that I very much know is going to fuck me royally once people find out about it. I have no doubt this is one of Victor’s games, meant to drive a rift between me and Ray. What’s worse is that I am painfully aware of it. As it turns out, Victor did have one condition after all. 
 
    “Fuck off.” I flip him off without making a move to get back up. I asked my, as it turns out, long forgotten and newly found father to assign anyone else to this task, but he claimed no one else could be trusted with it, other than Vlad and Roman. My arse. We all know why Roman is not really a choice here. Vitya was maintaining his solemn attitude, but I could swear the fucker wanted to grin at me the whole time, knowing I am aware of what he is up to. I’ve begun to understand why both Roman and Ray have warned me against him. 
 
    Vlad grabs my arm and forces me back to my feet. My wrist smarts a bit, some remnants of pain still present even with the cast gone for over a week now, but it’s manageable. The car explosion which has put Ray into the hospital has also left me with some gifts and while it now feels like it mostly never happened, there’s still insignificant things, such as this pain, serving as reminders that it was very much real. 
 
    I slump, caressing my hip and holding no doubts that it will bruise. Vlad has shown me techniques on how to cushion my falls and use that to my advantage, but I still got a hard time implementing it successfully. Or adjusting to the way my life has changed ever since Ray got hurt. Or maybe even before that. 
 
    The moment Raymond had woken up properly, he’d convinced me to go back to school and start my job at the club, invoking the fact that it’s not healthy for a young man like me to be worrying about him 24/7 the way I’ve been. He’d insisted I needed to rest in a proper bed and mingle with my peers in spite of the hit on him, or the threat looming over us. He’d claimed something along the lines of us having to carry on with our lives since we can’t live in fear, but I think that he’s bullshitting me and secretly trying to get rid of me. It’s not the first discussion of the kind we’ve had, and he’s made certain allusions to the fact I’m spending too much time with him at the hospital. 
 
    I listened to him, though, because if anything, it keeps my mind occupied. What I failed to mention was that I’d taken to sneaking outside of Mark’s flat in the mornings so that Vlad could pick me up and go train together at Victor’s villa. I’ve also left out the fact that on top of all that, I’ve been running, weight training and getting my arse kicked on a  regular basis. I’ve asked Vlad to spare my face, but it is pretty much unavoidable. Ray had almost caught me with the lie a few days ago when I’d stumbled on my feet and Vlad’s knuckles had scraped against my cheek, sending me to the floor. And most importantly I’ve left out how tiring all of that is and what all of this has been doing to my head. But I’m plodding through because I have to. Weakness is not an option any longer. 
 
    Now that Ray’s out of the hospital, I’ve been wracking my brains on how to break the news to him, but I can’t. I know he’ll react poorly, and I know he’ll say “I told you so” in so far as Victor is concerned. What I’m more worried about is that he might ignore me again as he did after Christmas and that thought is just killing me. 
 
    You see, me mingling with good old daddy would have been bad enough on its own, but me training with the man my brother used to fuck behind Ray’s back... That’s a bit complicated right there. Then you’ll come and tell me that this was obvious all along and I shouldn’t have done it to begin with but let me ask you this. If a criminal organisation was breathing down your neck ready to kill you at a moment’s notice because you’d gone a bit cuckoo one night and burned down, let’s say, a house full of their people — well, what the fuck would you do?  
 
    Ray doesn’t want me involved. He wants me to have a normal life. He wants me to go to school and be friends with 19-year-olds because that’s what I’m supposed to do, a quite radical change of behaviour given that he’s been using me to gain info on people when we’d first met. And Victor wants to use me against him for whatever maleficent purposes he’s got brewing in his backyard. I’m trapped in between the two of them. And did I mention SOMEONE WANTS TO KILL ME? And they’d almost succeeded if it weren’t for Raymond. 
 
    “You’re improving.” Vlad removes the cloths wrapped around his hands and wrists. I’d love to say he looks tired, but he hasn’t even broken a sweat. After every session he still looks fine and dandy while I’m close to heaving my lungs and clutching my aching muscles, wishing I’d be allowed to crawl back into the dark hole I’d been spewed from so violently almost twenty years ago. 
 
    “Am I?” I perk up, shaking myself from my train of thought. 
 
    “A bit. Mostly I just wanted to see if you were paying any attention,” he smirks, showing a row of white teeth. Well, that is just vile. He picks up a towel and rubs it into his hair even though it’s unnecessary, grinning still. “You still got a ways to go. You won’t see much improvement after two weeks.” 
 
    “Everything hurts.” 
 
    I puff my cheeks, aiming for the bench. The gym is located in the villa’s basement. As it turns out, Victor’s little hidey hole is more like a rat’s maze and while the top floors are impressive, they hold nothing over the underground. The place is vast, hidden, a bunker equipped with everything it needs, from showers to a boxing ground and gym machines. It’s like a secret world, completely removed from what is happening outside. This is where the wretched people of Vitya’s underworld clique spend their days mingling with one another, away from unwanted eyes, training and challenging each other to fights, under the strong, white neon-lights as if they’re secret agents leading double lives. It’s nothing like what I’ve imagined and it’s nowhere close to Temnota’s whorehouses or Stefan’s club gatherings. The people in here remind me more of an extended family, cousins, uncles, piglets, and puppies all living under the same roof, protecting one another. They’re a tight-knit group, that much is clear. It’s scary. 
 
    “That’s a sign you’re doing something right,” Vlad says. 
 
    “Or dying,” I mumble, taking a big gulp from my water bottle. I don’t know if I can keep this up in the long-term. 
 
    “Is Ward out of the hospital, then?” Vlad’s still in a good disposition and I don’t know how he does it. Every time I see him — and that’s been pretty much daily — he’s in such a cheery mood, pulling jokes out of his arse, mostly trying to distract me while he beats the crap out of me. I’ve realized he’s doing it on purpose so he can test my focus. I still remember the first stomach punch inflicted on me when I lost my stance to ask him about some nonsense he was spouting at the time. I’d unloaded my breakfast so easily at the press of a button. That was a starting lesson for me. 
 
    “Yes, he is.” I rummage through my bag for my towel. I don’t say anything more, I just leave it at that. I don’t like discussing Ray with him or Vitya. I don’t know about Vlad, but I can tell Vitya is always doing it on purpose to gain the upper hand and information. It’s only logical to suspect Vlad reports to him everything we’re doing, he’s trailing after him like a puppy after all. Piglets and puppies. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And what?” I gather my stuff and pick up my bag. Vlad throws the towel over his shoulder, ruffling his blonde hair in a casual manner. I know I sound a bit too defensive, but I’m already late as it is and I don’t have the time, nor the patience to meander through conversational undertones. 
 
    “Aren’t you touchy?” 
 
    “Yeah, I am. And I’m supposed to meet him. Can you take me back to school so I can go home?” 
 
    Ray’s bodyguards drove me to school this morning, except I didn’t mention I got classes in the afternoon on Fridays. Ray would’ve insisted I have to go to school instead of spending time with him, so I guess it just slipped my mind, the same way I slipped past the school gates to meet Vlad once they dropped me off. 
 
    “You’re jumping through a lot of hoops, you know that?” he chuckles. 
 
    “That’s none of your concern.” I throw a look around, but the few people present are far enough and too caught up in their training to eavesdrop on us. I had a very awkward conversation with Vlad in which I asked him to keep quiet about this. Victor has also agreed to the task, probably with the intention to use this against me. I am sure he’s got that in mind, but he doesn’t know I plan to let Ray know either way, sooner rather than later. 
 
    I eye Vlad carefully, having no doubts that if he were to challenge Ray again, he’d most likely let it slip only to mess with him. I’ve realized he’s got a passion for all things which have the potential to annoy Ray. 
 
    Vlad returns the stare blandly, refusing to back down, he’s got a way about him which provokes me non-stop, forcing me to either cave in or step out of my comfort zone. It’s a rather charming quality, yet like I said, I can’t see him as being entirely genuine. While he’s honest and direct and not every single word of his warrants suspicion, I’m still wary. I’m even more leery when he says exactly what he means and then insists his words don’t hold a double entendre. That always gets me paranoid. 
 
    “Cheer up, Sasha.” He rolls his shoulder, then removes his black tank top and wipes his chest with it. The same stars I’ve seen on Ray and Victor are inked on Vlad’s skin, above a fit body which has seen its share of ugly scars. “You need to warn me in advance though so I can grab a bag of popcorn when you tell him. I want to watch.” He strolls past me with a wink.  
 
    Right, the bloody flirting is another thing. As with everything, I’ve had the misfortune of being identical to my dear, old, rotten brother which appeals to Vlad too. 
 
    Inevitably, I’ve asked him about Danya at some point and to my utter shock, he’d gotten into so much detail about the fucker that now I can’t get the images out of my head even if I were to cut my brain open and bleach it. And the son of a bitch was grinning all the time. Afterwards, he’d tried to hint at me and him getting into a horizontal work-out at which I cut him off as soon as he’d started. I don’t know how serious he was, but I’m not about to find out. I told him I’m not interested in the slightest. 
 
    “Right, or you can leave me the fuck alone ‘cuz it’s none of your business.” 
 
    “For the record, I’m more charming than Ward. And funnier. Have you seen him? He can render someone catatonic with that brooding expression.” 
 
    “Ha. Ha.” I catch up to him. “I’m dying with laughter. Please, stop.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I let myself into the penthouse, semi-aware of the bodyguards watching me. It’s a bit awkward to be honest. Ray gave me a set of keys so that I can bring him some clothes at one point during his stay in the hospital and I didn’t get the chance to return them. I don’t know how come he graced me with such an honour, I guess Roman was caught up with other stuff, but it surprised me. He did say I could use them today and I did ring the bell first and all of that and gave him a chance to answer the door. I know he’s back home already since he replied to my text letting me know he arrived earlier. 
 
    I walk in and quickly drop my stuff and my boots in the hallway. 
 
    “Ray?” 
 
    I unzip my jacket as I walk, not bothering with the lights, squinting as I emerge from the hallway into the daylight flooding the living room. I find him seated on the couch, hugging a pillow with his right arm, his head leaning against the backrest, snoring softly. He’s still dressed in jeans and a soft cotton shirt, his travel bag with his belongings next to the coffee table. I guess that’s one way of doing things. I chuckle, then my amusement fades at the sight of the painkillers. A new pack of cigarettes is open next to that, the ashtray holding the contents of his mischief. 
 
    “Great.” That didn’t last long. The doctor had said his pain should subside with time, but he’s also prescribed him a handful of meds alongside sleeping pills as if the cupboard upstairs wouldn’t have been enough. No one mentioned that though. It’s apparent he’s got some bad habits, but I also know he needs these pills for real now. It’s just that I’ve seen him angry and almost crying in pain if he tries to go without them and it hurts me to know I can’t do anything about it other than watch him drug himself. 
 
    I kind of deflate at seeing him like this. I was building up courage to unearth the subject about my escapades at Victor’s villa, but I doubt I’ll bring that up at any point today. Or in the near future. It’s not the time. Ray’s not entirely himself and I don’t want to throw him off his game any more than he is, because let’s face it, talking about Vlad and Danya would do that to him. And we’ve found such a fragile equilibrium lately that I’m afraid to shatter it. I just need to find another way to let him know about it while also making sure we’re going to end up fine after it. Knowing him, that’s some wishful thinking right there. 
 
    I leave my jacket on the side of the couch, then step gently around him and touch his cheek, calling his name softly. He jerks his head up and then groans, his features contorting in pain. 
 
    “Shh, it’s just me. Easy.” 
 
    Ray blinks up sleepily and slightly out of it. I can see the confusion in his eyes as he’s trying to figure out what’s going on around him. He rubs at his eyes. “Where is… What am I—” He yawns, then looks up at me again. 
 
    “You fell asleep on the couch. You’re back home,” I provide, hoping to jolt his memory. He tries to nod but ends up cursing. “Come upstairs. Come on.” I help him up and support him as we climb the stairs. It’s a real feat, worrying at every step we’ll end up splat on our faces, but I trudge on. 
 
    “When did you get ’ere?” he grumbles. 
 
    “A couple of minutes ago.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” 
 
    Once we’re in the bedroom, I help him remove the sling so that he can take his shirt off. He pushes down his trousers and they tangle around his feet as he tries to kick them off. 
 
    “Stay put, I’ll help you.” I take his shirt off despite him making things more difficult. He’s mostly mumbling unintelligible shit under his breath. I suspect he’s not entirely aware of what’s happening right now. Those painkillers really knock him on his ass and pull a number on his brain. 
 
    I inspect the wound on his back while I’m at it. They pulled out the stitches but it’s still one ugly thing, long about the size of my hand and two fingers thick. Some of the skin around it is discoloured and mutilated, the snake tattoo on his spine almost entirely destroyed in that area. The doctors said the hot metal had caused burns around the entry point which will leave some scars on his back forever. It might look better in time, but now they’re red and shiny as the skin is trying to heal. 
 
    I restrain myself from touching it as I know he’ll jump and likely cause himself pain, so I stick to getting rid of the clothes and helping him put the sling back on when he says he doesn’t want pjs. Apparently, he’s got to sleep with that shit around his neck for a while to restrict his movements. He’s been complaining it bothers him and he can’t really shift his position at night. He often wakes up with back pain, his muscles clamping up and if he’s not taking the sleeping pills, well good luck making him sleep through the night without waking up every fifteen minutes. 
 
    I help him lie down and make sure he’s got an extra pillow to support his arm. He falls back asleep as soon as his head hits the pillow. I sit on the bed next to him, watching him for a long time, a weird feeling in my chest. 
 
    Even if I tried talking to him in this state, I don’t think I’d get a reaction out of him. He’s been off since he’d woken up at the hospital. Roman has noticed it too and he thinks it will pass once Ray has had a chance of healing and readjusting to his routine. The pills he’s taking affect him greatly as well, but mostly he’s just drained most of the time. He’s got moments when he’s full of energy, but those rarely last. He’s especially exhausted after PT. I guess today has also been a long day for him while dealing with the discharge papers and what not. He was reaching the end of his patience with the doctors and nurses. He even snapped at Lily at one point, and she’d almost ended up crying. Luckily, I was there and told him he was acting like an outright dick. That seemed to piss him off. He’d tried to turn against me, but I knew he didn’t mean it, so I just brushed him off. But I am worried. So fucking worried. Seeing him like this only makes me try harder at what I’m doing and feel better about lying to him. And hiding things from him. 
 
    I let him rest and go about my day. Luckily, I don’t have to work tonight. I’ve only started on the weekend shifts so far and even those I work on a part-time basis. I wake Ray up to take his meds at some point during the evening since I know he’ll most likely be in pain through the night without taking them. The conversation between us is just as clipped and he proceeds to go back to sleep as soon as he drinks down the pills. 
 
    I take a shower and get in bed next to him, trying my best to lure sleep to me. It’s hard, but in the end exhaustion wins. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The buzz wakes me up, rattling somewhere on the nightstand, an annoying vibration reverberating through the wood and through my skull, dragging me from my sweet sleep. I paw at the phone and crack one eye open but by the time I get to it, the ringing stops. I unlock the screen half-blind, but I don’t recognise the number, so I dismiss it and toss the phone back where it was. 
 
    It’s still too early in the morning for this shit. I drop back on the pillow, then just as quickly jump up in a panic when I realize Ray’s not next to me. I dart out of bed, calling his name as I rush out of the bedroom. He’s not in the bathroom and only halfway down the stairs, the smell of coffee registers in my brain and stops me. I sigh in relief, taking one second to put myself together before I make a beeline towards the kitchen. 
 
    Ray’s seated at the table staring into his tablet, a cup of coffee next to him and an overall mess around him. A half-eaten sandwich in front of him, its contents mostly on the plate than in between the slices of bread. Eating with one hand can get messy. At least he’s managed to put on a shirt and trousers and make coffee. The fact his mobility is restrained also gnaws away at him. He hates every moment when he needs help. He mostly refuses to ask and if he does, he becomes angry with himself. 
 
    Ray looks up when I stop in the doorway. “Is that my T-shirt?” 
 
    I check out the oversized black T-shirt covering me all the way down to my thighs. “Maybe?” I shrug, relieved he sounds more like his usual self. 
 
    Ray nods but doesn’t comment further on the matter. I think he secretly likes it. “When did you get here?” 
 
    “You don’t remember?” 
 
    “Not quite,” he frowns. “I know I wanted to catch my breath on the couch for a while.” 
 
    “You were asleep and you were kinda groggy when I woke you up.” I take the seat across from him and reach for his coffee, taking a large sip. 
 
    “Do help yourself.” 
 
    I grin, breaking a bit from his sandwich and shoving it in my mouth shamelessly. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Better,” he says slowly, watching me carefully. Moody, serious Raymond is back. I see. I pray to the big G it lasts. I don’t care what Vlad says, his broodiness is normal. This is the Raymond I’m used to. “I got some things to deal with today. Are you working tonight?” 
 
    “Yeah, I got a shift, but I start late. What things?” 
 
    “I was actually hoping you’d ask. I need you to do me a favour.” 
 
    “Okay? Yeah, of course.” Anything to spend time with him. I leave that out though, wisely. I don’t want to look too needy. “So, what is it?” 
 
    He wets his lips, his frosty eyes skimming across the counter behind me before they settle on me. “Remember Paul?” 
 
    “Yeah? From the TV. I do.” Evsey’s roommate, the guy whose family was massacred by Temnota a while back, how could I forget? What a shitshow that was. 
 
    Ray smirks, oblivious to my mental tirade. “He’s been giving Roman a hard time. I’d like you to speak to him a bit.” 
 
    I straighten up on the chair. He did not just ask me to help him out with something. I keep waiting for the punchline, but it’s not coming. He’s expectant, his eyebrows rising slowly. He’s fuckin’ serious. 
 
    “Roman must be really desperate if he needs my help, then,” I blurt the first thing coming to mind as I reach for more of his coffee. I take a long sip as he seems to be contemplating something. Ray frowns after a while, motioning at the cup. I hand it over to him. 
 
    “I want you to tell him about Evsey. He might listen if it comes from you.” 
 
    “Because I’m less of a hairy chimp and I don’t scare people away with my stink?” 
 
    He snorts. “Something along those lines. He might be able to better relate to you.” 
 
    If he says so. “I’d be happy to help then.” I puff my chest, somewhat still surprised he’s employing my help with this dirty affair. “What are you hoping to achieve?” 
 
    “The drive,” Ray says slowly. “He’s been uncooperative with regard to that, and I can’t delay this any longer. I need to find a way to decrypt the damn thing, or at least know what I need to do so. I can’t go around asking just anyone about it as it would draw the wrong kind of attention.” 
 
    I nod. “I see your point. But shouldn’t you let Chimpy deal with this so that you can rest?” 
 
    Ray grins, a sort of “try to stop me if you can”. His stubbornness is out of this world. I suppose I would be the same if I had been cooped up in that hospital for so long. I am just not sure whether this is the right thing for him right now. Perhaps jumping straight into criminal activities is not the best way to help with his healing. On the contrary, someone might be eager enough to slit his throat in the process. The thought bothers me. A lot. 
 
    “Don’t you have PT today?” I say, wishing to distract him somehow. 
 
    “I’ve arranged for the therapist to pass by the flat later this afternoon,” he provides. 
 
    “But won’t you be tired?” The world won’t stop spinning if he takes another day off. But I guess he’s just itching to be out and about since he’s been out of his element for so long. Being out of the game for these past weeks must have felt like an eternity for him. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Ray says patiently, watching me with narrowed eyes. He’s probably picked on what I am trying to do. That is another interesting thing. We’ve developed a sort of… a deeper connection during his stay in the hospital. I get the feeling Raymond’s upgraded my status from pest to mere nuisance. That doesn’t bother me at all, I’m quite happy with where this is going. As long as it’s going where I think it’s going. I don’t let that deter me, though. 
 
    “As long as we come back in time for your afternoon nap.” I wink, pointing at his sandwich. “Are you eating that?” 
 
    He gives me a mortified glance and I can tell he’s just itching to bark a nasty reply. His lip twitches. “Brat,” he mumbles. Oh, yeah, and he’s been letting his playful nature run wild. I’m a brat now, as it turns out. “I’d appreciate if you gave me back my cigarettes.” 
 
    “No can do.” I drag the plate closer and reassemble the sandwich. Now I got him pissed off. 
 
    “Alex.” 
 
    “That authoritative stare doesn’t work on me anymore,” I comment through a mouthful of food. “And if you insist, next time I see your doctor, I’ll make sure to tell him all about it. Or I might just tell Roman since he can handle you better than I do.” I smile politely. That serves him right. He lets it drop, which is unlike him, but then I catch him smirking. I take a huge bite from the sandwich, grinning. “I knew you love it when I get all bossy on you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two hours later we reach our destination. Only Marian is with us, our designated driver. If not for his wound, I bet Ray would’ve insisted to drive himself. Fortunately enough, he doesn’t have a car any longer. Since it’s all burnt down lying in a police scrapyard somewhere. I saw the photos. Not a nice sight, I must tell you. I get funny every time someone turns on an engine lately. I keep expecting the fucking things to go off like fireworks anytime. Ray doesn’t seem to have that problem. Of course, there’s perks to being drunk and hitting your head — it’s called memory loss. How much he’s affected by it, he doesn’t say but his moments of confusion leave me worried. The doc said his head is fine, if a bit rattled, and that the painkillers also take their toll on him, but I don’t know how much this disorientation is only related to the meds. Ray also thinks he’s smart and that he hides it well, but I see right through him. And then we play pretend with one another. Maybe we just want it to be normal. 
 
    No matter how much Ray tries to stay awake, he dozes off during the ride. Marian checks on him in the rear-view mirror, then his glance shifts to me and it’s like a sort of understanding passes between us. In these weeks I’ve come to learn just how loyal Marian is to him. And how efficient he can get with him being an ex-cop and all that. We even tolerate one another since we seem to have a common goal, and we’ve gotten to the point where one might say we’re conspiring with each other. He’s still an annoying old fart, but the guy’s on my side and an ally is a useful thing to have. 
 
    The place is a remote location outside of Bucharest, away from prying eyes. Apparently, criminal minds fool themselves thinking they can better mingle amidst cows and farmers. I suppose such environment is less conspicuous and poorly manned by the cops. Make it remote enough and few people will be tempted to spy on you. There’s also no cameras around which makes it ideal. I still curl my lip in disdain. 
 
    Marian removes his belt and turns to me with a question in his eyes, requesting silent permission. 
 
    “I’ll wake him up.” Marian nods and gets out of the car. I respect the fact he knows when to make himself scarce. I remove Ray’s seatbelt beforehand, knowing the kind of response I’m likely to get. It’s the new norm as of late. He doesn’t stir one bit. Yet. 
 
    “Ray, we’re here.” I touch his good hand. He jerks awake in a breathless panic, clutching onto the driver’s seat, his head swivelling left and right in search of threats. He might not remember what happened, but his subconscious surely expects some foul play. His eyes find me, round and wild, scanning my face for signs of distress. His expression betrays the exact moment when he becomes aware of the pain, and I do my best to keep a poker face. 
 
    “It’s just me. We’re here.” 
 
    He squeezes his eyes shut and gasps for breath. “I know,” he says through his teeth. “I was just resting my eyes.” 
 
    “Mhmm, yeah. You were.” At least he doesn’t protest this time. We’d almost gotten into a fight at the hospital because of it. In the end, I had to concede and let him have it. If lying to himself makes him feel better, then I guess I can only welcome him to the club. 
 
    I let him catch his breath while I peep through the window. I don’t know in what sort of backwater we’ve ended up, but I don’t like it one bit. 
 
    I get out of the car. Marian opens the door for Ray, but he refuses to be helped out of the vehicle. I stare at the frozen ground under his boots on purpose. I can almost see him flop on his face ending up with a broken nose. I step to his left side and wrap my arm around his. 
 
    “I can walk,” he growls. 
 
    “I’m cold.” 
 
    His jaw tightens but he can throw me however many ugly looks he wants. He is sleepy and innocent, and I’d be unable to take him seriously no matter what he’d say. 
 
    “My legs are fine.” 
 
    “It’s got nothing to do with your legs,” I point out. 
 
    Ray sighs in an insufferable fashion, as if the end of the world is coming simply because I am trying to help him. 
 
    “I should let you fall on your arse. That should teach you. Maybe I should push you myself,” I contemplate, ignoring his glare. Then my feet slip on the snow as we follow behind Marian, but I manage to stay upright. 
 
    “Or you might just drag me down with you,” Ray counters. 
 
    “And you call me annoying,” I mumble. 
 
    The place doesn’t have anything memorable about it other than the fact that it looks like a rundown shack. The fence surrounding it is half fallen, bent midway its length, splinters poking out of the damp planks, or whatever’s left of them. They were probably a light lacquered brown once. Now they’re such a mouldy dark colour that I almost expect mushrooms to pop out of them. I almost wish they did. We could throw a party. 
 
    A trail of smoke shoots out of the brick chimney sat atop the shingled roof — the only sign the place is inhabited. The windows are covered with newspapers from the inside, a rather unconventional choice of décor. Welcome to the loony bin, I guess. 
 
    Marian knocks at the little house’s door and Roman opens up. He pokes his head out, taking us in. “Need help?” 
 
    “I need you to lay off my arse for one goddamn second. I’m not an invalid,” Ray growls. At least I’m glad to see I’m not the only recipient of his anger. 
 
    “Moody again?” Roman directs his question at me. 
 
    I raise my eyebrows. “Go figure.” 
 
    Ray ignores the both of us. As it turns out, when we’re not bickering, Chimpy and I can be particularly annoying together as far as Ray’s concerned. At least I feel like someone’s got my back, despite Roman’s numerous insufferable flaws. Of course, it’s a front and it never lasts. We can’t help each other. It does feel a lot more brotherly though. 
 
    Marian waits outside as we enter the decrepit house, which is warm at least, but otherwise the thing looks as if it’s been through the world wars, and for all I know it might’ve. There’s a claustrophobic living room with furniture older than my mother and kind of a stale stink to it. The smoke from the fire assaults my nostrils. It prickles. The floors are made from what looks to be solidified mud. Just the right combination of smoke and dust to trigger a sneezing fit. Or an asthma attack. Some colourful tapestries are hung on the walls, traditional earthenware crocks painted in greens, reds and yellows pinned in their corners. 
 
    “What’s this, the eighteen-hundreds?” I can’t help it. I stare up at Roman. “Did you trade a cow for this place from that ancient lady we passed down the street?” 
 
    Ray snorts as he sits down on the tattered couch, the only thing that looks to have been made in the past twenty years or so. 
 
    “You don’t like shitting in a warm bathroom any longer?” 
 
    Roman doesn’t even react, his face blank. He just stares at me from above his nose, his arms at his sides, dressed in a warm, grey fleece and the signature tattered cargos he’s always using. Stellar as always. 
 
    “Well, I suppose it’s better than the jungle you’re used to,” I continue, not willing to let it go. “At least it’s got a roof.” 
 
    “Do you kiss your mother with that mouth?” Roman says. 
 
    “Well, as it turns out she’d be capable of kissing a toilet seat, so this would be an improvement.” I grin. “See, Roman? That’s got layers. That’s how you do it.” 
 
    Ray snickers. He shakes off his coat and it’s just like my mood brightens up instantly. I discard my jacket and screw up my nose at the ditch. I spot a large cobweb in one corner of the room, its occupant nowhere to be seen. We’re missing a litter of kittens and a brood of chicks hatching under the bed and we’ll open a zoo in no time. 
 
    “Exquisite,” I say to myself, keeping my voice low as I take to inspect every available surface. This place is full of gems. 
 
    “How’s Paul?” Raymond looks past me at my intolerable half-brother. Roman gestures a “so and so” with his hand. Grumpy is not very chatty this morning and he’s joined the exhausted people group if one was to judge by his raccoonish eyes. The past month hasn’t been great for any of us. 
 
    “Alex.” Ray throws me a look and I nod, giving up on poking the wood stove. “Bring him here.” Ray looks up at me. “Play nice.” 
 
    I show him my teeth. Right, I don’t need him to point it out. As if I wouldn’t be aware of the situation. This guy’s lost his entire family in one night. Just like Evsey. I’m not about to go all sarcastic on him. Even though it might help. If it happened to me, I’d probably joke about it. I don’t know. Or maybe I’d tear apart everything in front of me. 
 
    Roman brings the guy into the living room. Big round eyes, too close to each other, grace me in an annoyed manner, separated by a nose embedded above a fuzzy reddish beard. His nose screws up, resembling a scared mouse, his gaze darting between us almost manically. At a glance, the dude’s terrifyingly unstable. He’s bundled in what seems to be at least two layers of clothes, reminding me of the beggars littering the street corners in the town centre. 
 
    “This is… my brother Sasha and that’s Raymond,” Roman introduces us. I bet saying that we’re related hurts him on the inside. 
 
    Paul looks worse than Evsey, my days. Maybe worse than Ray who’s been the epitome of paleness lately. I wave — it’s the least awkward thing I can do. 
 
    Paul eyes Ray for a long time before speaking up. It’s spooky and uncomfortable, at least until he starts pacing up and down and he redefines creepiness by doing so. 
 
    “I’ve seen you on TV,” Paul says in a heated voice. “Your car blew up. And you were there that night.” 
 
    I shuffle next to the couch in Ray’s vicinity, weirdly apprehensive at the mad gesturing. I catch the quick glance Ray exchanges with Roman, but Paul seems too trapped in his head to notice. 
 
    “I was.” Ray nods slowly, maintaining eye contact with him. I can tell what he’s thinking judging by that tone. Paul’s bonkers, there’s no debating it. No wonder Ro-Ro couldn’t deal with it. He’s got a bad time trying to talk with us crazies. Remember Christmas? That was monumental. Imagine keeping a constant eye on one. I wonder if he’s locking him in when he goes out. Paul looks like he’s got the potential to run out the door naked anytime. Or to build a pyre in the backyard and skin some goats. 
 
    “Who tried to kill you?” The redhead asks, bouncing with energy. He somewhat reminds me of Denis, except he’s taller and he’s capable of growing a beard. He’s malnourished though and clearly struggling. He needs some sort of intervention, they can’t keep him here forever. 
 
    “The same people who attacked you,” Ray responds. 
 
    I slide into the background, propping against a sideboard. I cross my arms on my chest. That’s not entirely a lie, but apparently Anatoly Azarov has denied his involvement in the hit.  
 
    Temnota has shattered into clusters and it’s each on their own, warring with one another in a stupid contest for power. To make matters worse, they’re fighting over allies consisting of local gangs, trespassing on each other’s territories, and killing left and right in an attempt to change the leadership and gain new leverage. It’s a fuckin’ shitshow. From what I’ve overheard, and the little Vlad has told me, Victor’s concerned with exposure since Roza is also involved with low lifers even though indirectly. As I said. Proper shitfest. 
 
    “They talk about people like you all the time. I did not think I’d see you covered in blood surrounded by...” 
 
    “People like me?” Ray says. 
 
    “Famous. Rich.” Paul waves his hand, unable to stop in one place. He’s sending my head in a tizz. And I thought I’m bad. As it turns out, there can be worse. 
 
    Roman pulls a chair out and sits astride on it. I eye the unstable guy, slightly worried that he might pick up a rake and start a riot with the nearby villagers. But neither Roman, nor Raymond seem to be concerned about it. 
 
    So, is this what normal people turn into after they’ve been exposed to catastrophes? Then again, maybe he was never normal. But it does seem as if his mind is a bit… split. Not that I’m faring better, but I’ve felt… more stable as of late. As if having a purpose keeps me on the straight and narrow. Sure, I’m terrified out of my arse, no argument from me there, but I don’t feel like cutting off my own throat any longer. Now I mostly feel like cutting off throats in general. 
 
    “It happens,” Ray says. 
 
    I get myself a cigarette. “You mind if I smoke?” 
 
    Paul shakes his head. Ray stretches his good arm expectantly. I ponder whether or not to fight him over it, but the warning look he shoots me tells me not to. I sigh and give him a cig. It’s his pack, after all. I expect a protest from Roman but he’s quiet. Maybe he doesn’t like an audience either.  
 
    Paul watches us carefully, not stopping for a second to catch his breath. “So, why are you here?” 
 
    “We’ve got some things to settle, Paul.” Ray snatches the lighter from me. He briefly closes his eyes as he inhales the first puff of his cig, a look of pure bliss on his face. 
 
    Paul chuckles as he shakes his head. “I already told the Russian what I know. Your drive is encrypted. I’ve seen nothing like it before.” 
 
    “I understand that. I was hoping you might help me decrypt it.” 
 
    “Can’t do,” Paul shakes his head again. 
 
    “Why not?” Ray prods. 
 
    “I don’t want to.” Paul scratches a red spot on his neck. “It’s because of people like you that my family got killed.” 
 
    “I’m trying to prevent the loss of human lives,” Ray insists. “This drive could be the key for it. Don’t you want to get revenge for what happened to your family?” 
 
    “Appealing to my emotions won’t work, sir. You can’t make me do anything any longer. You can’t blackmail me. All you can do is kill me.” 
 
    Well, with that grin on his face, one might grant his wish sooner rather than later. I puff from my cigarette, equally impressed and just a bit sick at Ray’s attempt of appealing to Paul’s reasoning. That won’t work. I don’t understand how he expects me to talk sense into this guy. I’m not sure how his feelings or emotions could be steered in the right direction if I mention Evsey. He said so himself earlier, that won’t work on him. 
 
    “And aren’t you afraid of that?” Ray lies back against the couch, left hand on his thigh, cigarette smoke swirling up to the ceiling as he watches us through a sheet of blueish mist. His right arm in a sling and the fucker still looks imposing. 
 
    “I don’t care what happens to me any longer,” Paul says, growing combative. “Perhaps they should’ve killed you in that explosion too, since you seem to be part of the same crowd.” 
 
    “Oi, mate, I’ll break your fuckin’ teeth.” 
 
    “Alex,” Ray grabs my elbow, halting me. “It’s alright, settle down.” 
 
    “Perhaps someone should teach this fuck how to keep his mouth shut.” 
 
    Paul tilts his head. My little outburst has finally stopped him from his frenetic pacing. “Who are you again?” 
 
    “I’m his fuckin’ boyfriend and you say one more thing like that with me present, I might just fulfil your death wish.” 
 
    Something flashes across Paul’s face as his gaze passes between me and Ray. The whole room grows silent for a minute. I can feel both Ray and Roman staring at me, but I refuse to look away from Paul. 
 
    “Either way, I’m not helping you, so I just want you to leave me in peace.” 
 
    “To do what? Slice your own throat?” I snap. 
 
    Ray squeezes my elbow as he looks up at me, but I ignore him. This fuck’s pressed my buttons. It’s one thing for him to want to blow himself out of existence, another to wish that on Ray. 
 
    “If you wanted to do so, then you should’ve done it. Or you mean leave you alone so that you can get along with your fuckin’ life? Newsflash, buddy. You’re in a hut in the middle of nowhere because if you’re found, you’ll be killed like the rest of your family. This is as best as it gets for you. And you wanna know what? Your ex-boyfriend’s somewhere out there going through the same shit. I can’t see why he would’ve reached out to a chicken-shite for help, ‘cuz you’re clearly not cut out for it, mate.” 
 
    That shuts his mouth. And the awkward silence ensues again. Ray lets go of me. He’s probably going to tell me off for declaring my undying love for him in front of everyone, but he can just stick that sermon up his arse. 
 
    “Myeah, perhaps you should think about that one before you let him down too,” I tap my temple. 
 
    “My family died because of him,” Paul protests, tilting his head. 
 
    “Right. Correction. Your family died because of the drive. And his family died because of the drive before that. And just for the record, he’s probably having it worse than you if we’re to get into a dick measuring contest. But it’s good to see you’re a selfish cunt. I guess it’s easier to throw the blame on him since cutting him off means you can fuck off in peace, right? Want me to give you some tips on how to do it? ‘Cuz I should fuckin’ know.” 
 
    Ray grabs my elbow again, shaking me. “That’s enough,” he says slowly. 
 
    I snarl at him. “Don’t tell me what’s enough and what isn’t! You almost fuckin’ died. These people have screwed up my life. So, it ain’t enough, Ray.” I turn back to Paul. “Want some advice, buddy? Grow a fuckin’ pair and stop being a whiny cunt.” I shake Ray’s hand off. “Or grab a piece of rope and tie yourself to the rafters.” I walk past him. “That might just do it.” 
 
    I step outside to cool down, puffing from my cigarette. That really got my heart going. I doubt that’s what Ray had in mind when he brought me here, but that fuckin’ idiot said one wrong thing too many. And he can slice his own throat for all I care. I can hardly empathize with him losing his family. His pain pales in comparison with the thought I might lose Ray. It drives me mad. 
 
    I lean against a rickety shed, one foot propped on the planks behind me as I watch the empty countryside road. It’s all peaceful here, there’s barely any disrupting sounds and there’s no cars passing. Sure, this ain’t a main road, which is why they’ve probably chosen the place since there’s few comings and goings. 
 
    I blow out a mass of smoke. I don’t know what that achieved. It’s clear Paul wouldn’t listen to Ray and Roman as he won’t trust anything coming out of their mouths. And it’s clear my outburst didn’t help. No matter what I say now, that twit won’t budge. But I’m not even sure I care enough to let it bother me. The only thing I care about is Ray’s wellbeing. 
 
    Marian joins me after a while. “You okay, kid?” 
 
    “Define okay.” My breath mingles with the smoke. I don’t have my jacket on, but the anger keeps me warm. “Is it always like this? Having to look over your shoulder all the time?” 
 
    “We’ve had peaceful times as well.” He runs a hand over his shorn hair. His long jacket is zipped underneath his neck, covering his suit. Always professional. I wasn’t expecting that from an ex-cop in a country like this. From what I gathered, he’d gotten involved in some crap and he had to resign from the force. Ray wouldn’t let out more, but as it turns out he’d somehow helped Marian overcome whatever had happened. And the man owes him his loyalty for it. 
 
    “Aren’t you scared for your family? If you have any.” 
 
    “Of course I am.” His eyes glint, watching me with a burning intensity. 
 
    I take a smoke before speaking again. “And how do you deal with the paralysing fear they might end up dead at some point?” 
 
    “I found taking it one day at a time helps.” 
 
    I give him a quizzical look. He’s getting all philosophical with me. But he sounds serious, and his expression promises murder to anyone who might get close enough to harm the ones he loves. 
 
    I slightly turn towards him. “Why are you so loyal to Ray?” 
 
    “Because I believe in repaying my debts.” 
 
    “And what happens when you’ve done so?” A seed of paranoia prompts me to investigate. You see, that bomb didn’t plant itself on Ray’s car. Someone must’ve put it there. And I know Roman’s looked into it and Ray himself has given it some thought, but that won’t stop me from inquiring and looking for signs left and right. Edgar can be discounted since the guy almost died. But there must’ve been someone around to either see something or do something shady. Yes, Ray’s car had been in that parking lot, but so had a dozen others. The cameras hadn’t spotted anything out of the ordinary, I know as much. This entire thing is too weird to dismiss the possibility that he could’ve been betrayed. 
 
    “I owe a life debt, that won’t be easily repaid,” Marian says. 
 
    I purse my lips in thought. “Would you die for him?” 
 
    “If that’s what it takes.” 
 
    His stance makes me think and I can’t help but be suspicious. I have a hard time grasping the concept of loyalty, especially from his point of view. I understand a lover, or a relative being loyal, someone with ties and who’s got things to lose. But there is something about the idea of a complete stranger being loyal which bothers me. I’m not saying it’s not possible. I’m just saying how could someone like that give their life for someone else when even your own blood betrays you in the end? 
 
    “Sasha, get back here.” Roman barks. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I drop the cigarette as I push myself away from the shed and run into the house. Paul is hovering awkwardly to one side. Ray’s pale and shaking on the couch, hand over his face. “What happened? Are you okay?” I kneel next to him, cupping his cheek. He’s clammy. “Ray?” His hands are trembling and he’s breathing hard. “Are you in pain?” 
 
    “Did he eat anything?” Roman asks from behind me. 
 
    “He barely touched his food this morning,” I reply. 
 
    Marian joins us, grabbing Ray’s wrist. “I think his glycaemia dropped,” Marian provides. “Get him some sugary water.” 
 
    I help Ray drink and he starts feeling better after a couple of minutes. Roman thrusts a plate of food at him and we go back and forth with him until he ends up eating some of it. 
 
    “Can you stop doting over me? I’m alright,” Ray says after a while. 
 
    “That was the last cigarette you saw from me,” I warn him. 
 
    “I don’t even understand why you’d give him cigarettes,” Roman comments in the background. 
 
    I shoot him a withering glance from where I am sitting on the edge of the couch next to Ray. “Do you know how fuckin’ stubborn he is?” 
 
    “Of course I do,” Roman snaps. “Do you see me care for his stubbornness?” he tilts his head and raises his eyebrows as if to tell I’m stupid. Fuckin’ savage. I’d wipe that look off his face if we wouldn’t have an audience. 
 
    I scoff and roll my eyes, directing my frustration at Ray instead. “Why are you looking so fucking pleased? This is all your fault.” 
 
    Ray rests his head on the back of the couch. He doesn’t open his eyes, but a sly smirk thins his lips. “Because you’re both annoying, but at least you’re leaving me alone when you fight,” he opens an eye and peeks from me to Roman. “Do carry on.”  
 
    It’s Roman’s turn to look put in his place. I spot Paul watching us. 
 
    Roman follows my gaze. “I think we’re done here,” he declares. “Go back to Bucharest.” 
 
    I couldn’t agree more. We rest for a while longer and before I get into the car, Roman grabs my shoulder and gives me a stern glance. He looks past me at Ray’s silhouette in the back seat, barely visible through the tinted window. 
 
    “Sasha, keep an eye on him,” he says, his voice low, concerned. It’s uncanny to hear him make such a request, it’s chilling and frightening, but at least that’s one thing we agree on. I meet his gaze and nod, a true understanding passing between us. Something just changed. 
 
    “You don’t need to tell me twice.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 – Ray 
 
      
 
    The meeting with Paul had not gone entirely as planned. Nevertheless, it had achieved the same result. At the end of the day, Paul had agreed to help them, albeit reluctantly. It was to be expected that Paul would not want to listen to anything coming from Raymond or Roman since their first meeting had taken place under such dire circumstances. It had been understandable. 
 
    When he’d asked Aleksandr to join him, Raymond had been thinking more along the lines of putting him in the same room with Paul so that they could have a casual conversation, young man to young man, so that Paul could find himself on equal footing and not be influenced by what he perceived to be a threat. Or at least contributors to his family’s demise. Raymond had not expected Paul to be in such a bad disposition — Roman had clearly left out some things — nor Aleksandr to lose his composure in such a manner. 
 
    Raymond did not know what baffled him more, Paul’s disdain or Aleksandr’s outburst which had actually achieved more than a peaceful conversation might’ve had. Driven by emotion, Alex had been clear and direct, and he’d spoken his mind with honesty. It had come out angry and desperate and left Raymond unsettled, since Alex’s behaviour had stemmed from the same place Ray’s own issues did. 
 
    Ray rubbed at his temple, still itchy and aching. Alex was strewn on the bed next to him, curled on his side, his face burrowed next to Raymond’s left shoulder. He could not remember when the boy had returned from his night shift, nor when he had slid in bed next to him. It was peaceful to watch him though. Alex had reached for him in his sleep, whimpering, close to sobbing at times. Raymond had tried his best to soothe him with an awkward one-armed hug but even that had ended with him in mild pain and frustration due to his current limitations. 
 
    Lying down was always problematic and he tried not to move too much. It was hard because his muscles would tense up after a while which would make sleeping a nuisance instead of something relaxing. He had tried to fall back asleep for nearly two hours, yet between the pain and Alex’s agitated sleep, Ray had given up on rest. 
 
    A new day shone outside, cold and morose. It matched his mood to a fault. No matter how much a part of him just wanted to allow himself to succumb to sleep once more, there were more important things to deal with. Plans needed to be set into motion, and Raymond wanted to dig deeper into the accounts he’d gotten from Anatoly. There had been no word from the man since their last phone call during Ray’s hospital stay when Anatoly had reached out with his well-wishes, and Raymond did not expect to hear from him any time soon, but at least he could make some progress in the meantime. 
 
    Temnota had been turned to shreds by Ivan’s devastating demise. It had turned out that in spite of his precautions, Raymond had underestimated Ivan’s role in the grand scheme of things. Not only had the news of his apparent death caused unrest and shoddy alliances to crumble, it had also dismantled one big enemy into multiple factions which each had their own demands and internal hierarchies. A complete and utter mess. That was just the way those hungry for power worked. The moment an opportunity arose, they struck hard and fast before anyone could get their bearings. Raymond understood that and he had expected it to some extent. What he had not expected was the entire damn thing to collapse upon itself like it was made of paper bricks. 
 
    Somewhere among those factions, there were some people who wanted Raymond dead, there was no mistake about that. People who knew about him and his identity, and who had been bold enough to plant an explosive device on his car. People who wanted retaliation over Ivan’s death. It was the only probable explanation for what had transpired. 
 
    He tried not to think too much about it since the subject had the potential to sicken him. He had ensured his family’s and his son’s protection, yet there was only so much he could do. If someone wanted to hurt him, then they would find the means to do so. 
 
    Raymond pushed himself up and let the boy rest. It was too early to rouse him from his sleep. One uncomfortable shower and a half-chewed breakfast later, he found the courage to delve into his documents and check some of the information from Anatoly. It was an exhausting affair as his concentration constantly slipped, the rows of text mingling with one another after a while, and it was harder and harder to understand what he was reading. 
 
    It felt as if he was getting nowhere. There was nothing pertinent he could find without having full access to Victor’s accounts. Raymond had reached a dead end. Obtaining the access needed without rousing suspicion would be difficult, if not outright impossible, and even if he found a good enough reason, it was unlikely he would get the information he was after. 
 
    Vitya was no fool, he had been covering his tracks, he would not be using his main accounts to fund Temnota, it was too blatant. He had taken precautions and gotten rid of the men who could link him to any of his extracurricular activities. There was no way of proving anything, unless Ray tried looking into the accountant’s death, except that would draw the worst kind of attention. 
 
    Victor’s accountant had been involved in a car accident soon after Kirill Azarov’s demise, the link between Roza’s money and Temnota’s men thus eradicated, or as the saying went, Victor had taken two birds down with one stone. If it reached Vitya’s ears that Raymond was asking questions, the man would know he was onto something. Which meant he needed to refrain from any rash decisions if he wanted to remain in one piece, especially in his current condition. With the proof he had, Raymond was grasping at straws, and he knew it. Anatoly’s questionable word and a handful of photos which hinted at possibilities but proved nothing pertinent did not prove much in the end. Ray was feeling sick. 
 
    The frustration that caused mixed with his incapacitated state only irked him further. Tired and nauseated, he was unable to continue after a while, his eyes burned, and his head felt as if it was being pressed in a vice. It was nearing past ten in the morning when Aleksandr rushed down the stairs and found him lying down on the couch. 
 
    “You’ll make my head pound again.” 
 
    “Sorry.” The boy was breathless, a wild look about him, faint pillow marks on the side of his face. His bleached hair tousled from sleep, still as strange as the first time Ray had seen it. Ray had thought it to have been a hallucination at first, then he’d realized that it was very much real. When asked, the boy had chuckled and said he felt like a change was needed. It bothered Raymond for some reason. It was a sign that by the time his confusion had cleared, the world had changed more than he could understand. Or perhaps it all had to do with Ray’s little blunder from Christmas and everything that had happened after. But he could not suffer to mention Dany, so he had pretty much ignored the subject, despite its implications. Ignoring the things which could unbalance him was something Raymond had become very good at along the years. 
 
    He still could not help but feel as though something was missing, like the change in Alex’s looks hid something important, something Ray needed to pay attention to. It was difficult to even think of it, let alone envision a hidden meaning behind it. The boy was troublesome enough as it was. Roman had mentioned in passing the ruckus Alex had caused only to get to see him and his unfortunate encounter with Kate at the hospital. Ray found it hard to ask himself why his determination had folded in such a fashion that he had allowed Alex back into his life. After Christmas, he had decided to let their paths diverge, it would have been the best choice to avoid more heartbreak and distress, but the universe had turned against him somewhere. Ray blamed it on the haziness the opiates brought with it. The doctor had warned him that he would not be able to withstand the pain, at least in the first weeks, besides he had offered him plenty of alternatives to morphine, but they had all fallen short. Ray had protested at first — the feeblest protest he’d uttered in his entire life — and then he had given into it with abandon. The fact he couldn’t go without it was just another sign of his weakness. An addiction running deep under the surface, which perhaps had nothing to do at all with the physical pain he was in. The morphine and Dany had gone hand in hand after all, it only seemed fitting for it to follow the same pattern now. 
 
    Alex was summarily dressed in one of Raymond’s T-shirts and as he swayed from foot to foot as if lost, Raymond caught sight of a large bruise on his hip. He had not noticed it the previous day, but it must have been there since it was coloured in a very dark blue and hues of bright purple. 
 
    Ray pushed himself up and caught the hem of Alex’s T-shirt, bringing him closer. The boy shied away as Raymond frowned up at him. “Where’s that from?” 
 
    Alex scowled at the side of his leg. He poked at the skin as if he had a hard time believing it was there, shrugged and pulled down the T-shirt, covering himself. His eyes widened for a moment, but then he rubbed at his face and yawned like it was nobody’s business. 
 
    “Slipped on ice in front of Mark’s building.” 
 
    “Come here,” Ray said, concern and worry in his voice. 
 
    “Meh.” 
 
    Raymond swatted the boy’s hand away and dragged him closer again. The bruise started under the hem of Alex’s underwear, and it was large enough to be the size of Raymond’s spread palm. 
 
    “Christ, Alex. Have you iced this? How the hell did you slip?” 
 
    “Just being clumsy,” Alex whispered. He blinked blearily, rubbing at his chest and neck. 
 
    Ray caught his wrist. The boy’s pulse was thrashing under the thin scars. His agitation transferred to Raymond, morphing into worry. 
 
    “You almost fell down the stairs,” Ray admonished him. “And that wound you had on your face the other week…,” Ray trailed off, shaking his head. 
 
    “I told you I’d bumped into a shelf at Mark’s.” 
 
    “I know you told me, but you’re all over the place lately and you’ll end up hurting yourself badly one day.” He could tell Alex was anxious, maybe even scared. Ray tugged his hand gently. “Sit down.” 
 
    The boy complied and sat to Ray’s left on the couch. He brought his knees up to his chest and stared ahead at nothing in particular. It was such a domestic and casual scene that it reminded Raymond of Alex’s outburst from the previous day. Boyfriend. The remark had thrown Ray off. He did not know what had bewildered him more, the fact Alex had said the word or that he hadn’t hesitated in the slightest. He refused to entertain the idea though. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Ray nudged him. 
 
    “Nothing,” Alex mumbled, looking as if he hadn’t woken up yet. 
 
    Ray gnashed his teeth together and dared to reach for the boy’s shoulder in a form of comfort. He could tell when he was being lied to. “What happened?” he asked softly. 
 
    “I thought you left,” Alex avoided looking at him. 
 
    Ray sighed. “Where would I be going?” 
 
    “What do I know? It’s not like you’d tell me.” Alex shrugged. “Did you eat anything?” he dropped his feet on the floor as he crossed his arms on his chest and finally looked his way. His husky tone was admonishing yet endearing at the same time. 
 
    “Does it hurt?” 
 
    “What?” Alex mumbled. “Don’t change the subject. Did you eat? You’ll get sick again.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Ray replied. “Same goes for you. Does your leg hurt?” 
 
    “I didn’t even feel it. I’m fine. It’s not the first time I fall. Probably won’t be the last. Maybe next time I’ll trip over an iron and poke my eye out. Or break an arm. But it should be the left. We’d match then and at least have one pair of functioning arms between us.” Ray snorted, at least his logorrhoea wasn’t causing him a headache yet. Alex beamed as he bumped his good shoulder. “Made you laugh.” 
 
    Raymond felt trapped in that grin, the entire scene had something carefree and comforting about it. He caught himself smiling and thought in passing that he must have hit his head hard enough for his stomach to flip up and down because of one troublesome young man, yet he couldn’t help it. 
 
    He caressed Alex’s cheek with the back of his hand.“Get yourself some ice to put over that,” he said. The boy complied but then Ray stopped him again. “Hey.” Alex looked down as he rubbed a finger over his eyelid. “Don’t worry about me. I’m alright.” 
 
    Alex pursed his lips, a puny frown on his face. “Sure you are.” 
 
    “I mean it,” Ray insisted. 
 
    Alex slumped. “I’m not worrying.” He rolled his shoulders, shifting from leg to leg again, his discomfort gave a load of glaring cues. 
 
    “I can tell when you’re bullshitting me.” 
 
    “Hmph.” Alex blew his cheeks. “Right, you can.” 
 
    Raymond was about to reply when the doorbell interrupted them. He frowned and patted Alex’s thigh. “Go get ice and get dressed. I’ll check the door.” 
 
    Alex departed upstairs, and only then did Raymond push himself up with a grimace and slowly walked towards the entrance. He barely cracked the door open when Marian walked in like a whirlwind, almost knocking him back. Raymond cursed under his breath. The bodyguard stabilized him with a hand on his good shoulder, a frown etched in his forehead. His hands were cold from outside, his jacket wet from the snow. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Raymond,” his tone was apologetic albeit he’d forgotten his manners. “I didn’t mean to barge in like this. You alright?” 
 
    “Why are you people rushing?” Ray shut the door. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “There’s…” Marian hesitated. “Something happened at the club.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The street was cordoned off, curious strangers perking up in the distance to catch a whiff of what was happening. A bored patrol diverted the inquisitive eyes away, except they would not break for long, and they would reconverge a little way off from where they could still see well enough to spread rumours. It was also nearing lunchtime on a Sunday, and the town centre buzzed with shoppers lounging on their free day. 
 
    Ray was frowning at the closed doors of the club, the neon green writing bright and glaring. It had happened in the early hours of the morning. Someone had passed by and heard moans coming from the nearby alley tangent to the club where the rubbish skips were. They had found two security guards bound and gagged amidst the heaps of garbage, both of them close to freezing and each bearing a mild concussion earned from a cudgel, apparently. 
 
    “It’s got zero creativity.” Alex stopped next to him, arms crossed over his black jacket. “It gets no points for style.” He pursed his lips as he tilted his head to study the writing. His black eyelashes fluttered as he made a show out of examining the scribble. He screwed up his nose and blew a bleached strand of hair from his forehead. Then he shivered, hunching his shoulders. 
 
    The freezing temperatures did not bother Raymond anymore, he was past caring. His coat was unbuttoned over his shirt, accommodating his sling. Faced with the new disaster the morning had brought even his back pain had subsided. 
 
    The crisp snow crusting the unwalked alleys, and the mounds heaped on the sides of the streets were unhindered by the few faint rays of sunlight breaking through the clouds. They revealed sets of footprints everywhere around the club doors but after the multitude of passers-by who had been crowding prior to the police arriving, one couldn’t tell if they belonged to the perpetrators any longer. 
 
    Ray remained silent, just as cold on the inside as the outside weather. Words failed him, despite thinking that the entire affair was one vivid hallucination. It was never-ending though. Someone was supposed to come clean the spray, but they had been delayed, as usual. In the meantime, the crowds of people had been snapping photos and sharing them on the social networks. It spelled mass media disaster all over again. 
 
    “That M looks like an N though,” Alex provided. “What do you suppose “nurderer” stands for?” 
 
    Ray shot him a sideways glance. The boy faced him, his gloved fingers found Ray’s. His mind was shuffling through the possible culprits, like a raffle. Ray supposed Temnota, or whatever broken part of it still thrived out there, could have done that in retaliation for Ivan’s supposed death. It was nowhere near a deathblow, though. It bothered and threw Raymond off his game, yes. It was bringing back unpleasant memories, yes. It was staining his image and muddying his reputation, of course. But it wasn’t killing him. It was such a one-eighty from the attempt on his life that he did not know what to make of it. 
 
    “It’s not them.” 
 
    “Say what?” Alex looked up at him, his puffy breath smelled like sweet mints. 
 
    Ray let his eyes slide over the letters once more. Written in capital, bold, large enough to cover both doors and draw plentiful attention. Their purpose was to inflict distress, not to annihilate. 
 
    “It can’t be Temnota,” Ray repeated. 
 
    Alex arched an eyebrow and looked over his shoulder at the club entrance. He tsked. “They would’ve, of course, nailed some heads around and written it in limbs. There’s just no other way.” Ray looked at him just as Alex turned with a pleased, shit-eating grin on his face. “Admit it, it’s a charming morning.” Alex took a deep breath. “The sweet smell of piss and exhaust,” he said, then gestured towards the distant crowd. “And the shit eating hags waiting for the next great gossip.” 
 
    Ray pursed his lips, his eyes drifted back to the writing, drawn by its meaning, tormented by its consequences, some of which he was already experiencing as he stood there in the middle of the street. 
 
    “Ray.” Alex grabbed onto one of his lapels, demanding his attention. The smile faded from Aleksandr’s face, replaced by seriousness and determination. “It doesn’t mean anything.” 
 
    Raymond held his gaze. He caught Alex’s hand in his. He had no idea what was going through Alex’s mind. Aleksandr knew about what had happened. He knew about Dany. But he was still standing there without seeming to care. On the contrary, there was a fire smouldering in his eyes, as if the reddish-brown surrounding his pupils was itself ignited, spreading towards the edges and meandering through the mottles of green. 
 
    “Someone’s playing games with me,” Ray said. He was waiting for the cops’ response and their evaluation of the video recorded by the security cameras. He knew that whatever proof there was, it would not be enough since the cameras had been smashed, likely before they could catch a face or distinguishing feature. Raymond held hope that some of the street cameras might have caught something instead, even though he doubted it. Evidence had a tendency of vanishing upon request as of late. 
 
    “And we’ll figure it out. Together,” Alex whispered. He ran his hands through Ray’s beard, ruffling and smoothing it down. “Come. Roman said you shouldn’t be on the street for long.” 
 
    Of course, Roman had been informed earlier and he had expressed his concerns. It did not matter though. There was a ring of bodyguards at a safe distance from Raymond. The only way someone could attempt something against his life would be from one of the rooftops or the nearby buildings. He supposed that if someone was determined enough, one could take time out of their Sunday morning to put a bullet through Raymond Ward’s head. He did not deny the possibility, but neither did he entertain it for long. There would be nowhere to hide from the crippling paranoia if he fell down that rabbit hole. 
 
    He let Alex drag him towards the SUV, but Ray’s eyes still lingered on the word “MURDERER”, burning itself into his retina. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Later that day, they were in the living room. Raymond was lying down, an empty mug and the leftover breadcrumbs of a meal which he’d forced down his throat forgotten on the table next to him while Alex sat on the other couch laser focused on his battered laptop. His eyebrows furrowed in concentration whenever he’d start typing every now and then. His fingers clacked over the keyboard almost furiously at times, but the sound was soothing and even allowed Raymond to drift off at one point. 
 
    A dreamy state had suspended him between two worlds, brought by exhaustion and the day’s earlier events; sleep had taken him for no longer than a moment when the doorbell snatched Raymond back to reality in a frenzy. A twinge of discomfort between his shoulder blades made itself felt as his first instinct was to sit up right away. He ditched the idea as soon as it had come and cussed through his teeth. 
 
    “I’ll get it, you stay there!” The boy chirped and ran like a whirlwind for the door. 
 
    Ray swung his legs down and spent the better part of a minute drawing careful breaths into his lungs until the pain subsided. He’d barely put himself together before Alex returned to the living room, holding an envelope. 
 
    Alex flipped it on all sides, frowning at it as he ran his other hand through his too blonde locks. “It’s for you,” he said with a shrug, handing it over. “Marian checked it outside. It won’t blow up or stuff.” 
 
    Ray wanted to ask him what “stuff” was supposed to mean, but the thought was gone just as quickly as it arose. He felt clumsy and awkward as he struggled with a simple glue seal, more since Aleksandr was observing him. 
 
    There was a photo inside. Raymond gave it a cursory glance and flipped it over, inspecting the back. A cryptic message had been handwritten in black ink.  
 
    “We have a common goal. Ukraine.” 
 
    The shot had been taken from a relative distance, and it looked as if a window might have stood in the way. The face of the man fronting the camera was common, but Ray could not put a name to it. The dark blonde head next to him with the imposing height and squared shoulders and a slightly aquiline nose, however, was more than familiar. Ray tried to determine where the meeting might have taken place, but nothing he could discern from the window frame gave any clue as to what or where the building might be. 
 
    “What is it?” Aleksandr asked, tapping his foot in an impatient manner, and munching on his thumbnail. He was keeping his distance, as if allowing Raymond his privacy, but he could tell the boy was just dying to have a glimpse at the photo. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Ray frowned. “I think I’ve seen this man before.” 
 
    Alex sat next to him, peeking at the photo like a curious cat. “Is that Vitya?” 
 
    “Mhmm.” 
 
    “I think that guy’s been on TV,” he provided. “Some politician of sorts. Who’s it from?” 
 
    “It doesn’t say,” Ray replied. 
 
    Alex picked the envelope and turned it on all sides. It had Raymond’s address and name printed in black letters on the front but there was no telling where it had come from. 
 
    “It’s not stamped,” Alex pointed out. Ray frowned, glancing at the envelope. He was right. The boy met his gaze in slight horror, even though he was quick to mask it under his usual pisstaking. “You got admirers? Should I be jealous?” He bit his lip and grinned at the same time. 
 
    “You’ve got a keen eye.” 
 
    Alex fluttered his eyelashes, then craned his neck so that he could see underneath the photo while Ray still held it. “Ukraine? Common goal? Is it from the mummy?” 
 
    “Not sure. But I doubt it.”  
 
    “Why are you saying it’s not from Anatoly?” 
 
    “Because if he was to get this close to Victor, he would be preoccupied with snapping his neck instead of taking photos,” Ray grumbled as he placed the photo on the table and tapped the unknown individual with his finger. “Do you know this person’s name?” 
 
    “No, but I can find out.” Alex dragged the laptop on his lap then sat back against the couch next to Raymond. He opened a new tab in his browser and searched for members of the Romanian government. Raymond agreed of his choice, since he was convinced that the man was part of some official organisation or another. His figure was familiar enough that he was certain he had taken a transitory glance at him, perhaps on TV or in one of his social circles. 
 
    “He’s nowhere,” Alex mumbled without looking up. “But I’m sure I’ve seen him before.” 
 
    “He could be a party member. Search for parties, there’s usually a list with every member’s name and photo.” 
 
    Alex complied and clicked on a couple of articles. They spent close to forty-five minutes surfing between images and news sites until Alex shrieked with joy. 
 
    “Found him!” He pointed at the laptop screen while citing the source. “Right-wing party leader but they’re not in the government. Anti-gay. Anti-abortions. Ultra nationalist and religious fundamentalists. The whole shebang. What do you think it means? Him meeting with Vitya, I mean.” 
 
    Ray glanced at the article, skimming over some of the points which Alex had summarised which such precision. Ray had heard of them in passing, their party did not have much recognition or support, so they hadn’t represented a threat in the past, however, the current political climate favoured them, and the priesthood endorsed them as well. Moreover, if Victor was involved, the whole ordeal couldn’t spell anything but trouble. 
 
    “I don’t know, but if it’s tied to Victor, then it can’t be good.” 
 
    “What’s that bit about Ukraine, though?” Alex went on. 
 
    Ray looked at him as they were sitting shoulder to shoulder next to each other. “Do you remember when I told you that the Ukraine elections had been rigged?” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Alex exclaimed. “You think he wants that?” 
 
    Ray sighed. “I don’t know, Alex. It’s a photo. Maybe. I don’t even know who sent this. Or why. Or what their interests are. For all I know, the man could be involved in weapons contraband or something else.” 
 
    “But,” Alex tapped his lips, the bottom one was peeling from the cold and all the abuse he self-inflicted on it all the time. “So, this guy is not government representative, right?” 
 
    “It would appear so.” 
 
    “But if he were to get there with Victor backing him? What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means either the mobs, your father or Moscow would have a foothold in another country’s government.” 
 
    “Shit,” the boy hissed. “This is mental. Can we go back to dead hookers, please? This is above my fuckin’ paygrade!” Raymond snorted. Alex bumped his shoulder. “You keep chuckling whenever I open my mouth. Careful, Ray. You know what they say.” 
 
    Ray stared at him for a moment before he shook his head. “Get back to studying. Don’t you have an exam this week?” 
 
    Alex shrugged, then focused on his laptop, dismissing the entire matter as if it was a laughable notion. He played a video with cats and got absorbed in it almost instantaneously. Raymond shot him a glance and a warm smile as the boy unconsciously leaned against his shoulder. 
 
    Ray’s attention drifted, his thoughts turning to the envelope. Marian would be able to find out who had dropped it, since the lack of a stamp meant it had never come close to a post office. The building security cameras might have caught a glimpse of the one responsible. It was odd and troubling to receive something of the sort in the mail, especially if it concerned Vitya. One part of him, the one predisposed to paranoia, wondered if Victor himself did not have a hand in it trying to test him. Everything had to be a test with him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The boy did not stir even after Raymond got up from the bed and made his way out of the room. He closed the door with a soft click, then went downstairs making as little noise as possible. Roman was waiting for him outside the penthouse when Ray opened the front door for him. 
 
    “Took you a while,” he mumbled. 
 
    Raymond shushed him and pointed to the kitchen. It was best if Alex did not wake up, as Ray wanted to discuss with Roman in private. 
 
    Roman poured himself a glass of water as Ray leaned against the closed kitchen door. It was as if an entire week had passed since he had woken up in the morning up until that very moment. He had caught fitful minutes of sleep in between restless hours of his mind racing away, unable to switch off from the chaos that his head had turned into. Having barely left the hospital, he felt ready to go back as long as he could rest for another week — uninterrupted. 
 
    Ray’s gaze settled on Roman as the man was studying the glass in his hand, a suspicious frown harshening his features, exhaustion made apparent by the redness of his eyes. He swilled down the water, eyes closed, unaware of Raymond watching him in silence. 
 
    In spite of the casual clothes Roman was wearing — battered jeans, and a tight-cuffed military jacket — he emanated tension which he failed to hide. It was hard to do so, as Raymond suspected what had caused it in the first place and that problem was not going away any time soon. His friend always became different whenever he was around Victor. Ray had noticed it in both him and Dany. Whenever Victor came by, they tensed, always on a constant edge, brimming with nervousness, and both prone to lash out at the slightest provocation. Dany had always spewed offhanded comments, always in extremes, but that had been his way of dealing with things. Roman instead turned cold and quiet, a dangerous man in his own right. 
 
    “Did you meet Victor today?” 
 
    Roman placed the glass on the counter but still kept a hold of it as he turned it on all sides. “What if he comes downstairs?” 
 
    “He is asleep,” Raymond said. There was no need for the excessive secrecy, but Raymond wanted to keep Aleksandr away from everything as much as possible. He would not let his own worries infect him, the boy had too much on his plate already. “Rimma?” 
 
    Roman cracked his neck then patted his pockets. He pulled out a crumpled cigarette pack without answering, then shook his head. “There’s no trace of Anatoly. I looked everywhere. I even had men look into some of the Temnota cells. There’s no trace of him whatsoever.” 
 
    Raymond moved away from the door and leaned against the kitchen table. His legs felt weak, and his body screamed at him to lie down, but he needed to last a while longer before he could allow himself to rest. It was obvious Roman was in no mood for sharing whatever had upset him, but Raymond did not feel the need to prod either. He had seen the same scene unfold time and time again along the years, he knew how it would end and it was not something he wished to contemplate right then. 
 
    “He could have another safe house,” Ray said instead. 
 
    Roman blew out a whiff of smoke as he looked over his shoulder. “Well, if he does, nobody’s seen or heard a thing.” 
 
    “He’s probably being cautious.”  
 
    “As should we. Word gets out about it, people might ask questions and things could get ugly,” Roman said. “You look like you’re about to drop.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “These words sound more and more hollow whenever you speak them,” Roman retorted, leaning against the counter and turning to face him fully. 
 
    “And here I thought Dany was the philosopher in the family,” Ray chuckled as he pulled out a chair and sat down with a sigh. He relaxed his back as much as he could without hunching and lifted his left hand. “Want to share that fag?” 
 
    Roman’s lips thinned but he must have taken pity on him because he did not comment, nor deny him the cigarette. Raymond grabbed the end of the roll between his thumb and index and breathed deeply from it. Since he had been cut off from smoking for nearly a month, every puff reaching his lungs gave him an almost floating sensation, it was exhilarating. 
 
    Roman grabbed another cigarette for himself. He stared down at the lighter, then said, “Vitya’s up to something.” 
 
    This is not a coincidence. Ray propped his wrist on the edge of the table, watching him closely in the half illuminated kitchen, expecting more answers. He briefly wondered if Roman knew about the photo he had received earlier, or if any of the bodyguards had hinted at it. The envelope had been sealed, so he doubted it. Then again, anyone could have sent it, so Ray did not say anything at all about it and kept the news of the photo to himself. 
 
    “What makes you say so?” Ray said. 
 
    “I think he’s scheming with important people. No one will say anything.” 
 
    “What about Kostya?” 
 
    “Still missing,” Roman replied as he moved towards the terrace doors. He scanned the unlit expanse as he spoke. “Nobody knows where he is. People can’t remember when they’ve last seen him. I think Morozov might know more about it. Something tells me it’s got something to do with his special mission.” 
 
    “That or he got rid of him because he knew too much.” Although getting rid of one’s right-hand man might prove a costly mistake. 
 
    Roman tilted his head in a pensive manner before taking another drag. “That’s just as valid.” 
 
    “We need to find Anatoly. Ivan’s growing restless. The more we hide him, the greater the risk of being discovered.” 
 
    “You just plan to hand him over?” Roman said. In many respects, they were still in conflict in what the subject was concerned. Seeing the state Roman was in, Ray was doubting him even more than before. What would it take for Roman to say the wrong thing to Vitya? It would be enough to let out the fact Ivan still lived and that would doom them both. 
 
    “I doubt he’s got anything to do with the explosion.” 
 
    Roman shot him a glance that questioned his mental faculties, but Ray let it slide. “Is it because of this new thing at the club?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ray sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Call it instinct. He reached out when I was in the hospital. We talked.” He shook his head. “He’s right that his people were restless. Ivan’s allies had reasons to attack me. He’s surrounded. I’m the only card he’s got in this game. He wouldn’t put in the effort to provide me with the evidence proving Victor’s betrayal then attempt to get rid of me. It just makes no sense.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right,” Roman said, shifting closer. “But something strange is going on and I don’t like it.” 
 
    “On that we both agree,” Ray said. “Have you found another place for Paul? We can’t risk having him so far from us.” Especially now that the boy had agreed to lend a hand with helping them. 
 
    “I’m looking around. I’ll have something set up, but I need to be careful. I still don’t trust him.” Roman tapped his forehead. “Unstable. Explosive.” 
 
    “You’re saying the same things about Alex and he’s just fine.” 
 
    “Bah!” Roman glared at him. Ray could not help a smirk. “He’s more annoying than Danya. I thought that was an impossible feat.” 
 
    “You’ve gone a month without strangling each other. I’d say that’s progress. Perhaps I should get hurt more often.” 
 
    Roman blanched, he did not find the quip funny. “I don’t have the men to look into the club incident. We’re stretched thin, Raymond. Vitya’s breathing down my neck.” 
 
    Raymond nodded, somewhat solemn, understanding it all too well. “I’m aware,” he said. “Don’t worry about it. You just focus on the important things.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 - Alex 
 
      
 
    I would’ve been more than happy to stay with Ray in the aftermath of the club incident, but he’s been showing signs of exhaustion — from having me around — and I also had an exam simulation which I needed to attend. So, he’d more or less sent me packing, hinting he’d like to spend some time alone. I could tell he was avoiding the subject, but my guess is that he’s been freaking out about what I said to Paul. I don’t think he liked that I’ve upgraded his status to “boyfriend” without me consulting him first. We’ve had no insightful conversation about our relationship if there’s any to speak of. We’re in limbo — my new favourite place. 
 
    I did not fight him, even though I wanted to. I recognise the need for quiet, it hits me too sometimes, and Ray’s been constantly surrounded by people in the past month, so I get it. I’ve been texting him daily though. His replies would come slow and morose, but at least he hasn’t been shutting me off entirely. 
 
    There’s also been some backlash from some of his business partners in response to the club incident which has fouled his mood further. So, perhaps he could not stand the sight of me any longer since it’s reminding him of things he’d rather forget or maybe he just needs a break. That is not to say I’m not worried, because I am. A lot. I’m just trying to follow his advice and carry on living my life as a “young man” should in spite of the mess around us. 
 
    Focusing on school, or at least trying to, is one way to regain a sort of normalcy. It’s a shitfest in its own right though. This wasn’t supposed to be a decisive exam, but the professors have been scaring us that if we don’t score high enough, then they will refuse our entry to the final exam at the end of the school year. 
 
    I am not sure if I’ll hit the mark, but I can’t say I’m too preoccupied with it at the moment. We were supposed to brush over the information during and after our Christmas holiday. Needless to say, I have barely taken a glance at my notes in the past couple of weeks. Couldn’t really be bothered with such mundane tasks when my life is this interesting and Ray was glued to a hospital bed. 
 
    I doubt that the profs would be such demented idiots as to refuse our participation regardless of what mark we might get now. I’m still thinking I got enough time to go over the entire curriculum by the time June ends. Why wouldn’t I? Only my entire future’s depending on it. 
 
    The news about the graffiti at Ray’s club have really taken off. That, coupled with the constant blabbing about the attempt on his life during New Year’s which the press can’t just let die and my face flashing on the news next to Ray’s, means that I’ve been stared at from the moment I came through the school gates this morning. Whispers and outright glares, even laughter and several pejoratives reached my ears, but I blocked it out. 
 
    I tried turning my thoughts towards the sheet of paper in front of me once the simulation started, but I ended up leaving lots of blank spaces on it. Really, I couldn’t focus much on the subjects. Staring down at the ant-like words on the paper made me realize how futile and laughable my attempt is. An exam pales in comparison with the bullshit I’ve been dealing with in the past six months. I don’t find myself caring very much about it. 
 
    I hand over the paper, then pack up my things and swing the bag over my shoulder. I need to get the fuck out of school, otherwise I’ll end up yelling at somebody. I need booze and a cigarette. I need to enjoy some chill time with Ray. Except he needs his time alone and in spite of the babbling on my part, I’ve gotta comply. 
 
    “Alex? Hey, wait a sec.” Chris cuts me off before I can reach the exit. “Are you alright?” 
 
    Yeah, I’m fucking peaches. All strawberries and lollipops. What the bloody fuck? He’s been avoiding me since that shit with Denis, now he wants to know how I feel? Yes, Chris. I’m fucking great. A bit suicidal and contemplating murdering several people today. You know, it’s that kind of day. Thursdays are like that lately. What do I know? 
 
    I shrug and keep walking, glancing at him from the corner of my eye. He’s dressed up in a fine coat, a shirt’s collar peeking from underneath, hair combed back from his forehead — the exemplary child. That pisses me off for some reason. 
 
    “I’m fine. What’s up?” 
 
    “Uhm. I was wondering if you’re okay. I saw the news about that explosion a while back, then I also heard you were in the hospital before Christmas because you… well, you…” 
 
    “Sliced my wrists?” I complete the sentence for him. He stops in his tracks, shoulders slumped. Now, that’s a nice double take. It was almost worth it. 
 
    “Yeah…?” he winces. It’s almost funny seeing him cringe like that. It’s like you have some sort of power over people once you’ve done something incredibly stupid. They all seem to dance around you, not really addressing the subject directly out of fear of… triggering you?  
 
    That’s so silly. I am not ashamed of what I did. Provided we go back in time, I’d probably do it again. It’s a part of me now. It’s who I am. It’s shaping me. It’s made me realize I got better things to do than decry my miserable fate. I want to stay alive. I want to be with Ray. Surely, these are not impossible feats during this lifetime, but we’ll see. 
 
    “Who told you that?” 
 
    “Well, Denis and I happened to meet and he—” 
 
    “Denis? No shit!? Same Denis who yapped at you like a rabid dog a couple of weeks ago? How come?” He actually steps back as I approach, the look on his face terrified. He lifts his hands to keep me at bay. There is something about me lately which sets people on edge, probably the permanent scowl on my face. 
 
    “Listen, I just wanted to see if you’re okay. I’m sorry if I upset you in any way,” he says. 
 
    I check my surroundings. The gates are open and there’s no security guard around. This would be a good time to fuck off without further issues. Instead, I take a step back and pull out a cigarette, my curiosity piqued. 
 
    “Since when do you talk to Denis?” I say around the cig as I strike my lighter. 
 
    Chris’ cheeks turn a rosy colour as he pointedly stares over my shoulder. A couple of weeks ago we were all at each other’s throats, now these two are talking about my personal life behind my back. Pity and gossip are stronger than blood ties, it seems. 
 
    “Young man?” An older professor approaches us; she’s all mean looking and pointing a finger my way. An arched wrinkly thing, wearing an old-fashioned bun atop her head, a blouse in the most pukey green shade I’ve ever seen and a skirt which reaches down to her ankles. “You can’t be smoking in here. It’s a violation of—” 
 
    “Lady, you’ve missed your fuckin’ expiration date.” I shove an unlit cigarette in her hand. “Your breath smells like rotten apples. Here you go, you could use one.” I walk past her as she stares stupidly at me. 
 
    Chris runs up behind me, still looking over his shoulder. I catch his arm when he trips and prevent him from squishing his nose on the asphalt. 
 
    “Wow,” he chuckles. 
 
    “I know, right?” So not in the mood for dealing with people. The bodyguards spot me once we exit past the gates and they rush closer, as if someone would lift me from the sidewalk and throw me in the back of a van in broad daylight. I know they’re here to protect me, but their presence only makes me feel worse sometimes. They’ve got nothing to worry about. All I can see are grumpy teenagers not very eager to start another school day. Granted, it’s a bit of a ruckus in front of the school since they’ve been keeping the juniors away until the exam is over, but there’s no assassins lurking at the corners. At least one can hope. 
 
    “So, what do you really want from me?” 
 
    Chris wets his lips. “Nothing, I just… Felt like talking to you, really,” he confesses, the faint blush on his face turning into a large blotch. 
 
    We stop next to the car. The bodyguards position themselves in a loose circle around us. Chris’ mouth hangs open as he keeps looking from them to me. There’s a new guy Ray’s sent to baby me. Some tall dude, buff, dressed in a black suit, with a shiny head and morose attitude. He reminds me of Roman for some reason. Probably because of the way he looks at everyone, as if he’s ready to tear their heads off their shoulders. That and he’s also very quiet. He makes me miss Edgar. It’s still unclear whether he’ll make a full recovery or not at this point. Last I heard he was still in the ICU. 
 
    I sigh. “Does it have to do with any of the shit Denis was talking about back then?” 
 
    “What?” Chris blinks fast, it’s kind of hilarious to see him so flustered. 
 
    “You being into me?” I supply with a wave of my hand. 
 
    “Oh, n-no, it’s just… I mean. I’m just relieved you’re… you know.” 
 
    “Gay? Alive? All of the above?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he says, avoiding my gaze again. Well, wouldn’t that be a fucking relief? 
 
    I shake my head, but I stop mid-motion as my eyes spot a familiar figure in the crowd of students. I’d recognise that worn beanie and the red hair peeking from under it anywhere. It’s instinct that drives me through the crowd. I haven’t seen him since we fought. 
 
    “Den!” I wave my hand to draw his attention. His eyes are big, slightly shocked at seeing me, an air of exhaustion to them. Then a tiny smile quirks his lips, the worry dissolving for an instant. I smile too. He steps in my direction, but someone stops him. When the person obstructing my view shuffles away, I end up staring at Bogo who’s restraining Denis’ upper arm. Denis looks from him to me, then his shoulders slump, an anguished air all about him as he stares down at his feet. Bogo challenges me with his gaze, then he nudges Denis away and they move in the other direction. 
 
    “Denis!” I shove through the unhappy crowd of students, who curse at being elbowed and pushed out of the way, but by the time I reach the place where Denis stood, they’re gone and there’s no sign of them. 
 
    Felix reaches me a moment later, interposing himself between me and a couple of students, keeping them at an arm’s distance. He’s giving me the stink eye, his lips too thin for his rough face. I guess they were made to fit the rest of him. 
 
    “You can’t run away like this,” he pauses. “Sir.” 
 
    I squint up at his constipated face. It would be almost funny if I wasn’t so worried. But no witty reply comes to me this time. Instead, I look over the crowd still searching for Denis. What the hell was that expression? He was almost happy to see me. What was that fucker doing here with him? The Kid’s supposed to start classes soon, not to run off to fuck knows where. Maybe he heard about what happened to Ray. He must’ve seen me on TV. His expression seemed genuine while it lasted. Why am I so fuckin’ torn? 
 
    Chris joins us a moment later, but he doesn’t dare to come too close to Felix. “What happened?” He brings a hand to his chest, slightly out of breath. 
 
    “Nothing.” I shake my head and check the time. I’m supposed to be on a shift at the bar later on. I have to cover for Teo since he got into some trouble. It’s probably for the best, I would’ve gone crazy otherwise. Ray hasn’t replied to my texts this morning, so I don’t want to go to the penthouse uninvited. I might as well go to the bar early. We need to clean anyway. I throw Chris a look. He seems like a good distraction. “I could use a drink. Come on, I’ll buy.” 
 
      
 
    I stir the hot chocolate and place the cup on the bar in front of Chris. The club is still quiet since it’s early. Only Mark has arrived and he’s working on some papers in his improvised office in the staff room. The cleaning crew has also taken over their chores and they are hard at work around us. 
 
    “So, Denis, uh?” I grin with apparent nonchalance, but a part of me wants to know more. The earlier scene bothered me more than I can explain. I don’t even know why I care this much. I haven’t heard anything from Denis since we last fought at Christmas and while the reprieve has been wonderful, a part of me still wishes he could’ve been here right now. It would’ve been nice to have someone to talk to, someone to listen how my worst nightmares had grown to be real and how I’m utterly and completely fucked because of it. It would’ve been nice to have a friend. 
 
    “It’s not how it sounds.” Chris shuffles on the chair. “We’ve met a couple of days ago. He was kind of wasted. Told me what happened. He seemed kinda upset. Said a bunch of… stuff about you.” 
 
    I busy myself with dragging some crates behind the bar so that I can restock our shelves for tonight. It’s also an excuse to hide my discomfort. It doesn’t sit well with me that Denis has been talking about me behind my back. Who knows what he might’ve told Chris? Or what he might think about me now. Well, he’s still here, so it can’t be all that bad. Or he just came to enjoy the full circus, witness with his own eyes the walking, talking parody that I am. 
 
    “Oh, like what?” 
 
    “Something about you being… an… ungrateful… fuck,” his voice trickles to a whisper and he looks away in shame. “And I think he was trying to apologise, in a way.” 
 
    “Hmph.” I open a beer against the bar top and take a big gulp. I want to act casual, but I’m churning on the inside. Something’s been off for the past weeks. Ever since I walked back in my mother’s flat, I haven’t been feeling like myself. There’s an interference somewhere. A disconnect in my emotions. I’m pulled in two different directions and the cord will snap any time now. That terrifies me. It terrifies me because I don’t know what I’m capable of. Oh, I’ve seen a glimpse of it. But in my head, that was just a meagre beginning. That voice in my head, the one that’s kept me alive all of these years — I like to think of it as the other part of me — is capable of so much worse, if only I cede control to it. Call it what you want. Disease. Insanity. I’ll call it what it is: Survival. 
 
    “He said something like none of us can have you now.” 
 
    “Ah, yeah, that definitely sounds like an apology,” I tilt my beer towards him. 
 
    “Are you sarcastic?” 
 
    I watch him over the top of the bottle. “How gullible are you? Fuck yeah, I’m sarcastic.” 
 
    Chris looks down in shame. I might’ve overreacted. “Did you guys fight or anything?” 
 
    “Something like that.” I take a long drink. It’s plain and visible Chris is uncomfortable. More importantly, he approached me wanting to know if I’m fine. It seems genuine and he looks terribly worried for my well-being. Weird. I don’t think he truly cares, but I owe him one, so here we go. 
 
    “Look, I don’t know what he told you,” I shrug and leave my beer on the top of the bar. If Ray would see me drinking, he’d tear me a new one. I’ve let out the fact I’m out of pills though. That’s one thing he doesn’t need to concern himself over. “I also know we haven’t really spoken much, and we don’t know each other too well,” I carry on, knowing Chris is fully oblivious of what’s going on in my head. I’m not quite sure where I’m going with my speech though, but I’ve found spontaneity to be refreshing. 
 
    “But I appreciate you being worried for me. I’m also not looking for anything with you, just so you know from the get-go. Denis is in love with me and he’s acting a bit jealous.” I consider my statement and take another swig. “Well, let’s just say a bit more. But before wasting any more time, you should at least know some stuff about me and the fact you might be putting yourself in danger by hanging around.” 
 
    “You mean… the explosion at the mall?” Chris straightens in his chair, expectantly. Knowing myself, that’s a good reaction. I’d be flustered too if I had to listen to a maniac changing topics every two seconds. 
 
    I nod. “Right, the explosion. They left out some things. There’s some bad people who want my ass,” I lick my lips, the beer bitter and salty. “My ex included. He used to be my pimp, you see,” I point with the bottle. Chris’ brown eyes widen just a smidge, enough to almost make me choke on my drink. I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. 
 
    “Oh, come on. You’ve met him that day at the mall. He’s been selling me since I was fifteen. He was also beating the shit out of me. Long story short, that’s why I moved with Denis. As to how I ended up slicing my wrists, that’s nothing new. But it’s got to do with my ex.” I prop the bottle against my lips. “Now I haven’t seen him in a while, but what I know is that he’s probably pretty pissed off at me. And I’m sure being dead would be better than whatever he’s preparing for me.” 
 
    The expression on his face is simply hilarious. I don’t even know why I told him that. A need to vent, I suppose? 
 
    “Now I’m dating this guy. Well, sort of. Dating might be a big word.” I shrug. “He owns this place, you see. And you know him from TV. Why not, we’re pretty popular.” I sigh. “But he used to date my dead brother,” I point at the air with my left hand, exemplifying for Chris as if Danya would be here. “Who’s also my cousin,” I stop for a bit. “You still with me, mate?” 
 
    Chris nods and shakes his head viciously at the same time, sitting ramrod straight in his chair, his lips pressed tight in wonder. “I’m not sure I follow—” 
 
    “Brother ‘cause of my dad, cousin ‘cause he’s my mom’s sister son.” Chris looks as if he wants to interject, then he straightens again, looking as if he’d eaten something bad. “Right, so me, Ray and the mummy,” I summarise. “The fact we look alike is sort of like a buzzkill, you see. So, I don’t know what the hell’s going on between us at this point. He’s been quite sweet lately, but I think maybe he’s hit his head a little too hard during that incident. Who the fuck knows.” I frown, trying to make sense of it myself. They don’t call me frustrated for nothing. “Oh, and my uncle slash step father is dying of cancer. My best friend is an addict who’s dating a drug dealer who may or may not work for the mobs. But you know. And that’s only a fraction of it. Long story short, me trying to kill myself is not my only problem. Still want to hang out?” 
 
    Chris’ mouth’s hanging open by the end of it, eyes wide and glued to me, completely frozen. His gaze darts right and left, checking out to see if anyone else has been paying attention to my utterings. I should hope not. The cleaning crew seems friendly. I wouldn’t want them obliterated. Besides, I’ve already put a target on my back, the last thing I need is people asking for autographs. 
 
    “Are you serious?” he manages after gaping several times like a fish. 
 
    “Dead serious.” I wish I could tell him it’s a joke, we’d both laugh at it and then move on, but it’s not. But at least he knows a bit of who I am now, and if he still wishes to hang out, well, that’s his prerogative and I can’t be blamed for not having done my due diligence first. “I totally should’ve kept my mouth shut.” 
 
    Chris puffs his cheeks, letting out a whoosh. “Shit.” Then he reaches for my beer and downs about half of it. 
 
    “Right?” I smile sympathetically. By the way he scowls, he’s not very used to the taste. “Cigarette?” I shake the pack in front of him, but he declines. That’s it, he’s traumatised for life. Better for him to run now and never look back. “I don’t even know why I fuckin’ told you. Probably another sign I’m losing my fucking mind.” I retrieve my beer and gulp the rest of it. “Wait here. I need another one. Do you want one?”  
 
    I can’t recall him drinking alcohol before, but this time he accepts my offer. It takes me a second to grab the beers from the fridge. I place the bottle in front of him. He stares at it in a curious manner, like a cat in front of a hamster’s tank. 
 
    He catches the condensation droplet from the neck of the bottle with his finger. “So, that day at the mall when we almost died… Your… boyfriend… ex… did he… was he involved?” 
 
    “Not directly, but the gipsies were targeting the people he was with. Which he worked for anyways.” 
 
    His eyes widen again. “Jesus, Alex.” 
 
    In a sick way, I’m enjoying this. It feels good to let it all out and hear somebody’s opinion about it. Somebody normal’s opinion that is. It sounds positively gruesome. I’ll determine later whether this was a mistake or not. 
 
    I grin. “So, what do you think?” 
 
    “That’s really… fucked up.” Chris sounds disturbed, as if the words are hardly recognizable parting his lips. Or maybe he’s surprised himself that he ended up saying it. 
 
    “Did I ever hear you swear?” 
 
    “I doubt it. I’m not really…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Allowed to.” 
 
    I snicker. “Allowed to what?” 
 
    “Say bad words. My uhm, family is kind of twisted. My parents are very conservative and restricting. They don’t know I’m here right now. Or that I’m drinking. They’d have a fit otherwise.” 
 
    “But you had a girlfriend,” I point out, taking a chug. I should probably take it easy, otherwise I’ll end up faceplanting midway through my shift. Or puking on a customer. That would be a delight. 
 
    “They were always watching us,” he confesses, flushing like a tomato. 
 
    “Right. And you say I’m fucked up how exactly?” 
 
    He smiles shyly. “They don’t know I’m… you know. The way I am. Actually, I wasn’t even sure myself. But if they did, they’d…” 
 
    Whatever’s left of my good mood slips away. This is way too reminiscent of myself. “Kick you out? Beat the shit out of you? Disown you and let you rot on the streets?” 
 
    Chris hesitates, then nods. The poor kid is terrified. The poor kid is also the same age as I am but lacks the street wisdom I’ve gathered for the past five years. I can’t believe I’ll be twenty in two months. 
 
    “Welcome to the club, Chris.” 
 
    His shoulders slump a bit more. There it is. This could’ve been me now. Still at home, having a roof above my head. I wouldn’t be fucked up like this. I wouldn’t have killed anyone. It would be just the regular fucked up, the one your parents inflict on you because they’re so sucked into being an adult, they’ve got no fucking clue what they’re actually doing. I would’ve kept to myself, held my head low, got through high-school, moved out, then I could’ve lived my life. But no. I had to play rebel. I had to fuck Stefan. 
 
    “Don’t tell them yet, if you’ve got nowhere to go, especially if you have no money saved up. Keep up with it. And whatever you do, Chris, don’t end up like me. Don’t let some fucked up individual use you, hit you or sell you.” 
 
    I know I’m scaring the crap out of him and shoving him so deep in the closet he’ll end up traumatized, but it’s better than him ending up dead. 
 
    “I’d help you, give you a place to stay, but right now I don’t even know what’s gonna happen to me.” Chris nods, eyes big. “My advice?” I say. “Get a proper job and get out of that place as soon as you can.” 
 
    “I’ve… I’ve been making some money with the tutoring. I can keep doing that, but the income is inconsistent.” 
 
    “I can ask my manager if he needs another barman for when it’s busy.” 
 
    “I don’t know if my parents would let me—” 
 
    I wave my hand, cutting him off. “It wouldn’t be something full-time. Besides, it would be mostly during weekends. You’d have the salary and we also split the tips. You could tell them you’re out with a friend or something. They don’t really need to know.” 
 
    He munches on his nails, visibly agitated. Shit, this is fucked up. I could ask Mark if we can let him sleep on the couch in case his folks kick him out. I’m not sure he would appreciate his house turning into a homeless shelter though. It’s enough he’s got to deal with me.  
 
    The conversation between us dies down after that. I feel bad for ruining his day, but someone had to say it before he decided to jump into it. 
 
    Chris hangs around for a while, and Mark joins us in a failed attempt to cheer him up. By that time, the club goers eager to drown their sorrows keep pouring in and seeing as it’s getting really busy, my classmate decides to leave, not before we vow to stay in touch with one another. It feels good having a friend to chat with about anything and everything. 
 
    I am quite buzzed, and the music leaves me in a good mood. I joke with the customers whenever they say I’m “that guy” they saw on TV. I laugh along, ignoring some of the pissy looks I get. Not everyone is thrilled at the sight of me. But some people even ask me for selfies. Me. Selfies. It’s hilarious. 
 
    “Having fun?” 
 
    I turn towards the newcomer, chuckling. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Came for a drink,” he says lazily, taking over one of the chairs. Marian evacuates the space in Ray’s vicinity. 
 
    I lean on my elbows over the bar, grinning for all I’m worth, catching a whiff of perfume. 
 
    “You’ve been smoking again,” I chide. He shuffles closer as best as he can, his face close to mine. I reach out and straighten the collar on his black shirt. I let my fingers trail where two of his buttons are unfastened. 
 
    “How about that drink?” Ray says. I tilt my head to hear him properly. He meets me halfway, licks his lips, close enough that his breath fans over my face. 
 
    “You know there’s people staring at us, right?” I whisper. 
 
    In the dimness of the bar, his eyes are a shade darker, swimming in shadows. After a moment of contemplation, he traps my mouth into a kiss. I respond gently, and just like that the time is suspended for a short while, secluded in our safe bubble away from the rest of the crowd. He breaks the kiss first, even though I’m not ready to let him go yet. 
 
    “You’ve been drinking,” he comments. 
 
    I roll my eyes and peck his lips once more before I back away. “Coffee it is for you.” I chirp and set to make him a decaf. He’s already got trouble sleeping, he doesn’t need more caffeine in his body. I place the cup in front of him and he stares at it with suspicion. “I’m not adding whiskey to that,” I warn him and toss the towel over my shoulder. 
 
    “Give me some sugar at least,” Ray complains, a most uncommon demand. 
 
    I rip two sachets open and stir his coffee, then smile at him. “Here.” 
 
    “You should be at home,” he says dryly, looking up from the cup. 
 
    “So should you,” I lift an eyebrow. “But Teo’s busy dealing with some issues. What excuse have you got?” He tries to shrug but ends up regretting it a moment later. His face morphs into a grimace. “You should take it easy.” 
 
    “Who were you with earlier?” he turns the saucer on the bar, his words barely loud enough to understand him over the din. 
 
    I lift an eyebrow, eyeing him with suspicion. It sounds casual but there’s a hint of something in his voice. An edge of sorts. I become paranoid right away. Yes, the bodyguards drove us here, but I wasn’t expecting that they’d report to him the fact Chris accompanied me. It sounds too much like… surveillance. But I was expecting it, wasn’t I? Isn’t that why I ditch Ray’s men whenever Vlad comes pick me up? I wonder what Ray would have to say about that one. We’d surely not be here making light conversation if he knew. 
 
    “Chris,” I say slowly, watching his reaction. Our eyes meet, as if he’s trying to determine if I’m lying or not, or what else there’s to it. “My school mate,” I blurt, slightly annoyed. His lips turn into a thin line. “Oh, come on. I must’ve mentioned him at some point. I think you even spoke to him over the phone now that I think about it.”  
 
    Ray frowns, as though he doesn’t recall. I think it was one of the times when I decided to go cuckoo for cocoa puffs and spent some days at his place. Whatever. 
 
    “What’s the damage with your partners?” I ask instead. 
 
    His displeased expression makes itself at home. “I’m not too keen on discussing that.” 
 
    “Oh… alright!?” 
 
    He’s not willing to share, but he’s allowed to scowl at me for having company earlier. 
 
    Ray shakes his head as he kneads his bad shoulder. “It’s not like that.” 
 
    “Sure it isn’t.” 
 
    “Alex…” 
 
    “You sound tired,” I change the subject while I can, but I still avoid his gaze, scanning the crowd instead. Mark and another one of our bartenders seem to have the customers under control. 
 
    “That’s because I am,” Ray draws my attention back to him. 
 
    “And instead of going home to rest you couldn’t resist the urge to come see me? Aww, I’m special.” 
 
    I can’t help it, I spew sarcasm when I’m pissed off. I glance at Marian who is perched on his chair always attentive to Ray’s moves and whoever happens to walk past him. I just now notice Felix is also leaning against the right bar post, arms crossed over his chest. They’ve tightened up security ever since New Year’s. 
 
    Ray doesn’t seem to realize there’s no one in his vicinity apart from the bodyguards, he must’ve gotten used to it. He takes a sip from his cup and makes a face. “This is not coffee.” 
 
    “Of course it is,” I retort. “Minus the caffeine. Sip away, it will let you sleep.” 
 
    He glares. He slowly sucks a drip of coffee from his lower lip, a patch of his overgrown beard from under his lip jutting forward with the movement. 
 
    “Come here,” he says. 
 
    I play with the cloth rag in my hands while I shift from leg to leg. Ray’s gaze grows more intense. 
 
    I sigh. “Mfine.” I lean against the bar, pointedly staring over his shoulder. 
 
    Ray brings his face closer. “What’s the problem?” 
 
    “There’s no problem,” I mumble, scratching at a spot on the bar top. 
 
    “I can see the cogs spinning in your head.” 
 
    “Mright, you can.” 
 
    “Look at me,” he demands. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “You don’t want me to go out with Chris?” 
 
    His jaw tenses, a wrinkle appears in his eyebrows. “You think I’m keeping tabs on what you can and can’t do?” 
 
    I shrug. “Isn’t that why baldhead there stays on my ass all day?” 
 
    Ray snorts. “He’s there to protect you.” 
 
    “But that still doesn’t answer my question.” 
 
    “Why would I have a problem with you going out with your friends?” 
 
    “Well, maybe you don’t have a problem with that, but what if I don’t want to simply go out with my friends?” I mumble. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I nod and look up at him, bringing my fingers together. “What if I want to… you know, do other stuff as well?” 
 
    “And why would I stop you?” he feints amusement, but I can tell he’s growing pissy. 
 
    “Dunno, ‘cuz you might have a problem with it?” 
 
    “Really?” his eyes narrow, trying to decipher what I’m on about. “Let me get something straight, because I don’t quite follow, Aleksandr.” He sounds as if he’s crunching rocks with his teeth. And he called me by my full name. Oh, shit. I must’ve fucked up somewhere. “What sort of stuff do you have in mind?” 
 
    I spend half a second re-evaluating the situation and his taut expression before I can anger him further, even though I’m not quite sure what I’ve… 
 
    “You’re jealous.” A muscle twitches on his face. “Holy crap. That’s not what I meant!” I end up laughing. I bite down on my fist to hold in the hysterical fit. Ray doesn’t find that funny at all. “I didn’t mean getting fucked in a backyard behind a rubbish bin somewhere!” 
 
    I catch Marian’s funny look, but I block him out. “But that’s… Cute,” I chuckle. “I mean you.” I wave my hand in his face. “Like this.” 
 
    “How about you enlighten me then?” Ray props his elbow against the bar, turning slightly to face me. 
 
    “Well, what I meant was… like… I’d like to learn how to… do stuff.” 
 
    “Like?” 
 
    “Like, dunno. Teach me to shoot a gun?” I whisper. 
 
    “No,” he says categorically with a shake of his head. He pushes himself back on his chair, his nostrils flaring. 
 
    “Didn’t you just say you’re not keeping tabs on what I can and can’t do?” Now I am aggravated. “See, I’m a bit confused. Would you mind coming closer, or do you want me to yell so that the entire club can hear us?” 
 
    Ray leans back, still angry. “You got any more smart ideas?” 
 
    “Nevermind. You gotta know where I am and what I’m doing and whatever, forbidding me to do this and you won’t even tell me how your day was.” 
 
    “I’m not forbid—” He stops mid-sentence, scowling and breathing hard. He shakes his head and tries again. “It’s not that I don’t want to… explain,” he says pointedly, looking around. “But this isn’t the right place for it.” 
 
    I bite my lip, taking in the crowd within earshot distance. The ball of tension in my chest eases a bit. I also realize he’s right. “Sorry. I got carried away. I’m… Wasn’t thinking.” 
 
    I reach for his hand, but he backs away and that’s exactly when the music stops. In spite of the abrupt silence my ears are roaring. Confused voices raise in the air a moment later. Marian jumps out of his chair and posts himself closer to Ray, saying something in his earpiece. 
 
    “Everyone stay put!” A voice shouts from somewhere towards the middle of the dance floor. A moment later a uniformed silhouette gets up on one of the cubes the dancers use for their numbers, flashing a badge over the crowd. 
 
    “This is a police investigation and the club’s locked down until further notice. Nobody’s leaving until we’re done! I want you all to sit down on the floor. Now. If anyone disobeys, I’ll be arresting the bunch of you for obstruction of justice.” 
 
    I round the bar to stay at Ray’s side as a bunch of masked individuals part the crowd, displaying their weapons as everyone watches with wary eyes. I squeeze Ray’s hand and he shoots me a glance. He frowns and stands up when the policeman who spoke earlier approaches. 
 
    “What’s this about?” Ray demands. 
 
    The man squints at him, analysing Ray with a critical eye. The cop’s slightly shorter than Ray, more my size, but he doesn’t seem to be intimidated. He’s holding onto his bulletproof vest as if Ray’s some sort of recruit who’s about to be schooled. He’s just missing a toothpick in the corner of his mouth to complete the painting. 
 
    “You the owner, sir?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m the owner,” Ray says icily. I wonder how one man with a slinged arm can look more threatening than a cop displaying his weapons. “Can I see a warrant?” 
 
    The cop twists his lips with displeasure but provides a paper, a boring look on his face. “The premises are under investigation for suspicious activity reported.” 
 
    “Reported by whom?” Ray skims the document before the cop pulls it back. 
 
    “Anonymous tip,” the policeman smirks, glancing sideways at me. I can tell he enjoys this. 
 
    “I’ll handle this,” Marian steps in. He signals Felix as he takes the policeman two steps farther to discuss. 
 
    I exchange a worried look with Ray and stay close to him while they search everything. Needless to say, they find drugs on some of the people and separate them from the crowd for further interrogation. The more time passes, the angrier and more exhausted Ray looks. He’s lit himself a cigarette after the policemen made a show out of patting us both down. His right knee slowly bounces up and down on the side of the chair. He takes a deep drag and puffs the smoke in a long trail above the bar. He leaves the cigarette between his lips and unbuttons his shirt further. There’s sweat on his temples. 
 
    I touch his jaw. “You ok?” His reply is a grimace and I know he’s in pain. “Where are your pills?” I lower my voice so that only him can hear me. 
 
    “Car,” he says clipped. 
 
    “Do you want me to—” 
 
    “No.” He resumes his smoking, his eyes closed. I lean and grab his trembling hand and he squeezes my fingers softly. 
 
    I wonder how long this shit will take. They’ve been checking every nook and cranny of the club. A guy approaches us asking the staff to be present while the staff room is being searched. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” I say. “Just stay here.” Ray nods tiredly. 
 
    They line us up against the wall in the staff room so that we do not interfere with their search. Everyone’s pockets are turned inside out before the cops move to the rest of our possessions. I am rather familiar with the procedure since Stefan’s club has been subjected to raids more often than not. Depending on our luck, we’d either go back to work once everyone left or the club would get closed until Stefan bribed someone to reopen it. 
 
    “Whose bag is this?” One of the gendarmes holds up a black messenger bag. 
 
    I frown, stepping closer. I just got the damn thing. “Uhm, that’s… mine?” 
 
    The cop turns around with what looks to be a small parcel in his hand and a stern look on his face. “Care to explain what’s in here?” 
 
    “I… I got no fuckin’ clue, that’s the first time I see it.” I move forward but one of his buddies shouts at me to stay where I am. He’s half pointing his gun at me. I stop in place, directing an angry stare at him. 
 
    “You’re also carrying?” The other gendarme snorts in amusement as he tosses on the floor the folding blade I took from Bogo, then he upends the rest of the contents of my bag. After a brief exchange in his walkie-talkie another cop joins him right away. He returns to the weird package and cuts it open. They taste it. “It’s cocaine,” he declares. “You’re under arrest.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Lift your arms up, now!” They all start shouting at the same time, pointing their guns at me. 
 
    “It’s not mine!” Before I get to do anything, they slam me down on the floor. The world turns upside down. The painful fall drains the breath out of me. I don’t even have time to protest over the speed with which everything happens. 
 
    I squirm out of instinct. They twist my wrists behind my back and a moment later I find myself cuffed, restricted, unable to break away. That’s when I panic and start to flail worse. They press my face against the cold floor, more shouts ensuing, angry voices yelling at one another, and I can’t make sense of either. 
 
    “Fuck,” I say through my teeth, dizzy, still trying to make sense of how I ended up on the floor so quickly. It’s like one of those times when Vlad cuts my legs from under me and one moment I’m standing, the other I’m on my back. Except I had no time to react now. Because I didn’t see this coming. 
 
    They drag me up, unheeding my protests. Everyone’s eyes are on me. I catch a sight of Ray as they drag me along, fighting a cop. 
 
    “Wait a goddamn minute—” 
 
    “Stay away!” The cop warns Ray. 
 
    “Take your bloody hands off him!” Ray growls. 
 
    “I said stand back!” The cop yells again. I look over my shoulder at Ray. “Sir, you’re being belligerent and interfering with an active police investigation.” 
 
    The gendarmes keep Felix and Marian at bay. They both seem annoyed. Marian tries to tell something to Ray, but he doesn’t seem to hear him. 
 
    “And I said let him go right now,” Ray steps closer to the cop, the same one who presented him the warrant earlier. I can’t see the cop’s face but by the way Ray watches him, he’s saying something. “I don’t care about that. You tell me what he’s accused of.” 
 
    “Sir, I said step back—” 
 
    “I’m just asking you a goddamn question—” 
 
    The cop grabs Ray’s left arm, then with a quick move, he slams him face down on one of the tables nearby, holding his left arm at an angle behind his back, applying pressure to it. Ray lets out a scream, his face scrunched up in pain. 
 
    “He’s hurt! Leave him alone! Stop!” I shout, fighting with the cuffs and the man restraining me. 
 
    The man immobilizing Ray asks his buddies for help, but Ray’s not even trying to fight him off. The entire bar is so quiet that I can hear Ray’s pained breaths. Felix and Marian try to interfere, but the cops cut them off and they back away at gunpoint, arms raised. 
 
    “Cuff him,” the man says. 
 
    “His shoulder’s broken!” I scream. “Stop! Do something!” The crowd simply stands there like a bunch of dumb sheep. “Stop it!” An elbow to the abdomen shuts me up. The policemen keep me from falling to my knees. 
 
    I blink the stinging tears away, breathing through my mouth, forcing my weak legs to support my weight. Before I get the chance to recover, they drag me away and thrust me into the back of a police car. 
 
      
 
    By the time it starts to hit me that I’ve gotten arrested, they shove me and Mark in a prison cell filled with people and lock Ray in an empty one a ways down from us. He sits down on one of the benches, his expression one of pure agony. I catch the bars in front of me, wanting to be on the other side with him. 
 
    “Fucking shit.” 
 
    Ray’s eyes are closed, his head tilted back against the grey wall, pale and clammy, sweat rolling down the side of his face as he breathes hard. 
 
    “He needs a fucking doctor!” 
 
    He catches sight of me and shakes his head but then scrunches his face in pain again, cradling his shoulder. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” I slam the bars, desperate. Mark tries to calm me down. He’s gotten himself arrested because he tried to interfere between Ray and the cops. One of the officers ripped his T-shirt’s sleeve and it’s now dangling on threads on his shoulder. He’s also got a distinct hand mark on his upper arm since he had been resisting arrest. 
 
    It’s such a fucking shitfest. But Mark’s the only one who’s done anything, not even the bodyguards dared to move against the police officers. Likely they knew better than to get themselves arrested, which is fuckin’ commendable, still they just allowed them to hurt Ray. I kick the bars, cussing when it hurts my toes. 
 
    The other detainees stare in bewilderment as though swearing at cops is a novelty, in spite of them being in the type of place where drunkards and sex offenders rendezvous on a regular basis. Not the type of company that gets easily offended in my experience. 
 
    I refuse to take my eyes off Ray who is groaning in pain through bursts of heavy breathing. When he leans forward and vomits, almost falling off the wooden bench, I start yelling again. 
 
    “What’s this racket?” A guard strolls down the corridor, a stuck up swing to his hips exaggerated by his bulk. Just the type of cop I despise the most, a lackey assigned to guard duty instead of being out in the field. The type that stares down his nose at you as if you’re nothing but a speck of shit even though their entire existence is spent moping toilets after the higher ups. 
 
    I know I’m going nowhere, but that doesn’t stop me from shouting. “He needs a doctor!” I point at Ray, my arm outstretched through the bars. 
 
    “Cut it out!” The guard slams his stick over my fingers. 
 
    I retract my hand and slam the bars. “I’ll fuckin’ rip your eyes out! You hear me?” I scream. “I’LL FUCK YOU UP!” 
 
    “Don’t make me get in there.” The cop slams the stick against the iron bars in front of me. This time, wisely, I am not close enough to get hit. 
 
    “Get him a doctor,” I growl, fixing him with my gaze. The two remaining strands of hair on his head are cow licked back from his face, shinny and so rarefied that I can see his patchy scalp. “Get him a fucking doctor!” 
 
    “You either shut up or I’ll make you shut up!” He points at me as if his entire authority resides in that stupid stick. Maybe he’s the type of guy who takes pride in the length of his dick, hence the correlation. He dusts off his uniform as he takes an airy glance at the other cell. 
 
    I reach through the bars and grab his sleeve. “Get him a fucking doctor!” 
 
    Mark pulls me back before the guy can hit me again. “Alex, you need to calm down.” 
 
    I shake him off, baring my teeth. Doesn’t he fucking get it? Raymond’s hurt. He needs help. I need to do something. Someone has to fuckin’ do something. 
 
    Another policeman joins the proud mouth with the stick. Fatso opens the cell door, swinging the stick with a menacing air. “You’re coming with me. Now,” he says. 
 
    The other detainees shuffle back. Mark is still clinging to me. I push him away when the copper takes a swing at us. This time he won’t catch me by surprise. 
 
    The rubber stick swooshes through the air as I duck, then spring back up and catch it with a firm grip. I kick the cop in the nutters and jerk the bat out of his hands. He’s stunned. Then I smack his face hard enough that his round cheeks jolt with a pop sound. There’s no need to hit him twice. He falls right away. His buddy remains dazed outside the cell, his hand reaching for the stun gun at his belt. 
 
    “Get him a fuckin’ doctor!” I repeat myself for the hundredth time. The officer at my feet is groaning. He’s lost his composure. All that talk about getting in here to shut me up and it was nothing but bravado. 
 
    Instead of shooting me down, the copper outside calls for help. Backup arrives right away, and they swarm us. Mark drags me back and to my eternal surprise, the drunkards in our vicinity jump to our aid. 
 
    “Oi, dickhead, leave the kid alone!” 
 
    “Ye, what he said. Want to take on him, you take on us all!” 
 
    The cops scan the crazy mob and decide to leave us alone and drag their friend out instead, not without plenty of wary looks thrown our way. 
 
    “You! The bat. Now.” One of the cops commands. 
 
    I throw the rubber stick at his feet. “Pick it up.” 
 
    “You’re coming with us!” he screeches. 
 
    Mark keeps an arm in front of me, an improvised barricade between me and the cops. There’s hatred in the cop’s eyes, I have no doubts that if he takes me out of the cell, he’ll teach me some manners. There’s no saying how far he might go, but I’ve seen it before. 
 
    “Yo’ friend started. We seen it!” One of the drunkards shouts. “It’s yer fault. Always!” 
 
    A choir of voices accompany him. “Ye, yeas! He did it!” 
 
    Some of them press towards the cops, there’s no love lost between the force and the rest of us plebs. They’re nothing but a bunch of corrupt shitbags with zero speck of allegiance left in their bones. I’d rather turn to the mob than reach out to the police on any given day and that says something. 
 
    The small squad retreats, careful, but with the promise of murder in their eyes. It stinks of retaliation. The type which they like to carry outside the confines of the law. They shut the door, the metal ringing loudly as they slam it. They hurry as they drag their fallen buddy down the corridor, but one of them lingers behind, watching us. 
 
    I catch sight of Ray in the other cell, haggard looking, sat on the bench, supporting himself with his left hand against the bars. It’s hard to tell what he might think about what I’ve just done. I’m not even sure if he’s witnessed it all. One thing is clear. I’m fucked. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 – Alex 
 
      
 
    I don’t know how long they leave us in there, it feels like an eternity. Mark’s been chatting with the drunkards to make pass time, drawing some laughter from them. I’ve been switching between pacing and sitting, eyes on Ray at all times. He’s in a bad condition, I can tell only by looking at him. Drops of sweat are dripping from his hair, his head leaning back against the wall, lips parted, eyes squeezed shut. I could swear there’s tears sliding down his face, but I can’t tell for sure. I’ve tried talking to him, a weak attempt at comfort, but he’s in so much pain that he can’t even speak. Meanwhile a stupid hallway is separating us. This is a whole new level of uselessness. I thought not seeing him in the hospital at first had been hard but standing here unable to reach him feels about a thousand times worse. 
 
    Fuck! 
 
    I’ve never been this angry. I’m sure they’re delaying sending a medic in here because of what I’ve done earlier. Or maybe that was their plan all along and what I did doesn’t matter. I scoff to myself, running my hands through my hair. I get back next to the door, shouting in the direction of the guards. 
 
    “Hey, DICKHEAD! Bring him some water, you useless arse wart!” 
 
    There’s some cheering from down the hallway, coming from one of the cells, but that’s about it. 
 
    “Motherfucker.” There’ll be hell to pay when I get out of here. I’m capable of strangling that fuck with my bare hands. 
 
    I sit on the floor, head pressed against the bars. Ray’s shifting on the bench, restless. I could swear he’s whimpering. His eyelashes flutter several times, then he turns his head the other way, hidden from view. The back of his shirt is drenched in sweat. It’s seeped even through the sling strap. 
 
    I clench my hand around the bars, buzzing with anger and worry, a blinding pressure growing in my head with each moment. I’m going to kill those bastards. So help me God. 
 
    Luckily there’s no one else in Ray’s cell. No one to bother him. No one to look at him. I’m grateful for that. But at the same time, I’m worried. If he faints or anything… I shake my head. No. Fucking hell. I can’t think about that. 
 
    An eternity or so later, a female lawyer shows up with paramedics in toe demanding to examine Ray. About fucking time. I stand up, straining to hear what they’re saying. 
 
    The paramedics address Ray, informing him they’re from his dad’s hospital and that they’ll take him in since he’s in no condition of being here in this state. 
 
    Ray’s voice is feeble as he replies, and I can’t make it out. The lawyer nods though and shoots me a glance. Whatever that exchange was about, it must’ve concerned me. They drag him out of there on a gurney, pale and shaking, pained sobs escaping his lips. I catch a glimpse of his puffy eyes as they roll him past our cell. He’s been crying. 
 
    “Ray.” The sight of him like this is making bad memories return from the night of the explosion. Oh my God. My hands are shaking. I’m feeling sick to my stomach. 
 
    “I understand your uncle is on his way here. I need to make sure mister Ward gets to the hospital alright,” the lawyer says. I barely register her existence. I just nod blearily. Then she’s gone as if she’s never been here in the first place, taking Ray with her. 
 
    Mark squeezes my shoulder. At least I’m not entirely alone in here, having my flatmate keep me company in a prison cell is something else, definitely an experience worth remembering — bonding. He’s been a good person. A good friend. He’s been supportive during Ray’s stay in the hospital, he’s seen me coming and going at all hours but never said anything. I have never mentioned Vlad, but I don’t doubt the fact that Mark suspects something is going on. It would be hard to miss, living in such close quarters with someone else, really. And he’s attentive plenty in spite of his carefree attitude. 
 
    I wipe my eyes with my sleeve and compose myself. “Thanks. For what you did.” 
 
    Mark smiles. “I would’ve been deprived of such a stellar experience otherwise,” he nods towards the drunkies. 
 
    I snort. His hair is messy, a couple of dreadlock ends sticking out of his bun like antennae. We both look like shit, my jeans have dusty spots around the knees, my T-shirt is dirty. I swipe the dirt away with the back of my hand. 
 
    It might be just my luck, but it doesn’t take long until a solemn Victor makes his appearance. He’s got a stern look about him, a shade of fuzz covering his cheeks, dressed all in black as he towers over the cops escorting him, it just so happens that they are the same idiots from earlier.  
 
    Victor points at the cell. “Come on, son.” He gestures with his hand, encouraging me to come forward. 
 
    The cop tasked with opening the door has a bitter frown on his face. I fixate on him until I reach Vitya. The fucker doesn’t look so smug anymore. He’s closer to shitting bricks now. He almost slams the door closed. 
 
    “What about Mark?” I look up at Victor. One pointed stare and the cop complies, waiting for Mark to join us before locking up the cell behind him. 
 
    That’s all it takes, a wave of Victor’s hand to release two prisoners, whereas I’ve enacted a bloody shitfest earlier only to get someone to send a medic. Ray should’ve been the one to stroll in here with a carefree attitude, instead he lost his composure and got himself arrested. Something bothers me about that. No, it wasn’t Ray. He’d lost his calm indeed, but the cops were intent on causing issues tonight. Ray was trying to reason with them after they’d slammed me down. Maybe that pissed him off. Maybe he was tired. He was on edge and in pain ever since the cops showed up, I can’t fault him for being human. He’s not a machine, if anything the past two months have shown me so. 
 
    “What did they do?” Victor addresses me in Russian as he walks down the hallway, eyes forward, shoulders straight. There’s a severity about him, his entire mien emanating impending disasters.  
 
    “They hurt Ray,” I say through my teeth, clutching my fists as I force my voice to sound even. 
 
    “That’s fine,” Victor mutters. I snap my head up but his eyes betray only the slightest twitch. “We’ll hurt them back.” 
 
    It’s chilling, solemn, like a final sentence. I don’t doubt him for a second, I know his words hold true. I have never seen him projecting such intent before. Sure he’s been dejected that my father — the one who raised me — is dying, but this is not the mourning brother I am seeing, this is Victor Petrov, the head of the Roza Bratva and his promise is a truth. 
 
    An officer meets us as we emerge into the main section of the station. The place is a buzz, people running back and forth, a din of raised voices and shuffled papers under the dreary lights, the bureaucratic machine at its finest even at this late hour of the night. 
 
    “Who’s your direct superior?” Victor addresses the cop. 
 
    “Sir,” the man stutters, his eyes darting to the guards who’ve walked us from the cell. No words are exchanged between them, there’s no need to. These people are not stupid, they know what they’re dealing with. Or at least I should hope so. 
 
    “Your superior, man. Now.” Vitya tilts his head, his lips twisting in an impatient manner. The functionary nods and rushes away to find his boss, trailed by his colleagues. We don’t wait long, a few minutes later, tops, he returns, waving Vitya forward. Victor turns to me and Mark. “You. Stay here. Sasha, come with me.” 
 
    I remain momentarily stunned, then I dart after him. He doesn’t once look over his shoulder to check whether I am coming or not. We pass a small hallway and enter a decent sized office. I don’t pay too much attention to it, though. The cop standing behind the desk holds my entire attention. 
 
    “Mister Petrov, sir, I wasn’t aware you were in tow—” 
 
    “Show my son the tapes your men took,” Victor cuts him off as he motions me to step forward. 
 
    I frown. The man stutters in assent, then takes his seat as he rushes to comply. He turns our way the rather old fashioned monitor on his desk and plays the footage from the security camera at the club. I recognise our staff room in an instant, as there is no mistaking where this was taken from. The video plays on fast forward until the cop freezes the frame, pointing at the screen. 
 
    “We’ve identified someone gaining access to the staff room,” he taps his finger against the screen as he resumes the video. One of my colleagues exits the staff room with an armful of things and it looks as though the door doesn’t lock properly on his way out. A hooded figure sneaks through the door shortly after, their face covered and away from the camera. The person takes to rummaging through our personal effects until they pick up my bag. They take a moment to study it, then produce the same package the cops found from under their jacket. Son of a bitch. 
 
    “It must’ve been a two man job, sir. There’s another person outside in front of—” 
 
    “You will speak when I tell you to,” Victor says, stepping away from the desk. I remain leaning against it, trailing him with my gaze. Someone targeted me. Specifically. 
 
    The cop straightens up in his chair. He’s a middle aged individual with the kind of attitude which signals he’s got some authority under his belt. The navy jacket draped over the back of his leather chair has several distinctions embedded into it. He looks like he’s about to grovel, I suppose even the higher ups must practice some arse licking from time to time. 
 
    “Mister Petrov, sir, I wasn’t aware they—” 
 
    “Is your daughter still in school?” Victor leans over the desk, watching the man like a hungry snake. 
 
    The cop blanks, blinking several times before a semblance of control returns to his face. He’s clearly disturbed by the implication, while the threat leaves me strangely cold on the inside. Victor doesn’t give him any time to answer, though. “Who tipped off your man?” 
 
    “I… it was an anonymous call.” 
 
    “They knew what to look for,” Victor says, right in his face. “They stalled to pretend,” he continues, pushing his index against the desk, making his case. “Who paid you?” 
 
    “No one, sir. I promise that—” 
 
    “Who gave the warrant?” he presses. 
 
    “It came from higher up, I wasn—" 
 
    “Your men. Addresses. Now.” Victor stabs with his finger at the desk again, his voice a horrible grating. He doesn’t look like the type of man who’s got the patience for this type of thing. His way of approaching things is clearly different from Ray’s. He’s heated, revealing his anger, using it as an intimidation tool. 
 
    “Sir, I can’t—" 
 
    “You will,” Victor says clipped. “Your men denied medical care to one of my men. His arm was in a sling. They slammed him down in front of a crowd. It’s on the Internet for everyone to see.” 
 
    I give him a horrified look. Fuckin’ hell, of course it would be on the fuckin’ internet. Jesus H and all that’s bloodied and holy! 
 
    “Sir—” 
 
    “Now.” Victor pushes the keyboard in front of him. “The one who hurt my man. And the one with the warrant.” 
 
    The cop stammers. Those medals, whatever distinctions he has, they’re void. Nothing but smoke and mirrors. He’s an underling, his place licking the shoes of those who wield true power. I feel no pity for him as Vitya hounds him, none at all. He gives in. Two minutes later he prints out a page with the details and hands it to Victor. 
 
    “You’ll deploy the rest from Bucharest,” Victor says, his voice now lacking any hint that he was mad earlier. He folds the paper and puts it in the inner pocket of his jacket as he stares down his nose at the vermin in front of him. He looks as disgusted as I feel. 
 
    “But I can—” 
 
    “You deploy them, or come morning you’ll find them around the station. In parts,” he says slowly, letting the words seep in. “This happens again, chief, your head falls next. Come, Sasha.” 
 
      
 
    In spite of Vitya’s heavy-handed way of obtaining information, I still have to go through the semi-official process of signing documents. I’m saying semi-official since I’m not joining any queue and I’m not made to wait for anything as it’s often the case. 
 
    A bored clerk brings me my bag and my jacket, then asks me to sign some papers. He tells me I’m innocent and all that shit and that it was a mix-up. They’re not mentioning the fact I hit a cop, but I guess they know better than to open that can of worms. Not that I, or they could do anything about it. Not when Vitya’s hand is wrapped around their boss’ balls. 
 
    I retrieve my things and slide into my jacket on the way out of the station. The crisp air of the winter night is refreshing, smacking me right in the face, a shock that jolts my system. There is no heat left in me, just a stubborn desire to know that whoever was involved in setting me up tonight and hurting Ray will be punished. Whoever put the bomb on his car has escaped unharmed. This time we know who the culprits are. And I don’t doubt Vitya. I can’t doubt Vitya, he’s got too much of a bloodthirst about him. 
 
    Strangely enough, Roman and Victor’s clique are waiting for me outside. Felix and the other bodyguards are a few steps away from the former, as if there’s bad blood between them. The bodyguards make as if to come join me but Victor intercepts me before he can do anything.  
 
    “Sasha, you ride with us,” Vitya points at his car. Vlad is leaning against the hood, his usual humour gone as if it has never been there. His eyes sweep over me in a quick assessment, then he challenges Felix, as if his gaze alone keeps him at a distance. 
 
    “Just give me a sec,” I throw over my shoulder as I approach Felix. I look up at baldy, his face severe. 
 
    “I’m under strict orders to take you home, sir.” I hand over my bag, with a pensive look, knowing it’s been touched by so many people tonight, it feels almost filthy. And I’d just gotten it. Someone shat all over my privacy again. Filth. I shudder, the first sparks of madness igniting within me. 
 
    “Is Ray alright?” 
 
    “They took him to the ER. I don’t have much information,” Felix says in a clipped manner, as if reproducing a verbal report. “Marian is there.” 
 
    I nod. It hurts to think of Ray alone and in pain. The niggling hurt in my chest wants to be right there with him. The other visceral reaction I feel however, the more primal one, wants to rip someone’s throat out. Because I’ve watched Ray suffer once more, impotent, with my hands literally tied behind my back. I cannot stand the thought that I couldn’t stop this from happening to him. Again. First the explosion, now someone tampers with my bag and because of it Ray gets hurt. It’s my fuckin’ fault. It’s my fault and I need to fix it. 
 
    If something happened to Ray, then Roman would have said something. Or maybe he would’ve been there. Instead, he’s here with Vitya, because he most likely knows, as do I, in the most realistic way there is, that there’s nothing any of us can do right now to help Ray. A part of me is also afraid to find out if he got badly hurt. I can’t stand the not knowing, but I fear the answers I might get. I can go there and hold his hand and commiserate, sure. But that won’t achieve much in the long run. 
 
    I meet Felix’s expectant gaze. “I’m not going home. Not yet. I’ve got something to do.” 
 
    “Young sir, this is not—” 
 
    “No.” I reproduce Victor’s tone from earlier, a rumbling echoing through my chest. “Take my bag and tell Raymond I’ll be there as soon as I can.” Felix stares at me not too impressed. “Understood?” But then he nods, so I take my leave. The bodyguard keeps his eyes on me as I slide in the backseat of Victor’s car, next to a miserable Roman. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I ask in Russian. 
 
    Vlad grins and turns in the driver’s seat to look at me. “To kick ass.” 
 
      
 
    We stop the car on a dark road, faintly illuminated by the vague paleness of the streetlights, blurred by the settling fog. It’s a street like any other, in a residential neighbourhood, crammed by cars parked on both sides, hogging the sidewalks. The tall ten-storey buildings rise in the distance, lights flickering behind draped windows here and there, resembling a cluster of dispersed lighthouses suspended over the world. There is still snow on the scraped asphalt, lodged between the grains, retaining its crystalline quality even in this dimness. 
 
    There’s not a soul in sight, but one is about to show up, unsuspecting, rather satisfied with himself even after tonight, precisely the one we want. I cannot fathom what must have gone through his head as he’d hurt Ray. I wonder if that was the highlight of his day, that flash of violence in which he indulged. Maybe he had been craving it, intent on it before he even set foot in the club and he would have taken it out on anyone, like a hungry wolf, knowing he’s hunting for a late, yet satisfying meal. 
 
    I do not know what must have crossed his mind, my assumptions are just that. But whatever I think, he must have been in the know, since he seemed eager. I cannot forgive that. I will not. 
 
    Vlad hands me over a scarf, a look passing between us, a fleeting touch of our hands, the merest of tingles jolting my insides. He looks eager too, his eyes dark in the unlit car as he watches me over his shoulder. I wrap the scarf around my face, pulling it over my nose, still holding his gaze. We’re partaking in this together, whatever is about to happen, it feels almost holy. Wrong, in a right way. 
 
    “Shouldn’t he stay in the car?” Roman breaks the reverential stillness. His proposition angers me. Why should he be allowed to engage in this and not me? He has no right. He wasn’t there. He wasn’t even there when the car exploded. 
 
    “They boy wants to come with us, Rimma,” Victor replies, meeting my gaze in the rear-view mirror. I nod slightly. That’s right. Roman doesn’t get to tell me what to do. I don’t miss the glimpse of disdain on him. 
 
    I turn away from him, though. He doesn’t get to judge me. I won’t allow him to. 
 
    We don’t have to wait long. Vlad points at the car being parked in one of the spots ahead. 
 
    “That’s our man,” he speaks softly and as he says the words, he slinks out of the car in pursuit of the guy. Roman follows suit. He is moving in tandem with Vlad, his movements precise, no sign of hesitation. As if it is second nature to him. 
 
    I soon join them, the snow creaking loudly under my feet. I wonder if the guy ahead can hear it and feel something is coming for him. I wonder if he weighs his existence as the seconds slip away from him. He seems rapt by his phone though, such a stupid distraction. A fatal mistake. 
 
    Vlad pats the guy on the shoulder and elbows his face the moment he turns. It all happens so fast. The gendarme tries to fight back but Vlad and Roman are on him like thunder. He drops to the ground and Vlad steps aside, making room for me. He nods. I can’t see his face under the scarf, but his eyes narrow the same way they do when he’s grinning. 
 
    I focus on the groaning sack of shit at our feet. I kick him for all I’m worth, pouring all my hate into it. It’s cathartic. Ray’s scream when the cunt slammed him down. Kick to the ribs. Ray’s trembling hands. Kick to the chest. The look of confusion on Ray’s face. His pain. His tears. Kick to the abdomen. He deserves it. Kick. He fuckin’ does. Kick. Kick. Kick. 
 
    Roman pulls me back. That halts my momentum. There’s a look of disgust on him as he stares down at the fallen man. His boot digs into the guy’s shoulder, turning him face up. The man squirms like a worm under his boot. Roman tilts his head, then completes the set with a kick. The gendarme’s head snaps back against the pavement, a bloodied gurgle in his throat that lasts for an instant. The kick renders him unconscious, dead even. 
 
    I shudder, almost ecstatic, perhaps a bit sickened, a distant roiling to my stomach. He hurt Ray. He deserves it. Damn right, he does. He might have even been involved in the attempt on Ray’s life. He could have been working hand in hand with whoever was behind it. Hell, maybe the cops facilitated the hit somehow. They never looked into it properly. They could be in on it. 
 
    He’s not breathing, is he? He fuckin’ deserves it. I swallow the bile in my throat and look away, the sight of his mangled face too reminiscent of a not so distant night when I lost my shit. He hurt Ray. Just like that man was hurting the little boy. They deserved it. 
 
    Vitya’s a ways away, casually watching the streets and the buildings. He doesn’t look conflicted, nor afraid. None of them do. They have the air of men who’ve done this plenty before. Ray’s done it too. Now I’ve learned their way as well. 
 
    Roman and Vlad heave the man up and I trail after them as they shove him in the trunk of the car. I slide into my seat, lips parched. It’s been a long night. Vitya meets my gaze in the mirror when he gets in the front. 
 
    “Clean your boots before you go home.” 
 
    I snort in derision, half hysterical. “What about the other one?” 
 
    He looks out the window, composed. He replies before Roman and Vlad get back in. “My men already have him.” 
 
    Makes sense. The other car that was with Victor left in the opposite direction from the police station. They must have hit them both at the same time. 
 
    We get back on the road and drive up north, towards the villa. The highway remains behind us as we take more rugged roads, lined by tall evergreen trees, snow-laden branches curving downward. The place appears to be a forest, no buildings or cars in sight, remote and wild, the skeletons of bushes resembling bare bones spiking in all directions. There’s no lights here, only an eerie glow reflected by the snow which makes the fog itself shimmer. 
 
    I pull my lower lip between my teeth, thinking this cannot be real since it’s too uncanny. It feels like a dream, but I’m too alert to be asleep. I know it’s real. It’s real and it’s cold and we have a dead body in the trunk. I’m strangely not preoccupied as I understand I don’t need to think much. They got it all figured it out, under control. The big boys are in charge, I just need to follow their lead. They’ve allowed me in their inner club, granted me the opportunity to glance past the curtain. 
 
    It’s terrifying. 
 
    If someone would’ve told me this morning that I’d end my day like this, I would’ve laughed in their face. Ray’s pained expression materializes behind my closed eyes. It’s worth it. 
 
    We reach a sort of clearing at the top of a hill. The fog is somewhat clearer, and the flickering lights of the city can be seen ahead, so distant that they might as well be stars. 
 
    A car is already here, the engine shut, headlights off, a handful of men around it, smoking unhindered by the creepiness of the picture they paint. 
 
    I remain rooted in the seat while everyone else gets out of the vehicle. 
 
    Vlad peeks his head back in, checking me out. “Are you coming?” There’s no humour in his tone, and I wouldn’t call it concern either, but there’s something there. Just something. An impression. Is he thinking I’ve chickened out? That alone forces me to get my arse out of the car. 
 
    I shiver in the unending cold. My breath puffs constantly in front of me. I draw the scarf over my mouth and nose, not daring to take another step. I spot a blotch of blood on my boot and stare at it mesmerized. 
 
    “Sasha?” 
 
    “I’m cold,” I hunch and shuffle away from the car. Vlad unzips his jacket and drapes it over my shoulders. I look up half spooked. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I don’t need it,” he grins and rolls his shoulders and his neck, pulling up the sleeves of his T-shirt. He then joins the rest of the men, addressing them in Russian and I don’t really catch what he says. 
 
    I’m too distracted by the looming trees, their tips vanishing in the dark. The place is not still, the silence is not absolute, there are still sounds in the forest, other than the low voices around me. Fluttering of wings, rustling, the odd chittering resembling conversations which sound familiar yet strangely foreign. 
 
    Protests and the sound of struggle breaks the magic-like quality of the moment. When I revert my attention to the group, they are dragging out a stammering man, his mouth gagged and his head swivelling left and right. It’s the smug idiot with the warrant, now dwarfed by the men surrounding him. 
 
    Vitya’s men drag him forward impervious to his flailing. I shuffle up behind them as they bring him right on the edge of the ravine, above what looks to be a frozen river at the very bottom. They force him to face the drop, holding him half over the steep edge. A fall which could kill someone for sure. 
 
    The snow creaks distinctly under Vitya’s feet as he approaches and signals Vlad who fervently takes his position in front of the struggling individual. 
 
    “You know why we’re here,” he says. The man’s eyes are bulging slightly. Vlad pulls down the gag. 
 
    Only the side of the man’s face is visible from where I’m standing. I’m not willing to get any closer to the slippery precipice, I’m very fond of my neck, thanks a lot. 
 
    “Who paid you?” 
 
    The man shakes his head, “W-what are you t-talking about?” 
 
    Vlad snatches him by the nape towards the edge as two of Victor’s men hold fast onto his arms. 
 
    Initially, he refuses to talk but it takes less than a minute before he changes his mind. I wonder if all men do reconsider their choices at a moment’s notice, if all interactions in this world are between authority and grovellers. Between men like Vitya, who now watches this scene unfolding as if bored, as his lackeys do the job for him, and men like this unfortunate individual hanging over the edge of the cliff. Men who faced with their own demise, forget all allegiance, belief and bend their knees so easily, ready to leap at commands. It’s saddening, the entire farce — it hurts. But this man danced at another’s command tonight, his strings pulled as he’d been directed to Ray’s club to find that brick of coke in my bag. To what end, I do not know. But he danced, and it’s his responsibility, his fault that this is happening. Pawns and kings, that’s all we are. I glance at Victor. This is a fuckin’ chessboard, and I’m wondering on which side I stand at the end of the day. 
 
    “It was a young man,” he stammers. “He had a ring in his nose. He told me what to look for.” 
 
    I pale at that. Shit. I force down the vomit flavoured saliva coating my tongue. Pawns and kings. I step closer, forgetting about my fear of falling, needing to hear whatever else he might have to say. 
 
    “How did you get the warrant so fast?” Vlad continues. 
 
    “The judge is my wife’s cousin. Let me go,” he begs. “I’m sorry. I’ll put in a good word for you. I promise.” 
 
    “Who else was with this guy? What did he look like?” 
 
    “I don’t know, he was wearing a cap. He was young. I’ve seen him with one of the Russian gangs before. Listen, we can figure this out. Look, I’ll give you the money he gave me. I have connections too. I can help you out with whatever you need.” 
 
    Changed looks at that between Vlad and his men. I catch sight of Roman standing remotely. 
 
    “I won’t do it again, I promise you.” 
 
    Vlad smiles. “Of course you won’t.” 
 
    “Rimma,” Vitya says. Without further prodding, Roman comes forward. One of the other men makes room for him. Vlad slinks back, a pleased grin on his face. 
 
    Roman stares down at the man, his eyes so blank that for a brief moment I wonder if he’s even alive. A puppet drawn by strings, dancing back and forth, the same wooden expression on its face for an eternity. He lunges and the man’s neck snaps in the next second. The body falls to its knees, limp, leaning against Roman’s thighs. 
 
    Roman’s hands are still cradling his head as if in an embrace, but he doesn’t look down at the man he just killed. He’s severed from the moment, opposite to his disgusted reaction from earlier tonight, now there’s nothing there but a blank. I shudder, but can’t help mirroring his reaction in a way, something numbing my insides, amputating my emotions down to their roots. Perhaps it’s the best reaction I could have, otherwise I’d vomit over my boots. 
 
    “Clean up,” Victor says. “The other one’s in the trunk.” 
 
    I watch them drag the bodies away, limp legs leaving crooked trails in the battered snow. 
 
    Victor shuffles up behind me. I tense, my muscles aching with the exertion, my body warily readying itself for blows which might land on me any minute now. 
 
    “Do you have any idea who he was talking about, son?” A hand lands on my shoulder, a paternal gesture. 
 
    You see, my body only reacts after my mind’s checked out. Because it can’t trust this congenial tone, it finds it distrustful, manipulating, yet fascinating at the same time. Just as it used to appreciate Stefan’s roughness in the beginning. He did deliver on his promise, though. He did. They deserved it. They hurt Ray. 
 
    I shake my head, haunted. But a part of me knows, and that part can’t say anything, not after this. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 – Alex 
 
      
 
    It’s early in the morning when it’s all done, the sky lighting up just a smidge in the distance, yet the world still retains its obscurity. Somehow, I end up in the same car as Roman. There’s no words exchanged between us. I don’t even feel the need to taunt him. I’m drained, nervous, and most importantly suspicious of everyone and everything. And I have to keep it all together because I can’t tell Roman about it. Not when I know this might backfire. 
 
    Other than distrustful glances thrown my way now and again, he doesn’t say anything either. I don’t understand how Ray trusts him. I don’t understand on which side he plays. Was Vitya testing his allegiance tonight? What the hell did I just witness? I can’t even process it. 
 
    We get back to Ray’s eventually. I unlock the door and walk into the penthouse, Roman trailing behind me. I catch sight of Ray on the couch as I step down the hallway. 
 
    All the worry, fear and emotional turmoil from last night resurface in me, sending me in a tizz, my hands shaking, my chest constricting. I rush to him, taking him in. He’s dressed like last night, black jeans and shirt, his wavy hair slicked back, and he looks like he’s been through the grinder, pale and exhausted, some bruising under his eyes from a long, unslept night. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    He looks up at me, a mix of anguish and worry on his face. “Where were you?” 
 
    I motion him to remain seated. I kneel on the couch next to him and I just hug him carefully. I stay there, relishing his warmth and inhaling his scent, cigarettes, mingled with soap and a hint of sweat. A gasp escapes his lips. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whisper, cradling his face in my hands. A furrow is etched between his eyebrows. He seems so fuckin’ vulnerable. “What did the doctor say? Are you okay?” 
 
    Ray shakes his head as he looks up at Roman, whose quiet, dour mood has infected me on the drive back. 
 
    “What happened? Where were you?” Ray asks. 
 
    “With Vitya…,” I say, so low that’s barely audible. I chew my lip as Ray fixates on me, confusion on his face, maybe even a bit of hurt. Fuck, he reacts like this now, I wonder what the hell he’ll say when he’ll find out about me training with Vlad. 
 
    “Can someone bloody tell me what is going on?” he says through his teeth, pushing himself on the edge of the couch. 
 
    Roman doesn’t seem very keen to open his mouth. He strides away, towards the bar. He pours himself a glass brimming with booze. Neither of us is keen to speak up. 
 
    “I… uhm…,” I remain seated next to Ray, one hand propped on his thigh. His gaze is burning. His eyes red. A bit sluggish maybe. Not entirely himself. Not really here. “Vitya went after the guy with the warrant and the one who slammed you down.” Ray frowns. I avoid his eyes. “Someone paid them.” 
 
    He opens his mouth to say something, then he rubs the spot above his eyebrows. It doesn’t seem like I need to say anything more, he already knows what it means. 
 
    “You went there with them?” his voice has lost its heat. I’m not sure if that was meant for me since he is watching Roman. 
 
    My annoying relative just shrugs. I don’t like the way he’s gawking at us, it’s like he’s measuring my reactions, or maybe I’m overthinking it since I’ve been watching him like a hawk since we left. I want to say more about it, tell Ray I know who it was, but I can’t with Roman here. I won’t. I’m not sure he can be trusted. Not entirely. 
 
    I was mad. At least I got an excuse. I am mad and stupid, and I did not think any better about it. All I wanted was to hurt the people who hurt Ray. To cause them pain. But Roman… No, Roman had nothing of that in him. He did not show his emotion, if there was any. It just seemed… something ingrained in him. He did not question it. He knew what was going to happen, that’s why he wanted me to stay behind. To not be a part of it, maybe? He went in for the kill with Vitya pulling his strings. 
 
    I place my hand over Ray’s, squeezing his fingers. I shoot him a sideways glance. He looks like he’s about to drop. 
 
    “Roman?” Ray’s voice is angry and tense. I’m not sure he’ll get an answer. 
 
    Roman gulps down his booze without further ado. He’s not keen on staying and it’s telling from his posture. He rather looks like he’s about to bolt. “Vitya needs me back.” 
 
    “Back where?” Ray asks. 
 
    “He wants to pursue this whole thing. Temnota is most likely involved,” he shoots me a gaze. “But I bet Sasha knows more about it.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” I snap, ready to jump at his throat. Oh, I surely do know. I’m a hypocrite? Maybe. I don’t know what to say about him, though. Everything I’ve been doing lately was to better myself for Ray’s sake. That’s all I fuckin’ care about. I can’t vouch for his loyalty, though. Playing Ray’s ally by day, pandering to Victor’s whims by night. One look at him and even a simpleton can tell he’s reaching his snapping point and who the hell knows which side will get smacked. 
 
    Roman’s been accusing me of being Vitya’s golden boy. As it turns out, he’s Vitya’s lap dog. In retrospect, that fight we’ve had had been one long projection of his issues and insecurities. I want him gone. 
 
    “You’re too obvious,” he sneers. “If you think Vitya didn’t see it, then you’re more stupid than I thought.” 
 
    Ray sighs, slouching forward, clutching my hand. I feel him tremble, gasping for breath. 
 
    “How about you fuck off? Can’t you see he’s not well?” I place my other hand on Ray’s shoulder. He leans against me, inhaling sharply. I shoot Roman a venomous glance. “Now’s not the time to have a chimp fit,” I growl, massaging Ray’s neck. 
 
    “Well, maybe you should’ve fucking been here since earlier tonight, then,” Roman says, his tone bordering on malicious. He slams the glass down. 
 
    “Don’t you fucking dare blame me for this,” I warn. “Ray.” I try to draw his attention, but he slumps with a long exhale. His lips part in a shiver, a whimper escaping his mouth. I kneel on the floor in front of him. I remove the strands from his face, revealing his squeezed eyes, his face a portray of torment. “He needs a doctor, he can’t fuckin’ stay like this.” 
 
    Ray’s eyes turn to haunted slits, and he shakes his head. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Ray, you don’t look fine. Why didn’t they keep you at the hospital?” 
 
    “Nothing… they can do,” he whispers. “Just pain.” 
 
    “Your pills?” 
 
    “Not enough,” he says, his voice a hiss. “Nerve pain.” 
 
    “Didn’t they give you anything?” 
 
    “Didn’t want it,” he grits through his teeth. 
 
    “What do you mean you didn’t want it? Ray, you can’t stay like this. I’m calling an ambulance.” 
 
    “No,” he says sternly. He looks up at me, despair on his face. His hand clasps down on my wrist, holding me in place. 
 
    Roman shuffles in the background, scoffing at something. I feel a homicidal urge to slap him. 
 
    “What were they going to give you? Why did you refuse it?” 
 
    “Morphine,” his voice inaudible. 
 
    “But you’ve been on it before.” 
 
    “Couldn’t… needed to… make sure you’re safe.” 
 
    “Well, I’m here now. I’m okay. You need it.” I get my phone out, but Ray stops me. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “We’re done debating.” I say coldly. “I’m calling a doctor.” 
 
    “No,” he grits out and tries to stand up, but he almost topples over me. I hold onto his arms, and he falls back on the couch, cursing under his breath. 
 
    “You can’t even stand. Ray, I’m—” 
 
    “No,” he cuts me off. I just sit there, impotent, frustrated. Tired. I almost want Roman to help out. 
 
    “Ray—” 
 
    “Enough with this bullshit,” Roman says. “Where are you keeping it?” his voice is cutting. Be careful what you fuckin’ wish for, I suppose. 
 
    Ray’s shaking as he meets his gaze. I’ve never seen him so down before and it hurts, it fuckin’ hurts me. 
 
    “Don’t talk to him like that,” I snarl.  
 
    Roman bends to Ray’s level, an expression akin to anger on his face, his tone aggressive. “Where are you keeping the morphine?” 
 
    I let go of Ray’s hand and get up, shoving Roman. “You need to back the fuck off.” He sizes me up as if he’s about to swat me away like a fly. “You won’t take your fuckin’ shit out on him, hear me?” I raise my voice. “Leave.” I point at the hallway behind me. His lips purse, his nostrils flare. He steps up in my face, staring me down. I look up at him. “Whatcha gonna do? Snap my neck in front of him?” 
 
    “Rimma—” 
 
    It can’t last more than a moment, but if feels like an eternity. Then he looks from me to Ray and shoves past me about to knock me down. He doesn’t say goodbye, he doesn’t even look back. The door slams with a loud bang. I got an urge to go after him, if only I could measure my strength against him, only to teach him a much-needed lesson. Fuckin’ hypocrite. What the fuck’s gotten into him? 
 
    I turn to Ray, who looks more miserable than I’ve seen him in a while. His eyes are brimming with tears, and he can’t even sit upright. Seeing him so broken might be one of the worst things happening to me. But I’m done debating him. 
 
    “Ray, you can’t stay here like this. I’m calling the hospital right fuckin’ now.” 
 
    “No,” he grabs my hand, forcing me to sit back on the floor. He throws a very distressed look at me. I don’t know what happens, but he takes a second to compose himself. He wets his lips before he speaks. “Upstairs,” he whispers with stubbornness. His eyes never meet mine though, he’s redirecting his gaze down at his feet as if he can’t face me right now. “Office. Right drawer. There’s a pouch. Bring it to me.” 
 
    I frown. I don’t understand. “Okay?” 
 
    He points to his keys on the table, looking up sheepishly. I don’t need another prompt. I pick them up and run to the office upstairs. It’s the locked drawer of his desk. I unlock it. A black case sits on top of some files. I get it, ignoring everything else since I’m really in a rush to get this to him. I return to him with the pouch, nearly breathless. 
 
    “Can you go upstairs?” 
 
    “To do what?” I ask, suspicious. 
 
    Ray grimaces. “I need to be alone.” 
 
    Is he fuckin’ kidding me right now? “Fuck that.” 
 
    I open the pouch in spite of his protests, and I end up ogling at two thin syringes and a vial of morphine. What the fuck? 
 
    “Ray, where’d you—” 
 
    “Give it to me,” he growls, snatching the pouch from my hand. Luckily, the contents are tied with elastics, otherwise they’d end up scattered on the floor. He’s way too violent as he pulls out the things he needs, taken by desperation. He’s trembling so badly, and he’s trying to hold the vial in his right hand, but he can’t even make a fist. 
 
    I place my hands over his, halting his frenzied momentum. “Let me help you. What do you need me to do?” He’s struggling with himself, but he doesn’t tell me to fuck off. 
 
    I rip the seal on the needle and fill the syringe with liquid, then push out the air as he instructs me. He’s sitting on the edge of the couch, hunched to his left, a vicious tremor in his right hand. 
 
    I look up at him, waiting his next instructions. 
 
    “Hold my right fist closed,” he says softly as he points at the syringe. 
 
    I do as he asks. “Maybe you should let me,” I whisper. 
 
    He flinches, his red and tired grey eyes skimming over me, then his lip curls into almost disdain. “Do you know how to find a vein?”  
 
    I scowl at him, almost wanting to ask him the same, but I’m afraid of the answer. He doesn’t need to be so mean. His eyelids flutter, his lower lip quivering at the same time. 
 
    “Sorry,” he whispers, then meets my gaze again. I shake my head. It’s fine. I get it. Tonight’s not my night. That must be the universe inflicting punishment for what I’ve done. “More,” he demands softly. I comply. The skin stretches on the back of his hand and his veins become more prominent. 
 
    He holds the syringe up and with a shaky hand, he succeeds in finding a vein after the third attempt. It takes a couple of seconds before he settles, and the trembling stops. The frown on his face disappears. His lips part, eyes closed. When he looks up, his pupils are just a black speck engulfed by ice, like I’ve seen them many times in the hospital in the past month. He almost drops the syringe, but I pick it from between his fingers. 
 
    His chin falls into his chest, and I quickly grab him and push him backwards slowly with a tiny yelp. “Ray?” 
 
    “I’m… I’m alright,” he mumbles, his head resting against the back of the couch, his eyes still closed. He looks ecstatic. I sit next to him. He mumbles something, the kind of incoherent nonsense he’s said before. 
 
    I bring him a blanket from upstairs and help him lie down on his good side. He doesn’t stir. He doesn’t even protest. He’s asleep in the next second. 
 
    “Shit. Fucking shit,” I hiss, my eyes glued to the syringe. One thing I know for sure is that the injectable morphine wasn’t prescribed to him. Where, how he got it and why Roman knew about it is a mystery. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    After several hours of sleeping like the dead on one of the couches downstairs, allegedly watching over Ray, the stabbing in my ribs forces me awake. The pain is not unknown to me, in fact, I’m terribly intimate with it. It could’ve been worse. But I’m not one for self-pity any longer, there’s only a cold rage burning inside of me. 
 
    After a quick examination of the black splotches covering my torso in the bathroom upstairs, I decide that I am not too badly injured. The pain is nowhere nearly as bad as when I broke my ribs. The hits I took during my arrest only left me with severe bruises. 
 
    I might need to see a doc just to make sure, but I don’t want to bother Ray with it. There’s just no point to it. He’s in no state to be dealing with this, it would only upset him. 
 
    I don’t know what has me fuming more: the fact someone got me arrested or what they did to Ray. Either way, I won’t let this go. For once, I refuse to back down and take the beating like the little obedient bitch that I am. 
 
    He won’t get away with it so easily. I just need to find a way to make sure no one else will get hurt in the process. Because if I let Vitya know last night, I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t have thought twice about the casualties. 
 
    I rummage through Ray’s bathroom cabinet until I find a bottle of painkillers that seem decent enough to keep me fluffy and painless for the time being. I pop two pills and put the rest back. 
 
      
 
    Ray’s awake by the time I return downstairs, sitting up on the couch bleary eyed, shirt full of creases. I can tell he’s fighting sleep and confusion, and I don’t know what’s worse — seeing him in pain or seeing him shitfaced. 
 
    He takes a moment or two to stretch as best as his condition allows him. He scowls at the syringe on the table, then looks up at me with a bashful expression. I know how much he hates to show his weakness. Had he been able to, I am sure he would not have exposed himself in front of me like he did this morning. It’s just not his way. I wonder how much easier things would be if he only grew comfortable with it and let me in. 
 
    “Still in pain?” 
 
    “Not… much.” 
 
    I bring him some water and sit on one of the couches while he forces himself awake. I don’t know how much that morphine would affect him. I’m not sure about the dosage he took but he still seems out of it. During his hospital stay he’d reached a level where he was under the influence, sure, but he was very much lucid and aware of what was happening around him. Now he stares into the distance for long moments before shaking himself and refocusing on me. 
 
    “Someone planted the drugs in your bag,” he says after a while, his voice rough. 
 
    “I know,” I mumble. “You don’t think I’d be stupid enough to run around town with a brick of coke in my bag?!” 
 
    “No. You’re not.” He closes his eyes, flexing his right hand from time to time. 
 
    I move closer to him, propping my elbow against the backrest. I run my fingers through Ray’s hair. He cracks one eye open. 
 
    “Did you see that security tape?” he asks. 
 
    “Yeah. When did you watch it? 
 
    “I haven’t. Did you see who did it?” 
 
    “No… The face was covered,” I mumble. 
 
    He wets his lips before speaking. “But?” 
 
    My fingers still on his temple. “I think I know who it was.” 
 
    “I figured.” Ray smiles slowly, then taps his nose with a finger. “Too personal.” He drops his hand heavily. Of course he’d have it figured out. 
 
    “That guy last night said he was paid by someone who had a nose ring. And I saw that video. They knew the bag was mine.” I bite my lips, letting my gaze run down Ray’s sling, seeing but unseeing at the same time. “I’ve only had it for a few days. I’ve been nowhere but at school and work… and…” 
 
    “Someone who knows you,” Ray says. 
 
    I nod. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Your pissy friend?” 
 
    I nod again, biting my lips. “His boyfriend. He’s the only one I know with a nose ring. I told you about him. The one who got arrested. He’s the one person who’d have access to a brick of coke. And he saw me at school yesterday. I was wearing the bag on my shoulder.” 
 
    Ray lifts his head, blinking slowly. “The graffiti?” He looks at me for confirmation, as if I’d know. 
 
    I shrug. “Are you asking or telling me?” 
 
    “Thinking out loud,” he mumbles. He sags again into the couch, looking exhausted. “Too much happening.” A pat on my knee. “Let me wake up properly.” 
 
      
 
    I’ve been pacing for the past two hours, unable to stop long enough to catch my breath. Only the sight of Ray lying helpless on the couch has kept me from storming out in search of Denis. He might not be involved though—that’s what I keep telling myself. The fact he’s been at school with Bogo doesn’t prove anything. Hell, I might be even jumping to conclusions. 
 
    Ray requested a copy of the club security tapes from Marian. It takes a while for the bodyguard to return and when he does, I almost rip the damn disc from his hands throwing a half-assed ‘thank you’ over my shoulder. I’m itching to see the recording again. Last night’s been so turbulent that what I’ve seen in the cop’s office feels like a faded dream. 
 
    I insert the disc in Ray’s laptop and tap the glass table impatiently as it loads, running scenarios in my mind. How did it come to this? Is it real? Is it truly happening? How did I not see it? Was Denis’ reaction from yesterday a sign? I should’ve paid more attention. Does he know? Is he fuckin’ involved? Did he help Bogo? I refuse to believe that. Have I turned into everybody’s fool? 
 
    “Be patient,” Ray chides. The grimace on his face turns uglier as he sits up on the couch. The morphine’s been wearing off and the grumpy mood’s made a comeback. He’s downed some painkillers earlier, but they’ve never been able to reduce his pain completely and I doubt they’d be more successful now given that his condition worsened. 
 
    “I can’t be patient, Ray. I need to fuckin’ know who did this. If Denis is involved in it in any way, then I swear on my—” 
 
    “You will do nothing,” he says, retrieving his cigarettes. 
 
    “I am not sitting around after what they—” 
 
    “Alex,” he cuts me off, crumpling the pack in his hand. “If this guy’s got Temnota resources, I don’t want you going around poking him. You’ll let me handle it.” 
 
    “Yeah? And what am I supposed to do in the meantime?” 
 
    “You’ll stay put. Lay low.” 
 
    “I got a job, I can’t just—” 
 
    “Maybe it’s time for you to focus on school only. I can take care of things. We’ve discussed this before.” 
 
    I pointedly look at him. “And how’s that going for you? Ray, you can barely protect yourself. You almost got blown up!” 
 
     “And I’m fine,” he says through his teeth. 
 
    “You’re not!” 
 
    “You hit a cop last night. Have you got any idea what you got yourself into?” He snaps in return. 
 
    “They were hurting you. Refusing to help you. And why did you suddenly change the subject?” 
 
    “They’d been paid,” he holds my gaze, some traces of his old self discernible in his raw expression. “But they had no grounds in detaining us. They knew the accusations wouldn’t hold. Not to mention whatever happened with Vitya after.” 
 
    “Are you seriously giving me a sermon about this?” 
 
    “I’m only trying to talk some sense into you. You’re angry,” he grits, staring up at me. “I’ve been angry for the past nine years. I know what it does to you. It blinds you.” We stare at one another until the heat subsides in the room and Ray’s tone goes back to normal. “But you can’t let it control you.” 
 
    “Stefan could be involved in this, Ray.” 
 
    “I know,” he says, tiredness in his voice. “That’s why I need you to stay away. Temnota could be either involved in this or not. Perhaps there’s no more to it than your friend’s… friend… looking for payback.” 
 
    “It’s fitting that he should get me arrested after he got caught.” 
 
    Ray nods absently and lights up his cigarette. His eyes are swollen and fatigued; he needs a proper sleep in his bed. It’s an admirable feat he’s capable of keeping himself awake, then again maybe the pain does that for him. I can’t possibly imagine what he’s been through in the past day. 
 
    “Tell me what you know about him,” he continues. 
 
    “I just know he goes by Bogo and that I saw him with Temnota. That’s all I know. Denis could know more.” 
 
    “And if you go asking, then you might alert him. Or he could refuse to talk to you.” I chew on my lip. “He got arrested, which means he has a record. I’ll have Marian look into it. We’ll get to the bottom of it. Just please…” 
 
    “Are you trying to isolate me?” I ask stupidly. 
 
    Ray sighs, a sort of anger and frustration welling up inside of him. “I’m trying to protect you.” 
 
    I might be a bit on edge myself after what happened last night. There’s still shit that doesn’t sit well with me. 
 
    “What is it?” he demands softly. 
 
    How do I tell him? Shit. I can’t tell him. “I don’t think you can trust Roman,” I blurt. 
 
    He frowns. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “Last night…,” I shake my head. “Ray, you should’ve seen him. He had a one-track mind, like a little robot,” I gesture with my hands a sort of tunnel-vision kind of thing. “One look at Vitya and he shut his mouth and did as he said. Like… like… he’d been under his spell or some sort of fucked up shit like that.” 
 
    Ray wets his lips, but he doesn’t comment, nor does he seem surprised. “I told you that Victor is dangerous.” 
 
    “But Roman—” 
 
    “It’s not what it used to be, alright? I am aware of it. But thank you for telling me,” he says softly, his hand making a placating gesture. 
 
    “I don’t like the way he talked to you,” I say as an afterthought. 
 
    “It’s alright.” 
 
    “It’s not,” I protest. 
 
    “Alex…” He stares to the side. “What did he do last night?” 
 
    “He killed on command,” I snap, sort of high-pitched, losing my shit. Ray purses his lips. “Listen,” I say, my voice heated. “I know I’m fucked up, but there’s something seriously wrong with him.” 
 
    “Did you witness it?” 
 
    I gape. Then shut my mouth. Ray’s eyebrows do a tiny flip before he downright scowls at me. Oh, geez. How do I fuckin’ tell him? He’s going to be all ‘I told you so’ and this and that. And I knew it will be like this, but I… He’s piercing me with his gaze, waiting for me to reply but the longer I drag it, the more I know he sees right through me. 
 
    “I participated,” I say weakly. 
 
    “Christ, Alex.” 
 
    “They hurt you,” I insist, but it sounds like a shit excuse, and I feel stupid. And sick. 
 
    “Mhmm.” Ray shakes his head and takes a long, pensive drag from the cigarette. “Is that why you were asking for a gun, so you can be like them?” he says bitterly. “Do you want to be like that?” he raises his tone. 
 
    “No, but—” 
 
    “Aleksandr,” he cuts me off. “These things go hand in hand.” 
 
    “So, you want me to be defenceless?” 
 
    “I don’t want you to be defenceless,” he says heatedly. “I want you to be safe. From others,” he pauses, watching me closely. “And from yourself.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    I’ve listened to him and tried to mind my own business. It makes sense and he knows what he’s doing, I keep telling myself. So, I came to school this morning. It made me realise there’s nothing I wish more than to be out of here. The number of eyes watching me have doubled. In the aftermath of our arrest, well… more videos have been released online. The press has blown this out of proportion again. Ray keeps insisting we can deal with it, but I can see it for what it is: a fucking lie. He says he’s dealing with stuff, when truth is, he can barely deal with being awake. He’s lost. He’s not himself. He’s sinking. And I am watching him drown, hands tied, unable to help. But no. He claims he’s fine and dandy. Come to think of it, how the fuck do I help Raymond Ward? How do I stop him from drowning? There’s so much going on that I don’t know where to start. 
 
    I’m terrified. So terrified that I can’t put it into words. I’m doing my damnedest to trust Ray’s judgement, but after watching him inject himself I’ve started wondering how rational he is. The worst part is that this must have been ongoing for a while, otherwise Roman would not have yelled at him like that. As you might’ve guessed, the conclusion I’ve drawn is not pleasant. 
 
    Chris pats my shoulder on his way out of class. I smile weakly and wave my fingers with lethargy. I put on my jacket and follow him shortly. 
 
    As I walk down the hallway, I keep an eye out for Denis, but there’s been no sign of him so far. 
 
    I shake my head. Ray said to stay away. At least this is a thing I can do. He’s right in this respect. At least, I know he is. 
 
    A professor throws me a leery gaze, lips pursing tight as she rushes past me. I’m not sure what’s worse, to be honest. Before, I was hidden into an unpleasant anonymity, away from everybody, but which still allowed me some freedom. It was bad, but I’ve managed to survive through it. All these stares, however, are burning holes into me. The professors have been outright ignoring me or staring at me uncomfortably for the duration of their class today. Everyone knows me now. When I was with Stefan, I used to be locked away from the world, but now that he is gone, I’m still trapped. It’s just the cage that has gotten bigger. The irony. 
 
    I’ve never given much thought how Ray must feel about constantly being in the public eye, but now I get it. Everyone is staring, your name on their lips at all times, furtive whispers when they think you don’t listen. Tiny blades thrown at me over and over again. I’ve got the urge to gather them all in one place and kick them to death. It wouldn’t be the worst thing I’ve done. 
 
    That dream is still vivid into my mind. Dream… No… More like reality. The monstrosity of my deeds, staring right back at me. I push it to the brink of the void. One kick and it will be reabsorbed into it, let it lurk in the shadows rather than obscure my sanity. For the time being. 
 
    “Mr. Petrov? Excuse me for a moment.” 
 
    I shake myself out of the reverie and stare at one of the security guards. My first reaction is to ask how the hell does he know my name, but it shouldn’t come as a surprise anymore. Even the fuckin’ president knows it by now. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “The director has asked me to escort you into his office.” 
 
    Well, that shouldn’t come as a surprise either. It was only the next logical step, though I dreaded it. I’ve heard about it happening before. It’s rare, but not uncommon for high-school students to be directly involved in less honourable circumstances which muddy the school’s image. Now it’s my turn. And to think it had been all under wraps for so long, only to have it blow in my face in such a spectacular manner.  
 
    I could refuse and walk past him. He could apprehend me. I could punch him and leave him unconscious. But then I’d create another set of problems, which would only reinforce this one. 
 
    “Lead the way.” Avoidance won’t bring anything good. I don’t keep my head down while I walk behind him. I got nothing to be ashamed of. They can stare all they want. They don’t have the slightest clue what I’ve been through. And if any of them has the guts to say something, they should do so while staring me in the eyes. My fists will be more than happy to talk in my stead. 
 
    The guard points towards the director’s office. I pause in the doorway, my eyes darting from the director’s crinkled face to the two security guards hovering close to him. What a committee. I’m honoured. 
 
    “Mr. Petrov, please have a seat,” the director says, pointing at the chairs. 
 
    “I’d like to stand.” 
 
    “I insist,” he forces a smile, yellow teeth peeking out of his mouth, matching a spot on his lip which betrays his smoking habits. 
 
    “Right.” I frown, dropping my ass on the edge of a chair, clutching my bag. God damn it. The presence of the security guards spells trouble, it makes my heart race. 
 
    The director clears his throat. “As I’m sure you’re more or less aware of the news, you probably know what this visit is about.” 
 
    “Not exactly.”  
 
    “Mr. Petrov,” he starts again, “I’ll keep this short. As you know, we’re a prestigious institution and while your grades are exceptional,” he frowns down at the file in front of him, “Surprisingly, your behaviour hasn’t been exactly one to reflect that.” 
 
    “Get to the point,” I growl, clenching my fist. 
 
    “Given the recent events, I’m afraid we can’t let you continue to attend our institution. We recommend a transfer for you, so you’ll be able to finish your studies, but as of today, you’re no longer one of our students.” 
 
    As much as I’d expected that bitchslap, it still hurts like hell. And it tastes bitter. 
 
    “So, you’re expelling me.” 
 
    Great. Exactly what I need. Three months left until my final exam and I’m getting expelled. 
 
    I glance at the security guards. Did he bring them here because he thought I’d create a ruckus or something else is at play? 
 
    “Is this because I got arrested or because I’m gay?” I continue, unable to keep my tongue in check. 
 
    The director chuckles, albeit nervously. “I can assure you it’s got nothing to do with… erhm,” he clears his throat. “I’m afraid your presence here is unsettling. While your grades are excellent, of course, rude behaviour towards our staff is not tolerated. I’m also afraid I can’t allow my students to engage into criminal behaviour while attending this institution.” 
 
    “I’m not quite sure I understand what you’re hinting at.” 
 
    “Violent behaviour among others, and… certain activities involving one of our students have been brought to my attention.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    He rubs his hands together, not quite looking me in the eye. “I hope you know it’s illegal… That is in general, not just on the school premises, to engage in sexual activities with a minor and providing him with drugs. I will let that in the hands of Mr. Mihalache’s parents though.” 
 
    “I didn’t give Denis any drugs!” 
 
    The director smacks his tongue, a fine line of saliva in the corner of his mouth. He repositions his tie over his shirt while taking a moment to recollect his thoughts. Such display of righteousness. I am about to gag. 
 
    “I’m sure you didn’t,” he places his hands flat over the file in front of him. “However, I’m not here to discuss these details with you, Mr. Petrov. That’s the police’s business.” 
 
    “They set me up, you old raisin!” I stand up, leaning over the desk. The guards move closer and I shoot them a glance. “What? You’re afraid of me?” 
 
    The tiny man behind the desk straightens up as he backs away in his chair. Fuckin’ ant. 
 
    “You’re a pathetic cunt,” I hiss. 
 
    “I’d appreciate if you left the premises,” the director points at the door. “Before I call the police.” 
 
    I’m shaking, ready to lash out and inflict some violence. One of the guards tries to grab me, but I yank my arm away. “Don’t fuckin’ touch me.” I turn towards the door and stride out in fury. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I slam the door of the penthouse in my unholy rage as I barrel my way down the hallway. It’s the middle of the day and I’m already fed up with life. Not that today is any different than my usual. I’d hate living more than a few hours in a row without something going ballistic in my life. I’d probably get bored. God forbid I ever live a peaceful life. 
 
    “What in God’s name?” Ray’s consternated voice tickles my senses. Other people’s outrage is music for my ears. He and Marian are standing close to the windows, throwing curious glances at me. Marian is slightly positioned in front of him, hand on the weapon at his waist. 
 
    “I’m not here to fuckin’ murder him,” I growl. 
 
    I toss the bag on the floor. Then I kick it, sending it next to the couch. Auch! I hurt my fucking toe! 
 
    “Fuckin’ fuckity. Fuck!” 
 
    That’s what you get for being a mean cunt. I let out another string of curses blasting the damn bag for all the shit it’s put me through. It’s cursed. That’s the answer. I know why I’m having so much bad luck. It must be fucking cursed. 
 
    “What happened to you?” 
 
    Ray approaches with a frown. It’s been three days since our arrest, and he seems moderately alive today, looking all respectable and handsome in his white shirt and black trousers, in spite of the grey sling cradling his arm. 
 
    That doesn’t help much with the raccoon eyes though, but at least he got some proper rest in the past days, knocked out on painkillers, soaring with the birdsies in the sky, high… high… soooo high. 
 
    There, Alex. Be civil. Don’t question his judgement. He knows what he’s doing. In spite of that, the insidious doubt slithers through me, knocking over things like a ballsy cat demanding attention. 
 
    I rip off a thin layer of skin from my lower lip. 
 
    Ray touches my chin in attempt to dissuade me. “Hey,” he whispers. 
 
    “Mhm.” I remove the beanie from my head, then force my jacket open, nearly tearing the zip. “They fuckin’ expelled me, Ray.” 
 
    I’ve promised myself I won’t be a whiny brat about it, I swear. I mean, I fuckin’ knew it was going to happen, I was suspecting it. All those looks and the comments and what-fuckin-not, I really did know. That doesn’t mean it makes me feel any less ashamed, or angry. 
 
    Do you ever get one of those, when the situation is glaringly rational and you have a pretty clear idea of how things will turn out and the whys, the hows, the fucking ifs and so on and so forth? And even so, your stupid brain, and all those little feels people like to scream about smack you in the chest. And you’ve sworn to yourself not to be whiny about it because you realize it won’t help, nevertheless, you can’t stop yourself. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That shitbag!” I kick the bag again out of spite, hoping the damn thing will go spoof under my eyes. 
 
    “Hey! Knock it off!” Ray raises his tone, arresting. A chill runs down my spine, but I still glare at him for all I’m worth. “Marian, give us a moment.” 
 
    The bodyguard doesn’t need to be told twice; he strolls away with the most impressive poker face I’ve seen. Just a normal day at the Ward residence. 
 
    “Look at me and tell me what happened without acting out,” Ray demands. 
 
    I meet his gaze, cold eyes scrutinizing my every move. He looks normal. Please, let him be normal. My lip trembles. One angry look from him and I feel like a stupid child. I calm down enough to reiterate what happened. I somehow manage to keep the swearing to a minimum. 
 
    “We’ll fix it.” Ray squeezes my shoulder, trying to smile. He’s fuckin’ high. I know it. I can see it now that he’s close to me. His pupils are tiny again. His face a bit flushed. And he moves about as if he’s stepping on fluffy clouds. 
 
    It’s not fine. Nothing is fine. And this stupid optimism of his is not helping. At all. But he sounds normal. Maybe he’s just taken a bit of morphine to keep his pain under control. That’s what they’ve done at the hospital in the first weeks before the doc switched him to other kind of opiates, less potent. It still makes me wonder if he’s injected himself again. 
 
    “How, Ray?” I know it’s not his fault, but I can’t help it. “How do I fix it? How?” 
 
    He purses his lips. His hand slides on my jaw, his thumb caressing my cheek. I lean into the touch, comforting nevertheless. 
 
    “We’ll figure it out, alright?” He hugs me gently. I bury my face in his side, wrapping my arms around his waist. His proximity helps relieve my nerves. But it only replaces them with worry for him. The kind that twists my guts in a knot. 
 
    “I was actually discussing with Marian about what happened,” Ray says. I look up at him, expectant. “He looked into this Bogo individual.” 
 
    “He did?” 
 
    “Yeah, he was about to tell me when you walked in. Do you want to call him back in?”  
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Alright.” He kisses my temple. I linger, feeding on that moment, consumed by emotional hunger. I turn my head without letting go of him, his eyes half-open as he looks down at me with desire. I cradle his nape, ever careful not to hurt him and slide my tongue over his lips before sealing our kiss. He groans, a guttural sound, his left arm around my waist, pulling me closer. 
 
    The anger, the worry, it all subsides in that one peaceful moment, my senses overpowered by his taste and his lips, the hard planes of his body, and his rough beard which I keep ruffling as I pull him closer and closer. I bite his lip, pressing against him unashamed. I don’t want the peace to end. When our kiss will end, so will the illusion. It will all shatter and then it’s back to pain, and problems, and fuckin’ unending, malicious reality. And I’ve missed him. So much. 
 
    “Ow,” he grunts and breaks the kiss as he grimaces. The harsh, brusque return to normalcy. His arm is still wound around me, even though he shifts slightly to adjust his sling. “We should stop,” he says, pained, his forehead resting against my temple. 
 
    “I’m sorry. Got carried away,” I say softly, my heels finally flat with the floor.  
 
    “It’s not your fault.” 
 
    Sure, it’s not. There’s his broken shoulder stopping us. The exhaustion and painkillers which have made him crash night after night. And of course, my brother’s ghost standing between us since Christmas. I fear it might not ever go away. It fills me with sadness. 
 
    “Mhmm,” I clear my throat. I know I sound childish and selfish. But I wonder what’s wrong with being selfish and wanting things for myself once in a while. 
 
    I let him go, wiping the corner of my mouth with my fingers. I am aware of his eyes on me. I briefly wonder if he ever feels things with such intensity. The type that simmers your blood to the point of madness, when there’s nothing left but feeling and a loud heartbeat, and your fuckin’ eyes brimming with tears of how strong it all fuckin’ feels that you’re close to bursting because you can’t contain it. We’ve never spoken about it, so I don’t know. 
 
    Ray lifts my chin with his finger. “Don’t apologise for it,” he says in a grave tone, so serious that I feel it all the way down to my toes. “Got me?” 
 
    I nod slightly. He knows what he’s doing. He knows what he’s doing, I chant in my mind as I step outside the flat. I call Marian back and we both return to the living room.  
 
    Raymond sits down on one of the couches, looking uncomfortable even while attempting to rest while I remain standing, waiting for Marian’s news. 
 
    “I have looked into the person you’ve asked,” the bodyguard starts, facing the both of us. “But I couldn’t find anything on him. He’s… of gipsy descent. He’s got no papers, like the majority. He might as well not even exist,” Marian says. 
 
    “Great,” I run my hands through my hair, pacing towards the windows. They’re a bit frosty. My snowmen are still outside, just as creepy as the day I’ve made them. I’m so proud of them. They’re like disjointed little creatures that will soon melt under a capricious sun. My children. I almost laugh at my own stupidity. The extents to which we go to keep ourselves sane. 
 
    “Which means there’s no record because they didn’t care to go through all of the trouble of registering him into the system. What about the streets?” Raymond asks, his voice strong, unwavering. 
 
    I bite my lip and look over my shoulder, analysing him with a critical eye. I find myself biting my nails. What the hell did he mean with that earlier? Apologise for what? Can he see right through me? 
 
    “I could look into it,” Marian continues. 
 
    I resume my glaring, feeling dark and dejected. Back to the fuckin’ problems. The problems trying to kill us. 
 
    “Although, you don’t know who’s doing what nowadays. With the faction crumpling, they’re all at each other’s throats. There’s people fighting over territory and it’s unclear on which side they are. If this carries on, then it might put us at risk too. If word gets out we’re looking for this person, then we don’t know how or where it might lead.” 
 
    “The cops?” Ray shuffles with a grimace. 
 
    Marian sighs, rubbing his hands together. “Well, there’s been a lot of… sudden transfers, and two of their men are missing in light of what’s happened at the club.” A pointed look at Ray and me in particular. “Word got out that they’re… upset.” 
 
    “Unwilling to help then,” Ray looks up at me, an indecipherable look on his face. 
 
    I suspect he’s still mad at me for going with Victor. We’ve briefly brought it up after our last conversation around the subject. He seemed troubled by the implications of what I’ve done. He wanted to know every detail of it. What I did, and how? He’d even asked me about Victor in passing and what I thought of him. I restrained myself from detailing too much, seeing that I’ve appreciated Vitya’s no-bullshit way of doing things. But I’ve done a bit of probing of my own to watch his reactions. Ray’s adamant that I don’t mingle with them, but he refuses to expand on it and mentioning Vlad had only upset him. He’d then found a way to change the subject and steered the conversation to something innocuous. As always. 
 
    “We could always shake some trees, of course. But considering all that’s going on with the news and the fact you were directly involved in it, Raymond… I’d advise you to stay put.” 
 
    It’s clear on Ray’s face that he doesn’t like it but at least he’s getting a taste of his own medicine. His hands are tied, much like my own, so he can’t do anything about it. 
 
    “There’s no other option but to talk to Denis, then.” I cross my arms over my chest and make my voice sound as secure and commanding as possible. Fuck knows how I manage it, but I hold myself with confidence and watch them both as if it’s already decided. It’s a wonder no one laughs at me, I’m bluffing half of the time anyway. 
 
    “Let’s put a pin in that,” Raymond declares, holding out his palm in my direction. “We’ll decide on a course of action later on,” he then addresses Marian, leaving me out of it. 
 
    Well, now that only serves to anger me.

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 - Ray 
 
     
 
    The young woman gave him a quizzical look as Ray offered her a cup of coffee. Her gaze darted around the kitchen as if she had never been into one. If her clothes were a telling sign, Raymond guessed she had not. She spent her nights in a shelter, her meagre life possessions gathered in a grey sack which she hung around her shoulder with a rope. Her hair was cut short, yet it was so dirty, and the locks stuck to one another that it would be a real chore to brush it. Her face was slightly smudged, but her eyes were lively and curious. She had refused taking off her boots or her jacket in spite of the warm penthouse, it was as if she was afraid someone might steal her rugged clothes. They were a treasure to her, but she did not seem to understand that Ray had no care for that. Her defensive mien somewhat reminded Ray of Aleksandr. In fact, if things had turned out differently, this could have been him right now. 
 
    “Sugar?” Raymond asked in a rusty Romanian. He pushed the mason jar towards her so she could serve herself should she feel the need to. She watched him with suspicion as if he was handing her poison, so Ray instead poured himself a cup of coffee before he nodded to Marian. 
 
    The bodyguard was leaning against one of the kitchen counters, his shirt and trousers impeccable as always, in contrast with the young lady sat across the table, an image which he always maintained without requirements or demands on Raymond’s side. 
 
    Ray trusted him to take the lead on the conversation as the discussion would progress smoother, nevertheless he needed to be present for it. 
 
    The building’s security cameras had revealed her to be the one who’d handed over the mysterious envelope containing information about Vitya. She had been only a middleman, that much was clear — unless she was undercover, in which case she was doing a damn good job. Ray doubted it, though. She was too skittish for the task. Either that or it could very well be one of the finest ruses if he’d ever seen one. 
 
    “My boss here received an envelope a few days back. You gave it to the clerk downstairs. We would like to know where you met the person who gave it to you?” 
 
    Ray sipped on his dark coffee. Strong and unsweetened, it prickled his tongue before he swallowed it down. He placed the cup on the corner of the sideboard as he leaned with his hip against it. He told himself it was a way to come across as relaxed, but a part of him simply felt like he needed the extra support to keep him standing. 
 
    The young woman looked from Marian to Ray, then bit her lip as she reached for the coffee. She scowled at the cup, turning it from side to side with one finger. 
 
    “Wha’ do I get fo’ tellin’ you?” 
 
    “You’ll be rewarded,” Marian said. 
 
    “Reward me first?” 
 
    Marian shot Ray a glance, who nodded discreetly. The bodyguard took out his wallet and pulled out two paper notes. He slid one on the table towards the girl. Her hand shot out for it, and it vanished in the next second. Marian kept the other aloft between his fingers. 
 
    “Talk and you’ll also get this.” 
 
    “It was the supe’market in the corner. He come to me sayin’ he has a job.” 
 
    It had been a man, then. “What did he look like?” Raymond asked. 
 
    The girl looked back at him, then asked Marian, “Wut’s he sayin’?” 
 
    “How did this man look like? Could you describe him?” Marian flaunted the note in the air. 
 
    “Like him,” she pointed a finger at Raymond. “Tall.” 
 
    “What about his hair?” 
 
    The girl shook her head. “Hat and scarf. No hair.” 
 
    “What was he wearing?” Marian pressed on. 
 
    “Dunno? Jeans and jacket?” she shrugged and pointed at the money. “Maybe? If you gimme tha’, maybe I ‘member.” 
 
    Ray took a deep breath. “Do it,” he instructed Marian, who placed the note on the table. The girl was ready to snatch it, but the bodyguard kept it in place. 
 
    “Not so fast. What was he wearing?” 
 
    “Black jacket, big fluff on the hood. Sounded weird, just like him.” She tilted her head towards Ray. 
 
    Ray narrowed his eyes, pensive. The man had been a foreigner, then? 
 
    “Like him how?” 
 
    “Broken language. Gave me envelope and tell me to take it here. So, I did.” 
 
    “Did you see which way he left?” 
 
    She shook her head. Marian tried to prod for more, but it quickly became apparent that the girl did not hold any more information. Even the promise of more money could not pry out of her something she had no knowledge of, so Ray allowed her to sip her coffee in an awkward silence before she left. 
 
    His trusty bodyguard also excused himself as he reached for the door, but Raymond had other plans for him. 
 
    “Marian,” Ray said. “Drive me down there. I want to have a look around.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They parked the car between two others in front of the supermarket the girl had mentioned, and Raymond studied the place through the window. There wasn’t anything special about it, the sign above stated the brand in black, next to a red and green logo shaped like a rooster caged by a broken circle, representing its adherence to a national corporation, like the myriad of similar branches which had infected the town, bankrupting independent store owners all over the country. The moral and economic impact aside, this convenient fact was an advantage in Raymond’s case since all of the company’s stores had 24-hours security. 
 
    “The store will have a camera,” he said, his eyes taking in the modern exterior of the supermarket, tempered glass with black frames covered in large ads featuring happy men and women amazed at inflated prices, which was in contrast with the drab facade of the rest of the building hosting it. “That junction could also have a traffic camera. See if you can get the recordings.” 
 
    Marian nodded in the front seat, hands resting in a casual manner on both sides of the wheel, inspecting the store much like Raymond had. 
 
    “I’ll give it my best shot, Raymond. But it’s unlikely we might be able to track him after all. There’s hundreds of people coming in and out of this place.” 
 
    Raymond worried the inside of his cheek, his eyes passing over the place where two beggars had taken over a part of the sidewalk, both resembling a bundle of worn clothes encasing dejected figures. They’d improvised a mattress out of soggy cardboard and kept their meagre belongings in a black rubbish bag thrown carelessly into a corner, its contents spilling out of it. Ray experienced something akin to sympathy for them, their expressions familiar to him since he endured nearly identical despair because of how overwhelmed he felt in that instant. 
 
    Keeping track of things was turning into a lost battle as everything seemed to be slipping through his fingers lately. He had a hard time finding Anatoly, confirming who had ordered the hit on him, obsessing about the drive and how to keep Vitya at a distance long enough to get what he needed, and fighting off press articles and the ravings of the media who had turned him into a target on top of everything else. 
 
    Not to mention Aleksandr or his own family. It felt as if those were the least of his issues. It was all going downhill. It was a damn proper mess, and it was all piling up so high that it would crush his bones once it buried him under. 
 
    His right hand shook the more he thought about it, his frayed nerves misfiring on all fronts. That was the last thing he needed, envisioning he will end up crippled for life and so addicted to painkillers that the real world would start losing its relevance. 
 
    I am unravelling. 
 
    Ray was aware of it, yet he could not stop obsessing over everything at once. It would all end up suffocating him. 
 
    A solution was needed, but no easy paths were to be found. He kept insisting he was fine, and he had turned it into a mantra, if only lying to himself would work. The nights were long and restless, his thoughts pulled in all directions at once, his mind never ceasing its search for answers and solutions. 
 
    All of it was going to blow up in his face, bringing an end to Raymond Ward. All odds were stacked against him, it was unstoppable. The glaring awareness hurt. He wanted to run away from it all, but did not know how to do it without getting everyone he’d ever cared for killed in the process. 
 
    His breath shook as he massaged his temples. Thinking. Always thinking. His energy seeped out swiftly, leaving him drained and feeling old. 
 
    “Raymond?” 
 
    Ray squeezed his eyes closed, the pain and cravings having returned with a vengeance. It was stabbing through his chest, hitching his breath, sweat breaking over his skin. 
 
    “Let’s move on,” he forced his voice to sound even and in control. “I have things to do.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 – Alex 
 
      
 
    I keep my head low as I step with conviction, no bone of uncertainty plagues my body. The hood falls over my forehead, covering the blonde mess on my head. When I dyed my hair over a month ago, I wasn’t thinking of the kind of attention it would draw or how it would make me stand out. That had been the intention, in fact. Until Vlad had pointed it out during one of our training sessions and made me think twice about it. 
 
    The snow creaks under my boots, loud to my ears. My shadow shifts over the cars and closed gates I pass by, blurred and distorted in the streetlights. There’s not many people around, it’s well past decent hours. Unlike me, all sensible folks are tucked in their beds instead of prowling the streets. As if I could stay put after getting so angry. 
 
    I’m walking down the middle of the road where the snow has been shovelled, the street coated in salt and sand to prevent glazing. I’m in plain sight. I have been for a while, ever since the person I was looking for sneaked out of their house. I’ve been waiting for hours for him to come out to play and he hasn’t let me down. 
 
    Ahead, the short silhouette rushes its steps at what’s coming behind it. He’s trying to get away, but I don’t plan to let him. 
 
    “Oh no, you ain’t.” 
 
    I break into a run, focused on the prize in front of me, my steps thundering on the asphalt. He veers left between the parked vehicles, through an opening in the fences, down a narrow, unlit alley. 
 
    I follow suit, using two cars for support as I propel myself over the pile of snow lining the sidewalk. One of my boots slides on the ground as I land but I regain my footing in no time and dash after my prey. The sudden loss of light distracts me, and I shortly lose sight of him as I burst into a bright street. My eyes scan the expanse of the neighbourhood and catch him departing towards the intersection ahead. 
 
    I resume my pursuit, my breath spurting in short puffs in front of me, the cold air pricking my lungs. The hood falls off my head as I run against the wind. 
 
    The red traffic lights are a beacon not far ahead. I push my legs faster and cut down the distance between us. He glances over his shoulder in horror as I reach for his hood. I grab the material and snatch him to a halt, arresting his momentum which makes him fall on his arse as my feet carry me a few steps forward. I then turn to face him. He drags himself back. 
 
    “Alex?” 
 
    I grab him up, pushing him towards an opening between the tall ten-storey buildings. “You and I have to talk, Denis.” 
 
    He stumbles on his feet, scanning his surroundings and the communal rubbish carts. It’s a cul-de-sac, so there’s no way of escaping. 
 
    Denis’ gaze meets my own in the faint light, sweaty and haggard, a cold complexion on his face, his breaths uneven; the beanie half falling from his head, his hair sticking out from under his scarf. 
 
    “What the fuck do you want?” he shouts. 
 
    “You might wanna keep your voice down.” 
 
    “Stay the fuck away from me!” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    He backs into the wall between the rubbish skips, holdings his arms out, frightened. I must be leaving a lasting impression. Other than the fact that I’ve chased him, I don’t see why he should be so frightened. Shouldn’t he feel relieved, of all things, to see it’s me and not a stranger about to snap his wiry neck? Why would he be getting more nervous instead of calming down the closer I get to him? Is my face so haunting; am I such a horrible, horrible friend that I deserve such treatment from him? 
 
    As if feeling like shit wasn’t enough, I felt like rubbing some more salt into my wounds since I can’t stop being stupid for the life of me. Denis hasn’t said a word to me for a while now. Sure, he texted after the car incident, saying he’d seen me on the telly, asking about my health, then he’d suddenly stopped. 
 
    Ever since I heard the description of the man who paid those cops, the niggling feeling Bogo had been involved has been haunting me night and day. Along with it, the terrifying thought that Denis might’ve known about it. And kept it to himself. 
 
    Why should that haunt me so much and turn me so wicked and impervious at the same time? Why would he hang around with Bogo and inevitably with the likes of Stefan behind my back when he knows the kind of history that’s between us? Why? Why? A million, billion unanswerable whys. 
 
    “I got a question, kiddo,” I talk in a low tone, in contrast with my loud heart. “Does Bogo know what he’s gotten himself into?” 
 
    Denis shakes his head, a scared mouse, entrapped between my claws — I’ll be damned if he leaves without talking… even if I have to use them tonight. Sasha’s done playing good boy. 
 
    “What are you two doing together with Temnota’s men?” 
 
    “What are you… I don’t know what you’re on about. Fuck off,” he shrieks, thrusting his arms forward. 
 
    “Yes, you do. I know he set me up. So fuckin’ talk, Denis. Were you involved in it?” 
 
    I move into his space, staring down at him. He opens his mouth. His eyes widen. I don’t think he was expecting this. The moment he shakes off the surprise, he shoves me, but I grab onto his parka and push him back into the wall. 
 
    “Let me go.” 
 
    “Tell me!” I hiss. 
 
    “I’m not talking to you!” Denis shrieks and swats at my hands. 
 
    I push him into the wall again. Oh, it’s too late for that. He wants to play Mr. Smarty Pants with me. That’s exactly what we’ll do. 
 
    “Did you know what he did?” It must be my tone or my tight grip on his hood. Or even better, months of unspoken disagreements and pent up frustrations which we’d both buried and now they’re clawing their way back to life, but he starts sputtering with such hate, I reconsider our entire friendship in the span of a second. 
 
    “I do!” he loses it. “I told him,” he shoves me. “I fuckin’ told him!” 
 
    “What the fuck did you tell him?” I bark, spittle coming through my teeth, holding onto the front sides of his jacket. 
 
    “It was me! I fucked you up! I gave him the photo of his car.” 
 
    I still. “You did what?” 
 
    “I told him where he lives.” Denis stares up at me with burning hate in his eyes. “That’s how Stefan knew about it.” He brings his hand up, pointing at me. “I fucked you up! I DID!” 
 
    I don’t even process that right. Did he just say Stefan knew? “Stefan knew what?” I croak. 
 
    Denis clamps his mouth shut. He does. This can’t be right. Am I dreaming right now, because this ain’t happening. “Stefan knew what?!” I ask in disbelief. 
 
    “Fuckin’ let me go!” he struggles. 
 
    My hand moves to his throat, and I push him back between the skips where it’s shaded, and we can’t be seen. 
 
    “What. Have. You. Been. Talking. To. Stefan. About?” He tries to peel off my fingers, but I squeeze harder. “I swear to all that is holy, Denis. I’ll fuckin’ lose it if you don’t tell me. And you don’t want me to lose it.” 
 
    The world doesn’t make sense right now. Nothing does, other than Denis’ answer. So, I wait, mortified to my bones, clarity settling over me like a blanket. He knew about the car. Ray’s car? He knew about Ray’s car? Stefan knew? From Denis? 
 
    “Whose side are you on, Denis?” I squeeze harder, getting closer to him. I know he’s afraid and he damn well should be. One wrong answer. That’s all I need. It’s disturbing how easily one can jump from sanity to murder. But we all know I’ve missed a couple of steps anyway. 
 
    “I was angry!” he cries. 
 
    “What photo did you give him, Denis?” 
 
    “I took a photo of his car the day you left my house. I gave it to them,” his voice shakes, his entire body trembles. His fingers latched onto my hand to let him go. That right there, embracing him, is insecurity. Because I know what he sees, and I wouldn’t want to be him right now. 
 
    The universe turns upside down. Time stops. There’s a little part of me that worries I’ll snap his neck like a twig. My fingers twitch on his skin. 
 
    There’s sounds coming from the street, cars and engines, but I block them. It’s just me and Denis in this tight little bubble which is about to explode with the power of a thousand suns. 
 
    “You did what?” I whisper, still hoping I heard wrong. 
 
    “I gave it to them!” he yells, nearly sobbing. “And Bogo helped him. He helped Stefan plant the bomb.” 
 
    “And the cop? You saw me at school with the bag, didn’t you?” Denis bites his lip, his eyes teary, avoiding me. He knows. It was them. Oh… God. “You… fuckin’ idiot.” I take a deep breath, releasing his throat. “You almost killed him,” I laugh. Then I slam my fist into his face. His head snaps back against the bricks, then he falls, holding his arms around his face and crying. 
 
    Oh, God, give me strength. I’ll end up killing him. Merciless, I grab a fistful of his hair and drag him down the alleyway. He kicks and thrashes, shouting all the way. I pick him up, backing him against the rubbish skip. 
 
    “What have I… Denis… ever…,” I take a moment. Deep breaths. In and out. Don’t bash his head in. Don’t squish him like a cockroach. He’s just an idiot. A stupid child. “What have I ever fuckin’ done to you?” I ask in the quietest voice I’ve got. Calm and serene, a crooked smile on my face. 
 
    “Tell me where I can find him. Tell me where Bogo lives.” He shakes his head at first, but I punch his stomach and he doubles over, retching. The words fall out of his mouth like a melody after that. 
 
    I pin him in place. “If you warn him, Denis… I’ll find you again. And when I do, I’ll hurt you so badly you’ll wish you were never born. Get me?” 
 
    He nods, whimpering. 
 
    There’s so many other things I want to say, yet at the same time my mind blanks. He’s hurt me, destroyed me, shaken my trust for the rest of my life. Never again will I be able to look at another person and hope there’s goodness in them. Never again will I call someone else my friend, not after this. Not after I let him in. 
 
    I want to say all of these things to him, but the words fail me. I lift him up against the bin as he whimpers. I search for reasons on his tear-stained face, for the whys, and the hows, but I can’t comprehend his twisted logic. I can’t understand what’s driven him to hurt me in such fashion. There’s no other answer but stupidity. 
 
    Did they threaten him? Scare him? But no. He said he was mad about it. Mad about me. It wasn’t anyone forcing him to do anything. It was just him seeking vengeance on me. So pitiful. 
 
    “I should—” I snarl, unable to express myself, overwhelmed by anger and grief. Grief for the part of me that I abandon to die between these indifferent stony buildings tonight. A tomb of cement and putrid rubbish bags surrounds it. That’s all it ever deserved, as it’s become apparent. 
 
    I should hurt him back, devising worse ways in which to make him suffer, but he should be grateful for that disgusting part of me which still cares. Otherwise… otherwise they’d be cleaning his guts from the pavement now. 
 
    I toss him over the edge of the bin, then I take a short moment to compose myself. When that sliver of sanity slips back in, I stride back towards the street, away from the rubbish cart where Denis struggles to lift himself up over the edge. He’s making quite the ruckus, retching and sobbing at the same time, while attempting to swim through bags and leftovers. I can’t stand the sound of him. I can’t bear the thought he exists right now. 
 
    Crikey. My face is all hot. I got spit on my lip. My nails cut into my palms. I walk right past the corner of the building as I unzip my jacket. I’m boiling on the inside. I need to let all this heat out somehow. If I don’t, I’ll turn back and kick Denis until his face turns into an unrecognizable mush of bones and flesh. 
 
    I suck my lower lip between my teeth, bruising it as I chew on it mindlessly. 
 
    I need to talk to Ray about this. He needs to know. Right away. I don’t have time to play pretend and go back to Mark’s only so I can retrieve the bodyguards. They’d be mortified that I managed to slip past them anyway. This suffers no delay. Things are more messed up than I thought, especially now that I have somewhat of a clue that Temnota is still involved with Stefan. Not that Denis knows he’s just confirmed it for me. 
 
    Focus, Alex. F-O-C-U-S. Bogo helped Stefan to blow Ray’s car up. Denis knew all about it. He provided them with the picture of the car. Denis knew all about it. I flex my hands. I could use a punching bag. I force myself to keep walking and not throw any glances over my shoulder which might tempt me to hunt Denis again. 
 
    I’m going to kill someone. 
 
      
 
    The bodyguards are surprised to see me showing up alone, out of nowhere past midnight, and I’m sure they’ll rat me out first thing in the morning, but I can’t be bothered right now. I let myself in the penthouse, numb and exhausted. I was just so angry on the way back here that I lost the will to live. 
 
    I lock the door and toss my boots and jacket haphazardly. I run a hand through my hair, wondering how to put into words all the information I got floating through my brain right now. I should keep it short and to the point before Ray can start yelling at me for running out by myself. He was under the impression that I would spend the night at Mark’s, so I am about to surprise him, or give him a heart attack. Whichever. 
 
    The lights are dimmed in the living room, the coffee table filled with all sorts of crap. There’s some leftovers on a plate, so Ray must’ve taken his dinner in front of the TV earlier. 
 
    The lights are off in the kitchen, so I go straight upstairs. Ray’s probably asleep by now. Maybe I need to wait until morning, I don’t want to disturb his rest. I rub my face, easing the tension in my muscles. If he does wake up, I don’t want him to see me upset right away, he’ll most likely panic. I wonder where are the days when I used to be the one worried about such puerile things. 
 
    The bedroom door is ajar, a trickle of light illuminating the hallway. I push it open, but the sight of what awaits for me is not something I wanted to see. At a glance Ray’s sleeping on my side of the bed, facing the windows. But when I shift and get a better look at him, another wave of adrenaline washes over me and kicks me into motion. 
 
    “Ray!?” 
 
    My first instinct is to check for his pulse. I didn’t want to find him like this. I didn’t want him to look so frail, and I was hoping that we could talk tonight. I was… 
 
    I settle back when I feel the faint flutter of his pulse underneath my fingers, but the anguish overtaking me is more than I can deal with right now. He’s hugging a pillow with his right arm, his left arm over the edge of the bed, belt wrapped around his bicep, syringe fallen next to the bed, a vial of morphine toppled on its side on the nightstand, his eyes half-closed but unaware of my presence, lips parted. 
 
    I sit on my haunches next to the bed, clutching at my hair, stressed and shocked with everything that I’ve found out tonight, and now this… Seeing him like this, it’s just... 
 
    I end up sobbing, the ugly kind, the pain in my chest dragging me down. I put my arms over my head and cry for all I’m worth, cursing existence and everything that’s led up to this point. Everything breaking him and me, destroying us like this. 
 
    He’s not well. He’s not well at all. My Ray’s drowning and I don’t know how to help him. I don’t know what to do, and I got only impotent rage in me, and murderous guilt and I will end Bogo’s life with my own hands and destroy Stefan if it’s the last thing I do. 
 
    I touch Ray’s cheek, run my fingers through his hair and just sit there for hours, watching over him, making sure he’s breathing through the night. This is not just pain from the wound, this is more than that. He’s been spiralling for a while. It’s been right there under my nose for so long and I’d been unable to put it together before. It kills me to see him like this. It’s killing me. 
 
    “I’m right here,” I whisper. “Right here.” I wipe my nose with my sleeve. “I love you,” I say softly. I never did get to tell him this. There’s been no right time since. And in a way having something so horrible happen right as I was about to confess my feelings made me think that maybe this love isn’t meant to be. 
 
      
 
    There’s a frown on his face as he comes downstairs. I’m sat on the window sill in the living room, coffee and cigarette in hand, staring at the building rooftops and distant streets. There’s a lot of things on his face as he comes closer, there’s also shame at having been found out, but I’m not here to berate him. I’m the worst choice for that. 
 
    Ray stops a few feet away from me, unsure whether to close the distance between us, a quiet frenzy taken a hold of him, rubbing his fingers without signs of stopping, furtive glances, unable to sit still. 
 
    “When did you get here?” his voice is rough, but weak. 
 
    I’ve filled the ashtray with cigarette butts, I smile dejected before I bring another to my lips. I’ve had one hell of a night. 
 
    “Midnight.” 
 
    “I thought you were going to sleep at your place.” 
 
    I’m not sure if it was meant to be a question, but it sounds accusatory, maybe a bit defensive too. 
 
    “I had things to do.” 
 
    His eyebrows are in a twist. He ruffles his hair with his free hand, he’s not happy about this, especially since he knows that I know. I saw him like that. I cleaned up his paraphernalia, put his belt over the chair upstairs in the bedroom, threw away the vial and the syringe. 
 
    “How long have you been doing this?” I ask, not really expecting an answer. I know how defensive he gets about things, how he strays away from them, avoiding pain at all costs. At all costs. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?” 
 
    “I didn’t know I was coming.” 
 
    He paces back and forth between the couches, rummaging over his lips. He doesn’t seem in his right mind. He’s so jerky and agitated that I expect him to do something stupid and the last thing I want is get into another fight with him. I know he’s annoyed with me, that much is clear, so I’m trying to find a way to keep my nerves contained in spite of them wanting to rage. 
 
    I take a sip from my coffee. “I had to talk to you.” 
 
    Ray stops buzzing and stares straight at me, serious. “Did something happen?” 
 
    I nod. He frowns again. “Stefan put the bomb on your car. Bogo is the one who helped him.” 
 
    He halts two steps from me, just enough to tower and make me look up at him. “What?” He sounds confused. I wonder if he even understands what I’m telling him. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “I’ve been asking some questions.” 
 
    It takes him a moment to shift from one emotion to the other before anger flourishes on his face, clear as day. “Where?” 
 
    “I followed Denis.” 
 
    “Didn’t I tell you to stay out of this?” 
 
    “If I told you to stop whatever you’re doing, would you?” I shoot back. That gives him pause. 
 
    “You’re putting yourself in danger—” 
 
    “Can we cut the shit?” I destroy the cigarette in the ashtray and reach for my pack to pick another. It’s been a long fucking night. “I’ve spent last night ensuring you’re breathing, so don’t give me that.” 
 
    He shrinks back, almost ashamed. I should tone it down a bit. I don’t want to end up screaming at him. We’re not good when that happens, and I don’t want to hurt him in any way. We’ve done enough of that already. 
 
    My outburst flustered him enough that it’s clear he won’t open his mouth again, at least not for the next couple of seconds. 
 
    “Allegedly, Stefan has been meeting some individuals,” I continue, taking advantage of the moment. “Denis has been there with Bogo. They meet regularly at some abandoned warehouse under the pretence of throwing rave parties. They only do it to sell drugs to people. Denis said one of the men has a heavily scarred face, and I got an inkling I know who that is.” 
 
    Indeed, not only do I have an inkling, but I am pretty sure of it. Recalling that meeting when I had a gun — one of many — shoved in my face is not a pleasant thing. It seems so distant though, like it happened to someone else. 
 
    “There’s been a man who threatened me at some point, I used to call him Scarface. I told you about him at the time. He was supposed to be dead, but I think he escaped the fire at the hooker den. He was part of Temnota, and now he’s supplying Stefan with whatever. I think he was also involved in the car thing.” 
 
    Ray runs a hand over his face. A part of him is eager to snap at me, but at the same time he absorbs all of the information. 
 
    “Are you listening?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he says moody, annoyed. He rubs his face again then sits down on the sill, my coffee and ashtray between us. He leans against the window, staring at the ceiling. “The thought of your ex being involved has crossed my mind.” Silence. “Is your friend sure of it?” 
 
    “He’s the one who sent the photo of your car to Bogo. And he’s not my friend. Not anymore.” 
 
    Ray ponders for a moment. “Thank you for telling me.” He nods, a shift in his demeanour. Maybe he’s trying to keep himself in check as much as I am. Or maybe his brain is so fucked that he simply doesn’t have the energy for it. “No wonder they bribed a police officer. This changes things.” 
 
    I light up the cigarette, staring out the window instead. “What now?” 
 
    Ray sighs. “Can I ask you to leave this with me?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Do you run on liquid stubbornness?” he snaps. 
 
    “That car blew up because of me,” I snap in return and dart off the sill. “I’m not staying around doing nothing.” 
 
    “Alex,” he says in a mollified tone. “Baby, this is not your fault.” 
 
    “Then whose fault is it, Ray?” Saying I feel guilty is a mild statement. I’ve been rummaging over it a lot and I can’t escape the feeling. Especially staring at him now and thinking his current state is in any way related to me… well… it makes me want to headbutt a brick wall. 
 
    “I’ve been like this since before I met you.” 
 
    “Were you? Were you shooting up morphine banging to your own drums before you met me? Because you were fine in the beginning!” 
 
    Sure, I’ve seen him wasted here and there, but nothing like he’s been lately. This is not occasional, not recreational. This is habit. Routine. The nasty, dangerous kind. The kind that puts you in danger on a daily basis. Fuck, I don’t even want to entertain it. 
 
    Ray chuckles, shaking his head. He reaches for the coffee next to him, staring into the cup, then looking up, his eyes dejected and empty. “I wasn’t fine.” 
 
    “You were better,” I insist. “And then shit broke loose and you nearly fucking died! If it wasn’t for this thing, you wouldn’t be doing this.” 
 
    “I had cravings since I first met you last summer.” 
 
    “Having cravings and putting a needle to your vein are two different things.” 
 
    He smiles as though I’m too silly to understand it, as though I’m a child. I hate the fact that I can’t recall that first meeting between us. That I don’t remember even a single thing from it. There’s times when I think I do, but how much is real and how much is fabricated is anyone’s guess. That first meeting with him would have held so many of my answers in hindsight. But sadly, there’s none of it. I only remember the aftermath. The hickey. The hangover. 
 
    “I fell back into it the day Morozov showed up downstairs,” he admits, and that gives me pause. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Ray takes a sip from the coffee. He licks his lips in a pensive manner. “I had lapses before, but I managed to bring myself back up. And I’d been only thinking of it, but it got too much the moment I saw him.” He shrugs, still smiling bitterly. “It would’ve happened anyway.” 
 
    That only makes things a million times worse for me. “And how’s that not my fault?” 
 
    “It’s not on you,” he says, his voice a bit choked. “I’m responsible for what I do.” 
 
    I’m shaking, kneading my temple with the heel of my hand, cigarette burning away between my fingers. 
 
    This is just too much, the thought of him ending up dead because of an overdose gets my heart hammering. 
 
    “Can you stop?” My voice is weak and frail, and I can’t breathe. “I need you to stop.” 
 
    Ray pushes himself up, walking over to me. I look up, teary eyed, panting. I don’t know what’s gotten into me all of a sudden. The thought of losing him is killing me. 
 
    He cups my cheek, my distress reflecting on his face. “I can’t right now,” he admits. 
 
    I whimper, the pressure in my chest becoming greater and greater. 
 
    “I don’t want to lie to you,” he whispers. “I don’t want to promise things I can’t give right now.” 
 
    “Please…” I clench my fist in his T-shirt, staring up at him, begging. 
 
    “Don’t do that,” he says softly, pursing his lips. His blue-grey eyes are troubled, two mirrors into his soul, allowing me to see the torment he’s putting himself through. 
 
    I shake my head. “I need… I can’t… lose you… I lo… I l… you. Ray.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine. Just breathe, love.” He wraps his arm around my shoulders, holding me close to him. I melt against him, letting his warmth soothe me. 
 
    I love you. I love you. I can’t breathe. It hurts. Why does it feel like I’m losing you? Why does it feel like it’s tearing me apart? 
 
    “Shh,” he kisses my temple.  I remain buried in his side, sobbing for all I’m worth, holding onto him like it’s the last time. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 – Ray 
 
     
 
    The dark of the night retained its clarity in spite of the early morning sky; a smattering of stars were still dispersed all over the sea of blackness above.  
 
    The darkness seeped in through the large, uncovered windows, vaguely revealing the shapes of furniture around the room, and the left side of the bed where a rascal used to sleep, but was now empty. 
 
    Ray pinched the bridge of his nose, taking a moment to clear his muddled mind. For a moment, he was confused as to why Alex wasn’t in bed next to him before he recalled that it had been Raymond himself who’d insisted that he should go back to Mark’s for a few days. The boy had been upset, after all, Raymond had outrightly asked him to stay out of trouble, yet at the same time it was necessary. It bothered him that the first thing he’d noticed upon waking up was Aleksandr’s absence. It troubled him more than he wanted to admit. 
 
    The thoughts were coming slowly to him, his body leaden. In spite of the morphine induced sleep, his dreams had been vivid and restless, the monstrosities lying dormant in his head having been turned into real threats which he’d been unable to escape for the entirety of the night. A sleepless night might have been kinder on him in comparison. 
 
    Ray wished to sink into the mattress, but most of the morphine had lost its effects and no more hallucinations were waiting for him so close to dawn. Only reality, the stuff of nightmares itself. 
 
    As the sky brightened half an hour later, he convinced himself to get up. He shuffled down the hallway towards the bathroom, his muscles sore, his eyes sensitive as he turned on the light. He removed the sling from his shoulder and pushed down his trousers. He stood under the scalding shower longer than it was necessary just so that he could get himself together, then padded through the bedroom until he managed to put on a shirt and trousers. 
 
    One-armed dressing was horrible since he could not wear anything without buttons or zippers. He could not lift his arm so putting on clothes by himself was always a chore. It looked quite hilarious from the outside since it required him to always bend over and let his arm dangle limp at his side as he shimmied the sleeve inch by inch over his limb. 
 
    By the time he was done, the bright morning light had settled over the town. Raymond frowned his displeasure as he squinted at the invasion, also searching for his cigarettes at the same time. While he lit up a cigarette and allowed his other drug of choice to seep down through his lungs, he asked Marian to get the car ready. 
 
    He swallowed two painkillers, retrieved his phone and wallet, slid into his coat, and pocketed the pill bottle and the cigarettes, then glanced at the tall mirror in the hallway. The man staring back, with his sunken eyes and his overgrown beard was a stranger, yet they’d seen each other in passing before. There was still… familiarity in that strangeness. He’d been through rough patches in his life, granted, chasing highs, but in spite of all that, this was… this was something else. It doubled as a wake-up call, perhaps, except the only call he could hear was that of morphine. 
 
    Raymond scoffed at his own reflection then followed Marian down to the parking lot. It was going to be just the two of them, he was not planning on drawing any unwanted attention. This would be an easy day, doing something which would give him the much-needed impression that he was not an absolute wreck, and that he was nowhere nearly as useless as he envisioned himself to be lately. Some surveillance was the easiest thing he could afford to engage into given his state. The task would not pose any risks as long as Raymond kept his distance. 
 
    It sounded like a solid plan, until he reached the SUV, his fingers almost on the handle. 
 
    “Ray? Where are you going?” 
 
    Raymond exhaled, his breath a misty train emerging through his lips. He squeezed his eyes shut and by the time he turned, Aleksandr was already next to him, his bodyguards standing awkwardly to the side with Marian half-frowning at his men. They were supposed to call in whenever they were on the move. It was a security measure; at the same time, it had also been a very good prevention measure against unexpected visits. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    The boy frowned and lifted his hand — a cup holder with two coffees and a bakery bag. “Have you checked your phone?” Alex said. His blonde hair was swept under a black beanie which he wore in such a fashion that it was half dropping instead of covering his head. 
 
    Raymond frowned, slightly irritated. He fished for his phone in his oversized coat pocket, ready to retort something unpleasant, moody all of a sudden. He noticed the dozen or so calls and messages as he turned on his data, inquiring if he’s alright, all received through the evening. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said sharply. “I was asleep.” 
 
    Alex’s eyes narrowed, and his lips thinned as he stared up at him, almost judgemental. The boy faltered for a moment, the witty reply failed to strike on time and Ray knew he’d managed to upset him again. It was not voluntary, but his timing was poor, nevertheless. 
 
    “Well, I figured I could brighten up your morning,” Alex quipped, making a comeback. “Got you coffee, dark and bitter just like you, still boiling. And croissants!” 
 
    Raymond sighed, seeking Marian’s support but the men had turned away from them as if to give them privacy. 
 
    “So, where were you planning to go so early? It’s barely eight.” 
 
    “Is that why you’re up?” Raymond asked, unable to keep his irritation under control. 
 
    Alex rolled his eyes, but it lacked humour, his upper lip curled, then he sucked it between his teeth as if to stop himself from talking. 
 
    “I was worried for you,” he said slowly, staring somewhere past Raymond. 
 
    “It wasn’t necessary,” Raymond declared. 
 
    “Ray, you’ve been ghosting me for the past day. You don’t do that, okay? Not when I know you’re unwell.” 
 
    He placed the accent on the last word as if to transmit something different through it. It sent a wave of blind anger through Raymond. Was the boy hinting at what he was doing? Raymond knew it had been a bad idea to ask for his help that night when he had been in pain. He should’ve just marched through it, went upstairs and fix himself in the only way he knew how. Not whimper like a goddamn weakling in front of a nineteen-year old who did not know when to keep his nose out of his goddamn problems. Granted, the fact Aleksandr had let himself into the penthouse when he wasn’t supposed to be there and finding Raymond the way he did the other night was also a source of annoyance. Perhaps he should ask for his key back, but that would only cause more strife between them two. 
 
    “Or perhaps I was resting, has it occurred to you?” Raymond snapped. 
 
    “You’re being a dick right now,” the boy said, keeping his shaky voice down to a murmur. “You could’ve told me you’re fine. Use your phone next time. Fuck this.” Alex turned and strode away, pushing through the bodyguards without looking back. 
 
    Raymond stared at the sway of his hood as he departed. “Crap,” he hissed, all the heat seeping out of him. Ray started after him. “Alex!” The boy didn’t stop. “Don’t make me run after you.” 
 
    Alex halted and Raymond was grateful because by the time he had reached his side, he was already out of breath. Aleksandr turned, grave and unsmiling, his face flushed. He just stared, waiting. 
 
    “What?” he asked impatiently. 
 
    Raymond gulped, his mouth dry. He blew out a breath and rubbed his temple. “I’m…” 
 
    “Sorry? Acting like an idiot? All of the above?” The boy’s tone was cutting, but it occurred to Raymond that he had the right to be. 
 
    Ray nodded slightly. “I’m sorry,” he said, then pointed at one of the cups as a peace offering. “Which one is mine?” 
 
    Alex’s expression shifted quickly through varied degrees of consternation before he handed over one of the cups. He seemed mildly appeased. Raymond sipped from the paper cup, keeping an eye on him as he did so before they walked back to the car in silence. 
 
    The clouds had gathered in the sky, a hint of sunlight breaking through the cracks in between, the disingenuous kind that winter had to give. 
 
    Aleksandr paused next to the passenger’s door, fidgety and ready to bolt. His eyebrows were drawn low as he scowled at the cup in his hand. “I’ll go if you don’t want me here,” he said. 
 
    Ray sighed. He did not like the situation in the slightest. “You’re upset.” 
 
    “Nah. I’m just fine,” Alex mumbled, not quite provocative any longer, his gaze shifting about the near-full parking lot. 
 
    Most everyone was still at home, readying for the new day of work or school ahead of them. It felt peaceful, but Ray knew it would not last and he did not want to be in that parking lot when his neighbours would start trickling out one by one from the building, their often too curious stares burning into the back of his skull. It was another thing he could not stand about being in that place. Whereas back home in London he’d had the curious eye peeking over his fence from time to time, so to speak, here it seemed as though everyone was perpetually goggling at whoever they met, passing silent judgement. Raymond would not be surprised to find out some of his neighbours kept track of whoever came and went from his penthouse. 
 
    “What can I do to make it up to you?” 
 
    Alex was quiet for a full minute, worrying over his lip. “You might start with the truth, and then I’ll reconsider how I feel about it.” 
 
    Raymond contemplated whether or not he should lie, and then he wondered if he would come across as genuine or if the boy would see right through him. He had an uncanny ability to spot lies, and in a way, Raymond figured that he owed it to him if he was to be honest with himself. After all, Aleksandr had spoken freely a few days ago. Granted, Ray did not want him involved, but at the same time perhaps keeping him in the know would be a way to hold him at a distance. Most importantly, Ray felt bad about his earlier reaction, and he genuinely just wanted to make it up to him. 
 
    “I’m going after your friend.” 
 
    “Which one of them?” 
 
    “How many do you have?” Ray asked rather harshly. 
 
    “Auch,” Alex chuckled. “Case in point.” Then his fleeting amusement vanished. “But why the fuck would you go alone?” 
 
    “Between you, me and the other dozen problems I must deal with, my men are kind of stretched thin. I don’t plan to interfere, I just want to see where he goes and what he does.” 
 
    In fact, he was hoping to catch a glimpse of this Bogo individual that seemed to be mentioned more and more often. Perhaps find him, go over for a chat so that they could get  acquainted with one another. After all, Raymond was sure the outcome would be interesting since this mutt had high-up friends in the police, and he dared to flaunt that into Ray’s face with such serenity. 
 
    Ray was most intrigued by that, how could he not? First, someone wanted to kill him, then they vandalized his property, then they got him arrested. Raymond was looking for a pattern, except it was all over the place and he found it hard to reconcile the actions with the same individual. He was puzzled like he hadn’t been in a while. Surely, if he would not have gotten hurt, perhaps it would have been easier to discern what was right there under his nose. He was sure some things escaped him; everything was rather fickle lately. Even Aleksandr himself. And to top all of that off, of course, there was the uselessness and anger Raymond felt at his own condition, which were best left buried and unmentioned lest he turned into a running joke. 
 
    “Then if you don’t plan to interfere, Ray, I’m coming with you.” 
 
    “There’s no point for you to come anywhere. There’s no need to draw attention.” 
 
    “Right, that’s why you’re taking the SUV?” Alex asked mockingly, pointing a thumb over his shoulder. 
 
    “Is there anything that escapes you?” Raymond said, annoyed. “Anything at all?” 
 
    “Pfft. You wish,” Alex rolled his eyes. “I told you to start with the truth, not to blow smoke up my arse, you know.” He snatched the back door and held it open. “Get your fuckin’ arse in the car, I’m coming with you. And stop gaping at me like a fish.” 
 
    Ray turned a critical eye on him after they seated themselves in the back of the car. The boy had formed an attitude of sorts as of late. “You’ve been taking many liberties with me lately.” 
 
    Alex seemed to shrink under his words for a moment, then narrowed his eyes with suspicion. “I’d elbow your ribs, but I know you’ll holler like a little girl, so I’ll refrain.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m talking about.” 
 
    “Well, does it bother you?” Alex pulled out the croissants and he took the time to unwrap one for Raymond. 
 
    Ray stared at the pastry as if it held the answers to his issues. “No,” he replied. But it made him curious as to what had changed. He supposed that they had been spending a lot of time together, more than Raymond had envisioned possible at first. It seemed as though Aleksandr was everywhere. First at the hospital, then now all over the penthouse, coming and going as he pleased, letting himself in whenever he wanted. Sure, Raymond had given him the key and had not asked back for it, so if he would have been that bothered, he could have taken measures to ensure Alex did not have access to his place any longer. But he hadn’t. Which meant Ray wanted him to come over. 
 
    It seemed like ever since he had left the hospital, he’d spent his time around Aleksandr in one capacity or another. Some of them were strangely domestic, intimate, in the regular day to day kind of fashion that it was disturbing, and thinking about it terrified Raymond. 
 
    He had gotten used to the boy in his bed though, and at times Raymond had been about to remark that Alex was making an unnecessary amount of trips between Mark’s and Ray’s place when he could have simply… stayed there. But Ray did not want to say it out loud because the mere thought was too much to bear. 
 
    What am I doing? 
 
    He met Alex’s eyes, who had been studying him in silence up until that point. “Do you really mean that? That it doesn’t bother you?” 
 
    “Well, you’re still young. There’s still hope for you,” Raymond smirked, shrugging off the seriousness of the conversation. He could not tread into those waters just yet. There was some uneasiness in the air given that certain things between them were still left unsaid. 
 
    “Oh,” Alex said with an affected air. “Mister smarty-pants is back.” He turned to his pastry and took a large bite which he washed down with a gulp of coffee. 
 
    Raymond was not quite sure what this was developing into, despite it being terribly glaring. Alex’s boldness was like him changing his hair colour all of a sudden, even though it had started from before. From the night when Ray had first broken down in front of him. It still came difficult to him to allow Alex to share in moments like those. He was also trying hard to ignore the fact he had also helped him shoot up. Too many flashbacks were tied to that. 
 
    “You should look for a new school,” Ray said after he finished the croissant. He crumpled the packaging as he waited for Alex’s reply, hoping the change in subject would not be too jarring. 
 
    The boy shrugged. “What’s the point?” his face was frozen, but he sounded bitter. He scowled at his food and threw it half uneaten into the bag. He wiped his mouth with his sleeve then relaxed back into the seat. 
 
    “The point is you can’t repeat the school year. You must keep your priorities straight.” 
 
    Alex grinned and roamed his gaze over him. “They’re straight alright.” 
 
    Raymond chuckled in spite of himself, even Marian tried to hide his smirk in the driver’s seat. 
 
    “Joke aside, I’m being serious. We’re checking which options are available tonight.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the boy mumbled, then tilted his head, the grin still splitting his face. “I’ll make sure to inspect every single one of them.” Alex licked his lips in a lewd manner as his eyes trailed over Ray’s body. 
 
    Ray shook his head and looked out the window at the passing cars. Alex’s stare was still burning the back of his head. 
 
    He sleeps naked next to me and then I wonder why he’s so flippant. 
 
    The thought did not embitter him, though, instead he felt contentment. There were nights when he almost could not believe it. Alex crawled in bed next to him without being asked. In several instances Ray had had to move downstairs since Aleksandr ended up sprawled over him most of the time and his back hurt because of it. Ray had not been annoyed with him because of that, though. Not once. It felt genuine, so Raymond craved that type of interaction the same way he craved his favourite drug. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When the day had started, Raymond was not imagining that he would end up running surveillance on Alex’s friend with Aleksandr sat right next to him. They had parked down the street from where they could keep a close eye on Denis’s house and observe all comings and goings without drawing too much attention to themselves. 
 
    Ray could not involve someone else for the time being since he first needed to untangle the threads and understand what he was dealing with exactly. Whoever had been brave enough to plant drugs in Alex’s bag had been plenty resourceful. That in itself would not have been worrisome, but the fact said individual was affiliated with Temnota and Stefan Dumitrescu was troublesome to say the least. 
 
    Cramped in that car for hours, Raymond’s shoulder was starting to protest. The pain was unbearable at times, and Raymond wasn’t sure he could carry on living like this for the rest of his life. And it had barely been a month. A month of hell. The doctor had tried to remain optimistic by declaring that once the inflammation would go down, they should be able to re-evaluate the nerve damage, and the pain might subside as well once that happened. Raymond was hung up on that might which dabbled too much into the realm of improbability. 
 
    He rubbed the back of his neck and stifled a groan. Alex shot him an attentive glance, so he dropped his hand with a frown. He wasn’t fooling him, Raymond was aware of it. 
 
    “So, is this your big plan?” the boy chirped. “We’re staying here the whole day hoping Denis will show up?” 
 
    “You got a better one?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Alex said matter-of-fact. “Find Bogo and give him a mouthful of my fist.” 
 
    Raymond shook his head. “That’s not an option. We need to understand exactly what it is we’re getting into first. Otherwise, things might get ugly.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Alex rolled his eyes. “Why can’t Roman do this?” he asked, his voice spiteful. Raymond had hoped that the relationship between those two would improve and it had shown signs of going in that direction for the past month, but Aleksandr’s attitude had drastically changed since they’d gotten arrested. 
 
    “He’s occupied with other matters.” 
 
    “What about one of your bodyguards?” 
 
    Raymond chuckled. “And deprive me of the joy of spending an entire day in closed quarters with your jabbering?” 
 
    “Dickhead. Ugh. You’re annoying sometimes.” Alex slouched back against the seat, tapping his fingers in an impatient rhythm on the side of the door. 
 
    Yes, he was going to drive Raymond insane at this rate. “That makes two of us.” 
 
    Alex narrowed his eyes, snarling. A brief silence ensued as he felt himself withering under the boy’s gaze. Raymond wondered if perhaps he was being unnecessarily mean. He had been lashing out at people as of late, he was aware of it, however sometimes it just felt like he could not help himself from being angry. Anger and pain were two of the most prominent emotions which he felt keenly. He did not know why, it could have been embarrassment, but he felt obliged to continue. 
 
    “As I told you already, my men are stretched thin as it is. Besides… I’ve got a hard time trusting people lately.” 
 
    Ray did not know what had prompted him to speak his mind in earnest, perhaps he was just being tired of putting up defences. Not that Aleksandr cared about them, he would simply barge through them. 
 
    Alex frowned, picking at his lip. “Because of what happened?” 
 
    “Mhmm,” Ray nodded and instantly regretted it as a stab of pain shot up his neck. “I’d rather keep my business to myself as long as I can.” 
 
    “You’re living such an eccentric life,” Alex commented. He pushed himself between the front seats with a deceiving smile. “What about McGrumpy here in the front seat?” 
 
    Marian shot the boy an amused glance, then looked at Ray who smiled in return. “He was running some errands on New Year’s.” 
 
    “That doesn’t exempt him. If anything, it draws even more attention to him,” Alex said, eyeing Marian with wariness. 
 
    The bodyguard, however, did not take any offence to it. “The boy’s sharp,” he noted. 
 
    “He is indeed,” Raymond replied. “Perhaps too much for his own good.” 
 
    “Are you effing me?” Alex snapped, throwing his hands in the air. 
 
    “The adults are having a conversation,” Ray said, unable to keep a smirk off his face. 
 
    “Such a dickhead,” Alex mumbled, shaking his head, however he kept eyeing Marian with suspicion. 
 
    Raymond had, of course, considered the matter at length. Sure, Stefan Dumitrescu and this friend of Aleksandr’s acquaintance had planted a bomb on his car, but he was no closer to solving the mystery of how someone had gotten near the vehicle to begin with, with no one seeing anything or the cameras not working, but he would get there in time. He had not dismissed the possibility of a traitor within his ranks, which had made him prone to keeping his business to himself even more than usual. Felix, Marian, and poor Edgar who was still recovering in the hospital were of course part of his inner circle. The others, however, he was unsure of their allegiance. And of course, there was always Roman who could swing like a pendulum to bend under Vitya’s whims. But Raymond doubted that his old friend had anything to do with that particular incident. 
 
    Ray’s gaze slipped to Aleksandr, the boy had painted him a clear enough picture of Roman’s behaviour from a few days back, some of it might had been exaggerated, but it did sound like the man Ray had known for the past thirteen years. Vitya’s influence was foul, like a bloated corpse, only getting worse and worse with the passing of time. Which is why Ray was so adamant that Aleksandr stay away from him. The boy might be cunning, but he had nothing against his father’s deceit. Vitya had polished his tricks over the decades, always finding a more ingenious way in which to mislead people, his sweet words dripping with venom. 
 
    Raymond had been avoiding Victor since the man had arrived in town, but sooner or later they would have to meet, he couldn’t postpone it that much longer. He felt sick only at the thought of it. 
 
    “That’s him,” Alex said loud enough to give Raymond a fright. He was pointing with his finger between the seats. “He’s leaving the house.” 
 
    A short moment later a car pulled on the side of the street and the kid got in. The silhouettes inside were turned with their backs to them and their faces were hidden. 
 
    “Is that his boyfriend?” Ray asked. 
 
    “I think so,” Alex squinted at the vehicle in front of them. “Actually, he might be the one on the passenger’s seat.” 
 
    Raymond nodded. “Marian, stay on them.” 
 
      
 
    They followed behind at a safe distance, dropping out of sight whenever the car ahead would turn on narrow, unused roads. The daylight was gradually fading as the clock ticked well into the afternoon hours, and the sky was turning muddy above them, casting an anaemic light over the grey, already too bleak buildings. 
 
    Aleksandr was silent, his eyes trained on the car ahead with an ugly frown. The entire affair was taking its toll on him, his friend’s betrayal had soured him to no end and the unpleasantness of whatever thoughts were battling inside of his head was reflected on its face.  
 
    It bothered Raymond to see him so upset, it only served to fan the flames of his own anger. As he became lost in thought, he straightened up in surprise once the car stopped. 
 
    They had finally arrived at their destination; Marian parked next to a building which provided them with a modicum of cover—it was just enough to not be spotted by the men getting off the car in the distance. 
 
    A tall building rose to their right, its windows broken, and the leftover frames rusted, all visible walls covered in colourful graffiti. The decayed pavement in front of it was littered with empty packaging and glass shards. The view was no more hopeful to the left, the street lined with garages in different stages of demolition, missing doors or featuring decrepit vehicles, having turned into sleeping quarters for vagrants. 
 
    It was clear that this was an abandoned corner of the city in which dubious personalities loitered the streets in search for illegal experiences, away from lawful eyes — as lawful as the country had to offer. 
 
    Raymond did not like it one bit and he felt exposed, aware that the SUV was out of place in the otherwise rundown area. 
 
    “We won’t stay long,” Ray declared, his eyes on the cluster of vehicles parked next to what appeared to be a forgotten factory where a group of people were welcoming the newcomers. 
 
    Alex leaned forward, squinting. “Holy shit. That’s the guy!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Scarface! The one who threatened me.” 
 
    Ray craned his neck while also attempting to stay inconspicuous. The tinted windows could only get them so far. “Looks deserving of his name.” 
 
    “He was there when I… at that house. When it burned. I thought he died,” the boy replied. 
 
    “We should leave,” Marian declared. “We risk being seen.” 
 
    “Hold on a moment,” Raymond pulled his phone out awkwardly. “Take a photo for me.” He unlocked it with his fingerprint and handed the device to Alex. “Zoom into the car numbers.” Alex snapped several photos, including some of the faces present as well before handing the phone back. 
 
    “Look, they’re going into that building,” Alex pointed out. “It doesn’t look like there’s anyone else coming. We should go after them.” 
 
    “We have enough for today. I’ll look into it later on.” 
 
    “But they’re right there,” the boy protested. “Stay here.” 
 
    “Alex!” Ray shouted, but he was already out of the car. “Christ!” Ray watched him rush across the street, planting himself close to one of the dilapidated shacks. 
 
    “Boss, I’m going after—” 
 
    “Give me a gun,” Ray growled. “Keep the engine running. For Christ’s sake!” 
 
    Marian handed him one of his guns. Ray unlocked the door on his side and got out after Alex. The icy air made him shiver as he looked up and down the street expecting movement, assassins, or simply unwanted guests. There was none of that, however the stillness bothered him more. It felt wrong, as if a concentration of energy was accumulating in the atmosphere, ready to unleash upon them. 
 
    Aleksandr had already disappeared from sight. Ray cursed under his breath, struggling with his emotions, the apprehension looming inside. His back hurt as he rushed to catch up with the boy. He felt clumsy and odd on his feet, as if the pavement was tilting under him, conspiring against him, ready to throw him to the ground. 
 
    He avoided the front entrance and turned around the side of the decrepit building, walking as if he had nothing to hide, if a bit awkward due to the injury impending his movements. 
 
    There was a good amount of snow and grit creaking under his boots, the odd glass shard breaking here and there, muffled by the layer of dirty white. Raymond glanced over his shoulder, but he was alone, no one was following him. His right hand was shaking slightly under the added weight of the concealed gun and his strained muscles. He was expecting foul play, yet he was in no condition to engage in it. He was aware of the foolishness of it all, what had been meant to be a regular recon day was now on its turning point to horror. 
 
    A series of low windows decked the back of the building, most of the frames vandalised and hollowed out, even though the glass had been replaced by wood or metallic boards in places, it had not stopped anyone from breaking in. 
 
     Raymond peeked inside. Voices were echoing through the vast space, yet there was no one in sight nearby. With gun in hand, finger near the trigger, he slipped in through the opening as he scanned the surrounding area. 
 
    It was much darker inside, with little light pervading in the late waning hours. It took his vision a moment to adjust to the dimness, but Raymond soon found himself in the middle of a corridor lined with decayed furniture. Splinters and debris were scattered all over the floor and a handful of rats scuttled away as their impromptu gathering was disturbed.  
 
    The metallic structure of the inner wall was exposed, blocks of rubble fallen against the floor, shattered at the point of impact. It seemed to be the doing of hooligans. 
 
    As he advanced deeper through the ruin, it became apparent that the place had not been entirely abandoned. Bottles and empty cans of booze, cigarette butts, syringes and used condoms sprinkled the floor, the aftermath of mischief. It was the type of location which people used for illegal raves, where one could indulge in all sorts of outlawed pleasures. It was not foreign to Ray since he and Dany had been regulars in such infamous establishments at one point. Nothing good had ever come out of it. 
 
    Raymond’s annoyance spiked at the memory as he reached the end of the corridor. The indistinct murmurs and the odd raucous laughter made him halt and listen hard for anyone who might be approaching. There was no such person though, no one knew they were there, and he was hoping to keep it like that. That scatter-brained dimwit would get an earful when he found him. It was inadmissible for him to take off like that. It felt like deja-vu, though. Dany had never listened, and he would always end up in the worst of places and situations. 
 
    Raymond emerged into an open space filled with all sorts of industrial furniture and coppery crates stacked on top of each other. It had most likely been one of the main halls of the factory at one point, but it had turned into a hazard waiting to happen. The state of the structure worried Raymond, making him wonder what it would take to bring the entire place down on them, but he was not willing to linger long enough to find out. 
 
    The voices were louder now, the odd person visible through the narrow openings in the rubble. Raymond had no idea in which direction Alex had taken off, however he suspected he might’ve followed the racket, so he stepped gently to the right, hiding by a wall that was half crumbled, eroded by water and exposure to the elements. 
 
    Ducking as much as his shoulder allowed, he switched next to a pillar. After a swift inspection of the area, he spotted a familiar figure crouching behind a barrel not far from him. Aleksandr had drawn the hood down over his face and was peeking around the barrel at the distant gathering. 
 
    “Psst.” Alex ducked back down, ready to bolt when his eyes met Raymond’s. “Get back here,” Raymond mouthed. 
 
    Alex shook his head and pointed at a nearby wall which was within earshot of the group. Ray frowned and motioned him to stay put, but Alex scowled in response and darted past one of the cement pillars, rushing silently towards the spot he’d aimed at. 
 
    Ray took a deep breath and cursed. This boy would be the end of him. He scolded himself mentally, then he rounded past the pillar and switching between hiding places with a great amount of care and an equal amount of pain, he ended up next to Aleksandr, slightly out of breath, annoyed and exhausted all at once. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he hissed. Ray wanted to grab him and shake him, but both his hands were full as it were. 
 
    “Shh.” Alex straightened up flush against Raymond’s body and pressed a finger to his lips, pointing at a thin opening in between the bricks. 
 
    The group consisted of about twenty individuals, youths included. The smell of weed and cigarettes filled Ray’s nostrils. They were drinking and laughing. Someone said something, then another person banged on a metallic object and the crowd exploded in a roar of laughter. 
 
    “I know those men,” Alex whispered. “The one next to Scarface, and the other sitting on the barrel over there. They’re Temnota. They used to work with Stefan.” 
 
    “All the more reason why you shouldn’t be here by yourself,” Ray snapped, his voice low as he scowled down at him. 
 
    “I want to know what they’re doing,” he insisted, squeezing a fistful of Ray’s coat. 
 
    “I don’t give a damn. Those men are armed.” 
 
    Alex’s lips parted with a frown, then he peeked past Ray’s shoulder at the men he’d mentioned earlier. 
 
    “No, they’re—” He cut off as he did a double take, his face paling several nuances. He had seen it now, it was not all too difficult. Ray was accustomed to these type of people and he knew what to look for. The unmistakable bulge at a waist, the metallic glint barely hidden by a jacket, a weighed down pocket. 
 
    “But Ray,” Alex hissed, slightly lifting himself on his toes, as if he was unable to keep still. “That prick is involved with both Stefan and Temnota.”  
 
    Raymond switched the gun to his other hand, keeping it pointed away from Aleksandr and reached for the boy’s jacket, bringing him closer. 
 
    “I know,” he said under his breath, simmering with anger. “But we’re in no condition to stay here and wait for them to find us!” 
 
    The boy’s gaze darted all over the place before settling on Ray’s face once more. “But they’re the ones who hurt y—” 
 
    “Alex,” Ray whispered harshly, holding his gaze, their faces close together. “I know.”  
 
    Aleksandr shuddered, shrinking under his gaze. His breath was shaking, his eyes were wet. His fist was wrapped tight in Raymond’s coat as he looked up at him. 
 
    “We’re leaving. Now,” Ray said. 
 
    The boy nodded, absent, almost subdued. Ray pushed him back the way they’d come, constantly looking over his shoulder. They were close to reaching the corridor on which Raymond had first entered when loud music resounded from that direction and made them both stop in their tracks. Then a voice boomed over the commotion, barking something which sounded like a command. 
 
    Alex stumbled and hit a discarded can with his boot. “Shit.” 
 
    Ray reached for him and pulled him back around the crates just as the sound of shuffling feet could be heard down the corridor. 
 
    “Serge, we’re here!” 
 
    Alex stared, his face white as if he’d seen a ghost, all rigid and tense, breathing hard next to Raymond. 
 
    The stacked, wooden crates were pushed against the L-shaped wall, but not entirely, offering shelter on three sides and leaving them mostly exposed on the other. Luckily, a pillar surrounded by rotten furniture was not too far away, keeping them away from sight. 
 
    Raymond pushed Alex in the corner flush against the boxes, stepping in front of him, the gun at the ready in his left hand. Sweat rolled down his temples as he took deep, silent breaths through his mouth, taming the wild beating in his chest which accentuated the pain in his back. It felt as though two hearts were drumming inside of him, one pumping blood, the other — his wound — injecting pain into his nerves with each pulsation. 
 
    The shuffling feet and laughter reverberated on the other side of the crates, just out of sight to their right. They were a loud, foul crowd, cursing and laughing but as they trickled past them, the music could still be heard down the corridor. Which meant that attempting to go out the same way Ray had come would pose a risk. 
 
    “Ray,” Alex whispered, clutching at him. “S-Stefan’s here.” 
 
    Raymond almost cursed out loud. He tried to look over his shoulder as the boy wriggled his way out to stand side by side to him. Alex grabbed his sleeve and pointed at the floor, then he crouched with his back against the wall. 
 
    Ray kept his eyes trained on the rest of the place. Granted, he could see figures shifting in the distance, coming in and out of focus from behind the myriad of rubbish littering the place. A wrong glance their way and they would spot Raymond without problems. Sure, the faint shadows and the black coat made him blend in, but he was standing out too much in an otherwise decayed environment. He knew that staying low was the right thing to do, he just did not know how to do it without inflicting pain on himself. He bent down on one knee, his back stiff, eyes closed for a moment to catch his breath with Alex by his side. His mind was in overdrive, seeking solutions, a way out, assigning blame, feeding the anger inside of him. There wasn’t much they could do given the circumstances. 
 
    “Reach into my coat,” Raymond whispered. “Take my phone out and text Marian. Type what I say.” 
 
    Alex bit his lip, but then he nodded and did as he was told. “He’s calling Felix,” Alex read out loud the text he’d received. “He’s not going to make it here in time, we’re all alone.” 
 
    Raymond glared at him, a snide remark perched on his tongue. A thousand reproaches would not get them out of that situation, he knew it, but he felt the urge to berate the boy, nevertheless. This was not the moment though. Aleksandr was trying to put on a strong front, but Raymond had heard his voice shaking earlier. He was fooling no one. A reckless mistake. Had Raymond not made a thousand of them himself? This was one of them, leaving without proper backup while knowing someone out there wanted him dead. It was not too intelligent on his part to get himself in that kind of situation. Had he perhaps dug his own grave out of foolishness? 
 
    Am I truly that far gone? Was it impulsiveness that had pushed him into this or a general state of mind that was impeding him from taking things too seriously? He was not one to be plagued by illusions of grandeur, but the drugs were truly smoothing out a lot of his problems, made them look laughable from where he watched. Perhaps the absurdity of it all started from an inner desire to get himself killed at the end of the day. Then, surely, every single one of his issues would cease to exist all at once. Peace was waiting for him on the other side. 
 
    “Ray?” Alex whispered, a hand stroking his jaw. Raymond snapped his eyes open, a hint of panic jolting him alongside of a desire to burst into laughter. He was spacing out. The painkillers were kicking in, the slow release of opiates in his bloodstream, because truly he could not bear anything less powerful any longer. 
 
    Raymond licked his lips and stared down at the boy from where he crouched, stiff and uncomfortable. “We need to get out of here.” 
 
    Alex nodded. “I can sneak around to find a way.” 
 
    Raymond shook his head adamantly. “Together.” 
 
    The light had been growing steadily dim outside, most of the place was cast in darkness, except for a faint light reflecting in the distance. Someone had built a fire. It seemed as though the party goers were split since the music and the fire came from opposite directions. This was making things more difficult than they already were. 
 
    Alex leaned on his hands and knees, peeking around the crate. “It’s clear.” He then got up, extending his hand. 
 
    Raymond frowned as he accepted the help. It would have been preferrable to keep the weapon on hand, but he needed the extra support in that moment, and he knew it. 
 
    Alex’s hand was small and cold in his, but just the right fit, anchoring him in the present. He banished the tumult of thoughts from his mind and stopped the boy in his tracks when he got up. 
 
    “There’s a broken window pane at the back, we need to reach it. But we can’t go this way.” Ray told him the route he’d initially taken and Alex nodded, seriousness a heavy mask on him. With Alex leading the way around barrels, stopping behind pillars and ducking when it was necessary, they went in the opposite direction. They’d have to take the long way to reach the exit, but better be safe than sorry. 
 
    In spite of Aleksandr’s recklessness, he seemed to grasp the implications of their predicament. If only they had both shown the same restraint earlier. There was no time for regrets though, since it looked as though Raymond had no other choice but to follow him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 – Alex 
 
     
 
    Two things become apparent at once. That I might very well be the world’s most impulsive idiot, and that we’re in a bucketful of stinking shit. Truly, if there was a prize for stupidity I’d get first place, no doubts about that. 
 
    I wasn’t expecting Stefan to be here of all places, but I don’t think about it. Now’s not the time to have an emotional reaction to a person who most likely wants to wring my neck like a wet cloth. So, I don’t get anywhere close to it, I don’t contemplate it, even better I should vacuum my brain because I have proven on more than one occasion that I can apparently live without. 
 
    Ray’s angry stares seem to communicate the same. Oh, I bet he’s just itching to say something nasty. You ask me, he’s not any brighter. Barging in here like a doofus when he’s cringing in pain and doesn’t meet the requirements to qualify for this kind of potential grisly deed. 
 
    Actually, I think he might be under the misguided perception that he’s in a condition to do anything. Maybe he’s in fuckin’ denial. Or maybe, just maybe, he’s so high that he’s out of his fuckin’ mind. That’s one horrible thought I refuse to accept. Maybe I’m in denial too. Which means we’re a pair of idiots eager to get killed. 
 
    What has me more fascinated is what in fuck’s twisted name is Denis doing here at this kind of gathering, surrounded by these people that Bogo keeps company with. Doesn’t he realize the kind of crap he’s got himself into? 
 
    I suppose that if I had a strong inner voice, this would be the moment it would tell me, You’re the one talking? Well, yeah, sure, fuck that shit. From my moral high ground I am entitled to say these things because if I fucked up it doesn’t mean that others must be stupid enough to follow my example. I should be one of a kind. 
 
    Ray is exercising patience while I gander around crap to make sure it’s all clear. He’s cutting a rather comical image, the long coat over his shoulders, his left arm sleeved, his other arm slinged, half protected by the coat, his right sleeve flapping around like an impotent member. Sure. Why not. This is exactly the time to bring up limp dicks, it brightens up the fact we both might get killed out of sheer stupidity. 
 
    After a long roundabout, we reach the hollowed window Ray kept babbling about, a sort of beacon of hope contrasting with the general doom and gloom of the abandoned factory. The sky is completely dark, no trace of light on it, not even a smattering of stars. The time passed quickly. It was still daylight when I’d ventured inside of the building. 
 
    “You go first,” Ray points at the exit, voice low and rough. 
 
    I want to fight him, protest that I should be the one guarding his arse and so on and so forth, but he’s got that impending pep-talk look about him which makes it clear I’d have more luck addressing a monkey at this point. 
 
    I emerge on the other side with no issues then help Ray squeeze through the pane. The tail of his coat catches in one of the iron bars poking out of the side, so I unlatch it and we’re on our merry way with no added mumbling on his part. 
 
    The path ahead is blocked by cars, their headlights on and music blasting through the open doors as a crowd of partygoers are enjoying themselves in the vicinity. 
 
    They must’ve split, there’s another group inside beside the fire where Denis and Bogo were earlier. 
 
    “Let’s go around the other side,” Ray whispers, hiding the gun against his thigh as we slide backwards, unseen. Almost. Were it not for me bumping into someone right as we turn around the corner. 
 
    My brain pings like one of those gambling machines when they score three perfect cherries in a row when I realize the dude is one of Stefan’s cronies whom I used to know from the club back in the day. 
 
    “Erhm, soz,” I mumble, keeping my head down. 
 
    Ray nudges me around the man. “Excuse us.” He keeps his head high, and he walks sure of himself as though nothing happened. 
 
    “Shit. Shit. Shit!” I say under my breath. 
 
    “Hey, you! Wait a minute!” 
 
    “Hurry up,” Raymond says. 
 
    There’s an added spring to my step. I dare a glance over my shoulder, but the man is gone out of sight. 
 
    We carry on walking for a while, getting closer and closer to the main street. It’s only a few dozen or so paces away, we’re nearly there. But a side door opens, and two men block our advance, one of them well-known to me. Fuck. This is bad. We’re trapped in here. The only way is back but that won’t help much at this point. 
 
    “Shit.” I step back as the eyes of the man widen with recognition. He’s focused entirely on me before he spots Ray behind me. 
 
    “Look who’s here,” Stefan says. 
 
    I shuffle backwards, holding onto Ray’s arm. This is the first time I’m facing Stefan since the car accident, the first time I stand so close to him. He tries to come forth, but Ray extends his left arm, gun trained on Stefan. 
 
    “Not a step further,” Ray says, his voice changed, turned into that of the mobster I’ve seen flashes of at times, calculated and threatening meant to put the fear of the devil in you. “Alex, get behind me,” he says in Russian, a command meant for my ears only. 
 
    Stefan halts in his tracks with a forced, distorted smile on his lips. It’s clear that he’d very much take a different course of action were it not for the barrel pointed at his head, but you know… in life you have to make compromises. 
 
    He’s just as I remember him, bar for the handful of scars on his face, those are new to me but the rest of him is familiar, right there with the same bland outfits meant to “distinguish” him as someone important. As if a pair of designer jeans bought from the second hand corner store will help one achieve recognition in life. But it’s got him this far, so I guess some things must’ve worked in his favour. 
 
    Stefan’s eyes slide between me and the one-armed crippled man standing at my side, and he decides that the gun in his face is not such a big deal, so he takes a step. 
 
    “I told you to stay put,” Ray says. 
 
    Stefan’s lips twist, taking his chances, nevertheless. He’s not amused by the situation, but he tries to make light of it. “Why don’t you tell your friend to relax?” he mocks. 
 
    “If I were you, I’d fucking listen to him.” 
 
    I can’t say I understand how he feels either way, my vision has never quite penetrated through that thick skull of his, but I have been able to recognise his patterns. You see, live with someone long enough and you learn their habits, their quirks, their movements become predictable. Maybe that’s how I’ve managed to stay alive with him for so long. But because I know a sliver of him, judging by that look on his face, I can tell that he’s not taking Ray too seriously right now. The gun is not enough to scare Stefan away, especially when he’s got his lackey with him at his side and more of his friends are just around the corner and could show up anytime. I wouldn’t put it past him to try something stupid. He’s Stefan after all. The Stefan I’ve tried to kill. 
 
    Stefan tsks, his attempts at levity pulverising in an instant. He’s never been good enough at pretending, his emotions had always run rampant and that tremble in his hands is anger. 
 
    “You and I need to have a chat, Lexie,” he growls. At the same time, his minion shuffles closer to him, as though getting ready for a fight. 
 
    I nearly backtrack driven by instinct, but Ray stays put in a no-nonsense stance, eyes narrowed, following the movements of the men in front of us, his left hand almost steady but for a slight tremor. 
 
    “So why don’t you tell your friend to fuck off,” Stefan continues, “Or I will.” 
 
    “I suggest you step aside,” Ray replies. “I don’t have time for pleasantries tonight.” 
 
    Stefan snarls. “Aren’t you lucky to be alive?” 
 
    “Indeed.” Ray shuffles closer to me. “Keep your distance.” 
 
    Stefan stares him up and down. “You don’t look very threatening to me.” 
 
    “That’s enough! Step out of the way,” I raise my voice. The testosterone is almost crackling in the air, that’s how I know it’s time to GTFO. 
 
    “You and I have something to finish, Lexie.” Stefan points at the side of his face. “Look what you did to me.” 
 
    “Karma. I guess it sucks to be you.” 
 
    “You think your new status scares me?” 
 
    “I told you to stay put,” Ray growls. 
 
    “You’re surrounded. And you got a broken arm,” Stefan says. “I could beat you with my eyes closed.” 
 
    “Is that right?” Ray retorts. “Why don’t you prove it, then?” 
 
    I interpose myself between them two, Ray’s arm extending over my shoulder as he still points the gun at Stefan. 
 
    “Is this really the time to antagonise him?” I snap, addressing Ray in Russian as though that will help us much given the situation. 
 
    “Be ready to run,” Ray growls in my ear. He’s lost his goddamn marbles. Can’t he see the shit we’re in? He can’t take on Stefan like this, the fucker would whip the asphalt with him. 
 
    I need to do something. What the fuck am I afraid of? Who am I afraid of? Stefan!?  Stefan — a man with an unhealthy obsession. Not just an obsession for me as a lover, not just mere jealousy at having been with someone else. No. A man with an obsession to possess, subdue, own. A man so complexed with his own being that from an inferiority complex he’d bred a superiority one. It’s not a rational desire to own, but a psychotic one with no rhyme or reason, no pattern, just pathology all the way. A monkey driven by lesser instincts expressing itself through emotional bursts of anger having not known more in its upbringing. Sad, sure. Tragic. But this bullshit is not redeeming and all the teary stories he’s fed me through the years do not absolve him of his sins. Someone who’s been abandoned, beaten down, left to fend off by himself crushed by the enormity of responsibility that failed to humanise him and turned him into an animal instead. The lesser kind though, since he bows down to those who wield true authority, those that can put him in his place. 
 
    A man who’s led his life on a false premise, deluded himself with the idea of power he could never possess due to his character flaws. At the end of the day, he’s only a man driven by instincts, his reptilian brain overpowering Stefan the person and doing away with him since his personality is but a shell — a toy built to repeat the same things for the duration of its existence. Ultimately pitiful. That is who Stefan is. That is who I’m afraid of. 
 
    “Fuck off!” I snap, shoving Stefan. My outburst startles everyone, me included. 
 
    “Alex,” Ray warns. 
 
    “I’m fucking fed up with you!” I shout. “Get the fuck out of my way.” 
 
    “Who the fuck do you think you are to talk back to me?” Stefan shouts. 
 
    I slap him with all my might. Well, that shocked him. I think I’m a bit shocked myself if we’re honest. Stefan nearly comes at me, but Ray glues the gun to his head. 
 
    “Take one more step,” Raymond growls. 
 
    I am shaking, caught in between two mammoths, staring up at Stefan’s bulging eyes. 
 
    “You don’t own me,” I growl. “Get it through your fucking thick skull!” 
 
    “Aleksandr,” Ray says, forcing Stefan to backtrack. 
 
    “Is this how you repay me? You and I are more alike than he could ever be,” Stefan says, turning somewhat melodramatic. “Lie to yourself all you want, but this filth won’t get you. He hasn’t lived like us, Lexie! What does he fucking know about hardship? He’s been sitting on his ass his entire life!” 
 
    “And it bothers you?” I laugh. “You sound like you really… really reek of envy!” 
 
    Of course, Stefan retreats when Ray’s by my side with a gun trained on him. He wouldn’t dare action recklessly under the circumstances or slap me around like he used to. Barking dogs and all that. Indeed. He should be grovelling instead, like he’s always done. Stefan Dumitrescu hasn’t got an ounce of backbone; he’s been playing pretend mobster all along. 
 
    “Come with me tonight and I’ll let him go,” Stefan says, unpeeling his eyes from me. “He can go. I promise this to you. Just come with me. Let’s talk. I’m not mad at you for what you’ve done.” 
 
    I frown. 
 
    “Haven’t I always had your back?” Stefan continues. “Who was there to beat on the people who picked on you?” 
 
    I shake my head. “There wouldn’t have been any need for that hadn’t you forced me to fuck others.” 
 
    “I didn’t force you!” he retorts, his face a snarl as though he’s offended by my remarks. It’s the same story all over again. The fallacy of those who end up believing their own lies. He’s a monumental portrayal of self-delusion, and more. Sickness. Visceral sickness. The incurable kind. All the pills in the world could not turn Stefan into a good person. You can’t sow kindness into a barren soul. You can’t mend a broken psyche, not the kind Stefan suffers from. It stands true that he really believes all of these things, he’s not putting on a show. There is a certain kind of emotion in his speech, a sort of heat which only a passionate person could naturally summon, but it’s wrong in more ways than one. It’s dark and twisted. Foul. “Come with me. Just for tonight. If it doesn’t work after, then I’ll leave you alone, I promise. Let’s just talk.” 
 
    “I’d hate to interrupt your speech,” Ray says blandly, “But we’ve got places to be.” 
 
    “Does he speak for you?” Stefan says, disfigured by anger. 
 
    “As it happens, I do.” 
 
    “Who the fuck do you think you are?” 
 
    “The man who’s going to put a bullet in your head if you don’t get out of my way,” Ray says. His tone is level, measured and calculated, Stefan’s complete opposite. They’re like fire and ice. One burns uncontrollably while the other stands impenetrable. And there’s me in the middle, caught between extremes, not quite sure which way to lean. It hurts to be ripped in multiple directions like so. 
 
    “Listen to me, filth!” Stefan says, clutching his fist. “I’ll burn you down!” 
 
    Ray tilts his head. “You wouldn’t happen to know anything about a bomb strapped to my car, do you?” 
 
    Stefan’s nostrils flare, then he laughs. “Aren’t you lucky?” 
 
    “Of course I am,” Ray delivers flatly. “Albeit rather unsavoury of you, mister Dumitrescu. I’d suggest you pack up and leave town in the next 24 hours. Unlike your poor attempt, I’m not the type to make light threats.” 
 
    I don’t open my mouth to say anything, nor protest in any way, I am pretty much out of witty replies, besides it wouldn’t be too wise right now. 
 
    Thing is I don’t have much time for anything since Stefan does the math and decides that probably odds are in his favour with Ray being injured, so he strikes Ray’s arm out of the way and shoves me back into him as he barrels down on us both. 
 
    I’m frozen for half a second there before new instincts kick in, understanding that Raymond is not fit to take him on directly and there’s no other way out of here. 
 
    I block Stefan’s hands with my forearms and thrust my boot at his knee, which unbalances me for a moment. 
 
    Stefan loses his momentum, slightly disoriented as he grunts with the pain. I take my chances and shove him, putting distance between us. My counter must have caught him on loose footing because he staggers backwards. 
 
    I don’t have time to catch my breath and check on whether Ray’s fallen or simply stumbled when the other guy throws a punch at me. There’s no time to think, so I move my head at the last moment, letting his fist zap near my jaw. I don’t have time to hit back before he drives me into the opposite wall, one of his hands forcing my face against the bricks as he jabs my ribs with the other. I try to par his hits with my arms but some hit their mark. The gun discharges loudly next to us and that’s enough to distract us both, but I don’t waste time worrying when I got my opening right in front of me. 
 
    It’s payback time. My fist strikes his jaw viciously. He sways back a couple of inches before he barrels into me like a bull once again. Vlad’s lessons on parrying, defence and whatnot pretty much fly out the window, leaving me feel both stupid and angry at the same time. I can do better than this. 
 
    Think. 
 
    I throw a flurry of punches at his chest until he stops fighting back, then crush his nads. As he naturally bends over, I grab his head and bring my knee up in his face, then use inertia to shove him into the brick wall, head first. There’s a crunch when he hits that sweet spot and I watch him as he drips down like molten chocolate, all boneless and pliant and satisfyingly unconscious. 
 
    Then pure horror takes a hold of my body as I look around for Ray in a breathless panic only to find him standing over Stefan, his boot pinning Stefan’s right arm against the ground, gun pointed down at him as my ex twists and squirms in pain. 
 
    “I’m going to kill you!” Stefan shouts. 
 
    “Make sure not to fail this time,” Ray says. He sounds almost bored, his face half-hidden from me. Stefan howls as Ray presses down on his arm. There’s blood glinting on the ground, wisps of steam rising slowly into the freezing night. 
 
    I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand before the rushed steps draw my attention. “Ray, there’s more coming.” 
 
    “If you value his life at all, I’d suggest you step back,” Raymond says. Stefan screams in pain again. “Scram!” Raymond shouts at the newcomers and they warily retreat with shuffled, unsure steps. 
 
    Stefan grabs at Ray’s boot but the gun flares again. I flinch backwards. Stefan screams at the same time, reaching for his thigh with his free hand. 
 
    “Do you really have no need of your limbs?” Ray says icily, slamming his boot down on Stefan’s arm without any hint of mercy. 
 
    There’s some pity in me at hearing him squeal like a wounded pig, but it fizzles out rather quickly. All the things he’s done to me, all the pain I’ve endured… Sure, I’ve forgiven him for all that in the past, but attempting on Ray’s life… That I can’t forgive. Funny that, how we take more offence for others than ourselves. 
 
    Stefan rolls at Ray’s feet, one hand over his thigh as rivulets of blood seep through his fingers. His hair’s dishevelled and tangled, dirtied with mud and snow, his regular composure long gone now. Ray’s wiped the floor with him tonight, the humiliation there for all to see. 
 
    “Let me tell you something, mister Dumitrescu.” Ray places his boot over Stefan’s jaw and pushes it against the ground. “Between you and I, rats like you will always be at the bottom of the ladder.” Stefan squirms, the whites of his eyes uncanny as he stares up at Raymond with great difficulty. “I hope this is a lesson you’ll remember.” 
 
    It is unnerving to watch and listen to Raymond switching between the brooding yet sweet man I’ve come to know and this… this… man with his sinister rasping as if he’s a medieval executioner. But there is also a sick joy growing inside of me, an unhealthy satisfaction at seeing myself vindicated somehow. And having Ray trample all over Stefan like this… well… it’s enticing. 
 
    The commotion in the distance grows as more people join the crowd. It’s only a matter of time until Scarface and his boys show up. And Ray might be able to hold his own against Stefan right now, but if we get surrounded and people start firing upon us in this corridor, then we’re both as good as dead. 
 
    “Ray, we got to go,” I hiss. Some people have their phones out, most likely trying to film us. I walk in front of Ray so as to shield him somewhat. I doubt they’d be able to pick anything judging how dark it is, but even a little bit of footage will be enough to get the rumours started. 
 
    Heavy footsteps draw my attention. I sigh in relief when I spot Marian, who’s approaching us, gun ready to fire upon anyone who dares to move a muscle. 
 
    “One more thing,” Ray says in spite of Stefan’s whimpering. There’s almost a grin in his voice. “Come anywhere near Aleksandr or pull another failed attempt at my life and our next encounter will not be so pleasant. Of that I can assure you,” he says darkly. “You’ve got twenty-four hours. Make sure the message is received by your friends in Temnota.” 
 
    Ray finally spots me then his eyes settle on the unconscious man lying on the ground a few feet away. 
 
    I follow his gaze, a bit uncomfortable. “Is he dead?” I bite my nail, inspecting the unmoving body, trying to catch a sign that he’s still breathing. “Maybe just taking a nap?” 
 
    Ray looks stunned, annoyed and caught off guard, all at once. Well, I bet he’s just amazed that my skinny-ass-one-seventy-five-centifucks frame which is dwarfed constantly by the men surrounding me has managed to pull that off. I feel like a shrimp sometimes. And I’d be a tall guy otherwise. Fuckin’ hell. 
 
    Raymond shakes himself off and glances down at the individual, cold and calculating. Marian prods the man with his boot and the guy whimpers through the sleeping haze I sent him in. 
 
    “I guess not,” I chirp, way too enthusiastic. “Okay, time to go,” I should not care if he’s dead or alive, it makes no difference in the grand scheme of things. Or does it? 
 
    We retreat together, the bodyguard keeping an eye on our backs, but Ray doesn’t look once over his shoulder. I keep at his side until we reach the car. 
 
    He snatches the door open. “Get in,” he says harshly. 
 
    “Ugh—” 
 
    “Keep your mouth shut and get in right now.” 
 
    “Yessir. Jesus,” I mutter under my breath. 
 
    We get in the car, with Marian quickly settling into the driver’s seat, looking more or less relieved. 
 
    “Marian, take us out of here,” Raymond says, voice ragged. His expression has changed, it registers with me that he’s trembling, little beads of sweat dripping down his temples. He grabs a hold of the driver’s seat, looking ready to puke all over his boots, but his searing gaze doesn’t miss me. 
 
    It must be less than five minutes but once we’re at a safe distance from that location, Ray straightens up in his seat. “What the hell were you thinking?” 
 
    “Are you seriously going to lecture me now?” We challenge each other, then he shakes his head, swearing. I know he’s hurting, but I can’t help but feeling very petulant. “I’m fine, by the way.” That only serves to piss him off further. My chest does hurt a bit, but it doesn’t feel like fatal damage. I’ll live to be stupid for another day. 
 
    “Are you taking the piss?” 
 
    I refuse to reply to that. Maybe I am. Or maybe I’m not. Maybe I’m just angry at all this and I don’t know how to deal with it other than being pissy and reckless. Maybe I can’t think straight, never did. 
 
    “Alex, look at me,” he says, his tone demanding. “You’ll stay out of this, do you understand?” 
 
    “How am I supposed to stay out of it, Ray?” I can’t help but turn combative. “Did you hear him? He wasn’t denying it! He was right there. You just fucking shot him!” 
 
    “That’s precisely why you will stay out of it.” 
 
    “He tried to kill you!” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Ray growls. “You can’t be running off by yourself like this.” 
 
    “I can protect myself!” I protest, growing heated. 
 
    “That guy nearly clocked you!” he shouts. “How will you protect yourself against Temnota’s men? If I wasn’t there—” 
 
    “I would’ve been fine!” I get in his face, fuming now. He’s got the guts to call me incompetent when he wouldn’t even consider giving me the means to defend myself. You see? That’s why I do things behind his back, because he’s lost his fucking marbles. 
 
    “Two against one?” Ray’s voice booms. “These people are murderers.” 
 
    Marian looks up in the rear-view mirror but promptly shifts his glance at the road. 
 
    “I can kill too! I’ve done it before!” 
 
    “You weren’t!” Ray shouts back. “You were trying to get away. You have no idea what it means to have no choice but take a life. You have no idea what it takes to make that decision.” 
 
    “Oh, and you do?” 
 
    “Are you bloody hearing yourself?” he shouts. “Has your little stunt with Vitya rattled your brain?” he snaps in Russian. 
 
    Oh, I’m past mad now, we’re in stupid territory, I might even slap him for good measure, hopefully he’ll wake the fuck up. 
 
    “I did it for you!” I yell in return, unwilling to back down. 
 
    “We’re done debating this,” he says. “You’ll let me deal with it. That’s the end of it.” 
 
    “He’s not going to stop,” I reply stubbornly. 
 
    Ray twists in his seat and snatches my wrist. I try to free myself, but he doesn’t let go in spite of the added pain the movement must have caused him. “You’ll stay out of it.” 
 
    “You don’t tell me what to do!” I retort. 
 
    “You want to let Vitya tell you, then?” 
 
    “Don’t growl at me,” I say, my voice shaking. 
 
    “Enough,” he cuts me off. “I’ve got enough issues on my hands as it is. I don’t need you running off in search of trouble.” 
 
    I just glare at him, then I shrug and look out the window as I shake him off me. 
 
    Ray sighs. “Alex.” He tries to grab my hand again, but I shuffle away. I need him to shut up and leave me alone. 
 
    “Where are we going, boss?” Marian asks after minutes of silence. It must’ve been nearly damn uncomfortable to sit in there quietly without interfering, then again maybe he’s used to it. 
 
    “Mark’s,” I declare. 
 
    Ray’s lips purse for a moment then he follows my example, turning to his window. As soon as the car stops in front of my building, I am already out the door. I hear Ray behind me, but I rush up the stairs knowing he won’t be able to keep up with me. Fuckin’ hell, he’s accusing me of recklessness when he should’ve been in bed. Unbelievable. 
 
    I slam the door when I walk inside Mark’s flat, slightly annoyed, slightly on the verge of shouting. Luckily, Mark’s not home, otherwise he would’ve given me a mouthful. That’s the last thing I need, someone else on my case. 
 
    There’s a strong knock at the door a minute later. My luck must’ve run out in the span of a second. Here we go again. I snatch the door open and stare down at a breathless Raymond. 
 
    “What?” I bark. 
 
    His face mirrors mine, he’s fuming just as much as I am and I bet he’d put me in my place were he able to use both his arms to smack me around, but he somehow keeps himself in check. Even though fuck knows how he’s doing it. 
 
    “Stop being a brat and listen to me for two seconds,” he says. 
 
    “No,” I try to close the door, but he slams his good fist against it. 
 
    “I’m trying to stop you from getting hurt!” he snaps, his voice booming on the stairwell. “Can you stop being so goddamn stubborn for once?” He lays his palm flat against the cool metal of the door and bends forward just slightly. 
 
    I nearly yell that I don’t care, but I take pity on him in the end. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “No, I’m not bloody okay,” he says through his teeth. 
 
    He’s shaking worse than jell-o, which is actually worrisome, so I grab his arm and pull him in, switching to nurse mode like I’ve been doing for the past month. I direct him to the couch, take off his coat, and bring him a glass of water all the while silently berating him. 
 
    I search his coat and pull out the meds from one of his pockets, then move around the living room, shifting away from him as he downs his painkillers. There’s still too much adrenaline in me and now that we’ve stopped shouting at each other, I have no other way how to expend it. 
 
    I can’t help but think back at his little stunt with Stefan earlier, it was like he had no fear in that moment, all caution thrown out the window, and sure with my vengeful ex it’s always good to be ruthless from the get-go but Ray doesn’t seem fazed at all, even now. Which worries me to hell and back.  
 
    Sure, he’d been yelling at me that I’ve put myself in danger, but doesn’t himself realize the kind of insane approach he’s having? He’s treating Stefan like a nobody! When the son of a bitch admitted that he’s the one who tried to kill him at New Year’s. WHAT THE FUCK!? Am I the only one who’s crazy here? 
 
    “Do you realize what you’ve done?” 
 
    Ray sighs and looks up in exasperation. “Care to enlighten me?” 
 
    “You just shot Stefan! Declared all-out war to him.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have to declare anything if you’d just bloody listen to me.” 
 
    “So, it’s my fault?” 
 
    “It’s not your fault, Aleksandr,” he says, frowning. “It’s mine.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It means what it means. Let’s just drop the subject.” 
 
    “You can’t just drop it, Ray!” Here I am, getting heated again, ready to burst a vein anytime now. “That fucker wants you dead! We very much need to talk about it! You’re acting so fucking laidback about it as if you just took a stroll at the market.” 
 
    “What other choice do I have?” he looks up, his tone short and cutting as if he’s just about had it with me. 
 
    “I don’t know, you should take precautions.” 
 
    “I have already taken them.” 
 
    “That was before you went and taunted him, Ray! It would’ve been better to kill him!” 
 
    “It’s one thing to cripple him, another entirely to commit murder in plain view. You should know better,” he admonishes. 
 
    “And that won’t draw any attention? What if the police gets involved?” 
 
    “He lacks the audacity to get the cops involved. It would be too humiliating for him. His cronies will talk though, of that I am sure.” 
 
    “Then you need to find a way to get rid of him!” I insist. 
 
    “Why are you so adamant on me killing him?” 
 
    “’Cuz I don’t want him to hurt you!” I snap. “He’s killed people for less!” 
 
    “He won’t hurt me.” 
 
    “He already has! Look at the state you’re in!” 
 
    “And why am I like this again?” he growls. 
 
    Ouch. Fine. I DO. I DO! I do feel guilty. Shut up, conscience. He looks remorseful though. 
 
    “I’m not trying to blame you for this. I’m just as responsible,” he says. “Look at me.” I force myself to meet his eyes. “You can’t call me reckless while you go ahead running into a building full of enemies.” 
 
    I remain stubbornly in place. After long seconds of silence when it becomes clear that I don’t have any smart things perched on my tongue, Ray leans back against the couch and covers his face with his good arm, distress painted on him like morning dew on leaves. He’s even gotten me sounding all poetic and shit. I’m mad with myself. Why is it that I always end up feeling bad after butting heads with him? Even if I am right and he’s wrong, which doesn’t happen often and tonight, granted, we’ve both been idiots, but still. Why must I always be the one who feels like shit and backtracks? 
 
    I bite my lip and then sit on the couch next to him. We started the day with a fight and we’re ending it with one. Seems fucking appropriate. I nudge his arm so I can see his face. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” The words are mine but they’re barely audible. He looks at me but merely shakes his head. I rest my forehead on his left shoulder, eyes squeezed, one hand on his thigh trying to comfort him. 
 
    “I know you are,” he lifts his head, exhausted lines etched on his face. “But you can’t do this again.” 
 
    “But we make a good team,” I say with levity, but he glares at me. I bite my lip, shake my head, everything hitting me full-on at once. “Why does it all need to go to shit, Ray?” 
 
    “We’ll figure it out.” He shifts on the couch and places his hand over mine. “Promise me you’ll stay out of it.” 
 
    “But I—” 
 
    “Love,” he touches my cheek. There he goes again, using that voice and that appellative that’s doing my head in. My eyes flutter closed and I turn my face in his palm. “I won’t let him get to us, alright?” he whispers. “I’m not afraid of him, Aleksandr.” 
 
    “I wish you were.” 
 
    “Promise me.” 
 
    I latch onto his hand with both of mine. I don’t want to promise. I don’t know how to fix it. I don’t know what to do any longer. “Okay.” 
 
    “I’ll figure something out,” Ray reassures me. 
 
    I try to nod but the more time passes the less convinced I am that he can figure anything out. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 – Ray 
 
      
 
    Someone was in the penthouse, the distinct pitch of the creaking stairs a mourning chant in the night’s stillness. The shadows were thick on the first floor, the only window at the end of the hall past the bathroom door not enough to let him discern more than two steps in front of him. 
 
    His breaths came in heavy and stifling, the pitch black around him like a pillow over his face impending the air from reaching his lungs. He gripped the knife harder, so hard that his nails cut into his palm around the handle. He’d retreated into the corner next to the office door, flattening his body against the wall, silent and nearly invisible engulfed by darkness. His heart betrayed him though, sending an influx of adrenaline in every cell of his body, preparing him for battle. 
 
    They were coming for him, he’d known since the beginning. It was only a matter of time until one of his enemies sent someone to put him out of his misery, and they had chosen a good moment. He was alone in the flat, there was no one there to protect him and no way out of there. 
 
     He could make up the glint of a gun as his soon to be murderer advanced towards the bedroom door, unseeing to Raymond’s silhouette. The silhouette was tall, but it could have also been short, the individual distorted by the lack of light, the shapes of his body elongated. A clock was ticking somewhere in the house. 
 
    Ray was breathless and he felt too hot, he couldn’t stand it. His sweaty back had stuck to the wall in an unpleasant manner, and it felt as though the skin was peeling off him as he pulled away. The assassin was moving inside the bedroom, shuffling in a loud manner, as if unafraid to draw attention, almost knowing that Raymond would come to him willingly. 
 
    Ray stopped in the doorframe, the knife heavy in his palm. The man was waiting for him, the shape of his body reflected in the bare windows behind him, the drapes torn aside. He snickered, a frail sound, a slight twitch of his head. Ray brought up the knife as his eyes roamed over the man. There was no weapon in his hands. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    The man remained still and studied Raymond from afar, mute in the darkness. Ray’s hand shot for the light switch, but nothing happened when he flicked it on. Another snicker and a shuddered breath followed. 
 
    “Talk!” Ray prompted him. He stepped closer, drawn by a magnetic pull, blinking to clear the blurred image, the night playing tricks on him. The faintest sound reached him, like the murmur of water in the distance, trickling over rocks, hidden from view. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “… men… speak…” 
 
    Raymond stopped no more than two steps away from him, attention rapt on a face hidden by darkness, the drop of his shoulders distinct, the tilt of his chin intimate, a strand of hair waving in an invisible draft. A steady sound reached Ray’s ears, like droplets of water dripping at steady intervals from a tap, breaking against a sink, over and over again. 
 
    “… do not speak.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The man raised his hand, an invitation. Raymond only stared at it, at him; there was something horrible about his indistinguishable features. It was wrong, everything about this was putrid. Something moved behind him, a pain in Raymond’s back like a blade sinking through his skin. It was enough to make him look over his shoulder. Light exploded in his eyes, a loud discharge in his ears, deafening him. 
 
    Raymond twisted back, trying to protect himself against the man’s attack. Glazed orbs stared back at him, a chunk of meat torn on his left temple, bits of bone visible underneath what had used to be an eye, exposed and barren, congealed blood sludging down over rotten skin. 
 
    “DEAD MEN DO NOT SPEAK.” 
 
    Raymond fell back against the window, staring up into the mangled face that had once been so youthful and arrogant. 
 
    deadmendonotspeakdeadmendonotspeakdeadmendonotspeakdeadmendonotspeak 
 
    “N-no. No. Please. I didn’t mean to. Please, stay away. Please. PLEASE!” 
 
    “RAY!” 
 
      
 
    The screams tore from him one after the other, his chest hurting, his skin feverish and drenched in sweat. Cold hands wrapped on both his arms, a disturbed voice begging him to come to his senses, wide eyes an amber fire like a beacon in front of him. The images overlapped and for a moment the shredded body from his nightmare had Alex’s eyes and his boyish features, it felt as though he was watching a ghost come to life for retribution. 
 
    “I’m here, I’m here, it’s okay,” Alex said, voice choked. 
 
    Raymond was shivering, breathless, becoming acutely aware of the pain in his back with each effort to get some air, but he still couldn’t shake the earlier terror. He looked to the side, the drapes drawn neatly over the windows, the lamps on illuminating most of the bedroom. It occurred to him he was sobbing, each breath wheezing and painful and he couldn’t even get up to run the hell away from there. 
 
    Alex’s hands were wrapped around his arms, keeping him sitting upright on the bed and in turn Ray’s left fist was wound tight in the boy’s T-shirt, his nails digging into the tender flesh, bruising his ribs. He unclenched his fingers and dropped his hand on the bed, leaning against it instead. 
 
    “Da… Dan…” 
 
    Raymond couldn’t control the lamenting sounds coming from him, and he briefly thought that if the pain would not kill him, his shame will. 
 
    “Shh. Shh, I got you.” Alex wrapped his arms around his waist, gluing himself to Raymond and supporting him. 
 
    It was nearly enough to get himself under control, but one look at Alex prompted the sobs anew. Ray covered his mouth with his hand when he failed to contain the hurt coming from inside. 
 
    Alex wiped his face with the T-shirt he was wearing, allowing Raymond to rest against him when he didn’t have enough strength to cry anymore. 
 
    “If you need me, I’m right here,” Alex whispered, his voice soothing. He trailed his fingers through Ray’s hair, slowly swaying as he did so. 
 
    Ray was ashamed. He remained silent lest the deluge of tears would start once more. He could not meet the boy’s eyes, but he drew comfort from his presence, at least there was someone else there with him, someone to speak nice things, someone warm and caring, and… alive. That had to be enough, because there wasn’t anything else, no one else, but him. No one there but Aleksandr. 
 
    Ray knew what Alex would see when he looked up at him — a mess of a man, his eyes red and teary, and broken. Broken since half of him had ceased to exist, buried in the ground with Dany to keep him company forever. There was no way he could put himself back together, he’d fallen so deeply this time that the drop would kill him for sure. He couldn’t form any words to express all of this since he would only be sabotaging himself in the end. 
 
    Alex gave a tentative smile and pinched his cheek lightly, his eyes warm, but teary as he was struggling to put on a strong front. 
 
    It occurred to Ray he was doing it for his sake. He was at a loss for words, so out of need he sought the safe haven of Alex’s body again. The embrace was awkward, Raymond could not rest for long in that position since a flare up of pain was toying with him again but just a mere couple of seconds were enough to restore his train of thought. 
 
    It must’ve been the recent events that had put him on edge like so, the looming threat of Stefan Dumitrescu, the fear for Alex’s life, the sheer terror which tried Raymond at the thought of anything happening to Alex. He could not let it be. He needed to find a way to make it alright. To ensure Alex’s safety somehow. Ray was more than aware that he’d poked a hornet’s nest with his own actions, but he’d had no way out. Aleksandr had… No. He could not blame Aleksandr for it, in spite of his running into harm’s way. It was likely that Alex was more scared than him. 
 
    “You good?” Alex shifted next to him, gently resting his chin on Ray’s shoulder. 
 
    “Exhausted.” 
 
    “Did I ever tell you about that one time when I got under the teacher’s desk and grabbed her foot during French class in middle-school?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Alex pulled away from him, his eyes wide for a moment, a flash of uncontrolled innocence before it got replaced by mischievousness and the sweetest of grins. 
 
    Ray found himself staring, mesmerised by the sight of him and snorted in spite of himself, his guilt forgotten for the time being as the ridiculousness of what the boy had just said finally took him by surprise. “What are you on about?” 
 
    Alex chuckled and shifted, his arms sneaking around Ray’s waist, his skin cool against heated flesh as he looked up at him. “You better be ready for this, ‘cuz I’m about to blow your mind. You ready?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “No, nu-uh, this is a one-time thing only, full exclusivity and all that shit.” 
 
    Their eyes met and Ray saw the insecurity in him, it was right there, so much worry that it made Ray feel bad for waking up like this in the middle of the night, for waking Aleksandr up too by the looks of it, since he was only wearing a T-shirt and underwear, having most likely snuck in bed next to Ray once again after one of his shifts. There were too many burdens weighing on Alex’s shoulders, and he was young still, he should be allowed to have fun and live without worries, without exhausting himself with these emotional twists which Ray inflicted on him as of late. 
 
    Ray cupped his cheek. “You look exhausted too.” 
 
    “Don’t interrupt me,” Alex chided. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Ray mumbled. 
 
    “I know,” Alex said, his voice wavering. He hesitated for a moment, but it was enough to reveal that he too was hurting. 
 
    “I used to burn ants with the magnifier,” Ray said with near panic. 
 
    “What!?” 
 
    “Then pretend they’re barbeque and feed them to Kate.” 
 
    Alex gave him an incredulous look then he started laughing so hard he ended up falling backwards on the bed. He covered his mouth with both hands and shook his head.              “No way!” Alex shrieked. 
 
    “I’m serious.” 
 
    “Fuck! No wonder she’s so bitter. What the fuck, mate?” 
 
    “Do you think you’re the only one who’s deranged?” 
 
    “I mean, I…” Alex propped himself on his elbow, staring at Raymond as if he was just seeing him for the first time. “Holy shit, Ray.” He snickered again, arm folded over his stomach, creases around his eyes, happy tears falling from them. 
 
    Ray mirrored his smile and shuffled back on the pillows, letting out a relieved sigh. “Come here.” 
 
    Alex huddled next to him, resting his head on his left shoulder, chuckling still. “Now let me tell you about that one time…” 
 
    “This better be good,” Ray said. 
 
    “Oh, it will.” 
 
    And since he was a little firecracker and couldn’t stay put for one second, Alex shifted back to his knees, facing Raymond, and started talking passionately as his hands flew gesturing in all directions, grin splitting his face from ear to ear, eyes twinkling playfully. 
 
    Ray just leaned back and watched him, attuned to his every move, picturing his childish pranks, Alex’s voice a balm covering his wounds until he felt himself drifting off into a dreamless oblivion again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 – Alex 
 
      
 
    My eyes are still glued with sleep when I enter the living room in search of a glass of water. I’ve slept like the dead for the first time in a while. Not that I’m feeling any better, my shitty mood seems to be a constant lately, but at least I was unaware of myself for the past ten hours or so. After the hell of a week I’ve had, this was much needed. 
 
    “M’rnin’,” I grumble as I walk past Mark, one track mind as I reach for a glass and flip open the tap. I take a greedy gulp, lean against the sink for two long seconds with my eyes closed, ready to go back to bed before I turn to face my flatmate. 
 
    The morning light has a warm tinge to it, and Mark is still at the kitchen table, so it must be nearing lunch. He’s wrapped in a fluffy robe, his hair coiled in a towel atop his head reminding me of one inclined Italian tower, eyes fixed on the laptop screen. He beams at me, and I nearly jump out the window behind me. 
 
    “Stop, it’s too early,” I mumble. “You’re too happy. Please, stop it.” 
 
    “Someone woke up on the wrong side of the bed. Perhaps your fella can make your day better,” he points at an impressive bouquet of roses and what looks like a box wrapped in fine gift paper. “I assume they’re from Raymond?” he says with a wide grin. 
 
    “Is that for me?” I ask in disbelief, pushing away from the sink. “Is it from Ray?” 
 
    “Your name’s on the card.” The chair scrapes on the floor and Mark joins me a moment later. He bumps my shoulder playfully. “It’s nice of him. They look expensive.” 
 
    I smile shyly and touch one of the roses wistfully. I bite my lip. Is this his way of apologising for being a bit of a dick lately? 
 
    “Oh boy, I need to take a pic of that. Hold on.” 
 
    I run to grab my phone, my heart somersaulting in my chest all the while. I snap a photo and send it to Ray.  
 
    u didnt have to <3 
 
    That definitely helped wake me up. I am grinning like an idiot. I smell the roses, and check the card with my name on it. Then I tear the wrapper on the gift and reveal a simple, sleek, black box, no wider than a stretched palm. My heart is thrumming steadily as I keep biting my lip. I grab a knife and gently cut the seals on the sides, wondering what could be inside. Ray must’ve spent some time getting this, or maybe paid someone else to do it. Either way, I won’t let that sour me, it’s a nice attention. 
 
    I lift the flap of the box, giddy and excited. “What the fuck!” I push the box away and pull back, forced to cover my mouth. Acidic bile climbs up my throat and I bend over the sink, unloading the water I drank earlier, now turned a sickly green. 
 
    “What the he… Oh my God!” Mark says. “Jesus Christ.” He gags in the background, all the while I’m trying to stop myself from unloading more of my guts in the kitchen sink. I turn on the tap and sip on some water, but I end up snorting it through my nose. 
 
    “Fucking… fuck… what the fuck, mate?!” I cough loudly, slamming a fist against my chest, my eyes watering. It takes me a second to put myself back together. Mark’s left the room, his retching audible from the bathroom. That nearly sends me over the edge again. I block him out. 
 
    The box is waiting on the counter, tilted against the wall I’ve sent it earlier. I take a step, then think better of it and snatch one of the kitchen knives out of the cupboard. 
 
    I poke the box with the tip of the knife but nothing’s jumping out of it. I dare to peek at it. It takes me a while to realize what I’d been staring at, but the stench is foul. And I’m shaking. I barely hold it in. Not on the floor. Not on my feet. Don’t puke. Don’t puke. Don’t puke. 
 
    My phone vibrates loudly on the table. I nearly stab myself. 
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    I snatch up the culprit. 
 
    “I just got your message. I didn’t send you anything,” Ray’s voice steady in my ears and straight to business. “Does it have a sender? Did you open it? Can you please stay away from it? Alex, are you there?” 
 
    My breath shakes as I return to the counter, lifting the box flap with the tip of the knife, holding it steady. I swallow with great difficulty, the shapes and lines are starting to fall into place now, the shades of black alternating. 
 
    “Alex? What the hell is going on? I’m sending Felix—” 
 
    “Someone sent me a dead rat.” There’s a message written on the inside of the box. Missed me, Lexie? “It’s from Stefan.” 
 
      
 
    It takes him less than half an hour to get to Mark’s. I open the front door for him and he’s already eyeing me all serious and brooding. 
 
    “Are you alright?” 
 
    I shake my head. Felix has already been up here to check the box and the flowers and made sure no other threats lay hidden in the package. 
 
    I look up at Ray. He puts his arm around me, and we spend five seconds of silence next to each other. I then help him with his coat. He takes off his shoes, his eyes not leaving me. He runs a hand through his hair as he walks into the living room. The “gift” is still on the kitchen counter. Felix snaps to attention next to the sink, all tensed and ready for action as if he’s standing on a battlefield and not in my kitchen, “guarding” the thing, keeping me at a distance as if that could burn off the image in my mind. 
 
    “What do you want me to do with it, boss?” 
 
    Ray approaches the box, lifts the flap with a napkin and looks at it in disgust and anger. “Get rid of it.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we… maybe tell the cops?” Mark suggests. He’s been lying down on the couch ever since he returned from the bathroom. I nearly feel for him. Ray shoots him a crooked glance which shuts him up. “Oh. I… get it.” 
 
    “Who brought it up?” Ray asks. There’s something terrifying about him, his expression severe and judgy. 
 
    Mark pushes himself up on his elbows. “It was just a courier. A young man, in his early thirties maybe. He didn’t look older than that.” He’s looking from Ray to me. “I’ll give you some space,” Mark says before disappearing into his bedroom. 
 
    Felix leaves just as quick, carrying the box and the flowers. A sickly smell wafts behind him, roses and… something else… something… dead. 
 
    Soon enough there’s just me and Ray, who remains standing close to the counter, watching me. We’ve met daily for the past three days, and I was hoping to give him a break today since he’s been having trouble sleeping, plus icky nightmares, and I got the impression I was getting on his nerves again, but it doesn’t look like the universe is willing to grant him that peace. 
 
    “I’m sorry. You didn’t have to come.” I dart past him, grab the cleaning products from under the sink and scrub the counter clean. 
 
    Ray watches silently, keeping close to me. I can’t tell whether he’s mad or high, or contemplating since there’s a perpetual scowl on his face lately. He leans against the edge of the counter when I’m done, staring into the living room. I follow his gaze. His behaviour is worrisome. 
 
    “Do you want a coffee?” He nods. I rest my hand on his sling. “Are you okay?” 
 
    He wets his lips, the haggard lines etched into his faces deeper this morning. “Just thinking.” 
 
    I linger for a second, eager to smooth out that frown, but I let him be. I grab a pot to boil some water instead. Making coffee for the both of us should keep me occupied. 
 
    “I can’t ask my men to stand all day in front of your apartment door in this building.” 
 
    “You don’t have to,” I say and toss four teaspoons heaped with coffee into the pot. 
 
    “You should come back to the penthouse.” 
 
    I straighten up and watch him quizzically. Then I chuckle and look over my shoulder. “Aren’t we moving a bit too fast?” 
 
    “I’m not joking,” Ray says, his tone serious. He grabs my arm, gently forcing me to face him. “At least I know I can protect you there.” A furrow appears in between his eyebrows. “This wouldn’t have happened otherwise. I have bodyguards staying downstairs here, but I can’t prevent someone from—” 
 
    “Ray.” I place my hand on his chest. His eyes are flaming, his body emanating heat, his heart strong beneath my palm. He’s too… wound up. “It’s okay.” 
 
    “No, it’s not bloody okay,” he snaps, backhanding the sugar can from the counter. The container drops to the floor, the lid popping open, the contents splaying everywhere. 
 
    I remain next to him, my hands frozen up in the air with my pulse speeding. He went from zero to a thousand in the span of two seconds. 
 
    “Goddammit. I’m… I’m sorry,” he grabs a handful of his hair, stepping back. He frowns at the floor and crouches to pick up the can, but I kick into motion and get to it before he can hurt himself. 
 
    “It’s fine. Leave it. I’ll clean it.” 
 
    Ray props down on his left knee, staring at the glimmering sugar, angry, fuming, so remote from his usual self that he is truly scaring me. But I can’t show it to him since I’m afraid it will make him even angrier. I’m not even sure what this whole thing is about. He sounds hurt and frustrated and… desperate? I mean, asking me to live with him? Sure, that would be fuckin’ amazing, if it weren’t for all the wrong reasons. 
 
    “Ray, I said leave it. I’ll bring the hoover, okay.” I nudge his shoulder as I stand up. “Come on, get up. Leave it, please.” 
 
    I cradle his face. He props his forehead against my abdomen, his left hand clutched into a tight fist on the floor, his knuckles white, his skin raised over his veins. I can hear his ragged breath. I wrap my fingers into his hair. It feels as though he’s falling apart and I’m unsure of how to stop it. 
 
    I kneel next to him, but he hides his face in my shoulder. I let my gaze slide down to his right hand, checking for signs that he’s… he’s been indulging into that new habit of his, but the sling is drawn all the way over his knuckles, hiding the back of his hand from view. 
 
    “I don’t know what’s going on with you if you don’t talk to me.” 
 
    “I’m angry and useless,” he grits out. Of course, he is angry, his entire world has been turned on its head since the explosion. I know I would’ve gone mad if I were him, having someone constantly helping me out. 
 
    “You’re not useless,” I whisper into his ear. He doesn’t go on, but I wasn’t expecting a discourse. I give him time to put himself together before he retreats. He wipes at his face with his hand as he gets up, then turns his back to me. 
 
    I let him compose himself while I grab the hoover to clean up the floor. I haven’t even turned on the stove under the coffee pot. I sigh, wondering where my lovely morning has gone to. Nowhere. Fuckin’ nowhere. There wasn’t such a thing to begin with. Jesus, I’m stupid. 
 
    I clean up and make the coffee while Ray’s found a seat on the couch and lit himself a cig. I place a steaming mug of darkness in front of him. 
 
    “Do you want some sugar?” Well, whatever’s left of it. He considers it, but then he nods. I guess he can’t run on fumes all day. “Have you eaten anything?” 
 
    I know by his irritated look that he hasn’t. Anger and hypoglycaemia go hand in hand. Luckily, there’s some pizza leftovers in the fridge. I heat up some slices in the microwave, get some for myself and slide a plate in front of him. 
 
    “You should pack a bag and come back with me,” he insists. 
 
    I’m fuckin’ thrilled, I swear. I’m giddy and hopeful and fuckin’ shit, why not, this could be it, you know. But there’s a whole bunch of reasons for why this is a bad idea. 
 
    First, this ain’t some grandiose declaration of love ending up in a marriage request, far from it. It’s only a “it’s for your protection” kind of deal simply because I know that under the circumstances he’d be unable to keep an eye on my front door 24/7. 
 
    The bodyguards downstairs are there to drive me around the town and keep an eye on the front door of the building, except there’s a hundred people living in this place so that kind of makes it hard to know who’s friend or foe. 
 
    I get it, I’m not that dim. Ray’s worried for me, and it swells my heart. But at the same time, me being there with him in close quarters right now when he needs time alone, won’t end well. Or it will end with him leaving god knows where while I’m locked up in the ivory tower with eyes on me from all sides. 
 
    Which takes me to my second point, I would not be able to lift a single finger or take a shit without him knowing. I’ve no more school, so good luck finding excuses to leave the building in the mornings. At least here I can use the back exit and go out through the garden, jump into Vlad’s car and none’s the wiser. It’s worked so far. It’s been over a month and Ray has no clue about what I’ve been doing behind his back. And I can’t really bring it up either. Now’s not the time. Ray’s angry at himself and angry at Vitya and if I were to tell him I’m seeing Vlad, the entire neighbourhood would hear us screaming at each other. 
 
    “I’m fine, really.” I insist. “It was just a stupid package.” 
 
    “Next time it could be something else,” Ray replies grimly. 
 
    “Yeah,” I mumble. Like a bomb. Except I don’t say it out loud. There’s no need though, we’re both aware of it. 
 
    “Or you could open the door and end up staring at the barrel of a gun.” 
 
    “We’re not that stupid. Mark always checks before opening.” 
 
    “Like he did this morning?” he grumbles. 
 
    “It’s not his fault, okay? You got a stupid arse anonymous letter even at your place,” I point out. I just want him to let go of the subject. “What about the photos we took?” 
 
    “I didn’t take a look into it yet, but I will. I think your boyfriend is trying to test my patience.” 
 
    “Don’t call him that,” my time to growl now. He gives me an ugly look. “You think he’s hinting at what happened with your car? You think he’ll do it again?” 
 
    “Well, unless he’s in the habit of gifting you dead rats, I’d say he was trying to send another message,” he snaps. 
 
    I’d like to point out he’s being a dick again, but he’s got all the right to be in this instance. Ray’s reasoning is sound, and Stefan has more than admitted that he’s tried to kill him. Because of me. I rip crumbles of dough from my slice of pizza. 
 
    “Ray?” Maybe I can test the waters again and get myself out of this shit. I’m sure he’ll see the benefits of it now, get him to agree with it and then ease him into what I’ve been doing on the side with Vlad. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I know you don’t like this, but maybe it would be best to teach me how to shoot a gun.” 
 
    “Alex,” he says mildly annoyed. “No.” 
 
    “Why not? Listen, I’m spectacular and all that shit, but even I know clever quips cannot stop bullets.” 
 
    “Because I don’t want you to—” He starts angrily, then he cuts off abruptly. “Goddammit,” he curses and grabs his temples. 
 
    I can’t stop myself this time. “Is it about Danya again?” 
 
    “We’re not… having this conversation right now,” he warns. 
 
    I roll my eyes, mumbling under my breath, “We never do, do we?” 
 
    Other than a mean gaze, he leaves it at that. He’s not in the mood to fight me. I’m not either. He doesn’t want me to end up with a bullet in my head, got it. There, I said it for him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 – Ray 
 
      
 
    He was in a foul mood, to put it nicely. This whole Stefan Dumitrescu fiasco had gone out of control. Raymond wished that he could have had the foresight to have the man killed when he’d been within his grasp, but he had overlooked him and deemed him to be a nuisance. He wasn’t considering him to be a threat, no. More like a thorn in his foot inconveniencing him at every step of the way, Dumitrescu had not even done a good enough job of attempting to kill Raymond in spite of him being such an easy target during New Year’s. 
 
    Hours passed with Raymond pacing back and forth through the penthouse, annoyed at Dumitrescu, irritated with Aleksandr, plagued by pain and anger at the rest of the world and mostly himself, devising plans of how to best get rid of the man. The matter was rather… complicated, considering the current situation. Perhaps an accident could do it, provided he did locate Stefan in due time, or perhaps he would simply keep matters short and simple, step all over his heart and command Roman to do it. 
 
    Therein lied two of his major problems. Raymond currently found himself caught between a rock and a hard place, as the saying went, his resources strained beyond comfort and while some would argue that for a man of his stature this should not pose a problem, in fact, it did. 
 
    He reached the windows, his reflection a blurred line against the dark glass. He dabbed at his sweaty forehead, his eyes burning holes in his head, hands shaking painfully. 
 
    He couldn’t use Roman, not now at least, the circumstances did not allow it. Of course, Ray could ask and Roman would bend over backwards to help out, but his friend was in a bad shape, lashing out at him had proven that to Raymond. Victor was too much of a bad influence already, if Raymond chipped in asking him to also murder people on his behalf, then it would drive Roman over the edge. He needed Roman sane. Raymond needed him to be there… just… a solid pillar to lean against during dark times. 
 
    From there his other problem was evident, sure he had other men which he could reach out to, but then he would need to distance himself in some way just as a precautionary protective measure. Too bad that he could not risk it and send away men he actually trusted. Then, of course, he could hire someone new for the job, ensuring no inappropriate questions were asked, but people talked, gossiped and liked boasting as much as the next man, and when Stefan’s unfortunate demise would be finally discovered, then Raymond would have to answer some hard questions because the police, no doubt, would turn to those with reasons to kill him, and eyes would be on Aleksandr, and him, inevitably. Of course, it would not be difficult to fend off unwanted attention under normal circumstances, except Victor had chosen a bad time to render the police department to pieces and criminal alliances or not, the force did not take well when their own suffered, hence the recent stubbornness in cooperating. Not to mention that after their previous altercation, the entire underworld was aware that Raymond Ward himself had shot Stefan with no remorse, but his hand had been forced. He wished he could have chosen another path, but he had been cornered and on edge. To be entirely fair, his fear that Aleksandr might get hurt had driven Raymond over the edge and stopped him from being rational even though he kept telling himself that shooting Stefan had been the most rational thing he could have done to prevent them both from getting hurt. 
 
    In spite of all the logical excuses he was coming up with, Raymond was so angry at the thought Aleksandr had been targeted by that walking garbage that he was unable to stay still. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” he cursed under his breath, pressing his forehead against the cold window, his eyes fluttered closed as he enjoyed a moment’s respite, his body wracked by a shiver. Stefan Dumitrescu had deemed Raymond’s threat to be a fluke. 
 
    “I’ll end him myself.” 
 
    Ray just needed to wait for the right moment, that’s all it took. He would find his location first, use whatever means to get to him, then he would do it. Yes. For Aleksandr. 
 
    The room was too stifling, he could barely breathe. He’d already discarded his shirt and he was roaming half-naked through the living room, chastising himself for the innumerable mistakes he’d made. Things were out of control, he could not keep tabs on what was going on around him. He did not know what to start with, where to turn, how to brace himself for whatever hit would come next. 
 
    The bright lights above hurt his vision, forcing him to squint. He pressed the heel of his palm against his temple to stave off the flaring pain. 
 
    “No, no,” he whispered. “He’s not a threat.” No, he wasn’t. Merely a mutt, lashing out, its barks loud yet unthreatening. But he’d nearly killed Raymond. Just a lucky move. 
 
    The pimp would not have the courage to throw a debilitating blow once more, these were mere taunts to force Raymond to action, he knew it. No! He was sure of it. The pimp was not the problem. 
 
    No. No! Victor was the real problem. Victor. Anatoly. The Interpol. Ukraine. Yes, these were all problems he needed to deal with, the drive was in his possession, he had a real opportunity to put Victor in his place once and for all. 
 
    “I can’t think… I can’t think,” Ray mumbled. “Stop. Just stop. Christ!” he lashed out at himself, halting mid-room, distressed. He looked at his shaking hands, reflecting his state of mind through such a feeble gesture. 
 
    The cravings were like that, they took him by surprise, beginning with a minor change in his attitude, increasing his irritation bit by bit until he lost his mind, then when all that happened, all of the rest had already settled in, the tremors, the nausea, the excessive sweating. Ray was aware that this was not his usual self and he acknowledged why he was having all of these symptoms, in fact it was painfully glaring at all times, but they never ceased to surprise him nevertheless. The admittance was a shock more often than not, his mind on a loop of regrets which were too overwhelming to fight each time. 
 
    Once more, he could not bear it. Just one more time, so that he could function, he told himself as he reached for the needle. 
 
     
 
    *** 
 
    The morning came as always, with numbness in his back, cricks in his neck and an extreme grumpiness which had become familiar for the past month or so. With his mind clearer than the previous night, he kicked into motion, ready to accomplish his purpose and attain some productive results. 
 
    He smoked two cigarettes after he showered and dressed, sipping on a double cup of espresso to help him stay sharp for the rest of the day. Then he did a quick mental assessment, re-evaluated his reasoning and was pleased to find that in spite of a rough evening, he was in pristine condition, calm, his thoughts collected with no unwanted remorse present and no disproportionate emotions. In fact, he felt more like his usual self, the man he’d become before meeting Aleksandr. 
 
    The thought of Alex made him smile to himself as he straightened his coat, a part of him strangely eager to see the boy soon and engage in conversation, the pleasant type normal people had over dinner, not the strained, clipped remarks exchanged during times of distress. Perhaps that was what he should do, kick things up a notch and extend an invitation. He could book a reservation at a restaurant, he knew this Italian place not far from the town centre, nestled on the rooftop of a building, with a heated terrace even during winter months, the atmosphere intimate and perfect just for the sort of soiree Raymond had in mind. Anytime now he would do just that, ask Aleksandr out — how bad could it be if he took that chance? Dany was… 
 
    Ray faltered as he stared in the mirror, his fingers frozen over his right lapel, a shadow of doubt spreading through his eyes. Dany had been a thing of the past, he told himself. In fact, he and Aleksandr did not have that much in common after all. Aleksandr was warm and loving, his personality wild, but in a boyish way, it did not resemble the devastating kind. Ray forced the smile to return to his face. Aleksandr was not Dany, not in the slightest. While they were brothers and there were physical resemblances between them — sure — … Aleksandr was his own person, he might as well have been Dany’s opposite in all respects, the parallels drawn between them nothing but an anomalous coincidence. Anytime now. The smile felt more genuine this time. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Raymond stepped out of the car into the crisp morning air, the harsh winter conditions persisting and bringing with them a deep fog which blurred the vehicles and the buildings. A sole withered tree stood in front of the block of flats, surrounded by a frosty black fence, encasing what had been supposed to be a front garden, now dusted with knee-high snow. The fog rendered visibility so poor that the last floor of the tower seemed to suddenly vanish in the grey opaque veil suspended in the air. 
 
    The area was inconspicuous, bearing little traffic, positioned in the north-eastern part of the capital near an old, unused railway. There were no abandoned factories or depots around to attract the type of unwanted population such locations habitually did and the smattering of stores it featured were targeted at the existing residents only, which in spite of their hardworking nature, did not have the type of financial power which would warrant expensive shopping centres sprouting around the area overnight. It was thus a convenient location which would make meetings easier and more efficient. At least Raymond would not risk falling asleep during the ride there, so he saw that as an improvement. 
 
    Roman greeted him at the entrance, silent and observing in spite of their eyes never quite meeting. He stepped aside and gave him space while Raymond assessed the new establishments which included, among the usual bedroom and bathroom, a little living room with two sofas, a sturdy wooden table, and a tiny kitchen albeit Alex would call it modern since the wood stove was missing and the spiders were absent. Ray nearly chuckled, but he had to admit that the place was certainly an improvement from the ditch where Roman had first taken Paul. 
 
    Roman was watching him from the opposite corner of the room, a tall black shadow with a gruff expression on his face, a reminder that their last encounter had not ended well — it seemed to follow a trend lately. 
 
    “This place looks much better,” Raymond commented. The Russian merely grunted in response, his foul mood affecting Raymond’s good natured disposition. If anything, Raymond should have been the morose one since he had been the one screamed at in front of Aleksandr during their last encounter. 
 
    Ray could not hold a grudge at the way Roman had unravelled that night though, not after Aleksandr’s confession of having participated at a double murder. While Raymond felt some relief at the thought that Alex had not been the one to take the decisive move against those two men, he still felt angry about it. Engaging with that sort of violence was not conducive to a good state of mind, and Roman was a prime example of that. Victor would twist Roman’s mind past its breaking point and God forbid anyone was there to assist the atrocity because it would not end well. Since the subject would not be well-received, Raymond decided to divert his attention to the task at hand. 
 
    “Paul,” Ray nodded as the youth walked into the living room. He dropped a chunky laptop on the table and seated himself without much preamble. While he did not look much better than last time, there seemed to be more clarity and resolve in the way he carried himself, which was reassuring. 
 
    At first, Raymond had worried that Paul might run away or attempt hurting himself, but according to Roman, he had not been showing any signs of intending to flee. Perhaps he was too dejected to come up with a viable plan, Raymond himself tended to know that feeling rather intimately. 
 
    In all honesty, the child was more damaged than Aleksandr. In fact, Raymond could not begin to fathom the extent of the trauma inflicted on him, but he felt strangely responsible at the same time. He had, after all, participated in the events leading to the execution of his family. In spite of Ray not pulling the trigger, that blood was on his hands, just as much as it was on Roman’s. Or, who knew, perhaps Aleksandr’s golden mouth had worked wonders and had provided Paul with a renewed sense of purpose and clarity. Raymond himself needed some of that. 
 
    “Had fun the other night?” Roman mumbled as he walked past him, his tone ice-cold. 
 
    Raymond scoffed and dropped his coat on the sofa, intent on lighting himself a cigarette. 
 
    “I did,” Ray replied. He was not too bothered by it, nor did he try to blow the incident out of proportions. His meeting with Stefan Dumitrescu was something which had happened and there wasn’t anything much to say about it. He wanted the matter concluded. 
 
    “Didn’t I tell you Sasha’s going to get you into trouble again?” 
 
    Ray placed the cigarette between his lips, annoyed. “I’d appreciate if you left Aleksandr out of it.” 
 
    “You nearly get killed and you want me to leave him out?” Roman growled. 
 
    Paul shifted his gaze between the two of them, something which did not escape Raymond. “There’s a lot of talk about you out there. Not in the tabloids,” Paul clarified. 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting any less,” Raymond smiled and seated himself, sighing relieved. The elevator was broken so he’d been forced to climb six flights of stairs on his way up. His drenched shirt clung to his back in the most unpleasant manner, as if he’d run an unending marathon. 
 
    Ray struck the lighter and lit his cigarette, tilting his chin upward. Roman was watching him as though he’d lost his mind, and perhaps he’d had. 
 
    “Now what?” Roman growled. 
 
    Ray did not sketch a gesture. “Now we mind our business. I’ve got things to do.” 
 
    “And Dumitrescu?” 
 
    “I’m handling it.” 
 
    Ray had asked Marian to look into the car plates, for the time being it was the most he could do. He had an inkling of how large the new Temnota cell was, what sort of people it had drawn and a very vague idea as to what they were doing with Dumitrescu. Given that this Scarface individual was someone who had worked with Stefan Dumitrescu in the past, it was only natural for the mongrel to stick with the pack he knew. Not surprising and entirely within expectations. 
 
    Roman wasn’t looking too impressed, albeit it was amusing to see him distraught since he was always the one who played it by ear. Raymond smiled. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” the Russian grated. 
 
    “You are,” Raymond replied in Russian, staring at him through the smoke. When everyone around him was losing their minds, it was only the natural conclusion for Raymond to remain still. Death was coming for him anyway, there was no reason to stress about it. 
 
    Perhaps the thought and his detachment should have bothered him, but he was in no such state of mind. 
 
    “Do you really think I’ve got time to waste on a rat when I’m planning to betray your father?” Ray tilted his head, the smoke enveloping him. His eyes were sharp slits, devoid of compassion. “Don’t you think I’ve got worse things to worry about?” 
 
    Ray tapped his foot in the air, staring at the smoke. He understood Alex’s fears, and where he came from especially since he’d suffered at Dumitrescu’s hands for years, he did. Ray did. But he expected more from Roman, not to lose sight of the main prize. Or perhaps he was intentionally avoiding the main problem since it concerned him directly. 
 
    “You need to sort out your priorities,” Ray continued. “I’ve already asked you to look into Anatoly’s whereabouts. I can’t afford to let Vitya get close to this. Anatoly knows we have the drive, so if he sinks, we follow.” 
 
    Roman looked pissed, but two could play that game. Raymond pulled out the brown envelope from his coat pocket and proffered it to Paul. “I want you to explain how this thing works.” 
 
    Paul connected the drive to the laptop and his fingers flew over the keyboard as he typed in a few things. He grabbed his laptop and sat next to Ray on the sofa. “Not sure what you want me to say. This thing’s encrypted to hell and back.” 
 
    Paul tried to access the drive partition on his screen. A window appeared requiring a key to grant access. Then Paul pressed several buttons and another window opened, with black background, and white text which looked a lot like gibberish to Ray. He had enough PC smarts to pretty much manage everything on his own without ever asking for much help, but he drew the line at coding and encryptions. 
 
    “Like I said,” Paul mumbled, “Encrypted to hell and back. I’ve tried to break into it. I have. But it’s delicate and it’s got this failsafe which could delete the data on it if you’re not careful.” 
 
    Raymond gave him a stern look. “You haven’t done that, have you?” 
 
    “I know what I’m doing,” Paul put his palm up. “Sometimes,” he added, less secure this time. “But I can assure you it’s all there. I can see it’s got a lot of data on it, it’s three quarters full.” 
 
    Raymond considered that and the implications. One wrong move and they could lose everything. “Is there any way you can copy this thing and work on the copy?” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Paul mused. “Like, you want me to clone it?” 
 
    Ray lifted his eyebrows and blew his breath. “I suppose. If that’s what you call it. Would that work?” 
 
    Paul hummed, considering it for a moment, then launched into a tedious explanation about the types of software and encryptions, using so much jargon it made Ray’s head throb.  
 
    “I don’t understand a bloody thing from what you just said,” Ray said, a bit annoyed. 
 
    Paul deflated, blew his cheeks and brought his hands up to gesture as he spoke. “Right, so, in layman’s terms, this encryption doesn’t protect just the files, but the drive itself. If we touch the drive with any software, we might corrupt the data on it. We could make a copy, there are ways to do it and I can look into it for sure, but nothing guarantees that the resulting data will be able to be accessed afterwards — the best option would be to decrypt this then copy everything on it.” 
 
    “Can you at least try, but without damaging the original files?” 
 
    “Well, this is top-notch stuff. Whoever did it is good. I’ve been trying to get the gist of it, but I can’t exactly research this without people asking questions, you feel me? So, I’ll need a couple of things first.” 
 
    “Whatever you need. You name it and I can provide it, as long as it helps you crack this thing open.” Raymond met Roman’s gaze, who was hovering awkwardly in the background. 
 
    “That’s fine with me,” Paul smiled, but it did not look entirely genuine. The kid appeared more stable, but the atrocities he’d been through were still there, behind that attempt at friendliness. 
 
    Paul unplugged the drive and handed it back to Ray, then got up with the laptop, ready to leave the room. 
 
    “There’s another request I got,” Ray said. 
 
    Both Paul and Roman stared at him questioningly. Ray removed a USB stick from his coat pocket and handed it over to Paul, who frowned. “What is it?” 
 
    “Footage,” Ray provided. “I want you to look for a man, black jacket, furred hood. He’d be approaching a beggar in front of the supermarket.” 
 
    Paul was frowning as he connected the stick to the laptop. “This is hours of footage.” 
 
    “You’ve got time,” Ray declared. “Once you find him, let me know.” 
 
    “What’s this about?” Roman questioned him. 
 
    Ray tilted his head, pondering with a wry smile. “I’ve got a secret admirer.” 
 
    “Can you leave us?” Roman said. 
 
    Paul nodded. It was time for him to retreat and let the adults plot their next move. 
 
    “Hey, kid?” 
 
    Paul looked over his shoulder. “Yeah?” 
 
    “You’re doing a good job,” Ray said. 
 
    Paul snorted. “You know I’m twenty-three, right?” Ray lifted his eyebrows. “Your boy’s nineteen, so maybe keep this daddy stuff for him, eh?” 
 
    Roman chuckled for the first time that morning. Paul closed the bedroom door after him without further conversation. Then Raymond finally turned his eyes on Roman, who had been too quiet for his liking. 
 
    “What happened to you?” 
 
    Roman shook his head then grinned. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Do you remember what you’ve been telling me a while back?” Roman narrowed his eyes, so Ray elaborated as much as he could. “Something about me dropping the bullshit around you. You might want to do the same.” 
 
    Roman was perched on the table. Such a silly thing to do, he was more like Alex than he would ever admit. He found himself a cigarette and he lit it. 
 
    “It’s Vitya, isn’t it?” 
 
    Roman shrugged. He was avoiding the subject, unwilling to talk, so it clearly had something to do with him. The discussion would not be a pleasant one, however Raymond felt that it needed to be done.  
 
    “Is it about that night?” Raymond pushed. 
 
    Roman busied himself with the cigarette, shrouding himself in smoke. “Does it matter?” 
 
    “I worry about you, of course it matters.” 
 
    “It could be that Paul there is right, and you should worry more about Sasha.” 
 
    Ray squinted ever so slightly. “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Roman examined the cigarette with a lot of interest without glancing up. “I mean Vitya brought him along. He’s very paternal towards him,” Roman said, his mouth twisting, the word more of a grating. “And Sasha doesn’t give him half the trouble he’s giving me or you.” Roman took another drag. “Must have something to do with all that time he’s been spending at the villa with Morozov.” 
 
    Time stopped. His heart lurched uncomfortably in his chest as Ray flinched. He pushed himself on the edge of the couch. “Come again?” 
 
    “Word is, Raymond,” Roman said, finally looking up, “That Vladimir has been training Sasha for the past weeks. And by the way you’re looking at me, I’d say this is the first time you’ve heard about it. I’d like to say ‘I told you so’, but I’d get no satisfaction out of it.” 
 
    Ray felt like he’d been blind for the past weeks until things finally fell into place. Of course, Aleksandr had always found excuses for the weird bruises and wounds showing up on him lately, blaming clumsiness or this and the other when asked. There had always been something underlying it, but it had remained unseen to Raymond. He felt foolish, he should have seen through it. He blamed his current state, his mind had been spinning and he was not paying enough attention. Aleksandr had lied to him. He’d been seeing Vladimir behind his back. He’d been— 
 
    Raymond tasted acid in his mouth, a vicious nausea clawing at his stomach. The betrayal shattered him, it was insurmountable. The shock lasted until vicious anger stepped in its wake, turbulent, venomous and destructive. It was mind-numbing, all rationale suspended. His right hand shook, but he repressed any and all emotional response in front of Roman. At least he tried. It was all coming back to him in flashes, unable to supress it any longer. Vladimir… always Vladimir. He kicked the ottoman, the glass of water skittering across the floor, droplets splashing in an arc over the wall. Roman dodged it at the last minute but did not seem fazed. 
 
    Ray sputtered and rose to his feet. Roman grabbed his arm, steadying him. “You should sit—” 
 
    “I’m going to kill him!” he grit out, his breathing erratic. “I’ll kill him!” 
 
    Roman held onto him with ease, in spite of Raymond’s feeble struggle. “Please, leave us,” he said to the side when Paul stepped back into the room, drawn by the commotion. Paul nodded, eyes filled with suspicion lingering on Raymond as he retreated. 
 
    It took several minutes but Roman got him to back down. When Ray settled into his seat, he was drenched in sweat and exhausted, his eyes burning in his head with a wicked craving running through his veins as he silently berated himself. 
 
    Roman was leaning against the table, smoking another cigarette. “I don’t want to piss you off, but this is what Victor does,” the Russian said. “Sasha’s his son, after all. Shouldn’t surprise anyone.” He flicked the cigarette butt in the improvised ashtray, then rested both his hands on the edge of the table, holding Ray’s gaze. There was no emotion in him, he was like a husk, as if he’d become soulless over the past days. 
 
    “You ask me,” Roman continued. “I’d say he’s exactly like Danya.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Raymond had been pacing all night through the penthouse, thinking about the discussion he’d had with Roman. He’d told himself that, no matter what, he’d keep his head about himself and let the boy explain it to him. Face to face, preferably, since he needed to see him when the words left his mouth. Alex had a penchant for hiding the truth, but Ray knew that if he was asked, he was unable to hide himself. 
 
    That being said, with another sleepless night under his belt, he took off early in the morning with no preamble. He did not need an excuse nor to call in advance since Alex had previously dropped uninvited with breakfast, so Ray could do the same. Except he’d ask the boy to go out for a coffee. Ray figured they both needed an ounce of normalcy, breakfast in a coffee shop would not be too much of a risk. Even though it dangerously bordered on dating territory. It’s just an excuse. 
 
    He reached the boy’s building, greeted Alex’s bodyguards and by the time he made his way upstairs it was past nine o’clock. Knowing Alex, he would still be in bed after his shift at the bar. In spite of Raymond’s protests, the boy had taken over even more shifts. But he figured that Aleksandr was doing something right trying to keep his mind occupied. 
 
    Raymond knocked on the door with Marian hovering behind him. Mark opened a moment later. 
 
    “Uhm. Hey?!” Mark said, a confused look on his face. “Did Alex forget something?” When Ray didn’t say anything, Mark frowned. “Uhm… I could’ve misunderstood, but I thought he was coming to see you?” 
 
    Ray’s lip twitched but then he nodded. There was no way the boy was coming to see him, his ride was clueless downstairs. “Something came up,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, alright,” Mark replied. 
 
    “I was wondering if I could wait until he comes back?” 
 
    “Yeah, no, sure! Come in! Sorry, I’m still asleep, and Alex was like an avalanche this morning.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Ray forced a smile to his face. “You guys woke up early?” 
 
    “He was up before me. I heard him making breakfast around seven. I don’t know how he does it. I suppose he’s still young.” 
 
    “Me neither,” Ray said. 
 
    “Listen, I’ll have to run some errands before work,” Mark said, his gaze slipping from Ray to Marian. “You don’t mind if I leave you guys by yourself?” 
 
    “No, take your time. I’m sure Alex won’t be too long,” Ray said. Mark started explaining where to find tea and coffee in case they wanted to make any, but Raymond reassured him that everything was fine. 
 
    Once he was out the door, Raymond sent Marian downstairs to check with the bodyguards if they’ve seen the boy in the past hours. 
 
    “They were a bit livid to hear that he’s not here, boss. But they didn’t see him coming out. He must’ve used the back door.” 
 
    Ray clenched his jaw as he stared out the window at the parking lot behind the building. He checked his phone for the time. Ten in the morning. And Alex had been up early. Raymond wanted to break something. There were no recent messages from Alex except the ones he’d sent late last night. 
 
    just got home, effin knackered. Ill prolly sleep in late but do u want to meet 4 lunch? 
 
    Ray had replied that he’ll let him know in the morning, then Alex had reassured him he’ll text him once he’d wake up. Except he hadn’t. 
 
    Raymond should have seen it earlier. He’d been so goddamn caught in his problems that he’d missed this while it was happening right under his nose. 
 
    When the clock struck midday, he was already climbing up the walls. Marian had brought him coffee and something to eat but Raymond could not bring himself to touch the food. He was restless and growing more annoyed by the second. When he felt like he might burst, he finally called the boy. The first call went unanswered, then twenty minutes later Raymond called him again. 
 
    “Hey?” Alex’s voice came through the speaker, sounding unsure. 
 
    “Hey,” Ray replied, pacing through the kitchen. He stopped in front of the window. “Did I wake you?” 
 
    “Uhm, no,” the boy paused. “I was just getting up.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Ray almost chuckled in spite of himself. He strolled towards Alex’s bedroom and cracked open the door. The bed was made, the drapes pulled away from the windows. Everything was in its place, except the boy claiming he was just waking up. Raymond wanted to retort with something acerbic, but alarming Aleksandr would do no good. Raymond wanted to see his face drop to the floor as he walked through that front door to find him standing in the middle of his living room. 
 
    “Are you still up for lunch?” he asked instead. 
 
    “Damn right,” Alex quipped in a playful tone. “But I’m still in bed, struggling to get up.” Raymond felt bitter as he watched the empty bed. He wanted to shout, but he squeezed his eyes closed. “How about you give me a bit so I can shower and get ready then come see you?” 
 
    “Sure,” Raymond replied automatically. “How long do you need?” 
 
    “An hour or so? Maybe two? Mark also asked me to help him with something before he leaves for work. You in a rush?” 
 
    “No,” Ray smiled to himself, one step away from bursting into a fit of maniacal laughter. “Take your time.” 
 
    “Okay, then. I’ll see you soon. Kisses,” Alex said as he smacked his lips before ending the call. 
 
    Raymond stared down at the smartphone, his body wracked by tremors and cold sweat. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 – Alex  
 
     
 
    I hit. I punch. I kick. Caught in the moment. The fight is my life. An eternity of anger seeps out of me. Vlad doesn’t spare anything on me. He hits and he hits hard. I took a punch earlier and dropped to the ground. That only annoyed me. I started cursing and Vlad only laughed at me. 
 
    “There it is. The anger. You’ve got to nurture it. But make it your friend. Focus it,” he said. I’ve just thrown myself at him and he swatted me away like a fly a moment ago. “Fight like this and you lose brains, Sasha.” 
 
    I am growling like an animal. In this moment, Vlad is the embodiment of all the wrong things that have happened to me. All the pain I’ve been through. Others have put me through. I’ve put myself through. 
 
     “You want to be angry, but rational. You’ve got to hit, but you also must know how to. And where. Me? Look at me, I’m twice as big as you. You can jump at me all you want, you’ll never bring me down. I’ll squish your head on the sidewalk before you even get to swing a punch.” 
 
    Clenching and unclenching my fists, I try to keep the rage in check. But it wants to come out. 
 
    “Bring the bear down. Come on. Think. You not stupid. Smart kid,” he says with a broken accent, grinning. “Danya smart.” 
 
    That just sets me off and I scream and jump at him again. He traps me in a chokehold. We’ve been through this several times and by now the moves are already imprinted in my muscles. I move to the side a bit, then hit him with my right fist in the groin, not sparing anything. He grunts in pain as he coils over. That’s when I bring my elbow up into his chin. His teeth rattle and his hold weakens. I turn and shove my shoulder in his side, then I bring my knee up and kick him in the balls again. No pity. No mercy. He curses and I shove him before quickly stepping away from him at a safe distance. 
 
    Vlad kneels, forehead on the ground, holding his balls and cursing in Russian. I move to the side and grin at him satisfied. 
 
    “How’s that for smart?” 
 
    “Why’d you hit so hard?” he says, his voice a hiss. His face is red and there are tears in his eyes. I squat in front of him, grinning still. “No more babies for me. Fuck.” 
 
    It’s impressive how far one gets with consistent training. In a little over a month, I’ve moved from getting my arse kicked, to bringing him to the ground. Granted, that’s because he’s going easy on me. He’s hit me more times than I can count, and he’s shown me what it would mean if he fought at full power. I don’t think I’d stand against him for more than a minute if that were the case. But even so, I’m proud of myself in a fucked up way. 
 
    I’ve gotten used to him lately. When Vitya first said I’ll train with him, I outrightly protested, but then I stopped to think for a bit and realized it would be a good idea. Not only do I get to train with him, but I also get to know more about Danya. And he’s not such a bad individual after all, he’s quite likeable. And yes, he’s good looking and that comes as a bonus, but I don’t look at him like that. I mean, sure, I could, but first, he reminds me too much of Stefan and second — well — I’m not fucking Danya. And if I was to count the third and probably the most important — which I don’t really want to think about because it constricts my chest and makes me miserable — I love Ray. Either that or I’m just obsessed. Maybe the fact Ray rejects me is one of the things which make me crazy about him. Maybe I just want to prove a point. Or maybe I’m simply in love with him. Stupidly. Madly in love with him. Because I was about to confess it to him the night he got hurt, and now I’m scared it won’t mean anything if I say it. Because the thought of him rejecting me torments me like hell. Granted, I want to show Ray I’m nothing like Danya and maybe training with Vlad is a bad idea, but with him hurt and Stefan hunting me and sending me souvenirs from the slums, I can’t help but feeling so fucking helpless. I wasn’t much help that night, if it weren’t for Ray and the gun he had on him then we’d probably be telling a different story right now. 
 
    I’m not sure Ray will take well to what I’m doing. If his very worrying reactions so far are anything to go by, I think he’ll punch a hole through the wall. Besides, I think Vitya did this on purpose. He knows the effect Vlad has on Ray and he’s shown his displeasure of him several times since I’ve met him. Pushing me towards Vlad is maybe Vitya’s idea of revenge. I’ve heard both Vitya and Vlad’s version about Danya’s death. And while Vlad is just as bad, he’s not as vitriolic towards Ray. True, put them in a room and they’ll probably end up killing each other, but there’s something else there. 
 
    Vlad groans in pain and I grin. “That’s what you get for taunting me.” Then he does the unexpected and lunges at me, grabbing onto my ankle. I soon find myself on my back, with Vlad on top of me, still grimacing because of the pain. His entire body is pressed down on mine, holding me in place, both my wrists against the floor, not allowing me an inch of movement. 
 
    His face is close to mine, his dishevelled hair sweaty as it falls down on his forehead. “Never,” he whispers, devouring me with his eyes. “Never give your adversary a chance to bring you down.” His breath is on my face, his eyes darting to my lips. It’s ominous. 
 
    I struggle with him. “Get off me,” I warn him. “Now. Vlad. Get off.” 
 
    The moment dissipates and his seriousness is replaced by his usual, jovial mood. He grins. “No, kitten. You gotta push me away. What do you do in situation like this when big, bad Russian is on top of you?” 
 
    “I’ll skewer your balls,” I thrash under him, his usual nickname for me getting to my nerves. It’s troubling me. I wasn’t even aware of it until now. 
 
    “You’re not thinking, Sasha,” he says, his voice like singsong. All I feel is the hard floor behind me and the hard planes of Vlad’s body on top of me, trapping me in, holding me down. Almost hurting me. I can’t move. I can’t think. I can’t breathe. I’m losing my shit. 
 
    “Get the fuck off me.” 
 
    “No,” he grins. “So, what are you going to do?” 
 
    I scream through my teeth, losing my composure. He’s holding me down and I don’t like it. He’s holding me down and he’ll inflict pain on me. He’s holding me down and he reminds me of Stefan, and I don’t want to be reminded of that. Ever again. I start kicking, unable to move my wrists from the floor. I jerk ahead, intent on headbutting him but I miss by an inch or so. Vlad’s face is serious, reinforcing my belief that he’s about to fuck me up in every possible way. 
 
    “Stop thrashing,” he instructs me. 
 
    “Let go of me.” 
 
    “You need to calm down and think,” he slams me back on the floor, properly immobilized. Everything he’s taught me is gone. My mind is grasping at techniques, moves, blocking any and all natural instinct he might’ve induced into my head in the past month. All that new knowledge is washed away by older, more violent instincts and memories. My body and my mind know what’s about to happen and they can’t deal with it. 
 
    “Let go of me,” I say louder, my voice teary. “Get the fuck off me. Get off. GET OFF!” 
 
    Vlad stands back on his haunches and releases my wrists. I shove him, unable to get rid of him any faster. He falls on his arse to the side and I scramble up as soon as I untangle my legs from his, then dash to the toilets, aware of the eyes trailing after me. 
 
    I’m shaking hard enough that’s visible, and I know there’s people staring at me. I hate it. I fuckin’ do. But I don’t give a shit. That’s just it. 
 
    Stefan’s out to get me. Oh, God, I’m having the mother of all meltdowns. I was keeping it together after confronting him and after the other day when I got that rat. I had to. It wasn’t such a big deal, that’s what I kept telling myself. I’m a big boy and I can deal with it. I’m a big boy and Ray’s more important and he needed me to be in control. To show him I can take care of myself. 
 
    I’m a big boy… I whimper. I’m damaged goods and I’m never getting better. I slam the door behind me and break into a flurry of movements, desperately trying to wipe Vlad’s ghost touch from my wrists. It seeped into my skin, imprinted there forever. I can’t stand the feeling. The thought. The flashbacks. The slaps. The hits. One after the other. Over and over again, stuck in here with me, never to leave me, always hidden, waiting to come out with the faintest trigger. 
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    I kick the rubbish bin and send it sprawling across the floor. Stefan’s out there. He’s never leaving me alone. Ever. How do I live with that knowledge? How do I live knowing he’ll put his hands on me once again at some point and kill me this time? How do I get over myself? How do I get better? It wasn’t such a big deal, I keep telling myself. So, why can’t I get over it? I’m not bruised any longer. Why is the thought of him rendering me catatonic like this? Why do I feel like screaming until I faint only so that I stop the wave of emotion from suffocating me? 
 
    I lean over the sink and wash my face with cold water, forcing air into my lungs. I’m stronger than this. I can’t be a blubbering mess. Shit. I catch the sound of the door opening and dart upright, shuffling backwards. 
 
    “Stay the fuck away.” I put my shaking hands forward as if to keep him at bay. Vlad’s standing next to the door, his bare arms crossed on his chest. His muscles bulge on his arms, his tattoos more prominent. The one with the Roza is on the inside of his arm, coiled there for eternity, an allegiance representing his life’s creed. There’s others, symbols and writing, but I’ve never stared long enough to process them or grasp their meaning. All I know is that unlike Roman, he’s still showing some skin under the ink. 
 
    “Who did this to you?” he asks, something in his eyes, as if knowing it. I feel naked under his gaze so I hug myself, backing into the wall, staring at the ground. 
 
    Don’t think about it. I don’t want to talk, yet I find myself replying in between two sobs. “My ex.” Weakling. “I can’t do this.” 
 
    “You’re stronger than you think.” 
 
    I shake my head. “I can’t.” 
 
    “Where is he now?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” I sound weak and pathetic. Get a fuckin’ grip. “He’s coming to get me. I know it. I know.” He takes a step, but I retreat in the corner next to the toilet. “Don’t.” 
 
    Vlad holds his hand in a pacifying manner. “Does Ward know?” 
 
    I bite my lip and find myself nodding. 
 
    “You talk to him about it?” 
 
    “N-not much,” I gulp, squeezing my arms around myself. I wipe my nose with the back of my hand. 
 
    “Talk more,” Vlad says with a nod. He taps his forehead, “Don’t let it in here. Danya never talked. But he should have.” I hold his gaze, something weird in his eyes. Then he nods slowly. “I’ll teach you how to hit back. When you’re like this. I will.” He nods to himself again, then leaves the bathroom, the door clicking softly in his wake. 
 
    I sit down on the floor, holding my knees to my chest, shivering badly. 
 
      
 
    I return to the gym, eyes downcast, mostly ignoring the people around me. There’s more than usual this morning and predictably enough, what better day could I have chosen to make a fool of myself in front of everyone? Now they’ll have something to talk about. They’ll mock the poor idiot who lost his shit and ran off in tears because his mind’s breaking him. 
 
    Vlad’s doing push-ups next to the bench where our stuff is, eyes trained on the wall in front of him. The muscles ripple on his back with every little move he makes, the wifebeater crumpling in between his shoulder blades. 
 
    I just want to leave, get out of here and go hide under my bed. It’s the safest place to be. I sit on the bench and grab the towel from my bag. I sling it around my neck and dab at my face, staring down at the floor. 
 
    Vlad pushes himself up, studying me in silence. There’s no taunts coming from him this time, only a silent commiseration of sorts. His pity embitters me. He opens a water bottle and drains it in five seconds, then snatches his towel and dries his hair. Then he stops, the towel dangling between his fingers as he stares down at me. 
 
    “What?” I ask, a bit harsher than intended. 
 
    “Did I ever tell you what I was doing before Vitya found me?” 
 
    I lift an eyebrow. In spite of my desire to run away, my curiosity is piqued. I don’t think I’ve ever heard him talk too much about himself. Other than the fact that he used to be with Dany and that he sort of grew up together with both him and Roman, I don’t know too much about him. 
 
    “Back in Moscow, there was this man, Artem. He had a house of children who had nobody,” he sits next to me on the bench. “He’d pick them up from the streets. He would feed us, even clothe us, but we had to earn it. Begging, stealing, digging holes, you name it. Depended on the day. He liked to rotate us. Said it would teach us do everything.” 
 
    Vlad stares down at the towel in his hand with a slight frown, sucked into his story. “It was hard work sometimes. If we got hurt bad, he’d never take us to the doctor. He said he had no money to spend for mongrels. If we failed to bring back what he wanted, we’d get no food, and he would beat us until we fainted, or he got bored of it.” 
 
    He meets my gaze, blue eyes trained on me. “Every night without fail, he would pick one of us to sleep in a bed. But he always wanted something in return.” 
 
    I gulp, getting a pretty good idea of where this might go. 
 
    He sounds detached from the present moment though, gazing into his past. “Even if you didn’t want the bed, you had to go through it. It was the rule of the house. He was a dirty, fat man, ugly like rat,” Vlad says, his upper lip twisting. He bends his fingers, clenching and unclenching his right hand. 
 
    “One time,” he says, “I didn’t want to go, and he beat me so bad I pissed myself. But as I was lying there, trying to fight him off, I realized I’m not afraid. There was no point to me. There wasn’t anything that he could do to me anymore. It was my choice to be there,” he says. 
 
    I frown, about to contradict him, but he doesn’t catch my hesitation seeing as he is too trapped into his story. 
 
    “My choice to be still alive,” his voice drops. His gaze is searing, the usual tough guy exterior vanishing to reveal a man with a deeper understanding of life. “To either accept the pain. Or to do something about it. So, I let him do it.” He nods to himself. “After I got better, and my turn came again, I let him fall asleep.” He looks down at me, absorbing me with his intensity. “Because I had nothing else to lose, I killed him with a rusty knife I’d found on the street,” he says flatly. There’s no remorse in his tone, and no self-pity either. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whisper. 
 
    “Why?” The question is genuine, almost as if he’s got a hard time understanding my empathy. He shrugs dismissively. “The worst thing that can happen to you is death. Once you’ve reached that conclusion, nothing else can stop you.” 
 
    I glance around but we’re quite far from the rest of the people, so there’s no chance of someone overhearing us. His demeanour is chilling in a reassuring way. He seems strong in his conviction, unmovable like a stone. He’s not a person suffering or wallowing in his depression. He could’ve been there, though, in the same place that I am. Years and years ago. Maybe that’s what will happen to me in ten years from now, grow up to be his and Roman’s age, having turned impervious to life’s whims. Vlad’s different from the rest of us, though. Colder in a way. It’s not just an act, that is simply who he is. Perhaps his inner power has allowed him to rebuild himself in this fashion so that nothing could ever get to him again. I know that not everyone can do that. Not me, and not Ray either. We’re still in that murky area, tormented by life and feelings and right and wrong. I know I can’t be rid of it. If I chose to step to the other side, embrace Vlad’s creed, I’d stop hurting on the inside surely, but would that mean that I’d simply redirect the pain towards others? 
 
    “There’s worse things that can happen to you, Vlad. Not everyone is like you.” 
 
    “No,” he shakes his head, adamantly. “Anything that happens to you, you either choose to deal with it or choose to let it drown you. You’ve been there,” he points at my wrists. “You’re still here. It’s your own choice. Something in you is stronger than death. You’re a fighter, and when you’ll understand fear holds nothing against you, no pain will be enough to break you again.” 
 
    “Or maybe I’m just a coward,” I say blandly. “And your cheesy story about being strong is just your own and doesn’t apply to me.” 
 
    Vlad grins though, unaffected, no offense taken. My eyes follow the scar on his face. His demeanour seems softer in a way, in spite of his strength, I’d like to think that by opening himself up to me he’s showing vulnerability, which still proves his demons are still there, battling to come out, like it happens to the rest of us. 
 
    “Did Artem do that to you?” 
 
    He touches the scar in an unconscious manner, his grin widening. “Nah. I told you Luchik likes to fight dirty. He gave it to me a couple of years ago.” 
 
    I scoff, somewhat proud of Raymond, a smile flourishing on my face. Vlad mirrors my expression, looking warm, and human and less like a murderer. It’s disturbing. It’s disturbing that in a way, we share a connection. 
 
    Without realizing, the tumult in me is gone, absorbed into Vlad’s story, forgotten for the moment. He’s lent me some of his strength and I’m grateful for it. 
 
    My phone rings in my bag. I pick it up. “Speaking of the devil,” I smile as I get up to find a quiet spot. “Hey?” 
 
    “Hey,” Ray says, his tone clipped and cranky. “Did I wake you?” 
 
    I bite my lip, readying myself to lie through my teeth. “Uhm, no. I was just getting up.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” he takes a long pause and I hear some shuffling in the distance. I chew my thumbnail, listening to his breaths through the speaker. “Are you still up for lunch?” he finally says.  
 
    I smile at that. “Damn right.” Then my mood sours since I’m about to feed him another lie so that I can buy myself some time. “But I’m still in bed, struggling to get up. How about you give me a bit so I can shower and get ready then come see you?” 
 
    My heart hammers away in my chest, telling me I’m a filthy liar, making me wonder how can I live with myself and still look Ray in the eyes after hiding this from him. 
 
    “Sure,” he says in a bland tone. I want to ask him if he’s alright since he doesn’t sound too well, but I figure that he doesn’t need to be reminded of his pain every day. It’s good he called me, I wasn’t even expecting it given how dodgy he’s been lately. “How long do you need?” 
 
    “An hour or so?” I scratch my head, wondering if he’s also upset because of my refusal. He’s probably put in a lot of effort to ask me to come back to the penthouse. I wonder if he was trying to tell me something with that. But I can ask him over lunch and clear it up. Maybe I can… I mean, if he’s this upset, maybe I can just accept it. 
 
    My view is maybe also coloured by what happened earlier with Vlad, so here I am acting like a coward, but maybe it’s the best thing to happen. My way out of lying, as it were. And if it makes Ray feel better and he’s happy to have me there, then hell, I’ll drop this shit and move in with him. Isn’t that what I really want? 
 
    “Mark also asked me to help him with something before he leaves for work. You in a rush?” 
 
    “No, take your time.” 
 
    “Okay then. I’ll see you soon.” I smooch into the phone, smiling to myself. “Kisses.” After I hang up, I turn to Vlad, smiling sheepishly. “I’ve got to go.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
     
 
    I rush up the stairs, and storm into the flat, keys in one hand, phone in the other, checking the time. I’ve had a moment to put my thoughts in order during the ride back. I’ve been thinking of Vlad’s ludicrous claims. My choice. Being strong and overcoming my fear of anything. Who knew criminals could be poetic like that? 
 
    I toss my boots in a haphazard fashion next to the wooden rack, then proceed to take off my jacket while I enter the living room. I freeze at the end of the hallway though, blinking several times to clear my vision. A fear creeps up from inside, sharp like a claw, thirsty for blood. 
 
    “What are you… when did you get here? Who let you in?” 
 
    Ray looks up at me, jaw taut, sitting on the couch. There’s a take away cup in front of him on the table, one of his pill bottles, even a glass of water. He doesn’t look good, there’s something in his eyes, a shadow sucking the light out of the room. His grey flannel shirt matches the sling on his arm. 
 
    “The one you were supposed to help,” he grits out. Ray pierces me with his eyes, staring at me as if I’m plagued. He takes in my attire and the bag slung over my shoulder. I let it drop at my feet, the trainers inside banging against the floor. 
 
    “What’s in there?” he asks, pointing with his chin at the bag. 
 
    “Just… I…” 
 
    “Was the shower alright?” he cuts me off, an edge to his voice. 
 
    Shit. He’s pissed. He knows I lied. I take in a deep breath. I need to tell him the truth, but whatever comes out of my mouth doesn’t resemble it. “I know it looks like—” 
 
    “Where were you?” he interrupts again, his tone like a blade. 
 
    “I was… At the gym.” 
 
    “The gym? Which one?” he lifts an eyebrow, almost intrigued. “The bodyguards were downstairs since I arrived,” he stares down at his watch, “Over three hours ago. So, I want to know where you went off to. Who dropped you off just now?” 
 
    My shoulders slump. “Ray, I… I can explain, please.” 
 
    His jaw tightens. “Can you?” This ain’t emotional Ray. No. Emotional Ray doesn’t think, and he rarely speaks to me directly without getting flustered. This is angry Raymond, combined with some of that fucked up emotionless mobster mix he’s been displaying sometimes. The one with the murderous streak in it. It almost scares me to death, except I… know… somehow, I am sure that he would not hurt me. Not physically anyway. 
 
    I lick my lips, then bite them, then rummage through my head how to tell him. I grab a fistful of my hair, checking the inanimate objects around the room as if they’re muses. 
 
    “Please, let me explain. Just, please. I had to. I had to, okay?” 
 
    “You had to what?” he snaps. “Does the gym cause you such distress, Aleksandr?” 
 
    I sigh, his words stabbing through me. I walk closer to the table, my palms forward to placate the beast. “I know you’ll get mad, but before you do, can you please just listen to what I got to say? Promise me you’ll listen. Promise you won’t leave.” 
 
    A frown appears on his face. He props his left hand on the couch as he drags himself closer to the edge. He takes a deep breath, the expression on his face having become so familiar in the past weeks. He’s hurting. The bruises on his body have completely disappeared, but it’s like he’s still not getting better. In spite of that, he gives me one of his harshest glares when he finally looks up at me. He doesn’t say anything, his lips knit together in an abused line. He’s waiting for me to talk. 
 
    “I was scared, okay?” I blurt, ashamed under his gaze. “I am scared. I’ve never been this scared in my entire life. Seeing you hurt like this has done things to my head. I can’t sleep. I keep waking up suffocating, dreaming you’re dead or dying.” 
 
    My lips are trembling. Vlad and his stupid discourse. Choosing not to be scared? What in the fuck does he know? Standing here next to Ray, thinking about losing him is driving me mad. I can’t stop that. It’s what I feel. It’s human. It’s visceral. It’s… irrational. You don’t choose that, not when you love someone. When you do, you’re always scared, even if you don’t realize it. What does Vlad know about it? 
 
    “Please,” I find myself saying. I’m not sure when is the last time I’ve begged like this and truly felt the emotion shake my entire being. The prospect of ending up all alone is daunting. I can’t think about it. Do you know what it’s like to have nothing to live for? All that misery I’ve felt today with Vlad has only reinforced the thought. I can’t see myself existing any longer if not in relation to Ray. I don’t know how I’ve managed so far. I think about a life without him, and my thoughts become muddied, as if everything I’ve experienced before him wasn’t truly life. 
 
    “Promise. Say it. Please.” 
 
    “No,” he says curtly, wavering in his control. “What I want to know is why the fuck you’ve just lied to me. And where the hell did you go off to? Because those men have been in front of the building since this morning, and they didn’t see you coming out. You went to no gym. So, tell me, Alex. Where the fuck were you?” 
 
    He doesn’t shout, but he might as well have. His words crash against my skull, thundering inside of me, stirring my emotions. I can talk some sense into him. I can. That’s my mantra. That’s what I’ve been saying from the beginning. I can explain this to him with calm. Rationally. 
 
    “I’ll tell you why I’ve lied. And where I’ve been. I will. I’m just asking you not to leave me alone again, okay?” 
 
    “Fine,” he grits out. 
 
    I scrunch my eyebrows, still waiting to hear it. That’s not a promise. But it’s probably the best I’ll get at this stage. I wet my lips, swallowing the knot in my throat. 
 
    “Ray. I got… I don’t want to lose you. I feel shit for you,” I whisper, not as bold in telling him I love him any longer, knowing that will spook him now. “The kind of shit that makes it scary to be alive. The kind of shit that it would drive me mad if something happened to you. And… and I can’t protect myself. I can’t protect anyone, in fact. It was my fault you got hurt—” 
 
    “What are you talking about? Stop changing the goddamn subject,” he says, bordering on exasperation. 
 
    “I’m not!” I insist. “I need to be able to protect myself, okay?” 
 
    A dark shadow settles over him, growing even worse the more I talk. He’s putting it all together before I can finish, I can see it happening before my eyes. He’s rubbing his temple as if it hurts. “What are you getting at?” The words are a rumble in his chest. 
 
    “I spoke to Vitya.” He closes his eyes, his eyebrows scrunched up, his mouth downturned. “I had to,” I add. “That’s where I’ve been these past weeks. I’ve asked him to teach me how to fight. I know it’s not much, but at least I’m doing something.” 
 
    “So, you’ve been lying to me? For weeks?” he smiles, but there’s nothing sweet about it. “The cut on your face? The bruise on your leg?” 
 
    It doesn’t sound like he’s asking, he’s already pieced it together. I reconsider my position. He’s already been here for hours, why would he show up at my place so early on a Saturday morning? There’s no shock in him, he’s just seething with barely contained anger. 
 
    “You weren’t exactly well enough to tell you this.” 
 
    “Right,” he stands up, massaging the back of his neck, turned away from me, pacing towards the hallway where the bedrooms are, his shirt crinkled. 
 
    “I know you wouldn’t approve of it. I know you want me to have this normal… stuff… life, whatever, but it’s just not happening.” 
 
    “Approve?” he asks coldly, stopping in his tracks. He turns to face me, a twist to his lips. “Why would I bloody need to approve anything you do?” 
 
    “Because I—” I take a deep breath, meeting his gaze head on. “I want to be close to you, okay?” I stop on the other side of the tiny table, across from him. “I know you’re not well and I’m not asking anything out of you. I know some things now.” 
 
    “What things?” he mocks, snatching the cigarette pack from the table. He opens it one-handed and manages to pull out a cig before tossing it back carelessly. 
 
    “You know what things, Ray,” I say softly. “And I would never do anything to hurt you like that. Or do things behind your back.” 
 
    He snorts derisively, turning his palm up, the cigarette loose between his fingers. “Didn’t you just admit to it?” 
 
    “Because I couldn’t tell you!” I say, brimming with frustration. 
 
    He puts the cigarette between his lips, his eyes searching for something. “And now you can?” he says around the cigarette. Then he picks it between his fingers again. “Because I caught you with the lie? And you’re still lying to my face.” 
 
    “Because I would’ve told you anyway! I was just scared. I did it because I fuckin’ care about you!” I nearly shout. “Because I’m not as stupid as you think I am! You don’t think I know what’s going through your head?” I’m gesturing too much, trying to shape my words and grasp their meaning. “I can see it in you, Ray. You think Vitya’s brainwashing me. Well, I think he’s fuckin’ trying to. And I say let him. Be my fuckin’ guest. I know you’re right, okay? I’m not an idiot.” 
 
    He scoffs, then shakes his head. He looks towards the kitchen counter. “I’ve never once said you’re an idiot.” 
 
    “No, you haven’t. You’re just treating me like a little kid who’s unable to protect himself.” 
 
    A frown now. He presses the ball of his hand over his temple, squeezing his eyes shut. He sways slightly. His turmoil hurts me. I knew though. I knew it would be bad. I knew he’d react like this. It’s my fucking responsibility. I get it. I’m fully aware. I’ve pushed him here, but he needs to understand. Everyone’s been forcing my hand. I’m my own person. Or at least I’m trying to be. Maybe that’s why it is hard to see a future for myself, because I’ve always been latching onto others. And I’m doing the same with him but it’s… it’s different. I need him there in a different way. I can’t explain it, I’ve never quite felt like this before, never this despair that could drown me if I let it. It’s insanity on a whole new level. These glimpses of the real him keep me alive, he’s the light at the end of my tunnel. It feels like life starts and ends with him, that’s how deep this hits me. 
 
    I’m frustrated at myself for being unable to express my thoughts right now. They’re so fragile that they’re escaping through my fingers. 
 
    I snatch the painkillers from the table and pick out two pills. I push my hand forward. He ignores me. I round the table and wrench the cigarette from him, then place my palm over his. 
 
    “Take them,” I say, my turn to sound exasperated. Ray inspects the round pills in his shaky hand in silence before he swallows them without any water. I put off the cigarette before I refill his glass and hand it to him. 
 
    “Carry on,” he says in a tired voice, annoyance seeping out of him even as he puts down the glass. 
 
    “He’s given me the option to choose between Roman and Vlad,” I continue. “But I knew Roman would run off to you the first chance he got.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” he chuckles nervously. “So, what, you’re training with Morozov now?” 
 
    “I’ve been, yes.” 
 
    “Mhmm, right.” 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    He rubs his forehead with his thumb, looking about to burst. He chuckles to himself. 
 
    “Ray, stop for a moment.” I grab his good arm, but he pulls himself back. “Sit down,” I point at the couch. “Listen,” I stop in front of him, “I’m not… doing anything I’m not supposed to be doing, okay?” 
 
    “And what would that be, in your opinion?” He’s patronising me, meeting me head on, unafraid to hold my gaze. 
 
    “I’m not Dany, okay? I’m not fucking him behind your back. I know what happened. And I’m not doing any of that.” I want to shout, but somehow, I succeed in keeping my voice to conversational levels. 
 
    Silence. All-encompassing silence. I could hear a pin drop. He’s not shifting his gaze, he’s just towering over me as we’re just staring at one another. His expressionless stance unnerves me. I’d much rather have him scream because this shit is petrifying. 
 
    “If you knew what it would do to me,” he asks in a low tone which serves only to scare me, “Then why are you doing it all?” 
 
    I gape, searching for words. I wasn’t expecting him to be so forthcoming. “Because I need to. At the risk of upsetting you, I need to do this.” 
 
    Ray steps closer, almost ominous. “Why didn’t you ask me first, then?” 
 
    “Because you can barely stand. You can barely move around with one arm, let alone fight someone off if needed. You just got lucky the other night! And I can’t wait around helpless until you heal. And because I have asked you. And you don’t want me to do this. You said it yourself, you wouldn’t put a gun in my hands, Ray!” 
 
    “And if you have it all figured out, why in fuck’s name are you telling me this?” he says through his teeth. “Why are you doing this to me?” The hurt in his voice is uncontained. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I blurt, resting my hands on his arms but he shuffles away from me as if disgusted with my touch. 
 
    “Are you? You know, Dany was sorry too when he came back to me each time after he fucked around,” he says in the same monotone. 
 
    “I’m not fucking h—” 
 
    “Then what the fuck are you doing?” he shouts. “What the fuck do you want from me?” He’s shaking, his face red as he closes the distance between us in two steps. “What?” 
 
    “I don’t want you to leave,” I blurt. “I want you to talk to me!” I want you to love me. 
 
    “Talk to you?” he chuckles. “You tell me you know things about me then throw this crap in my face? That you’re fucking around behind my back doing fuck knows what?” 
 
    “You’re not well—” 
 
    “Are you trying to mess with my head, Alex?” he tilts his head, his muscles flaring with his tightened jaw. He’s just lost the plot. 
 
    I stagger, suddenly overwhelmed, afraid of him for the first time since I walked into the room. Does he believe I’m doing this on purpose to gain something out of him? To manipulate him? What would be the fucking point? 
 
    He truly believes this stuff. Hasn’t he been fuckin’ listening to what I’m saying? 
 
    My fear is altered into veritable anger. I got an impulse to shove him, but I contain it. I can’t get physical with him in this state. We’ve done this before, and it didn’t end well. Besides, he’d only end up wounded. 
 
    I know he’s barely keeping his balance, so I step away from him to impede any impulse I might get in the heat of the moment. After all, I had to inherit some bad juju from Stefan. 
 
    “Oh,” I chuckle. “You’re doing just fine on your own!” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” he snaps, intent on fighting me. Then again, he wanted to yell since I first came in. He’d been simmering in his anger getting it all ready for when I arrived so that we can have a little shit show of our own making. He’s been having these constant short-temper outbursts for a while now, snarling at anyone who might be looking at him the wrong way, me included, and I don’t like it one fuckin’ bit. Now, I’m about to give him a piece of my mind about it. 
 
    “Drugging yourself to sleep? The drinking? The smoking? The fucking morphine, Ray? Calling me Dany while you fuck me? You think I forgot about that!?” I laugh. “How am I the one fucking with your head?” I shout back, throwing my hands up in exasperation. “Roman was right. The fuckin’ chimp was right. You’re not thinking clearly anymore.” 
 
    Ray snarls and takes a step towards me as if he’s about to rip me to pieces. “What the hell do you know?” 
 
    “I’m trying to protect you, you stubborn dickhead!” I yell. I am going to fuckin’ slap him if he takes one step closer. He stops. “I know as much,” I shout. “You always fuckin’ do this, Ray! You can’t keep pushing me away like this. You either want me or you fuckin’ don’t! You either talk to me or keep it bottled up until you blow up again! And I don’t know which one I prefer. Because the only time when you truly say something is when you fuckin’ lose it!” I scream, nearly breathless. He frowns, looking like a scolded child for a moment. 
 
    “Are you jealous, is that it?” I carry on, having lost it a bit myself. “Is it me or is it just the fact I’m so much like Dany that being around Vlad fucks your head up? Whenever Dany’s mentioned, you turn blind, deaf and mad! I hide one thing from you,” I bring up my finger, hovering in the air between us. “Because I’m fuckin’ desperate and everyone around treats me like a snotty kid. But you,” I stab his good shoulder to make my point, “You’re allowed to lie to me about my entire fucking life and I’m supposed to smile knowing you love my dead brother and I just remind you of him? How’s that fuckin’ fair to ME?” 
 
    Ray takes a step back, at a loss for words, garnering this tragic expression which would otherwise be rather comical. But right now, it’s all shit. He shakes himself out of the stupor of incredulity I’ve propelled him into, and pinches the bridge of his nose, letting out a shuddering breath. 
 
    “This is not going to work,” he declares. “I can’t deal with it. I am done with this. Do you understand me? We’re done.” 
 
    “How can it be done when we’re not even fucking together to begin with?” I cackle. “When you don’t fuckin’ talk to me?” 
 
    “I’m done,” he repeats and shakes his head. He steps around the couch, avoiding me. Oh, now he wants to run away. I move in front of him, blocking his exit.  
 
    “Ray. Sit down.” He ignores me and still tries to walk around me. I back away, always in front of him. I straighten up. “You’re not over it, are you? Whatever happened with Dany, it’s still screwing with you.” I corral him before he can reach the clothes rack. He tries to grab his coat, but I hold it in place with one hand, looking up at him. “I’ll be fuckin’ damned if you’re leaving this flat like this.” I warn him. 
 
    “Let go,” he growls at me, his face red, a vein pulsing on his temple. 
 
    I snatch the coat from him, hugging it to my chest. “Do you want me to beg?” My voice is shaking. “Then I’m fuckin’ begging you. Just give me a chance. Please. I don’t want anyone else but you.” 
 
    He straightens up, looking almost sick and tormented as if he doesn’t want to hear me talking. 
 
    “I swear. I’ll admit, I fucked up. I knew I was fucking up the moment I picked up the phone and called Vitya. I knew, alright? But you almost died…,” my voice falls to a whimper. “Just give me a chance, I’m not him. Please. I can’t do this without you. I can’t lose you.” I stay with my back to the door, blocking his way. He rubs at his eyes, avoiding me. “I… Ray, I love you. Please.” 
 
    That gives him pause, an incredulous look on his face as he stares at me with an open expression, hurt flashing through him. He covers his face with his free hand, he looks up, then to the side even though his gaze slips to me from time to time. His Adam’s apple bobs up and down now and then. 
 
    “I can’t…” He trails off, shaking his head, looking for the right words, if he can even find them at this point. His anger’s gone. He’s deflated. I know it. I see it. He just wants to flee, but he’ll have to barrel right through me this time. 
 
    I take a deep breath and touch his arm, still holding onto his coat with the other. I drape the coat over the rack and turn to Ray. I cup his cheek and bring him closer to me. His sling gets in the way. I rest my forehead on his, wrapping my right arm around his waist. 
 
    “I love you,” I whisper again. He closes his eyes, but his arm snakes around my back, gripping me in an awkward one-armed hug. 
 
    “I need… to think,” he says through his teeth. “I need time to think. I can’t think.” 
 
    “Don’t say anything now. You’re upset. Just take your time.” He nods imperceptibly. I press my lips against his temple, keeping him close, revelling in his warmth. 
 
    We stand like that for a while, neither wanting to part. I can feel it on him. He’s shaking slightly, if it’s from pain or emotion, I can’t tell, but I run my hand up and down his shoulder, wrapping my fingers in his hair, trying to comfort him as best as I can. 
 
    “I need to be alone,” he whispers at last, but he’s not avoiding me this time. 
 
    I nod slowly, peering up into his eyes. “I do love you,” I say, strong and with conviction. I know it in my heart. It’s true. I know. He gulps loudly, giving himself away. 
 
    “I have to go,” he repeats but he doesn’t make any move to step back from me. So, I need to be the bigger man and let him go. Because he needs it. Because I can’t force him to stay. Because I know that at least he’s listened. 
 
    I kiss him goodbye, and he kisses me back slowly, dazed and clumsy, as if we’ve never touched before. Then he steps back and clears his throat. We move uncomfortably around each other as I help him with his coat and retrieve his pills and his cigarettes. Then I walk him downstairs even though he’s growling over his shoulder asking me what I’m doing. 
 
    “You’re not well, I just don’t want you to fall down the stairs. Mind the steps,” I mumble. 
 
    “I’m fine.” A gruff. What a lie. I roll my eyes but keep behind him like the mother hen. 
 
    I walk him to the SUV where Marian is waiting. I squeeze Ray’s arm one last time. We got a little moment where we’re just staring at one another. I try to smile. His expression softens, the ice melting in his eyes, watching me for a long time. I wish I knew whatever is going through that head of his. 
 
    “Go back upstairs,” he points with his chin at the building. I let go of his hand and turn back, peeking over my shoulder until he finally gets in the car. I can’t see him clearly once Marian slams the door behind him, but I know he’s there, watching me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 – Alex 
 
      
 
    I’ve been asking myself whether confessing my love was a mistake. I feel like I’ve scared the living hell out of him, and of myself. But I know I meant it, some part of me knows it. It’s how my stomach suddenly curdles at the thought of him, sending shivers down my arms and a knot in my chest, hitching my breath just so… because it’s him. The trouble with me is that I’m an impulsive fuck and say things when other people are not ready to hear them. I want things to happen now, right now. But that’s not how it works, is it? The world is not my playing board, yet I wish it would be sometimes. But ah, what joy would I get from it if there was no adversity? None. 
 
    Felix has taken to sleeping on my couch overnight, imposed by Ray, whether I like it or not. Mark seemed freaked out by it — I still believe I’m causing him too much trouble. I’ve brought him into this, and he hasn’t asked for any of it. It’s not fair to him in any way. Maybe this is Ray’s stupid way of forcing me to move in with him? I mean, geez, he can’t even handle being around me now and he wants me in his flat? That’s… another sign he’s conflicted. It hurts seeing him so torn, and so emotional. I don’t want him to hide from me anymore and I’m glad he’s opened up thus far, in his own way. But whatever progress we’ve been making, I feel like now we’ve gotten pushed back a few kilometres at least. I’m not sure he’ll forgive me anytime soon, I done fucked up after all. The worst part is that he’s keeping me at a distance again. He’s not answering my phone calls, but he did reply to one of my texts to let me know he’s alright at one point. I pressed him a bit, but he just asked for some space as he’s not in the right mindset to deal with “it” now. Knowing Raymond Ward, he’ll never be in the right mindset for anything when it comes to me, but — hey! — baby steps. 
 
    I’ve been exhausted for the past days, no matter how much sleep I get. Sometimes I get none at all and simply end up going through things in my head over and over again. This morning ain’t any different, I am growing more irritated, infected by the sort of nervous energy which won’t allow me to settle for a moment. 
 
    With that in mind, and really pissed off at Ray for no other reason than the ones already mentioned, I let Felix out at around seven, like you do with a trained pup, so he can go do whatever he does by day. I feel hindered with him around me, I don’t like being supervised, it feels too much like a nanny, or a jailer. Or both. Once he’s gone, I rest against the front door, taking a deep breath. Alone at last. With Felix taking up the air in the living room most days, I haven’t snuck out as much. In fact, now they’re aware I might run through the back door, so they’re following me whenever Vlad comes pick me up. Or they take me to the villa themselves, of course reporting everything to Ray like the faithful little minions they are. What more could I ask? I’m living the dream. 
 
    I make myself a sandwich and I’ve barely devoured half of it when there’s a strident knock at the door. Every. Single. Time. I can’t believe the fucker’s back already. Christ, can’t I get a breather? I’d like to say I’ve fucking earned one at this point. 
 
    I summon a will I don’t possess, turn to open the door, then hesitate with the hand on the key. I mean… He wasn’t gone that long, was he? 
 
    A glance through the peephole reveals only darkness on the other side. Another knock. I jump back, slapping a hand over the peephole. With shaky fingers, I slide the tiny cover back in place, breathing hitched, staring at the metallic door as if I could X-Ray through it, just waiting for something to happen. 
 
    “Open up, Lexie. I’ve got a bone to pick with you.” Although the voice is supressed by the door and the two hand-widths of wall between us, the moniker is well-known to me, so is that slightly unhinged tonality which used to whisper nonsense in my ears. 
 
    “Uh, nu-uh,” I shake my head, talking to myself while stepping backwards in a nameless panic. 
 
    “I can hear you in there,” he says, his voice low. “Don’t you want to see me?” 
 
    I stare down at my shaking hands. I’m rather disappointed, truly. I thought I was past this, growing up into being a man and all that. Talking back to Ray without repercussions must have turned me soft. Nevermind that unresolved trauma that’s never going away even though others might think you should be over it by now. I mean, it’s been a little over two months, hasn’t it? You see, the shadows of the past are never going away and it’s rather funny I’m saying this and expecting Ray to just be better overnight. 
 
    That right there, on the other side of the door, that is Stefan. The Stefan who’s supposed to leave me alone. The Stefan who’s supposed to stay the fuck away because he’s supposed to be afraid of Ray and Roza. Then again, when talking about Stefan I can’t expect the same (re)actions as from a rational person. Stefan is a different breed of individual and he’s got his own place right there amidst the psychos like him. And little me here tried to off him and failed. Now Ray only managed to piss him off harder by shooting him. 
 
    Ah. I should’ve tried harder. 
 
    “Did you like my gift?” 
 
    I shake my head even though nobody can see me. I’m home alone. But the bodyguards are downstairs. My phone. I need my phone. I struggle with unlocking my screen. The rattling of the door handle, and the loud knocking are enough to make me drop my phone. 
 
    “Shit.” There’s certain things ingrained into our brains because we’ve grown up with them and me… oh boy, didn’t I have the most fucked up upbringing in existence, or close to it either way. 
 
    “You got your dog to shoot me?” he grates. “Have I ever told you how ungrateful you are?” 
 
    “Do you have anything blander than the same old bullshit?” I snap and pick up the phone. I manage to open the messaging app. I tap on Felix’s number. 
 
    He can’t get through that door, even if he wants to. He won’t. He can’t. I know that, really. That doesn’t stop me from being scared shitless, though. Something about conditioning, I guess. 
 
    “I’ll give you bland once you open the door,” he says. “You think I’m your idiot to do with me as you want?” 
 
    “Ugh… yeah!?” I snicker and type in a message.  
 
    theres someone at the door. 
 
    I press send. What if he’s going to break the door? I look up at the dish rack and grab one of the knives, positioning myself behind the couch, facing the door. 
 
    “Open the fucking door. We need to talk.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be at a nurse’s office or something?” I shout back. “Or did you shit the bullets out? Did it hurt?” 
 
    “Open this door, Lexie. Let’s see if you still run your mouth when I’m in there.” 
 
    “No, really!” I go on. “I’m actually asking for a friend. He’ll wanna know all about it.” 
 
    “You’ll come out sooner or later. You think I’m afraid of your friends downstairs?” Another punch in the door, another little flinch on my part. “You better meet me before I get mad. We’ve got some things to talk about.” 
 
    “Go screw yourself with a chainsaw, mate.” 
 
    “You better talk to me, Lexie. Unless you want me to really cripple that boyfriend of yours.” 
 
    The knife handle is rigid in my hand, my fingers numb around it. “Well, you failed once already, so you kinda suck to be honest.” 
 
    “You think he scares me?” 
 
    “Ugh, yeah. You should be!” 
 
    “I’ll break his neck next time I see him!” 
 
    “Good fucking luck with that, boo. He won’t be this nice next time.” 
 
    “You gained some balls just because you’re Petrov’s son? What, did the cat eat your tongue?” 
 
    He chuckles gravely, then bangs the door again and I jump two feet back, my hand jerking upward, nearly impaling myself on the knife. This ain’t the first time it happens, and with the kind of track record I have, I should probably stay away from sharp objects from now on. 
 
    “You’d better come look for me, or else. Ask your little friend about it, his boyfriend knows where to find me.” 
 
    “You’re insane if you think this will work!” I step closer, waiting for an answer, but nothing’s coming from the hallway outside. Is he gone? 
 
    Two minutes later, Felix knocks at the door. “Young sir, it’s me.” 
 
    I let out a relieved breath and open the door. 
 
    “There is no one here.” 
 
    “You sure?” I poke my head out and look left and right down the hallway. There’s nothing to be seen, to the right there’s the rubbish bins at the end of the corridor and the emergency staircase, to the left only the main stairway and doors facing each other. 
 
    Felix nods. “We’re keeping an eye on the exits as well. Do you have more details?” 
 
    “I… uhm…,” I force a smile. “I must’ve imagined it. Maybe it was the mailman.” He’s going to tell Ray and he’ll flip his shit. It’s best if I keep this nugget to myself. I’m not comfortable with Stefan knowing where I live, though. This shit’s got to end. 
 
    “I’ll stay with you until it’s all clear,” Felix says. “If that’s alright.” 
 
    I nod. “Yes, it’s fine.” Desperate. I’m desperate. He walks in and then I spot the faint “S” carved into the wall facing my door. I freeze for a second before I quickly retreat and slam the door closed, trying to put it out of my mind. 
 
    I know what Stefan’s doing, he’s trying to pressure me. I’m not insane to go meet him, am I? No… No, I’m not. 
 
    You should ask your little friend. 
 
    I stand next to the sink staring out the window for longer than I should. My little friend… I’m filled with dread. I believe Stefan capable to make another attempt at Ray’s life, I should at least warn him but there’s no point in alarming him before I know more. 
 
    I stare at Felix over my shoulder, sat on the couch, eyes on the TV screen. Ray hasn’t been talking to me in the past days, and I doubt he will. I could use this as an excuse to meet him. But no… not yet. I could do one better. Find out where Stefan is for sure, then tell Ray about it. He’ll know what to do. Or maybe Ray already knows where Stefan is. It can’t harm to double check, right? What I’m more eager to know though… is what the fuck is my little friend still doing hanging around with these pieces of shit. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 – Alex 
 
      
 
    I punch the bag in frustration. I give it all I got, slamming my fists into it, anger pouring through every single hit. My body hums with it. One for being stupid. Another one for thinking myself smart. A third one for thinking I could pull this off. A fourth for the unbased confidence. And a fifth because I wanted to do it knowing all long that I’d screw myself in the process. 
 
    I let out a ragged shout, kicking the bag and sending it in the air. It swings back and forth while I stand there drenched in sweat, unseeing to what’s going on around me. 
 
    As it turns out, Ray and thinking are a laborious work of art. One needs patience for it, the kind of which I lack. It’s been days and days with no answer from him. Classic Ward. What the hell was I expecting? I love you. Who’s stupid enough to say that? Jesus. I throw another punch out of spite and end up swearing when I catch the bag at the wrong angle. 
 
    “Son of a fuckin’ bitch!” 
 
    “You were doing good for a while,” Victor comments from behind me. “Then you let your emotions get in the way.” 
 
    I give him a grim look. His bullshit is the last thing I need right now. I wipe my face on my forearms and start to unpeel the padded fingerless gloves from my wrists. 
 
    “What bothers you, son?” 
 
    “It’s none of your concern.” 
 
    Victor stops next to me, unbothered by my tone, resting his hand on the punching bag. He’s dressed in shorts and a revealing vest top, trained muscles bulging underneath. I inspect the stars on his knees and shoulders with a furtive glance. 
 
    “Are you angry with me, Sasha?” 
 
    I narrow my eyes, trying to figure out which way this conversation is going. “Why would I be angry with you?” I mumble. 
 
    He smiles. “You’ve been hell bent on fighting me since we reunited. I’d be angry too if I was you.” 
 
    “Aren’t you smart?” I mumble. 
 
    “You want to take it out on me, then?” Victor extends his arms, stepping back, a challenging gaze on him. 
 
    I snort. “Right, so you can kick my arse and say it was my idea to begin with?” 
 
    “We’ll set up rules. You’re allowed to punch, kick and use any other means required to bring me down. I’ll resort to soft blows. The kind that don’t break bones. Deal?” 
 
    I’m trying to figure out where he’s going with this or where the hell all of this cheerfulness is coming from. It bothers me for so many reasons, I wouldn’t even know where to start describing it. 
 
    “Do you fight all of your sons?” 
 
    “Only the ones who are willing,” he smiles. “So, come on,” he motions at me with his fingers. 
 
    “Not a chance.” I turn my back on him, strolling back to my bag in search of a towel. This eagerness of his is disturbing. I wonder which sick part of his brain makes him think that it’s okay to ask this of me. My father — the one who raised me — wouldn’t even play with me, let alone act this casual and offer to kick my arse while wearing a smile on his face. Aleksey has always been a grouchy, short-tempered man whose sole relief was a booze bottle. Vitya seems to be his opposite in all respects, and he’s very good at concealing his intentions. 
 
    “What do I’ve got to say to convince you?” Victor says from somewhere behind me. 
 
    “Is this your way of bonding with me?” I turn towards him. “Like, what the fuck are you even trying to do, Vitya?” I let the towel dangle between my fingers. His eyes become sharper, and even though I know they’re a light green, they resemble voids from where I stand. 
 
    “Can you blame a man for trying?” he asks, his voice lacking joy. 
 
    I don’t understand him. From what I’ve gathered, he’s got a shit relationship with Roman although he exerts a ton of influence on him, and Danya was a sort of misunderstood devil. Is he seeking for some form of atonement by engaging with me, or could he simply be manipulating me? I don’t like this game of subtleties, I prefer raw sincerity. I like to know where I stand. 
 
    “Is there any way in which I can make up for the fact I’ve abandoned you? Or that you’ve been lied to all of your life?” 
 
    “I don’t need your lamentations. I’m not in need of a daddy to protect me, I’ve been doing just fine on my own.” 
 
    “Is that why you’re this mad, because you’re just fine?” he retorts. “You’re seething, son. Don’t think I don’t know. I wouldn’t be where I am if I’d be unable to read a person.” He approaches slowly, an unexplainable intensity about him. He’s just like any other person, though. He’s simply highly perceptive and makes it work in his favour, which is still called manipulation in my book. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re trying to do, but it won’t work,” I reply calmly. I won’t let him taunt me into stupidity. I know better. At least I should. 
 
    “Then why not look at it as a lesson, then? I’ve seen you fighting with Vova. He’s been doing a great job. If I’m being honest, I want to test your skills. You learn fast.” 
 
    “Then why not say so?” 
 
    “Because if I failed in taunting you, then you’d think I’m trying to manipulate you. You don’t trust me either way, so whatever the outcome, your opinion won’t change,” he shrugs. “You’ve got nothing to lose.” 
 
    “I’ll say pass to that.” 
 
    Victor drops his arms, a gravity about his stance. He’s done with the daddy crap now, but I doubt he cared about it to begin with. His voice sounds like a drill sergeant’s when he speaks, both commanding and demanding. 
 
    “You are too used to Vlad’s fighting style, son. Have you ever tried to train with anyone else? He’s grown predictable to you, and you know what to expect, but in a real fight you’ll end up in trouble because of it.” 
 
    Now that, you see… he might have a point. Perhaps he should have started with that. But isn’t he right, though? Maybe I would’ve doubted him from the beginning, even if he started with that, not that I still don’t. 
 
    He tilts his head, his mouth severe. “You know I’m right.” 
 
    “Fine,” I say through my teeth, tossing the towel on the bench. I reach for my gloves. It’s not like I’ve got anything to lose. 
 
    “Leave those off,” he points. “You won’t have the advantage of those in a fist fight.” 
 
    I toss the gloves to the side. “Fine.” They don’t even hit the floor before he strikes. “Shit.” 
 
    I barely have time to retreat and avoid one of his blows. Victor presses onwards as I stumble backwards, unsure on my feet, trying to get my bearings. Two of his blows land home on my ribs but I manage to avoid the third and get out of the range of his fists. His expression is one of concentration, his lips twisted in something akin to rage, his eyes flaming, my being their sole focus point. In spite of the murderous gaze, he’s not hitting with all his strength, so he’s staying true to his word. 
 
    I put a bit of space between us. Victor smiles, pure wickedness on his face. “Are you going to be running around the gym?” 
 
    I hold out my hand. “Jesus, give me two seconds to get myself together.” 
 
    “You won’t have that luxury during an attack, Sasha,” he replies gravely. 
 
    “Well, we’re not being invaded by the Turks, so give me two fuckin’ minutes to catch my breath.” 
 
    He drops his stance, bored out of his mind as if he wasn’t striking in a flurry of fists at me just now. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Waiting for you,” he cracks his neck and rolls his shoulders as if this bout is just a relaxing match for him. 
 
    “You could at least take me seriously.” 
 
    “You need to make me take you seriously,” he says dryly. 
 
    “I see where Vlad takes his shit sense of humour from,” I mumble. 
 
    “I raised the kid, something was meant to stick after all.” 
 
    “You don’t say,” I mumble, dropping in a low stance like Vlad taught me. 
 
    I advance slowly towards him. Victor’s eyes narrow, his hands at his sides, half curled into fists. He doesn’t fool me with that bullshit. He strikes with his left hand when I least expect it. I parry his blow with my forearm, but I miss the moment when his right hand rushes towards my plexus. I catch onto his wrist but he’s far stronger than me and all I do is soften the hit. His palm lands flat on my chest. Still holding onto his right wrist, I bring up my right foot and kick him in the guts. He groans softly, blowing his cheeks. He pulls back as the hit unbalances the both of us. I quickly regain my footing and I crouch when his fist comes seeking my face. But I should’ve seen he’ll bluff again. His heel interlocks with mine. He pulls my foot forward and I drop on my arse, swearing. Victor chuckles, standing above me. He extends his arm, but I knock it away and get up unaided. 
 
    I face him, looking for a weak spot. His fight is logical, thinking ten moves ahead when I can barely react to what he’s throwing my way. I’m always reactive and I can’t figure out his intentions, he’s not letting anything on. 
 
    “You’re getting emotional again,” he says blandly. 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “If it makes you feel better. I’d say it’s one for me. Come, attack first.” 
 
    I attempt a feint and he locks both my wrists and makes as if he’s about to headbutt me, but he stops right before he can hit me. 
 
    “Sloppy,” he says harshly, then pushes me back. “Again.” 
 
    We keep at it for a long time, and by the end of it, even with Vitya’s soft blows, I probably end up more bruised than in a regular sparring match with Vlad. I bend over at the end, breathing hard, drenched in sweat, with Victor a few feet away still put together as if the past hour didn’t even happen. 
 
    “He’s progressing well,” Vitya says gruffly. 
 
    Vlad chuckles from behind him as he approaches us. “Of course he is. I’m training him,” he says in his cocky way. 
 
    “Push him harder. He’s not as frail as he looks.” 
 
    I look up at them, out of breath, unable to say a word. I hate the both of you. Isn’t this what I wanted, though? I wanted to be tougher, a walking menace like they are, but I can’t help but thinking that I’m a mockery of one. 
 
    I measure them with my gaze as they stand next to each other, both with sculpted bodies that have seen real fights, real danger, and bloody wounds. I’m not trying to romanticize it in my head, but they’re far above me and they both move like predators. They seem to know what they’re doing. They’re in control and they don’t cower in fear, they’re my complete opposite. 
 
    Vitya nods my way, then walks to the side of the room, joining a bunch of his men, talking to them for a short while. Then they break into a synchronized fighting stance which is both fascinating and terrifying. He can keep going even after sparring with me for so long. 
 
    Vlad glides by my side, his natural grin splitting his face from ear to ear. “Soaked kitty,” he teases. I flip him off. 
 
    “What’s he doing with all of those people?” 
 
    Vlad looks down at me, a serious expression on his face. “Why not ask him?” 
 
    “Pfft. Right. As if I’d get a straight answer from any of you.” I wave my hand as if to drop the subject. I wipe the dripping sweat from my face. 
 
    “You’re angry,” Vlad remarks. “Did something happen?” 
 
    Aren’t you sharp? 
 
    I mumble under my breath, frowning at my bag. He sits on the bench in my line of view. 
 
    “Can I help?” he says with a shit-eating grin. 
 
    I wipe the sweat off my face, still frowning. That is the real question, but what am I going to do? Haven’t I messed up enough already? But the matter of Stefan is really stressing me out, besides Ray doesn’t give a shit anyway, he’s been ghosting me for over a week now. As one does when you confess your love for them. A shitload of good that did me. I’ve been torturing myself for the past days, asking the universe how in the ever-loving fuck it can bear my existence. And you know what’s worse, I don’t even think the training bit was what tipped him over the edge. No. It was my declaration. My moment of, hey, here’s my undying love, take my heart and trample it as you see fit. Whatever hopes I’ve had before, they’re burned, trampled, and they must be forgotten. Can’t dwell on his reaction, that’s dangerous territory. It’s a rejection, the kind that induces murderous patterns of thinking. Hence, my new stupid plan, borne out of impulsivity. 
 
    I turn to Vlad, freaking out, and I spew everything out in a torrent of jumbled words. I tell him about Stefan, Ray’s car, Bogo, Denis. Even the fact Ray shot Stefan that night. 
 
    “So, this Stefan who tried to kill Ward, he’s the same one as before?” Vlad’s wittiness is missing and his voice, as well as his stance in his training attire, is sombre. He looks much like Vitya earlier. Commanding. Demanding. 
 
    I can’t help but get defensive, thinking that maybe I said too much, then again, I don’t have anything to gain from it and I am frustrated I couldn’t talk to Ray about it. I nod, dejected all of a sudden. 
 
    “Yeah. He’s the one who… whatever.” I shift my attention to my bag, rummaging for my phone to keep myself occupied. 
 
    “So, what’s Ward doing about it?” 
 
    “Jack shit,” I say angrily. I slam my spare clothes back into the bag, fuming for good now. “He’s got this… he’s just… looking into it,” I say bitterly. “I didn’t have a chance to tell him he showed up at my door.” I shake my head. Ray’s with his head in the clouds. There’s no sense of urgency about him, the drugs have fucked with his brain. “Shit.” 
 
    Vlad nods, then his serious expression shifts again into his joyous self. “Set up a meeting with this lizard. I’m dying to meet him.” 
 
      
 
    Vlad’s knee keeps bumping into mine as we sit in the back seat, a much-needed reassurance. He did not say ‘no’ or call me crazy when I asked for help. He was very much eager, agreeing to it with his usual grin and carefree manner. No questioning me on my remaining sanity points, no trying to shelter me or talk me out of it but supporting me. 
 
    And that makes me feel better than I could’ve envisioned. His approval means a lot to me, I needed someone on my side. It’s also dangerous territory, but I’ll be damned if I care right now. We’ve got a job to do. 
 
    Stefan did not miss a beat. After texting Denis earlier today, I received a time and location only a couple of minutes later. Of course, Stefan either thinks I’m an idiot and I’ll show up alone, or he knows I’ll bring reinforcements so how tonight will end is a true mystery. But strangely enough, I’m not scared in the slightest. I’ve got Vlad and two others of his men with me. 
 
    We reach the location fashionably late, but the cars parked on the side of the dam and the people milling about tell me they’d be willing to wait even longer. Not only Stefan, but several of his men are present, and I recognise Scarface among them. It’s an entire committee waiting for one person, and that would be me. 
 
    “What the hell is this about?” 
 
    Vlad chuckles in a gruff manner, his eyes shifting to every man present as our car comes to a halt. He winks and gets out of the car, gun at the ready. So do his men. I push the door open at last, more than a little intrigued, angry and perhaps just a smidge scared. 
 
    Stefan and Scarface seem to discuss something before Stefan approaches, a visible limp to his steps. I do feel things upon seeing him again, now that I’ve had time to get over the initial shock of that tumultuous meeting from a couple of nights ago. It’s horrible, dreadful things, nothing like what I deluded myself I felt before. Because you can believe that you love someone, you can twist your own mind until it fits the narrative you want, cheating and lying to yourself, creating truths out of thin air and living by them, like they’re the supreme authority.  
 
    I’ve come too far though to allow myself to slip into that again. Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t. Thus, what I feel is nothing but fear, and a lot of anger. Anger at him, at myself, at everything else. But also hope. Hope because of what I fight for, because of Ray, because of the strength of my feelings for him, these things I’ve never felt before, so intense and deep that they outgrow life itself. I feel alive with him, awake, chained to reality and content with it. And I’m willing to do anything to preserve that. Even if he’s unwilling. 
 
    Step by step, I approach my past with conviction. I’m not afraid like I was that night when we crashed the car, and it’s not death that drives me now, but the desire to live and to do so, I must bury my past. The strength I’ve gathered in me so far must carry me to my purpose. I have a one-track mind. I am a machine. Whatever gives life and courage to Victor Petrov is powering me too, thus tonight all notion of good and evil must be thrown out the window. Tonight, I play the survival game once again, but this time I’m not the weak prey running in fear for its life. Tonight, I approach with purpose. Tonight, I’m the hunter. 
 
    I stop in the middle of the street, a far distance from him, but enough to grab his attention. Stefan perks up, a vicious smile on his face. I do not recognise this person. All sense of familiarity has been lost on me. He is smiling. I know it’s fake, it means nothing. He’s a cheap pawn in the grand scheme of things, his importance has devalued a long time ago. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “You’re late,” Stefan barks. 
 
    “I don’t see you rushing anywhere.” 
 
    That doesn’t seem to be sitting well with him. I guess he can tell that he won’t twist me whichever way he wants, those times are long gone. Besides, I’ve got Vlad at my side and that’s enough to spur me on. 
 
    “So?” I say, summoning the most pedantic tone I possess. “I’m waiting.” 
 
    “You’ve turned arrogant now that Petrov is backing you up?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I?” I raise my chin, staring him down as if he’s the ultimate scum. “Haven’t you heard, Stefan? Where he’s from, us Petrovs are like royalty. You should kiss the ground I step on. Now, stop wasting my time, I’m a busy person.” 
 
    Stefan’s eyes narrow, the faint trace of fury remarking itself. “You…” He takes a couple of steps and stops, sort of hesitant, as he measures Vlad from head to toe, clearly deranged by the fact that I’ve brought people with me. Seriously now, he could not have been so stupid to think that I’d show up on my own in a weird place at night only to meet with him. 
 
    “I have something to talk to you.” Stefan points at Scarface behind him. He and his men haven’t taken a single step in our direction, keeping a cautious distance between us. At least one of them has one functional brain cell. 
 
    “You can talk to him here,” Vlad deadpans, crossing his arms on his chest as he takes a stance right next to me. “We’re all ears.” 
 
    Stefan appears lost. He bit more than he can chew with this one, that much is clear. I’m not even sure he’s got something to say, it’s clear he’s waiting for further direction from his master over there. Once a mutt, always a mutt. 
 
    “Too bad it’s not him who wants to chat. You’re just here to mediate, aren’t you Stef?” 
 
    Why would you need a meeting with the son of Victor Petrov and bring a handful of Temnota members along? This ain’t a discussion about me and Stefan, under no circumstances should I believe that. 
 
    Stefan himself looks a little taken aback, but the fucker’s forgotten to whom he’s talking. I’m no idiot. If I was, I wouldn’t have lasted this long. I point at Scarface and raise my voice. “You want to talk to me?” 
 
    Scarface pushes away from the car, approaching with calculated steps and a smirk on his face. He stands next to Stefan, both of them of the same height, albeit Scarface has that little something extra on him. That little extra I usually call balls and audacity, that kind of thing that allows you to mop the floor with others whenever you feel like it. This is the same guy I fooled once, but still, I shouldn’t be underestimating him in any way. After all, he’s still alive. 
 
    “Pleasure to make your acquaintance again,” he says, keeping a respectful distance between us. 
 
    “You wanted to see me?” 
 
    He nods softly, with a wicked smile, calm as though this is indeed a pleasurable experience. “You still remember me?” Scarface says. 
 
    “You’re unforgettable.” 
 
    He smiles again. “And you’re smarter than I gave you credit for. Fool me once,” he shrugs. “I was hoping we could reach an agreement you and I. As I understand, you’re the heir of the Petrov empire. I’d like to propose a lucrative deal for the both of us.” 
 
    I giggle, staring at Vlad. Me? The heir of the mob empire, would you listen to that? Cockamamie bullshit, that’s what this is. But I suppose you use all of your aces when you get desperate. 
 
    “And what should we call you?” Vlad pinches in, grinning as is his habit. 
 
    “My bad, Vladimir. My name is Sergei Dimitrov. My pleasure.” 
 
    “My…,” Vlad tilts his head, eyes narrowing. A strand of blonde hair falls over his forehead as he does so. “I’ve got a fan. I’m getting all tingly.” 
 
    “Well, then?” Scarface turns to me again. “Do you want to hear it?” 
 
    “No guns to point at my face this time? I’m disappointed.” I frown, losing my mirth. “You tried to kill my boyfriend, so I’ve got nothing to say to you,” I continue in Russian. 
 
    Scarface brings his hands together, briefly glancing at Stefan who looks lost, excluded once more from the conversation, that unless he picked up Russian in the past couple of months, which I truly doubt. 
 
    “But you see, I only supplied the resources. Your friend here and his acolytes did the rest. But if you get me what I want, I can also give you what you want.” 
 
    I eye Stefan over his shoulder, he’s completely clueless as to what is happening right now. Betrayal? Of course Scarface would betray him, who in his right mind would keep Stefan around if by getting rid of him it means that he might gain something even better? 
 
    “I’m not even surprised,” I say blandly. 
 
    “I’m glad we understand one another.” Scarface stares from Vlad to me. “Are you both in a position to speak to Victor Petrov?” 
 
    Vlad smirks. “Shurochka here is the decision maker, so talk to him.” 
 
    “What is it that you want?” I ask. 
 
    Scarface doesn’t seem deterred, if anything, now that he has his chance to speak, he does so freely. “I know mister Petrov is looking for some specific item and a very specific individual as well. Anatoly Azarov and his drive.” I frown, paying more attention. “I happen to know where to find the man.” 
 
    “How?!” 
 
    Scarface tilts his head. “You don’t expect me to divulge my source now, do you?” 
 
    “You don’t expect me to take this bullshit to Vitya, right? You and the entire country know about Anatoly by this point. If you want to meet up with the leader of Roza, you’ll have to be more specific.” 
 
    It’s terrifying to think that he has a way to Anatoly. But if Victor gets to him, that means he will get to Ray, and this won’t end well. So, I need to know more. I need to be more compelling. 
 
    “You really think his life is that important in the grand scheme of things?” I point to Stefan, frowning. “You think that’s all it takes to get Vitya to listen to you?” 
 
    “My, my… don’t you drive a hard bargain?” 
 
    Impressive. Now he’s all polite, but last time we met he was insulting me with every other word. Then again, last time I was a nobody, now I’ve got a name to back me up. Isn’t this world fucked up? 
 
    “Answer the question,” I say. “How exactly do you know where Azarov is?” 
 
    “I have a man inside Anatoly’s inner circle. I can provide him with the location anytime.” 
 
    Well, that is most concerning, but I try to play it off like it’s nothing. “That’s it?” 
 
    “Isn’t that enough?” Scarface raises an eyebrow. “This is a deal operating on future promises. You get me into a room with Victor Petrov. I get him what he wants.” He smiles, but it resembles the maw of a snake. “And you get the head of the ones who acted against your boyfriend. I’d say it’s a fair deal.” 
 
    So, he doesn’t know more. He’s either bluffing, or even if he does have someone on the inside, the man doesn’t know about Ray’s deal with Anatoly. Nor does he know we were there. Or that Ray’s got the drive. Otherwise, he’d be using it as leverage against me and he wouldn’t be this pleasant. He could threaten me into submission, but he doesn’t because he can’t. He doesn’t know. He lacks information. If he was that desperate to obtain a meeting, he’d be bringing out his full arsenal, but right now Stefan’s life and the promise of a location is all he can give. I grin unwittingly. I still have the upper hand. 
 
    “And what exactly do you get out of it? Why so eager to please Vitya?” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” He points at the men gathered behind him. They’re only a handful, but they all seem to be various degrees of dangerous. “I have a small faction but we’re not strong enough on our own. And we’re far from home. We can prove our worth, though. We’ll be useful to your father in his fight against Temnota.” 
 
    I tilt my head. “Your life goals are rather unambitious, has anyone told you that?” 
 
    “We all do what we can,” Scarface smiles pleasantly. “I’ll trust you’ll relay my message?” 
 
    This meeting was most unexpected, but it’s also provided me with a lot of opportunity. It makes me wonder how cold blooded I’m willing to become in order to protect what I love. In all honesty, the answer is fairly simple. To somewhat paraphrase Ray, I’ve been running on liquid hatred, the likes which I thought impossible as of yet. But life’s taught me that I should never say never. Some cliches exist because of how real they are. 
 
    So, this decision is really a no-brainer. There’s a starving snake hungry to climb up the ranks and keep himself alive in the only way he knows, by selling and killing others. Scarface is aware that his position is compromised, that a great part of the men who used to work with him are now against him, he’s also gained a great deal of enemies and to top all that, he’s made himself a Roza target the moment he decided that it would be a good idea to blow up Ray’s car. It matters less whether or not he’s the one who placed the explosive on the car or not, he stands on the same side as Stefan. And he now understands that the balance is not tilting in his favour and that his ploys have been thwarted one after another. After all, the one they were trying to kill mopped the ground with Stefan just a couple of days ago… and all this while incapacitated with a broken shoulder. I guess Scarface here put two and two together and took Ray’s warning to heart. They’re scared that they’ll be wiped out, and they don’t have the manpower to withstand it. 
 
    A plea for a ceasefire is the best option, and as long as it keeps Ray protected, then I really don’t need to think that much about it. 
 
    “I will,” I declare. “But move against us or Raymond in the meantime,” I throw a pointed look at Stefan, “And you can forget about all this.” 
 
    “Very well,” Scarface smiles. “It’s only fair, after all.” 
 
    “You better not screw me over,” I warn. 
 
    “Don’t worry, my kotik. If he does, I’ll screw him right back,” Vlad smiles, hand on my shoulder, showing a full row of teeth. 
 
    Scarface extends his hand and I study it for nearly a full twenty seconds before I reach out and seal the deal with him. What exactly did I sign up for? 
 
    “A warning for you, little pimp.” Vlad points at Stefan before we return to the car. That stops Scarface and his men in their tracks. “If you come after him again,” he starts with a smile but then it meets an abrupt end, “I’ll cut off your cock and shove it down your throat.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 – Alex 
 
      
 
    It’s past midnight, or so my phone says, but I don’t care it’s late. This can’t wait. I can’t go back to Mark’s and wait around until morning. I’ll toss and turn, and I’ll do something stupid, because I know myself. I can’t be alone. Not right now. I can use this as an excuse. It’s an emergency. 
 
    I’ve been getting particularly miffed waiting for him anyway. Knowing Ray, a reply won’t come. Ever. He might need his time and all that, well he’s been playing the silent game long enough now, so his time’s up. 
 
    I knock at the door and wait for Ray to open up. I’m raging mad. While Vlad was driving me here my anger has shifted to the root of my issues. The encounter with Stefan has put it all into perspective, really. I’ve been fuming since last week, this really can’t wait any longer. I’m about to tell Ray what’s what. I don’t know when I started simmering. It sort of happened gradually, bit by bit every day, waiting for something to happen, hoping it would. But it won’t. Not from Ray. Besides, I’ve been patient knowing Bogo and Stefan are out there. God, so fuckin’ patient. A day hasn’t passed without me envisioning Bogo’s teeth flying out of his mouth. One by one, sprouting tiny fuckin’ wings. I’ve played nice. Ray told me to stay put, so I listened to him, and I did. Until tonight. It just couldn’t fuckin’ wait any longer. Not with Stefan knocking at my door uninvited. 
 
    I slam my finger into the doorbell, keeping it pressed for a long time, giving the bodyguards a furtive glance. I told them Ray’s waiting for me. But if that was the case, I’d be using my keys instead of waking Ray up. I just don’t feel it’s right to barge in unannounced when we’re not talking. It’s not… appropriate. Like it’s not my place to do so, like I’m somehow not entitled to it. I bet that if Marian was here he’d be seeing right through me. He wouldn’t swallow this bullshit so easily, me showing up at this hour in such a jittery state ain’t good news for anyone. Everyone should know that. 
 
    When Ray finally opens the door, he looks a bit surprised to see me standing there. I mean… no wonder. He’s half hidden by the door, sort of leaning against it, eyes puffy as if he’s been sleeping, dressed in dark grey lounge pants and a blue T-shirt, his arm in a black sling today. His hair is spiking in all directions. He narrows his eyes, looking dazed. He was probably asleep, nevertheless I squint up, inspecting him, checking for weird sized pupils or any of that shit. I’ve done my homework. I’ve searched every website known to man about it. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he asks softly, his voice husky. 
 
    I cock my eyebrow and slid in between him and the doorframe, still looking up at him. “What are you talking about, you said I should come.” 
 
    He frowns in such a confused manner. It’s the cutest thing I’ve seen all day. Awww, Ray, don’t tell me I can play with your head because that ain’t good news, buddy. 
 
    I press my palm against the door and close it. I put on the chain, check the locks, then I drop the funny act. “You and I gotta talk. Like yesterday.” 
 
    Ray shakes his head. “What are you…,” he rubs at his face. “Alex, it’s past midnight.” 
 
    “Yeah, my phone also tells the hour.” 
 
    “What are you doing here? This is not a good time.” 
 
    “Right, it never is with you.” I drop my boots and shake off my jacket, tossing it on the rack. 
 
    “Alex, I mean it,” he says ruggedly, following me into the living room. 
 
    “And I mean it too. I’m tired of you making all the rules.” 
 
    “Listen,” he grabs his temples with his left hand for a moment before he looks back at me. 
 
    “No, you listen. You look like shit. That’s one. Two. You could’ve fuckin’ called. Or replied to my texts. Or anything. Three. I’ve been fuckin’ worried.” 
 
    He lifts his hand as if perturbed by the onslaught of words spilling out of my mouth. “I’m—” 
 
    “No, Ray. I’m nothing,” I say firmly. “I’m tired of your silent crap. In fact, I’m tired of this shit, period. I tell you I love you and the first thing you do is bolt out the door!?” I end up laughing, but I’m on the verge of a breakdown, really. 
 
    “Keep your voice down,” he puts his hand forward, pacifying but I’m not having any of it. 
 
    “I don’t wanna. You’re hearing what I’ve gotta say, whether you like it or not. What the hell do I gotta do to get through to you? Drill through your head?” 
 
    “Fine,” he says, no heat to his voice, just exhausted despair. “Now please be quiet.” 
 
    “Why? Is there anyone here who shouldn’t be aware of my presence? You got somebody in your bed?” I look at the stairs and the half-railing visible on the first floor. 
 
    “For fuck’s sake,” he mumbles, looking away. 
 
    “Is that it?” 
 
    “Will you stop jumping to conclusions?” He stares daggers at me, as if that would be enough to shut me up. 
 
    “Me? Me!? Jumping to conclusions? You’re the one who thinks I’m fucking Vlad!” I reproach. 
 
    Ray’s expression sours. He’s not even meeting my eyes, his gaze moves fleetingly around the living room. “I’m not in the mood for this,” he growls. 
 
    “Well, you’re never in the mood for anything in what I’m concerned. Especially talking to me.” 
 
    “Why are you here? To pick a fight with me?” 
 
    “To have a discussion like two grown-ups,” I say through my teeth. 
 
    “You call that sarcastic crap grown-up discussion?” he finally looks at me, and I know that I got him all riled up. 
 
    “Right, ‘cuz you’re oh, so mature!” 
 
    “See, that’s one of the reasons why I’m not getting into this,” he says. 
 
    “Ah, excuse me,” I laugh. “So, I’m the problem.” 
 
    “These little outbursts of yours are driving me up the walls.” 
 
    “Right, ‘cuz yours are so much better. That shelf over there can testify.” I point with my digit over his shoulder. That shuts him up. “Don’t play saint with me, Ray. What the fuck?! How about we cross the T’s, dot the I’s, and admit this is because of Dany?” 
 
    “Dany’s got nothing to do with it.” 
 
    “Sure he doesn’t. He’s six feet rotten but he’s still here in the room with us.” 
 
    “What the hell do you want from me?” he snaps. “Do you bloody enjoy seeing me like this?” 
 
    “Are you out of your fuckin’ mind?” I retort. “Which part of I fuckin’ love you don’t you fuckin’ get? How could I fuckin’ enjoy causing you pain, you twit?” I shout. “You’re the most frustrating, stubborn, mule-headed SOMETHING” — I throw my hands in the air — “I’ve ever  fuckin’ met.” 
 
    Ray sighs. “Listen,” he composes himself. Or at least tries to. And oh, my days, doesn’t he try to. “Whatever you might be feeling, it’s not what you think it is.” 
 
    “Oh boy, now you’re telling me what I fuckin’ feel? Since when, Ray?” 
 
    Ray laughs histerically. “What do you even know about love, Alex? It’s not some sort of fairy-tale, we get together and that’s the end of all issues.” 
 
    “I’m not expecting rainbows and unicorns to burst out of your arse, Ray, but you’re really being an arrogant dickhead right now. I’m not expecting that.” 
 
    He falls silent, working his jaw and shaking his head as if I’m the unreasonable one. I mean, I could be, but really, if we’re to get into a dick measuring contest here, he’d win first place in all categories. 
 
    Only a couple of lights are on, surrounding us in a warm glow, throwing shadows at the distant edges of the living room, the bar hidden into obscurity, only the faintest glint reflecting from the bottles here and there as I shift from one leg to the other. It smells vaguely like cinnamon candles and cigarettes. I easily spot the culprits on the table. It’s more haphazard than usual, the oddest thing in the world discarded casually on the coffee table: a colouring book and a tin of crayons next to a miniature metallic car.  
 
    “Then what the hell do you want?” Ray says. I shift my glance back to him, confused for a moment. He goes on though, dismissing my glare. “Explain it to me. How does this go for you?” 
 
    I want to ask him what the hell he’s doing with that book, or with the toy car, but I’m out of funny quips, and I’m sad we’re still fighting, because really, I’m drained and all I want is to curl up in bed next to him. I slump. 
 
    “Like, what… I don’t know.” I’m confused as to what he means. “How should it go for me? Like, can’t we just get to know each other better and… go out on dates and shit?” 
 
    “Is that what you want?” His expression softens. 
 
    “Isn’t that what we’ve been doing so far, minus the dating part?” I shrug. “Stefan didn’t treat me well, so that’s more than I’ve ever had. What? You got that pitiful look on your face as if I’m a kicked puppy or something. Is it too much to ask? Isn’t that what two people in a relationship do? Didn’t you and the freakish xerox do it?” 
 
    “No,” he replies categorically. 
 
    My heart sinks. “No… what, Ray?” 
 
    His jaw tightens, and it’s as if he forces himself to hold my gaze. “We didn’t do that.” 
 
    Now I’m even more confused. “So, what… you didn’t date him?” 
 
    “No,” he says, monotonous, uncomfortable, looking away from me. 
 
    “But you’ve been together for years.” I scrunch my eyebrows, not understanding. 
 
    “If you want to call it that.” A whisper, not even a full admission. He rubs at his eyes again. He’s talking. Finally. I gulp. I meant to ask this for a while now, because his relationship with Dany has always been this mysterious crap I’m not allowed to know. I’ve only caught glimpses of it in moments of utmost vulnerability on his part. It’s made me think about a lot of things, and it’s funny because I usually don’t engage in such extreme sports. But I’m good at berating myself like that. 
 
    I don’t know how to phrase it, so I let the words crash through my teeth like a boulder. “Did he even love you, Ray?” 
 
    He purses his lips, his eyelids dropping as he looks the other way. His stance shifts, that expression of despair enveloping him all at once. He’s about to bolt again, except I’ve cornered him and there’s no escape for him tonight unless he kicks me out. 
 
    “Okay. Okay! Danger zone. Alarm bells. I’m sorry.” I put my hands on my face and sigh, turning away from him. I’m so stupid. I want to hit something. “I should—” 
 
    “Daddy?” 
 
    I stop dead. I drop my hands from my face. Then I look over my shoulder. From behind Raymond, clung to his trousers, small fists clutched in the material, a tiny creature that barely reaches his right knee looks at me with big, icy eyes, puffy from sleep and black tousled hair, the spitting image of Raymond, only shrunk into a chibi version of himself. 
 
    “Nani the fuck!?” I blurt. I’m high. Oh, dear lord who has forgotten me, what saint could I have possibly screwed to deserve this? 
 
    Raymond looks down at the child, then back at me, a mixture of sadness and anger on his face. My gaze moves between the two of them. 
 
    “Why ale you fighting?” the kid mumbles, rubbing his eyes with his tiny fist. The sentence ends with a muffled sob the moment he buries his face in Raymond’s trousers. 
 
    “Hey… it’s alright.” Ray crouches to his level, screwing up his face with the effort. He bends down on one knee and puts his arm around the kid. “Shhh, buddy. We weren’t fighting,” he says, mellow, then gives me a hard stare. “I told you to stop yelling,” he says in a monotone Russian. 
 
    “I’m… I’m sorry,” I babble, dumbfounded. The child sobs softly on his shoulder, his arms wrapped around Ray’s neck. I don’t even know why the fuck I’m apologising. 
 
    Ray stays down there with a pained expression on his face every time the kid shuffles and forces him to sway to accommodate him. I’ve got half a mind to tell him to leave the brat alone because he’s in no condition to make any effort, but I keep my mouth shut. I’m too shocked, really. 
 
    I don’t even know this man and I just told him I love him. He has a child. A C-H-I-L-D. It’s his, right? I mean, they’re bloody identical. I pinch myself. Auch. 
 
    “Hey, Nicko. Come on, buddy. We were just talking.” The kid sniffles again as he nods, the visible half of his face a red, messy display of tears and boogies. “Can you give me a tissue?” Ray looks up at me. 
 
    I bite my lip to stop a nasty comment and comply. I hand him a tissue and he awkwardly tries to wipe the kid’s face. God forbid should he ask for any help. I shiver at the thought. No. Fuck that. 
 
    Ray cups his face, ruffling his black hair. “Hey, buddy?” The kid looks at him with big, scared eyes. “This is my friend, Alex,” Ray sounds tired, but a modest smile breaks on his face.  
 
    Oh, boy, this is awkward. The kid gives me a furtive glance, then hides his head between his hunched shoulders and presses his face against Ray’s chest again. Ray chuckles. 
 
    “Come on, you’re still sleepy,” he addresses the kid, then looks up at me. “Sorry, he’s exhausted. We were asleep.” Ray pushes himself up and sort of sways on his feet as if he’s about to drop. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I grab his arm to stabilize him. 
 
    The kid clutches onto his trousers, looking up from me to him in sheer panic. He’s about to burst into tears again. 
 
    Ray screws his eyes shut for a moment, then he regains his footing. 
 
    “I’m alright. All good.” He puts on a smile, but I can tell it’s forced. He’s probably just doing it for the child’s sake, otherwise he doesn’t fool me. “Come with me upstairs?” His request is silent, meant for me only. He grabs the kid’s hand and I follow behind him as he climbs up the stairs at a snail’s pace with the brat in tail. 
 
    The room that I found locked is apparently his bedroom, filled with toys and colourful ambiance. There’s a round rug over the wooden floor with a cartoonish street design, peppered with hills, houses and parking lots, the wardrobe comes in two colours, a cream matched with blue plastered with decals from animations. There is a desk and a chair appropriate for the size of a dwarf, a bookshelf containing coloured wisdom for kids and a set of DVDs, not to mention the toys scattered everywhere, and the Lego buildings and figurines. All hidden behind the locked door on the top floor. 
 
    Ray leads the kid to bed. He’s a different person altogether. He looks kind, loving, careful and protective in a way I’ve never seen him before. He tucks the boy in, caressing his cheek in a touching manner; the look of pride and love in his eyes, the sight of a lion protecting his cub. Even one-armed. I gulp. 
 
    Ray talks to the spawn until he falls asleep. A gentle, warm smile stretches his lips, his low voice soothing and protective at the same time. That fuckin’ kid’s the luckiest being alive right now. Then Ray stands up, exits the bedroom and leaves the door slightly ajar as he points towards the stairs. I wait for him while he picks something from the bathroom, then go downstairs together. 
 
    It’s like he’s aged a handful of years in the past ten minutes. We sit on the couch. He produces a bottle of pills and drinks three of them down with water. He lights up a cigarette and shakes the pack at me. 
 
    I’m dumbfounded, and slightly angry. “Aren’t you taking too many?” 
 
    “Sit down, Alex,” Raymond says, his voice tired. He ignores my question altogether. What the hell do I even say to that? 
 
    I sway from foot to foot, unsure, shaken, thinking to myself that today has been too long and there’s only so much my pea-sized brain can deal with, before I plop down on the couch like falling from the sky, looking down at my hands and not knowing what to say. 
 
    “You’ve got a kid.” I pick a smoke from the pack out of need to do something with myself. 
 
    “Myeah,” Ray mumbles around the cigarette, removing the sling belt from around his neck and leaning against the backrest with a relieved sigh, his eyes closed. 
 
    I look at him, unashamed, letting myself absorb his presence. The rough skin, faintly pockmarked in places, enough to lend his features a manly maturity, the smile lines on his face contouring his grown beard, the pale bruising under his eyes, the slight waviness of his black hair falling over his temples, the pink lips holding the cigarette indolent and defiant at the same time. I almost touch him, but it’s too painful and he’d know now that my caresses hide too much feeling in them. 
 
    I keep my hands in my lap, playing with the cigarette between my fingers as I shift the subject to something that is just as difficult, but less dangerous. “How old is he?” 
 
    “Four this year.” 
 
    “Are you married?” 
 
    Ray scoffs, an ironic laughter. “No!?” 
 
    “Then how did you end up with a child?” 
 
    Ray laughs again and cracks one eye open. “Do you need me to give you the talk?” 
 
    “I don’t think you should be joking right now.” 
 
    “I slept with his mom a couple of years ago. Not the wisest choice of my life. She ended up pregnant and kept him to blackmail me.” He shrugs, staring ahead as he drags from the cig. 
 
    I want to ask him why he’s kept this from me so far, but I’m not sure I have the right to. Isn’t it tortuous? To cut yourself open in front of someone else, let your innermost secrets spill at their feet and trust that they won’t trample everything you are; that they’ll reciprocate, at least in part; that they’ll know what to do with the bundle of emotion you are, trust them not to snuff out your hopes. 
 
    I feel something ugly in me, the kind of sensation I have only when I think of Ray and Dany together: jealousy. I’m jealous of whoever he’s been with and I’m jealous of the kid upstairs who’s seen his softer side more times than I have. And it’s fucked up and I wish I didn’t, I wish I was the better person, but I can’t help it. I can’t help but think whether he’d always enjoyed his past relationships better, whether I’ll ever rise up to those experiences or if he’ll ever see me for who I am instead of comparing me with what he’s lost. 
 
    “Are you still seeing her?” 
 
    “I sort of have to, don’t I?” He breathes out a veil of smoke. 
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “No,” he says categorically, watching me. “I’m not.” 
 
    His admission brings me no relief, only more anguish. I can’t help but turn bitter. I thought I’ve had him figured out, yet here’s another sliver of him which he’s kept hidden. Sure, I knew he’d banged both genders by his own admission a while back, that ain’t a surprise, but a kid, man? A fuckin’ kid!? 
 
    “So, that makes you what. Part time nanny? Zoo keeper? Father of the fucking year?” I’m being mean, but I can’t stop rambling. “Do I need to call you ‘daddy’ now?” 
 
    Ray sighs and leans forward, elbows on his knee. He looks tortured. “Alex, I’m in a lot of pain, and I’m not getting better. Just please… for once…,” he pleads. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whisper, but I don’t even know what I’m apologising for at this point. “I was just… It’s been stupid to come here. And react like that.” I roll my lower lip between my teeth. “I should go,” I get up, but he puts the cigarette in his mouth and grabs my wrist in a gentle hold. 
 
    “Stay,” he says, his eyes pleading. 
 
    “Ray, you’re higher than the fuckin’ ISS right now.” 
 
    He snorts. “Does that bother you?” 
 
    I crouch in front of him. He blows a stream of smoke in the opposite direction before he focuses on me. 
 
    “Yes. Because tomorrow when you’ll touch back down, you won’t want me here. And I don’t need you to remind me of it.” 
 
    “Please,” he says slowly. His eyes are glazed. He cups my cheek. “I need you here right now.” 
 
    “You do?” I resemble the kid upstairs, I sound childish, needy and tearful. And perhaps a bit stupid for wanting to believe it. 
 
    Ray merely nods, lost and sad, we’re almost mirroring each other. He puts off our cigarettes then he kisses me slowly. I remain kneeling on the floor between his legs, one hand against his thigh, cupping his neck with the other. I want to ask him if this is causing him more pain or if he needs to shift his position, but he’s not giving signs of stopping or pushing away from me. 
 
    As we’re panting from the kiss after a while, we remain close like that, his lips ghosting over my jaw, his left hand on my nape holding me next to him. My hands roam of their own accord, touching his sides, his neck, gently caressing his back, my fingers tangling in his hair and drawing his head back to kiss him again. 
 
    He groans, shivering, our mouths melting into another kiss. He’s been driving me mad like that. Sure, I can’t stand being touched. Not by anyone. But I do crave it from him sometimes. I can relax into his touch, and forget that I’m this fucked up. And sometimes I let him touch me only because I know a part of me enjoys it, knowing it’s him, even if I don’t have an immediate reaction to it. He’s never sought pleasure for himself only, and I miss being held into his arms, the intimacy of his naked body draped over mine, the heat of his skin seeping through my soul, making me feel. I know he needs it too, but perhaps in a different way. I just need it to feel alive for a moment, if I’m terribly lucky, to feel that fullness growing in my chest before it all withers again, to feel us connected physically and mentally. To feel less alone; like we belong to each other. 
 
    “I can’t do this anymore. Please, make up your mind,” I whisper. 
 
    “Alex, please,” he whispers, nuzzling my temple. “I’ve missed you.” 
 
    I close my eyes for a moment, enjoying the feeling. It’s almost as if he doesn’t want to let me go. But he’s told me he missed me before, then called me Dany. And he was in a similar state. 
 
    When the realization washes over me, I break away from him and push him back gently. He goes without protest. Maybe that is all there is for us. Delusions. 
 
    By the time we’re in the bedroom upstairs, he’s already half-asleep. I help him lie down and he still holds onto my wrist as I make sure he’s comfortable. 
 
    “Don’t leave,” he repeats. It’s funny that he knows I wanted to, but I couldn’t leave in good conscience, knowing he’s like this. 
 
    “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t.” My words don’t contain malice or hatred, just a request. I’ve asked him not to leave before and he’d ended up doing whatever he wanted. And I can’t help but feel betrayed somehow that he’s kept one more important thing hidden from me. So, why shouldn’t I do the same? 
 
    “I’ll think about it. Give me time.” He squeezes my hand, our fingers entwining, a promise of what I need, of what could be, of us. “I promise,” Ray whispers. It’s like it pains him to say it, but only now he could find the courage to do it. I nod. Fuck. He’s high. He must be. There’s no other way. 
 
    “I’ve missed you too,” I whisper in return, watching him fall asleep. Why do you have to play with my fucking heart like this? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I watch over him as he sleeps for hours on end, studying the wrinkles on his face brought about by dreams to which I have no access. He’s tormented even while resting, and I don’t know how to help or even if I can. If only he’d let me in somehow. I follow the up and down movements of his chest, afraid his breathing might stop anytime. Those pills he’d taken… The morphine. The mere thought he’s lost his control and he’s being this reckless… It’s fuckin’ scary. 
 
    Exhaustion draws me into falling asleep next to him, it’s become a common occurrence lately. Anxiety filled nightmares trouble me, though. They charge my dreams with worries, despair, they steal even the feeble peace of unconsciousness from me. There’s nowhere to run any longer. 
 
    I wake up before him, but I don’t attempt to get up. I stand there, staring out the window at the drifting clouds, searching for solutions but even my inner voice refuses to communicate with me until I hear the tiny trots and I pop my head up. 
 
    The gremlin stumbles into the room in his blue bunny PJs, rubbing his eyes. He goes straight towards Ray’s side of the bed, but I tsk at him and draw his attention. The chibi wavers, looking from Ray to me. He approaches my side of the bed seeing as his dad’s still in dreamland, watching me with sleepy eyes, his black hair like Ray’s tousled from sleep and spiking in all directions. It looks softer though. I bet it is. He leans with his fists against the bed with a sulk on his miniature face. 
 
    I push myself up on my elbows. “What do you want?” I whisper. 
 
    “I wants to wee,” he replies in the same low voice. I sigh. “Can you wake daddy?” 
 
    I look over at Raymond. That’s not going to happen any time soon. I want him to rest some more. He looks like he desperately needs it. I sigh again, defeated. 
 
    “I’ll take you.” I push myself up, none too happy. I pick up my jeans from the floor and dress up. The minion looks around the room, his fists under his chin, dancing from one leg to the other. 
 
    “Come on.” I prod him out of the room, and he darts like a mini-rocket towards the bathroom. I turn on the light and walk in after him. He stares awkwardly at the toilet, then at me, waiting for something. Oh, for fuck’s…  
 
    “Right.” How do you do this. I’m not good with children. I’m not sure what I’m meant to do. Doesn’t he have a potty or something? Maybe a tree against which he rubs. A litter hidden somewhere in a corner? I fumble awkwardly. “What do you need help with?” 
 
    “You’le watching.” 
 
    “Oh. Oh! Okay.” I turn and face the door instead while he’s doing his stuff, asking myself how, for god’s loving sake, do I always end up in situations like this? The toilet flush is my signal that he’s done. I peek over my shoulder as he runs to the sink after, lifting his hands, his fingers spread wide, not touching anything. He looks at me with pleading eyes. 
 
    “I can’t leach.” 
 
    “Of course you can’t,” I mumble. I turn on the tap. I grab his hands and splash some soap on them. His big, blue-grey eyes, almost like Ray’s, turn on me. It’s uncanny. 
 
    “Why wele you yelling at my daddy?” he asks in a matter-of-fact tone. 
 
    Well, aren’t you a curious, little mouse? 
 
    “I’m… uhm… I’m…,” I rub the soap on his hands, frowning at what I’m doing. “I’m… I’m… wasn’t. I wasn’t,” I stutter. What the heck are you supposed to say to a four-year-old? He makes me feel awkward for some reason. And nervous. This is Ray’s son. The son I had no idea about until last night. “We were discussing. About… things, you know.” 
 
    “What dings?” 
 
    “Uhm,” I rinse the soap from his hands. “Adult things.” 
 
    “What is an A-dult ding?” he asks in a funny accent. 
 
    “It means it’s not for you.” 
 
    He doesn’t look chastised, on the contrary his expression is open and curious. “What is youl name?” 
 
    “Alex.” I dry him with the towel, still frowning, sort of avoiding looking directly at him. “Yours?” 
 
    “N-i-c-h-o-l-a-s, but I am Ni-cky. Mommy and Glandpa doesn’t call me that. They says daddy shouldn’t spail me mooch.” 
 
    I finally look at him. “You mean spoil much?” 
 
    “Yiss.” He grins as if he’d accomplished something great. I push him gently out of the bathroom, a bit conflicted. 
 
    “Can I have my hot cocoa now?” 
 
    Argh. I want to strangle him. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “A bit,” he says in a shy voice, looking at the ground and putting his fists under his chin, swaying to and fro. For fuck’s sake. He’s not allowed to be this cute, this is emotional blackmail. 
 
    “Okay. Let’s go to the kitchen.” 
 
    I wait for him to go down the steps but he’s taking way too long and looks a bit insecure. I’d like to say I’m annoyed, when in fact I’m terrified the brat might end up breaking his neck. Ray would surely kill me for that. So, I grab one of his hands and he happily takes it. His tiny, spindly sausages wrap tightly around my fingers and when we’re clear, he lets go and runs away. 
 
    In the kitchen, he struggles to get on a chair and almost falls, his mouth nearly rendezvousing with the table’s edge. So, I pick him up and seat him in the chair, feeling a good amount of horror at the idea he might get hurt on my watch. 
 
    “Don’t… move!” I warn him, waving my finger at him. “You’re gonna fall otherwise.” I leave him there, then I start muttering under my breath. “The last thing I need is you losing a tooth. Your daddy’s going to fuckin’ spank my whinny arse.” I consider that for a moment. “Not that I’d object to it.” I shrug to myself. 
 
    “A-L-S-E is a bad wold,” he chirps from behind me. 
 
    I watch him almost horrified, flapping my hands as I start talking. Then I freeze promptly. “I’ve got no fuc — hmph — fluffin’ clue what you’re talking about. Wasn’t me.” 
 
    Nicky gives me a quizzical look, it feels rather eviscerating and humiliating. I’m letting a bloody kid embarrass me. 
 
    “But you said daddy will swank youl—” 
 
    “Shhhh! Do you want chocolate?” He nods promptly. “Right. Then you won’t tell daddy what I said, okay, Nicky?” 
 
    He tilts his head, his lips widening into a devilish grin. “What about biscuits?” 
 
    “Yes. Sure. Yeah. You can have biscuits.” 
 
    “And you play with me?” he asks in a soft, knowing voice. 
 
    “You little sh—” I stutter. “Schnitzel. Fuc— Funny. Yes.” FUCK! “Yes, I’ll play with you.” I’ll do it only to get the opportunity to wring your little, smartass neck. 
 
    “I aglee,” he declares, a shit-eating grin on his innocent face. He’s even got the gall to extend his arm so we can shake hands. This kid is either going to be the king of kindergarten or he’ll end up with his arse kicked because he’s too smart for his own good. 
 
    I make some sandwiches and hot chocolate for the both of us. I even rummage for biscuits and find some chocolate ones in one of the cupboards. I don’t even know if he has any allergies or what the hell he’s supposed to eat in the first place. Maybe Ray’s got some kibble around here and I can pour him a bowl instead. 
 
    I put the plate in front of him. His eyebrows draw close together, much like Ray’s when he glowers at things. Nicky pouts. “Can you cut it?” 
 
    I glare at the sandwich, then cut it in half. “Is that better?” 
 
    “Daddy makes it in squales.” 
 
    “Right-o.” I hackle the sandwich then give it back to him. He grabs a piece and chews on it with joy. He keeps swinging his legs in the chair, eating slowly and sipping carefully from his mug, his eyes growing bigger every time he attempts a sip. A chocolate moustache spread all over his upper lip. I almost laugh at that. 
 
    Then after we’re done and he’s chewed through the two biscuits I gave him, we move into the living room, but he whizzes straight towards the stairs. Shit. 
 
    “Where are you going?” I whisper-shout, aware I’ve left the bedroom door open upstairs. 
 
    “Want my toys,” Nicky says and keeps climbing awkwardly. I watch him struggling with the steps, his tiny fist clutching the rail. I shake my head, then rush to help him. Why would god torment me with taking care of a child? I’m not cut out for this. I can barely take care of myself. What the hell, fam? 
 
    When we reach the top of the staircase, I’m already tired and out of breath as if I’ve been toiling in a field all day. It’s not even noon yet. Jesus. Nicky runs into his room, proving once again he’s got too much energy and I got a hard time keeping up with him. I’m questioning my age at this point. I follow sheepishly. Am I even supposed to be here in Ray’s absence? Nicky bolts straight to a shelf and picks an armful of things, then sits down on the rug with a bunch of toys. I sigh. So, this is how I’m going to spend my morning. 
 
    “Can you stay here for a bit, but don’t leave anywhere?” Nicky nods, tongue sticking out of his mouth, completely oblivious. “I hope that’s a yes. Don’t wake up your father, hear me?” Here’s some words I thought I’d never say. 
 
    He finally looks up at me. “Whele you going? You said you’ll play with me.” 
 
    “I need to wee,” I say with a sly smile. Luckily, that shuts him up. Thank fuck the kid understands the concept of privacy. 
 
    I take the time to check Ray’s bathroom on a hunch. I open the cupboard, rummaging through it. The regular pharmacy is still there. Then I chance a look in his office. The door’s unlocked, surprisingly enough. The place is now clean. No sign of damage. A new monitor sits in a box on the floor, unwrapped. I guess Ray’s never had the time to set it up. 
 
    I shake the ashtray, scrunching my nose at the cigarette butts in it. I try the mystery drawer again. Unlocked. Ray’s pouch is in it. I pick it up, keeping one eye on the door, my ears listening for any tell-tale signs that he might be awake. I unzip the black case and reveal its contents again. He’s refilled it. Two unpacked syringes with fresh needles, ready to use and two sealed vials. I turn one of the morphine vials on all sides. There’s the quantity on it and some other gibberish I can’t understand. The bin next to the desk draws my attention. I frown and give it a kick to have a better look. I take a deep breath, tie up the bin bag, then put everything back as I found it and puff my cheeks. 
 
    “Shit, Ray. What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    I rub my temples. This thing has been going on for a while, according to his own admission, but how do I fucking make him stop? Talk to Roman? But he knew about it, so it doesn’t sound like he’s doing anything against it. 
 
    I wonder where the hell he’s getting them from. Someone must be supplying him. Maybe Felix or Marian. He’s not getting them himself and the doc never gave him intravenous meds. I should know. I was there. I asked him what kind of crap he’s supposed to take. 
 
    I kick myself out of my contemplation and return to Nicky’s room. He’s still playing undisturbed, and doesn’t even notice when I walk back in. I glance around the room and plop onto a beanie bag, taking a deep breath, hand over my face, at the end of my rope. This is completely surreal. 
 
    Ray’s addiction is something which might prove to be too much for me. All those things Mark’s told me and Roman’s little charade from a few weeks back run through my head, one thought more worrying than the other. How did I not see it? I should’ve realized there’s something wrong with him. I should’ve known. I’ve been here for nights on end. How come I didn’t know it? And what the hell was that thing he said to me. He fuckin’ missed me? Well, how come he’s been ignoring me for so long? 
 
    “Ah-lex?” 
 
    I look down at Nicky at the sound of my mangled name. “Hmmm?” 
 
    “Play with me?” he puts a green soldier in my hand and gives me a huge, innocent smile. I want to refuse, but at the sight of that smile with the tiny, tilted teeth I turn mellow. 
 
    “Fine,” I mumble and sit on the floor next to him. He chitters away about his different soldiers and what he can do with them, explaining to me in a serious tone that they must prepare for an attack. I nod, half-captivated, sucked into his simple world for the moment. 
 
    We start building bases and rails, fill trains with soldiers and supplies, build fences and arm the soldiers with guns, moving them from one place to the other. I don’t know how much time we spend there, but I get so engrossed into playing that I lock everything out. 
 
    Sometime later, a panicked, hyperventilating Ray walks in, a wild look about him, eyes puffed from sleep resembling Nicky when he woke up earlier. 
 
    Nicky lifts his head at the intruder. “Daddy!” he runs in a beeline towards Raymond. 
 
    Ray covers his face with his hand, breathing hard and leaning against the doorway. “Are you alright, buddy?” he manages, looking down at the child and patting his shoulder. I can only imagine what must’ve gone through his head as he woke up alone in bed. 
 
    “I’m playing with Ah-lex,” Nicky points at our magnificent fortress. 
 
    Ray acknowledges me with a nod, and he sends Nicky back to play. I stand up, mindful of the little creature running around my feet. I grab Ray’s arm and drag him in the hallway. He leans against the wall, catching his breath, head back against the doorframe. 
 
    “Sorry,” he rubs at his eyes, forcing himself to wake up, “Were you awake long?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Perhaps an hour or two. I made him a sandwich, and a hot chocolate. Gave him a biscuit.” I shrug. “I don’t know what he usually eats.” 
 
    “That’s alright. Did he give you any trouble?” 
 
    “No.” Surprisingly enough. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Don’t need to thank me,” I reply. 
 
    He rubs his finger against a bruise on my upper arm, his eyebrow wrinkling in the process. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “Just training,” I say then the awkward silence ensues, and he doesn’t look at me. We both know what it means, but neither of us is willing to go near it. I need to say something. “I need to tell you something.” 
 
    The look he gives me is chilling, but this is the reason why I came here last night, and he has the right to know, if only to warn Anatoly of what’s coming. 
 
    “There’s a traitor between Anatoly’s men.” 
 
    Ray’s expression turns severe in the blink of an eye. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “I’ve been…,” I bite my lip. 
 
    Ray’s jaw tightens, staring the other way, already seething with anger. 
 
    “Bedroom,” he says sharply. He throws a look at Nicky, but he’s still absorbed by his toys. “Nicko, I’m right here with Alex, alright?” 
 
    I cut the distance between the rooms in two steps and mentally prepare myself for the incoming berating. 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “I… didn’t do much,” I mumble. “Just a little.” 
 
    “Aleksandr, I swear to Christ!” Ray snaps, his face red, a vein ready to burst on his forehead. He goes straight for the cigarettes, but that doesn’t come as a surprise any longer. I know him better than I know myself by now. 
 
    “I don’t want you to get mad again.” 
 
    Ray cackles with laughter, placing a cigarette between his lips. “Don’t you think it’s a bit late for that?” A moment and one angry breath later, Ray lights up his cigarette. He’s already shaking with nerves. “Tell me what happened.” 
 
    As though I can say ‘no’ to that tone at this point. Ray’s livid by the time I tell him everything, impromptu visit from Stefan included. I haven’t moved an inch from next to the door, and I’ve been staring into the floor the whole time, scared and ashamed while he’s been pacing left and right and asking only short and to the point questions in that cold tone of his which is usually reserved for the scum of the earth. 
 
    “So, he comes to your door, and you go to Morozov instead of coming to me?” That’s the first sliver of emotion he’s showed in the past ten minutes. “And you made a deal with a mobster?” his voice raises a bit. “Have you lost your goddamn mind?” 
 
    “I’m only trying to protect you.” 
 
    “I don’t need you to protect me!” Ray snaps. “Hmmm,” he stays in place, covering his face with his shaky hand. “I’m losing my goddamn mind.” 
 
    “If I hadn’t, we wouldn’t know about Anatoly right now.” I dare to get closer. I touch his bare arms, my hands cold on his warm skin. “Can you please sit down? You’re shaking.” 
 
    He lets his hand drop, revealing a rabid scowl. I’d slap myself if I were him, although I do admire his restraint. 
 
    “What do you want to do now? Vlad must’ve told Vitya already.” 
 
    Ray lets out a strained, uncomfortable chuckle. Then shakes his head as he looks down at me, not saying anything, breathing hard. Thinking. He moves past me and picks up his phone. I’m surprised he’s not cracking the screen, he’s close to punching holes in it with his finger.  
 
    “Hi Rimma,” he darkens instantly. “Yeah. No. We’ve got a problem.” He steps out of the bedroom and locks himself into the office while he relays the message to Roman. 
 
    I check on Nicky, but he’s still engrossed in his toys. He catches me staring and tries to lure me back into it, but I convince him that we’ll play again later. 
 
      
 
    After he’s finished with the call, Ray comes to the bedroom and sits back down on the bed with a sigh, head in his hand, troubled. I lean against the wall, arms crossed, staring out the window. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Ray says. “I don’t like that you’re involved with Victor. I don’t like that… whatever you’re doing with Morozov. I don’t like the fact you’re not listening to me,” he growls. “You keep putting yourself in danger.” He wets his lips, his nostrils flare. “Haven’t I asked you to stay out of this?” 
 
    I bite my lip, semi-annoyed. “I can’t simply just stand around doing nothing. Not now.” 
 
    “Alex, we talked about something,” he admonishes me, his voice rough as he struggles to keep his tone low. “I thought we’ve agreed you’d let me handle it. How many times do we need to reiterate the same point?” 
 
    I bite my tongue. He can’t even handle himself, let alone this bullshit we’re in. The thought prompts me to be impulsive, so I can’t help but say what’s been bothering me all along.  
 
    “I don’t trust you know what you’re doing right now.” Ray’s gaze darkens, finally looking up at me. “You’re not yourself. And you’re not thinking clearly. That much I know.” 
 
    His skin is flushed, more so than earlier, his eyes more alert, growing defensive, perhaps scared. “I know what I’m doing.” 
 
    “No, Ray. You don’t.” I look at him closely. “You swallowed a bunch of pills last night. And there’s vials and used needles in the bin in your office.” 
 
    “Have you been going through my things?” he confronts me, an aura of disbelief and unwarranted offense surrounding him. 
 
    “You took a DNA test behind my back, so don’t give me the privacy shit, alright?” I move closer to him, my arms still crossed on my chest, staring down at him on the edge of the bed. “Your kid’s in the other room playing,” I say, my tone mellower. “And you were high last night when you should be keeping an eye on him.” 
 
    “Whether I was or wasn’t, it doesn’t concern you,” he says snappishly. “And you ought to keep your mouth shut,” he glances towards the door briefly, then meets my gaze. 
 
    “That is irresponsible as fuck, you know that?” 
 
    “That’s none of your goddamn business.” 
 
    “I make it my goddamn business as much as I please.” I shake my head. “You’ve been popping pills like candy lately. I get it you’re in pain. I do. But next time you want to get fucked, make sure you don’t have your child around. What would have happened if I wasn’t here? You would’ve let him starve and piss himself? Is that why you asked me to stay? To play nanny for your son?” 
 
    Ray scowls. “Shut the fuck up,” he hisses. 
 
    Clearly, I’ve stricken a chord. He wouldn’t attack himself like this if I wasn’t right, though. His anger at my words stems from shame and awareness, and perhaps even denial, but I can’t gauge whatever the fuck’s going through his head and he should bloody know better. 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing, Ray?” I keep my voice as low as possible so Nicky doesn’t hear us. 
 
    He chuckles. “Who the fuck do you think you are to judge me? My life is none of your business.” 
 
    “Same my life isn’t yours, right? We’re practicing equality here.” I chuckle. “You’re a fuckin’ hypocrite, you know,” I shake my head. “Telling me how I’m unstable and all that and on the other hand, you’ve been shooting up behind my back. I should’ve fuckin’ seen it earlier, that’s why you’re as changing as the seasons all the time.” 
 
    Ray gets up from the bed, towering over me. “You don’t know what I’ve been through.” He gets madder and madder, as if that’s an excuse for his shitty behaviour. “Or what I’ve done. You do this every single time, pushing my buttons like this.” 
 
    “I’m not pushing anything, Ray. It’s just that every time when I want to talk to you for reals, you eat the fuckin’ ground running. And you’re fucking me in the process. Literally. Figuratively. Whichever way you fuckin’ want,” I reproach. “One moment you need time and space, the other you’re ‘baby, I’ve missed you, don’t leave me’,” I say angrily. “What the fuck?” I mouth the words. “Can’t you see we’re always getting here because of this? You think I’m pushing your buttons when I just want to be closer to you. But you keep me at an arm’s distance every single time.” 
 
    “Maybe if you wouldn’t go around mingling with Vitya, things would be different.” 
 
    “So, it’s my fault now I care about you, and I want to protect you. Gee, mate, you’re really showing your loving side. Talk about changing subjects.” 
 
    “You know what, I’m done with this bullshit. I should’ve done it from the beginning. I’m done, hear me?” he snarls, his voice slightly raised. 
 
    “You keep saying that,” I narrow my eyes, shaking slightly. “So, your promise last night means jack shit. In fact, it shouldn’t surprise me.” 
 
    “You’re one to talk about broken promises,” he snatches my arm, stopping me from leaving the room. “Do you enjoy playing games with me, Aleksandr?” 
 
    “Do you enjoy making me cry all the time?” I retort. He does a double take, his hold weakening on my arm. Now he looks hurt. 
 
    “Ah-lex? Ale you coming back to play?” The tiny voice coming from the hallway interrupts the heated moment, but we don’t lose eye contact. 
 
    “Sorry, Nicky. I got things to do.” I jerk free of Ray’s touch and open the door. “I’m tired of you fuckin’ using me all the time,” I say in Russian, shaking my head, disappointed. I step back, looking from him to Nicky. “You’ve got a fuckin’ child, yet you’re acting like a goddamn idiot. And here I thought, between the two of us, you’re the adult. I’m glad to see you’re proving me wrong.” Tears are prickling my eyes. I shake my head. I can’t deal with this shit anymore. 
 
    “Alex—” 
 
    I ignore him. I’m surprised I don’t tumble down the stairs, given the fact I’m blind with rage. 
 
    “Alex!” Ray shouts. 
 
    How could Roman ever bloody accuse me of pushing Raymond to do anything when Raymond only does what Raymond wants. Which is god knows what, because god fuckin’ forbid he ever talks to me about anything or lets anyone get close to him. 
 
    Fuck this shit, I’m out of here. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 – Ray 
 
     
 
    The laptop screen had turned black, the white light at the bottom intermittently blinking, reflected in the glass table, a reminder that it needed but a nudge to resume its activity. A stack of papers sat to its right, freshly printed that afternoon but the corners were already bent and creased after being handled so many times. Ray’s coffee was stale and forgotten after he had turned to a much-needed glass of whiskey in a moment of craving. 
 
    Even the light had subsided outside, nature following its indifferent course through the endless cycle of day and night. What did the sun care about Raymond Ward’s revelations from the past couple of hours? The world went on unhindered in spite of the troubles of the petty beings populating its surface. 
 
    The black USB stick reflected the overhead lights in its smooth surface. Such an insignificant object containing so much power. Raymond had hesitated in connecting it to his laptop out of fear of foul play, but his curiosity had gotten the best of him. 
 
    This time, the same homeless girl who had been in his kitchen not too long ago, had been brought up by Marian and knocked on his door, smiling crookedly and asking if she could get another cup of coffee. She’d come with another envelope and the USB had been enclosed there next to another handwritten note. 
 
    I trust you got my last gift. 
 
    I know what you’re looking for. 
 
    I took the liberty to procure it for you.  
 
    It’s all tied together. 
 
    A surge of panic had shot through Raymond at the sight of it, then questions had followed, but the girl had been unable to tell him more about the mysterious person who kept handing her the “gifts”. Ray wanted to know when she’d gotten the new envelope and whether the same man had shown up at the same location. That would give them more information, they could narrow down the intervals, they would know what to look for. Paul had had no luck with the recordings so far but at least now they had another clue, and they would be even more motivated to get to the bottom of it. 
 
    Ray couldn’t get rid of the girl fast enough, then he’d started pacing, Nicholas constantly interrupting his train of thought and distracting him from the matter at hand. Ray’s irritation had grown beyond what he could bear, and he’d snapped at the child which in turn had created even more trouble. He’d then spent half an hour berating himself while trying to pacify the boy with apologies and promises of presents that could not wash his sins. Exhausted from crying, Nicky had then fallen asleep and the sight of the child had brought back memories from his fight with Alex. Ray felt ashamed of himself, disgusted with his behaviour and his inability to keep himself in check, his control constantly slipping from him and revealing his ugly side more and more. Aleksandr had been right, but the admission enraged him. Ray’s emotions were clashing, kneeling him, and he’d nearly broken down in Nicky’s bedroom. 
 
    With great difficulty, he’d pulled himself together and then spent the better part of an hour obsessing over the shape of the USB stick on the table. Then, all reason be damned, he’d powered up the laptop and connected the damn thing to it. 
 
    A password was needed to gain access to the contents, so Ray had paused and taken his sweet time frowning some more. I trust you got my last gift. It’s all tied together. He’d typed in ‘Ukraine’ and accessed the USB right away. 
 
    The files revealed bank statements, account numbers, and transfers between Kostya, Victor’s right-hand, and a number of questionable individuals residing on the Ukrainian territory. There was also proof of money exchanging hands between Kostya and Kirill Azarov, thus throwing more light on the information Raymond had already received from Anatoly. 
 
    This was evidence which proved that Raymond’s money had been siphoned through dozens of accounts and had reached the pockets of dissidents which could be easily connected to what had taken place in Ukraine in 2014. Of course, there was no direct connection to Ray, that would have been sloppy, but it all became apparent once he compared the information he had obtained from all sides. There was no doubt that more funds had left accounts and exchanged hands in the form of cash. 
 
    Ray knew what he was staring at, and he could see the trail led back to Kostya, Victor and Raymond’s businesses. Of course, Ray’s assets were protected in theory, and he had a slew of accounts registered in countries which provided enough anonymity and secrecy, yet even that anonymity had a limit. Swiss banks and other institutions existing in similar tax-havens were notorious for their policies and banking secrecy exaggerated through the popular culture, yet the reality often did not match the utterances of storytellers and film-makers. While Raymond’s identity was protected and only him and a handful of individuals had access to concealed data about his numerous accounts, those accounts still existed encrypted under a numerical string of information and if any solid evidence connected his assets to foul-play or financial crime, this could in turn lead to the disclosure of information to the relevant authorities. He’d learned from Nolan how to best cover his tracks and granted, while one would have to go through a great deal of trouble to obtain the information Raymond was currently staring at, that didn’t mean this wasn’t consequential. Furthermore, if one unknown person with this kind of access was able to obtain this and link it all together, that meant that others could do too. All they needed was to look in the right direction. 
 
    This observation in turn made Raymond think of whom this anonymous individual could be. It was clear that he had inside information, targeting specific individuals from Vitya’s clique which they could not know unless they were involved themselves in this. Raymond had checked the authenticity of all of the accounts, there were names and identities provided as well, and this person, whoever it was, had hacked into dozens of accounts, bypassing the need for a warrant in order to obtain that data. It was all becoming so complicated. The man had gotten close enough to Vitya to snap a photo of his meeting. Whoever he was, he was hunting for something. With the drive in his possession, Raymond couldn’t help but be paranoid. 
 
    It occurred to him that the Interpol agent acquainted with Kirill could be after him, but why play this cat and mouse game? Unless he was unsure about the drive, that had been the agent’s end goal, hadn’t it? Kirill had stolen it at his behest. It was unclear what had happened with the said agent to begin with, Anatoly had, or pretended not to have clue. They didn’t know whether the man had been murdered at the same time Kirill had or not, there was no information about him whatsoever that Ray could put into balance and it terrified him to some extent.  
 
    Ray realized how late it was when he checked the time. He sighed and leaned back against the couch, his body numb from the tension he’d felt for the past couple of hours. He’d taken his painkillers earlier, struggling with the craving to put a needle to his vein and let the sweet ardour of morphine drag him under. But he couldn’t do that. Not with Nicky upstairs. Not again. Alex’s reprimand had been like a wakeup call. 
 
    I can’t lose my mind. I can’t. He clung to sanity with despair, he would remain afloat and trump this vile urge once again. 
 
    His body was becoming light when the loud clang jolted him from his sleep. He did not have time to process what he’d heard when the noise echoed again through the penthouse, a metallic ring to it. 
 
    Ray darted off the couch, the adrenaline quickening his pulse, all pain be damned. His eyes sought a weapon while his body was drawn closer to the commotion. It was coming from outside the flat. Someone was banging on his front door, while people were shouting and yelling vague, nonsensical words. They were trying to break down his door. 
 
    A part of him asked himself if it wasn’t all a fabrication. He must’ve injected himself and he couldn’t remember it, but he ran towards the stairs, nevertheless. 
 
    “Daddy?” Nicky emerged at the top of the landing, rubbing at his eyes. 
 
    “Go back to your bedroom, buddy,” Ray said, his voice level. “Now.” He steered the boy the way he’d come while the commotion was getting louder downstairs. 
 
    “What’s gon’ on?” Nicky’s eyes were wide and scared, a projection of Raymond’s fear. 
 
    Ray drove the boy back to bed, grabbed the blanket with one hand and draped it around him. He crouched to the kid’s level, and looked him in the eye. 
 
    “We’re just playing a game,” Ray whispered. “You need to hide here, alright, buddy?” 
 
    The boy nodded, unsure and terrified. “I tell you what,” Ray said, stroking Nicky’s shoulder through the blanket. “You hide in the bedroom and then I come find you. We’ll play hide and seek, alright? But you can’t leave this bedroom. Those are the rules, Nicky. Do you understand?” 
 
    The boy nodded, his lips quivering as his eyes kept darting towards the door, drawn by the loud sounds permeating through the flat. 
 
    “Don’t come out unless I come back for you, alright?” Ray insisted. He kissed his forehead then rushed into the hallway, pulling the door closed behind him. 
 
    The scar on Ray’s back was pulsing down, numbing his entire arm, a searing spreading through his veins with each heartbeat. 
 
    He retrieved a gun from a hidden panel in the wall, then hurried down the stairs, trying to make sense of what was happening. Was it a robbery or was someone trying to attack him again? 
 
    Ray took cover in the living room next to one of the walls delineating the hallway, listening for signs of a break in. His front door was made out of sturdy metal, as he had inherited some of Nolan’s paranoia with the passing of time, so no one had breached through yet. That did not mean that someone motivated enough wouldn’t be able to find a way in. He needed to call someone, but his phone was on the table next to his laptop. Perhaps Victor had found out about the drive, and he was coming to get it. 
 
    Focus, he berated himself. Raymond’s emotions were running rampant, he was all over the place. It seemed that the clanging had stopped. He dared peeking around the corner, listening to the heated voices coming from outside of his flat. Then a loud knocking commenced. 
 
    “Boss!” 
 
    It’s a trap. It’s a trap. His phone vibrated on the table. Ray pushed away from the wall and retrieved the phone. His bodyguards were trying to reach him. 
 
    “What the hell is happening out there?” he put the phone on speaker and kept it in his right hand while holding the gun with the other, pointing it at the hallway. 
 
    “Boss, some hooligans were trying to break in. We drove them away, but we have two wounded,” his man said, breathless. “The downstairs neighbours have already called the cops.” 
 
    Ray’s paranoia refused to back away, but he could hear the shrill voice of a woman echoing both through the phone and the door. He hung up the call and approached the entrance slowly, apprehensive. He flipped open the peephole, a hundred scenarios of him ending up with a bullet between the eyes flying through his head. Nothing of the sort happened, though. The bodyguard had been right, he could see his downstairs neighbours gathered at the foot of the stairs, past the landing. Ray placed the gun on the rack behind him and unlocked the door. 
 
    It became apparent that the exterior of his front door had been banged with something. It was full of scratches, dents and even the odd hole caused by piercing. It would need to be replaced entirely, perhaps it was a sign to upgrade to something even better. That didn’t hold his attention for long though. 
 
    Two of his men were lying on the ground, one of them groaning, the other unconscious. Another was trying to fend off the neighbours while the other one was speaking alarmed into his phone. 
 
    “… past midnight… unbelievable… the police will do this!” His downstairs neighbour was yelling louder than the earlier clamour, perhaps seeking to match it in intensity. People were always getting involved whenever something happened and most of the times, they were trying to one up it as if prizes were involved. 
 
    After it became clear that there were no immediate threats, Raymond kneeled next to the bodyguard lying prone on the ground, checking his pulse. 
 
    “Boss, I’m… sorry,” the other wounded man said. “They came in a group—” 
 
    “It’s alright. Please, don’t talk.” The man kneeling next to Ray was bleeding from a hideous gash in his forehead, the left side of his face covered in blood. His other eye was round and alarmed and he was shaking from all joints, clearly in shock. But he would live. 
 
    Ray diverted his attention to the unconscious man, but other than make sure he was in a recovery position there wasn’t anything else Raymond could do. Not in the limited state he was in. 
 
    “We’ve called Marian, sir. The cops are on their way. The ambulance too,” another of his men said. 
 
    Raymond just nodded. His downstairs neighbour prattled on, having drawn a larger group of curious eyes all trying to glimpse what had happened. If the commotion hadn’t woken up the entire building, then she’d made sure of it. Raymond hated the mindless mob, their presence angered him even more. 
 
    “Daddy?” 
 
    Raymond jerked up, turning to see Nicky standing in the doorframe. “I told you to stay inside!” he snapped, his voice ragged. 
 
    Nicky was looking at him with big eyes, shifting from him to the bleeding men. The boy staggered with a trembling pout and an innocent whimper, noticing the people shoving at each other on the landing between the floors, each one eager to be a participant at the event.  
 
    “Go back in,” Ray pointed at the door then pushed himself up with a grimace before he turned to his neighbours. “Don’t you have anything better to do?” he said loudly, staring them down. “Get the hell out of here, there’s nothing to see.” 
 
    “Why are you so aggressive, sir? What’s your problem?” An older man addressed him. The pyjama and the pillow marks on his face told that he’d gotten fresh out of bed to join the rest. 
 
    “You’ve got no business here, so please get back to your flats.” Ray felt the need to add “and leave me the fuck alone” after, but he kept his tongue in check. The group was already mumbling and pointing at him, preparing to leave with great reluctance. 
 
    The bodyguard facing the crowd turned back only after making sure they left the landing, albeit displeased voices could still be heard from the lower floors. 
 
    “Let me know when Marian gets here,” Raymond said, and the man acquiesced. 
 
    Ray couldn’t stay there with them, what if the attackers returned? He would get all of the details later on, now he just needed to take his son back to safety. 
 
    Nicky had barely stepped inside the flat and was peeking through the open door when Ray went back in. He slammed the door shut and locked it behind him, then turned to his distressed son who was looking up at him as if he’d start sharing punches. Raymond kneeled on the floor next to him, wrapping his left arm around him. 
 
    “It’s okay, buddy.” Nicky buried himself against him and sniffled on his shoulder, tiny uncontrollable sobs which wrought havoc in Raymond’s heart. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Daddy didn’t mean to snap. Shhh. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Twice in a day. Ray couldn’t help but feel even angrier with himself, but he thought it reasonable to be angry when someone had just tried to break into his house and had injured two of his men. He needed to keep in control. He couldn’t let anyone hurt them. 
 
    “Alright, kiddo, hear me out. Nicko, look at me.” Ray waited until the boy raised his teary blue eyes to meet his. “We’re going upstairs and we’ll pack a bag, alright? You need to gather your toys, can you do this for me?” Raymond’s voice was grave with a low vibration to it which he could feel in his bones like the whirr of an engine. His entire body was shaking, tense and ready for a fight. 
 
    Nicholas sobbed and brought his sleeves up to his tear-smeared face, nodding almost imperceptibly. He was terrified and it had been a long day for the both of them. 
 
    Raymond wondered if it had been a bad idea to bring the kid home with him, it was clear that he was in no state of mind to take care of him, nor was the boy safe at his side. Pain tore through his chest only thinking of letting his son leave with Luiza, but he trampled it, reaching for the iron mask and sliding it in place over his feelings. He hadn’t gone through the extent of fighting both his father and Luiza only to backtrack now. 
 
    Luiza had refused to let him see the boy after the car explosion, and his old man had shouted at him when he’d heard that Raymond had taken Nicholas to his place. Some heavy words had been exchanged between the two, nothing out of the ordinary, just the usual, “you’re being irresponsible, unfit to be a parent, you’ve put us in danger”, and other loving expressions along the same narrative Raymond was used to. Both Luiza and his father had given him a good amount of grief, as it had always been the case. Ray knew that every member of his family had an opinion about it, but he was unwilling to let them get involved any longer. He would be damned if he caved in and proved them right. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 – Alex 
 
      
 
    I’d love to say that I live an uneventful life, but it’s been anything but in the past weeks. Everything’s gotten worse since my last fight with Ray. We haven’t spoken to each other since, nor does it look likely. That in turn has soured my mood in ways I find hard to comprehend. A need for crying and destruction battle in me, competing for the first spot like two hungry dogs fighting over a bone. The numbness has settled in once more, the lack of fucks has turned endemic in my body, so has the sleep deprivation and rage reigns over all of them. 
 
    I got one goal in mind: to see Stefan dead and I won’t stop until I achieve it. It’s what keeps me running at the moment. That’s why I’m eagerly waiting in Victor’s office for news on how his incursion against Anatoly’s gone. Provided all is well, then him and Scarface will end up doing business together, and once that happens, Stefan’s as good as dead. It’s only a matter of time. And therein lies the problem, since I haven’t heard back from Ray at all, I don’t know whether he’s told Anatoly about the mole or not. 
 
    In all honesty, I’m not sure what Vitya will find, or if I’ve ruined my own plans in any way, but the universe has royally screwed me several times before, so I won’t put it past it to do it once more. 
 
    Victor is a real sight to behold, I thought the man is a block of stone but today he’s been in an infectious mood and everyone around him has been glowering. Even Vlad’s shut his mouth, which is admirable, although he’s been nudging me with his shoe from time to time, his face splitting into a grin, but no clever remarks have left his mouth, nothing unsavoury that could anger Vitya even more. 
 
    I’ll admit, the atmosphere is… intense. 
 
    Vlad elbows me again, drawing my attention to him. “Come outside with me.” He points at the balcony and waits for my reaction. 
 
    “Fuck it. Why not.” I’m bored anyway. I grab my cigarettes and follow Vlad outside, no one spares a glance for us. 
 
    We walk farther down from the door, where we can talk without others listening in, and I lean against the wall, boot propped on the bricks behind me, cigarette between my lips. 
 
    The back of the villa is supposed to resemble a garden, but it’s filled only with dejected bushes and gnarled branches at this time of year. No one has started working on fixing it since there is still snow falling from time to time. It looks distasteful and desolate, like pretty much everything else in this place. 
 
    “You’ve been thinking hard, kitten.” 
 
    “What if the deal falls through?” 
 
    Vlad leans with his elbows against the bronze railing, squinting as he lights up his cig. The scar puckers on his face, even staring at him is a reminder of Ray. But I try to put him out of my head. 
 
    “We figure something else out. You think I’d leave you hanging?” he grins. 
 
    “I just want this shit to be over with. One way or another.” 
 
    “You worry too much, Sasha.” 
 
    Of course I do, there’s too much to lose. 
 
    Vlad winks and shifts next to me, bumping my shoulder. “Don’t you believe me?” 
 
    I frown at him. “I believe your intentions are screwed.” 
 
    “Nah, why you say that?” 
 
    “Because you’re sucking up to me.” 
 
    “Am I really?” 
 
    I tilt my head, blowing the smoke away before I stare back at him. “That look right there.” 
 
    “What’s with it?” 
 
    “Stop smirking, you know damn well.” 
 
    “It’s not like I’m hiding it,” Vlad retorts, still grinning shamelessly. He braces his arm above my head, leaning towards me. “You could stop me if you want.” 
 
    “I told you I’m not interested,” I look over the railing at the sky in the distance. 
 
    “But neither are you put off.” 
 
    I sigh. It’s funny to see him try to flirt with me. A part of me is eager to join him, but the more rational side keeps me in check. “What exactly do you hope to gain from it?” 
 
    Vlad appears pensive for a moment, but then he grins again as he closes the space between us. “Let’s go drinking together.” 
 
    I snort. The close proximity is giving me shivers. I don’t know if it’s because I enjoy it or because I got the urge to shove him over the railing. It might be both. “So you can get me drunk and take advantage?” 
 
    “Only if you want me to.” He takes a smoke, the smile never leaving his lips. “We could dance somewhere. Drink some shots.” He straightens up, moving his chin this and that way. “I’m not that bad looking, am I?” 
 
    I narrow my eyes. “Fuck off,” I mumble. Vlad chuckles. No, he’s not that bad looking. On the contrary. He’s anything but. And he goes about strutting in black cargos and a T-shirt, even now, with no notion of being cold whatsoever, much like Roman does. Vitya must’ve raised them in the middle of Siberia, I’ve got no other pertinent explanation at this point. 
 
    It’s… touching, though. Different in a manner. Things are easier with Vlad. I can talk, and he listens without taking offense. He plays everything off as a joke, and he’s real supportive. I know that most of it is a front, I haven’t seen his dark side. I’m curious about what lays there underneath the surface, hidden from everyone. But that dark of his must’ve been cultivated and tamed, kept in check and taught to work in his favour, because I haven’t once seen him lose control. Even when he was fighting Ray… Everything is a game to Vlad. I don’t know if that bothers me or not. I don’t know why I’m even entertaining these thoughts. Maybe because I’m so disappointed with Ray that I just want to take a break from it. 
 
    “Well, do you have any other plans?” Vlad nudges. “It’s clear to me something happened between you and Ward.” 
 
    “Hmmm. No shit? How?” 
 
    “Have you taken a look in the mirror?” 
 
    I scoff, pressing the cigarette to my lips. “And you think fucking you will fix that?” 
 
    He shrugs. “It might distract you.” 
 
    “So you can rub it in his face afterwards?” I retort, growing slightly pissed, gesturing with the cigarette. “To prove I’m like Danya?” Vlad’s silent. It makes me wonder if I’ve offended him in any way. I’m not sure what could offend him, though. He didn’t seem to have a problem talking about Dany whenever his name would come up. “Well? Isn’t that what everyone claims?” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re like him,” he says, touching my jaw with his finger. That gives me pause, and goosebumps. His gaze is intense, and more serious than I’ve ever seen it before. His eyes are searing, his lips pressed together, hidden under the dark blonde fuzz of his beard. His side is pressed against me, the planes of his body hard and reassuring, and just a little bit enticing. 
 
    I know that look. I know it, and my heart skitters in my chest, prancing like an idiot pony, badumtss, badumtss, badumtss. 
 
    Vlad leans in closer. His perfume is subtle but lasting, yet another thing reminding me of Ray. I mean… Shit. 
 
    What could go wrong? It’s not like I’m taken. Or I have anything else. Ray himself said he’s done, didn’t he? And Vlad… he cares about me. I think. But I could also be wrong. 
 
    Stop thinking. 
 
    I tilt my head back, raising my hand to reach for him.  
 
    “RAAAAAAARGH!” 
 
    I flinch at the infernal clatter and screams coming from inside, all thought and intention forgotten. Vlad turns robotically to stare over his shoulder. 
 
    I push away from the wall. “What the fuck—” 
 
    Vlad grabs my shoulder and keeps me in place, cigarette in the corner of his mouth in a nonchalant manner, but his eyes tell a different story. 
 
    “We got our cigarettes to finish,” his tone is mirthless. “Stay put.” 
 
    I settle back next to the wall, glancing from Vlad to the balcony door. Some more shit breaks and I flinch with every sound. Victor’s screaming inside the room like he’s a madman. I guess he did not find what he was looking for. A sense of dread starts to creep within me. 
 
    “Air’s good here,” Vlad takes a deep breath to emphasize. “Nice and crisp.” He sags next to me, cutting off my line of sight. “So, kotik.” He takes a long drag from his cigarette, squinting at the sky. “What do you say about that date?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I did swear to myself that I’d leave Ray to his own devices, but really after today this is not something which suffers any sort of delay. Not only have my plans been nullified, everything else is about to be nuked out of existence. 
 
    Victor did not like one bit what his men found in the location where Anatoly was supposed to be. I must have spent a terrifying thirty minutes with Vlad on the balcony listening to Vitya thoroughly destroy the entire room in a fit of rage which puts Ray’s to shame. The man is not good in the head, of that I’m sure. Any notion of him being a composed individual has flown out of my head, not only did he smash the entire room to pieces, but he beat two of his men and left them in a pool of blood. I’m not quite clear on whether they’re still alive or not, but Vlad hasn’t left my side and decided to take me home the moment Victor was done shouting at everyone. 
 
    So, now I need to let Ray know about Victor’s plans, if anything only to get himself prepared, and I’m willing to suffer through another one of his sermons if it means it will keep him safe. 
 
    I use my keys to let myself in the building, I avoid the concierge and go straight for the elevators. I get off at the 23rd floor, then climb the stairs up to the penthouse and stop next to the banister. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I point at the front door and look at the two bodyguards. “Who did this?” 
 
    The atmosphere is glum around the bodyguards, deep, exhausted creases on their faces, almost as if they’re fed up with life itself. They’re exchanging suspicious glances between each other before one of them grumbles at me with antipathy, as if I’m the reason for their misfortune. 
 
    “Some guy brought his friends up looking for trouble last night.” 
 
    I widen my eyes, double checking that I’ve heard that right, filtering what he said. There’s no point asking silly questions of ‘What do you mean’ and ‘Are you sure?’ or mumbling ‘What the fucks’ at them when the miserable truth is painted on their faces and visible around us. 
 
    I inspect the bent metal on the door, the damaged handle and the chipped, blood smeared wall around it. The usual wooden table the bodyguards use is gone altogether, some leftover splinters gathered in a corner, an empty space between the two metallic chairs. I shake my head, failing to envision what could have taken place here last night. 
 
    A flash of worry shoves that question away, my main concern being the man living behind that door. “Where’s Raymond?” 
 
    The man who spoke earlier lifts his gaze, lips downturned in displeasure. “The boss left after last night.” 
 
    I climb up the last step, pushing away from the banister. “Where?” 
 
    The bodyguard shakes his head at the ugly look his friend gives him. They’re unwilling to say more, in fact these are not men I’ve engaged with before. The usual people I speak to are Marian, Felix and Edgar, but it’s unlikely the latter will ever come back now. 
 
    “Did anyone get hurt?” I insist. 
 
    “Two of our own,” the man replies without elaborating. 
 
    “Fucking shit,” I mumble under my breath, shaking my head. I walk past them unhindered and let myself in with my spare key — the bodyguards don’t stop me, they’re guarding an empty house anyway. 
 
    I have a look around the penthouse. There’s no signs of battle or foul play inside, which makes me breathe easier. Whoever came up looking for trouble couldn’t get past the front door, the fight took place outside, and it never reached Ray, or at least I hope it didn’t. 
 
    I rush upstairs, on alert for things out of place. Nicky’s bedroom is unlocked, the door wide open, the blue blanket heaped on the floor, toys scattered everywhere. I don’t get in, I merely check the place from the doorway, then I move on to the main bedroom. 
 
    Judging by the untouched bed, Ray hasn’t even attempted to sleep here. His wardrobe is open, some hangers on the floor. I pick them up and put them back in their place, briefly checking Ray’s clothes. Some stuff is clearly missing, others are ruffled, it looks like he left in a rush. 
 
    The bathroom cupboard doesn’t look any better, there’s definitely less pills than last time I took a gander at it. I peel off the skin from my lips, chewing it between my teeth, then reach for one of the bottles. I read the label before pocketing it. That should help with my sleep. And maybe with the nightmares. And the crippling panic I’ve been feeling lately. I’ve been out of meds for a while now, but no way in hell am I going back to the hospital to ask for more. They said I must see a specialist. I don’t have time for someone to fish through my traumas and project onto me their own sense of value, thanks a lot. 
 
    In my experience, I’ve got more common sense than any shrink I’ve heard about. Three quarters, and perhaps more, of those who have a license don’t deserve it and are unable to understand the finesse of mental illness. They can’t break the barriers of the definitions drilled into them by outdated textbooks and the stereotypes they’ve picked along the years. Their puny minds would shatter were I to attempt explaining only half of what I think, let alone get them to understand how one’s experience could vary greatly from what they think they know. 
 
    That’s the problem with doctors who have no first-hand experience with illness, with their self-absorbed, insipid mentalities, they love to declare themselves as authorities in the domain, when they fail to comprehend the distinction between definition and experience. Their narrow way of looking at people and lives make me shudder. And these are the people dolling out kilometric prescriptions while regurgitating the things they’ve read without ever comprehending, let alone envision them. 
 
    You can read a thousand books on the subject and believe yourself an expert, and stare down your nose at people who contradict you for the simple fact that you lack skills and imagination. No tomes of paper can make up for years of living in the torment of illness, and yet they have a framed paper behind their desks that makes them right, while I’m wrong compared to these illustrious authorities who are nothing but a mockery in the eyes of those who’re in constant pain. 
 
    Yes, I’m mentally ill. Yes, I can figure it out by myself. Not all of us need a nanny to hold our hand, and no, I don’t condone my self-destructive habits or force them onto anyone. I’m merely sparing myself the added torment of having to sit down in front of a person who can’t even begin to understand themselves, let alone the people they threat. Imagine me spouting about dead hookers and mobsters at every pace. How do you wrap your head around that one now? 
 
    So, no, I don’t feel guilty for rummaging through Ray’s bathroom cabinet and stealing his pills, but nor do I think it’s the right to do. I’m aware self-medicating won’t get me anywhere and that it gives me no right to judge Ray for using morphine either. So, remember kids, do drugs, be responsible… Or something like that. 
 
    I’ve ended up in his kitchen all caught up in the tirade blasting my brains. I check the fridge but it’s mostly empty and the rubbish has been taken out recently since there’s no bag in the bin. I try to call Ray, but it goes to voicemail. I hang up, then I text him. 
 
    Im @ ur place. Need 2 talk. Urgent. 
 
    I hang around the living room, sat at the cosy table next to the windows, staring at the distant buildings and the darkening sky as the clouds pass in succession overhead. I light myself a cigarette, even pour myself a glass of whiskey, enjoying the booze in a charged, anticipatory silence. I end up spending a couple of hours there by myself. 
 
    When the last rays of light dissipate from the sky, someone finally shows up but it’s not the man I was waiting for. My brooding relative stalks down the hallway, letting the door close behind him. 
 
    “My fuckin’ god,” I hiss. “Where’s Ray?” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he starts towards me, crossing his arms on his chest. He’s wearing a jacket over the black, long-sleeved Henley, the top button undone, revealing a part of the tattoos on his chest. I’ve seen those briefly when he got shot a while ago. Half of his chest is covered in tattoos, as well as his arms, the left part of his ribs as well. There’s one particular piece of art which stuck to my mind and that’s the rose on the left side of his chest, above his heart. Identical to the one Raymond has. 
 
    I turn back to the sky, the smoke floating above my cigarette in a thin, grey line, my chin raised in disdain. I feint disinterest, but I really want to know where Ray is. I’m the one who left last time, but it’s clear that now he’s the one actively ignoring me. He doesn’t like my bratish ways. 
 
    “Vitya’s found a bunch of dead bodies where Anatoly was supposed to be. He lost his shit big time and now he’s gathering his allies to declare open war on Temnota,” I say as I scatter the ashes from my cigarette. I’ve got no time to waste. The horrible mar on his face tells me he’s less than delighted to hear that. I don’t poke him with sarcasm though, not this time.  
 
    “They already have a location on the group Stefan’s with. And I’m sure you know by now that he’s the one who’s planted the bomb on Ray’s car.” Silence. I’m watching him, expecting him to gesture something. Talking to him is like addressing a boulder, albeit less pleasant. “Victor’s going after every single member associated with them in one way or another, he’ll flush them out one by one if he has to.” 
 
    Vague disbelief crosses his gaze at last. He stops in front of the table, staring me down from his gorilla-like height. “How do you know about this?” 
 
    I press my lips together. “Because I was there this morning.” 
 
    “When’s the meeting happening?” 
 
    “Tomorrow.” 
 
    “And why do you know about it?” 
 
    “Because Vitya asked me to be there.” 
 
    A look of disgust crosses his face. “I knew since I saw you with Vladimir that night that you’re playing with something.” 
 
    I return the glare icily. “Let me guess, you told Ray about the training. Unexpected,” I say in a bored tone, following the blurred shape of the clouds. 
 
    “You’re a tool, you know that?” 
 
    “If I’m one, then so are you.” 
 
    “For a moment you had me fooled,” Roman says, the shadows falling over his face in the unlit room, turning him into something less than human, however his heated voice is touching. “I thought you above this.” 
 
    I snort. “No shit? You’ve been doubting me at every step of the way, making sure to know how unworthy I’m of Raymond. Well, I hate to break it to you, tough guy, but he’s no saint either. But you knew that already,” I say bitterly, extinguishing the last remnants of my smoke. 
 
    “You’re playing with fire, and you’ll get burnt, Sasha.” 
 
    “So be it, at least I’ll sleep better knowing Stefan is six feet deep where he can’t hurt us any longer.” 
 
    Roman shakes his head. “He’ll hate you for this, you know.” 
 
    “Why? ‘Cuz I’ve sicced two rabid dogs on each other? Why hasn’t he done it, then? You could’ve tracked down Stefan. You could’ve killed him.” I tilt my head. “Why haven’t you? Aren’t you the one who leaps at Ray’s command? Or hasn’t he even told you about it?” 
 
    That makes me wonder. I know Ray’s killed before — hell, I’ve first-hand witnessed it — but would he put a hit on someone like that? The only people around Ray that I know to be capable of murder are Roman and maybe Felix since he has that hollowed gaze which makes him seem cut out for it. 
 
    You see, I’ve been thinking about it, why Ray’s stalling so much, why he’s bidding his time. He couldn’t have possibly used Felix to go after Stefan since he’d need to distance himself from the event itself. And assigning the task to an outsider would be a no-no from the start. I’ve grasped Ray’s thinking pattern by now, he’s always using the resources he has, he’s always keeping things under his control as much as he can, he’s not trying to let too many people know about his dealings, that’s why he’s been trying to use Paul for the drive, that’s why he’s cautious and that’s why he hasn’t done anything about Stefan in spite of the urgency of it, in spite of knowing the man’s tried to murder him. Because the only person he trusts that is capable to go after Stefan and execute him is none other than Roman, everyone’s loyal dog. So, why keep this shit from him, why not ask him directly to take matters into his hands? Maybe because he’s trying to protect the fucker, and that, in a way, bothers me, in spite of understanding that it all stems from caring, and goodness. It’s either that or Ray’s brain is truly melting ‘cuz of the drugs, and I don’t know what bothers me more right now. 
 
    “I’m not your racehorse, Sasha,” Roman says, sounding pissed off. He still looms over the table, the faint light from outside reflecting on the left side of his face, revealing a contorted figure. 
 
    I snort derisively. “No, not mine, you’re not. Only Ray’s and Vitya’s while they’re spit-roasting you.” 
 
    Roman glares. I don’t doubt that he’s been considering it himself. Maybe that’s why he can’t stand me, because I do whatever I please with only one goal in mind, unhindered by anything else. I’m not afraid to say things the way they are when everyone is hiding behind misconstrued truths and higher morals. 
 
    “Where is he, Roman?” 
 
    “Away from you, where he should be.” 
 
    “Oh.” I rise from the chair, mirroring his stance. “You mean to tell me I’m a bad influence for him. And here I thought we’ve been making progress.” 
 
    Even with him towering over me, I don’t feel as small as before. I’m more confident. Vlad’s training has helped me a lot. Maybe not enough to take on Roman, but enough to create a lot of damage before he can put me down. 
 
    “You love being the centre of attention. Everything you do is push people’s buttons.”  
 
    “Are you calling me an attention whore?” 
 
    “I’m calling you insane, because that’s what you are,” he growls, leaning over me. 
 
    I laugh. Would you believe this guy? “I don’t know what your fuckin’ problem is. You don’t like me? Fine. I couldn’t care less. I don’t have time for your daddy issues, Roman. Now tell me where Raymond is, I have to talk to him.” 
 
    I don’t know what Ray’s up to, but it’s better if he stays out of Vitya’s way while this all plays out. And that means stopping any and all efforts he’s put into finding Stefan and his lackeys. 
 
    “You don’t deserve to know shit,” Roman says. He steps away from me with a scowl, as though I’m some sort of abominable creature. 
 
    “What do you think Vitya’s going to say when he finds out about your little stint with Evie?” 
 
    He turns back in the blink of an eye, as predicted. I find myself slammed face first against the window, my right arm twisted painfully behind my back. I brace myself against the frame, squeezing my teeth against the pain. That’s most… unfortunate. 
 
    “Get your hands off me, Roman. I ain’t doing this bullshit again.” 
 
    “Do you want a competition to see which one of us is more insane, Sasha? ‘Cuz I’m not so sure you’d win that one,” he says through his teeth. 
 
    I know he wouldn’t hurt me. Not badly, just enough to make me scream, but that thought is still enough to give me shivers. 
 
    “If I were you,” he says, twisting my arm higher, “I’d think twice before threatening me. You want to side with Victor? Be my guest. But. Leave. Evie. Out. Of. It. Got me?” 
 
    “Fuck. Off.” 
 
    “Don’t play games with me, Sasha,” he wraps his other arm around my throat, choking me. “Piss me off and I’ll kill you in the blink of an eye. There’s no love lost between you and me. I won’t lose a night’s sleep because of you. You can be sure of that.” 
 
    I’m being held flush against him in a chokehold, right arm pinned between us, burning painfully. I begin to hyperventilate, that’s not a good sign. If I panic now, I might as well let him mop the floor with me. I take a deep breath and close my eyes. 
 
    The training with Vlad flashes through my mind. I’m incapacitated, but my left hand is still free. I let go of the forearm squishing my windpipe, invoking a calm I don’t feel to descend over me. If I can bring Vlad to his knees and withstand Vitya’s blows, then I can stand against Roman too. It’s only a matter of perspective at the end of the day. 
 
    I fist his groin with all my might, and it strikes home by the pained groan he lets out when I hammer his jewels. His hold on me falters enough that I can free both my hands, then my elbow juts up and smacks him underneath the chin. His teeth rattle. I twist and break his hold on me completely. It all happens too fast to register, so I don’t have too much time to think. I just let my body move as I know that I must incapacitate him. 
 
    So, I grab the first thing on hand. It just so happens to be the chair I’d been sat on a few minutes ago. I lift it high and smack him hard enough that my arms vibrate. Roman falls to the floor on his knees but he’s not entirely out. The move works like a charm, just like I practiced. 
 
    Roman swears in pain, eyes bulging, full of incredulity. He’s underestimated me. I brought him down only because he didn’t see it coming. Which is made apparent by the fact that he shakes his head and props himself on one foot, ready to get up. 
 
    Oh, shit. What’s true, my move is not perfected. Yet. Roman is about to maul me. I give him a wide berth as I take Vlad’s other advice. If you can’t bring them down, then it’s time to skedaddle. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 – Alex 
 
      
 
    When things turn to shit, they go ballistic and explode in your face. I’d love to say that I feel betrayed somehow that my little stunt of asking for help has blown into an all-out war declaration, but that means I’d have to be pretty damn stupid to believe it in the first place. 
 
    So, I’ll skip over the moaning me, and focus more on angry me, since that’s an easier part of me that people can deal with. Or I can deal with. Which is why I now find myself in a room with too many unfamiliar faces, at Vitya’s request and partially at my own insistency at not being left out once again. Now, I can hear you screaming from afar, so don’t give me that bullshit. I already know it’s bad. Whatever you’ve got to say, I must’ve already said it a thousand times. 
 
    Vitya motions for everyone to sit down and then he follows suit, taking his place at the head of the table, the patriarch, the leader of our little clandestine party, with Vlad to his right and to my utter surprise, Roman seated right next to him sporting the mother of all bruises on the left side of his face. Oh, if looks could kill, I’d have turned to slime two seconds ago. 
 
    Victor looks at me intently and points at the chair to his left. I don’t squint, nor make a face, I simply sit down and ignore the display of power or the underlying meaning of his actions. This shouldn’t be my place. Roman should stay here, or maybe to his right.  
 
    Vitya’s trying to win me over. He’s been trying for a while now. He lets me sit next to him to show that I’m important to him. I might as well represent jack shit to him, but hey, I’m seated to his left at the table. Whoever these people are have taken note of that. They’ve acknowledged me. And they’re staring. 
 
    Each and every one of them is dressed as if for a special occasion. They all compliment Vitya in one way or another, something I like to define as refined arselicking in these conditions. It’s more than clear they’re his minions. Some of them are familiar to me. I must’ve seen them around. Just like with the gathering Temnota had that night, the mafia proves once again how deeply rooted it is in the Romanian society. It should worry me, make me question the meaning of it all, but at the moment, I live in a small world. 
 
    My universe consists only of several things of importance. Stefan. Ray. Danya. The list is peppered with other small names, but that’s mostly what concerns me. Their conversation bores me easily. I even shut them out, allowing them to exist in a distant background. Meanwhile, the neurons spin in my head, tracing lines between Stefan, Bogo, Denis. Their connection with Temnota and the bigger picture of things which I should be able to glimpse is only tangential. Why should I care that a bunch of Russians have descended onto a poor and corrupt country, infiltrating into its society while establishing a new rule? How does that affect me? It doesn’t, does it? Not truly. Not yet. 
 
    Even so, I snap back to attention when Ray’s name is pronounced several times — I can tell I’m under intense scrutiny. I know a judgemental arsehole when I see one and this room reeks of them. After I tune back in, it turns out the meeting is more or less about Temnota and how they’ve been screwing things around, and of course Ray being in the limelight and the fact that has been drawing a lot of attention to Roza Bratva. They’ve had one of their safehouses stormed by SRI, which is like the Romanian FBI for us. In short, that is bad news. But even though it seems like the conversation is about Ray, he’s not here for it. Or not at first. 
 
    The meeting’s been unfolding for quite some time when the doors open and Raymond strides in, dressed all in black, long coat draped over his shoulders, half-hiding his sling. The almost bruised circles under his eyes and his sunken cheeks tell a distressing story, one I don’t want to think about right now. I can tell by looking at him he’s lost some weight. More than usual. I munch the inside of my cheek. The frenetic pulse becomes a lump in my throat. Swallowing is uncomfortable. 
 
    “Ah. My invitation must’ve gotten lost on the way,” Ray says and grabs himself a chair from next to the wall. He drags it on the floor and positions it right next to me. The man sitting at close distance from me mutters something as he’s forced to shuffle away to make room for him. Ray sits down, crossing his legs and swatting the side of his coat from his thighs, staring straight at Vitya. 
 
    I gape at him. It’s been too long since I last saw him although lately even a couple of minutes without him have started to feel like an eternity. He looks more haggard than I remembered, if possible. His long beard covers his jaw, almost mirroring Roman’s. I wonder if his wound is completely healed now. I wonder if he is still in pain. But one look at him is enough to confirm that the past weeks have taken a toll on him and it’s so glaring it hurts. 
 
    “Vitya, you look great as always,” Ray says in Russian, grinning good-heartedly. 
 
    “I wasn’t thinking you were in a condition of attending a meeting.” The stiffness in Vitya’s voice is hard to ignore. His posture tries to reflect otherwise, but it fails short, especially after seeing him unravel yesterday. 
 
    “I didn’t expect it either. But I didn’t want to miss on wishing you a warm, although belated welcome,” Ray smirks, his way of speaking is… way too amused. I’ve never seen him so jolly before. He’s got a downright rictus splitting his face. He pulls out his cigarettes almost knocking the wine glass of the guy sitting next to him. He lights up his cancer stick, still grinning, until his gaze falls on me, then the amused tinkle in his eyes fades away a smidge. 
 
    To my utter shock, he shakes the pack in front of me. I frown at him. What the hell is he up to? I snatch the cigarettes and indulge. This won’t end well. Vitya glares at us. A triumphant smile splits Ray’s face. 
 
    Ray jerks his head up, taking in the rest of the people seated at the table. “Carry on, my apologies for interrupting your tirade. Go on.” 
 
    I bite my lip, keeping an eye on him, something between a grin and a scowl on his face. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” I hiss under my breath. 
 
    “Shouldn’t I ask you the same?” he says in return, maintaining the nonchalant expression. 
 
    Roman throws me an icy glare. He must’ve warned Ray about this, of course he has. I would’ve been an idiot to believe otherwise. No wonder he’d shown up at the penthouse yesterday, I’m sure Ray’s the one who put him up to it. So, he got my message after all, he just didn’t feel like gracing me with his presence. Hmmm. Now I’m growing angry. 
 
    Vitya gets up as if making a point and starts walking around the table, staring at the people gathered, his gaze on me and Ray most of the time. 
 
    I’m having an invisible fight with Ray through blinks, squinting, pursed lips, muscle twitches. I’m growing more restless with each second, so I bounce my legs up and down underneath the table, bumping into his knee several times. 
 
    “As you all know, Temnota has put a hit on our men,” Victor says. “There’s been more casualties among our associates. We all know Temnota’s men were loyal to Ivan and with his death, they’ve scattered, vying for power.” He paces slowly, letting his presence be felt as all heads in the room turn to keep an eye on him. “They’ve grown too bold. Ambitious. They won’t give up unless they steal what we have.” 
 
    Victor stops behind one of the men, grasping the back of the upholstered chair. “They’re dangerous and throwing us in the spotlight, since they’re more than well acquainted with the local gangs, and the police has been resisting us lately.” The entire room is silent, watching with their breaths held, as though they’re enthralled by him. I must admit, his voice carries and it’s grave, it’s got that magical thing about it meant to rouse one’s inner ambition and determination. “We cannot allow that, so we must take them off the streets.” 
 
    “I want you to hunt down every man with a known affiliation to Temnota. We’re making an example out of them,” Victor declares, pacing again. “They want retaliation? Then we’ll show them how it’s done,” he brings his fist together in the air. “Mind you,” he halts, his eyes following every move at the table, authority and conviction seeping out of him. “One of these men is trying to kill my son. Some of you might know him already, he used to own one of the nightclubs downtown. Stefan Dumitrescu.”  
 
    Some nods here and there at the table as knowing glances are exchanged between the participants. 
 
    Ray shifts his gaze to me as he drags from his cigarette, but he doesn’t seem impressed. 
 
    “I want him brought to me alive. In one piece.” Victor leans between two people and presses his hands against the table, his minions watching him with rapt attention. “Whoever brings him to me will be greatly rewarded,” he lets the words seep in for theatrical purposes, I can tell. “That’s a promise I intend to keep.” 
 
    Raymond snorts. “That would be a first,” he says around his cigarette. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Vitya straightens up on the other side of the table. 
 
    The present men throw some uncomfortable glances at each other and Ray in particular. I tense suddenly, goosebumps on my skin, anticipating shit’s about to go down. 
 
    Ray looks up, feinting innocence. “Are you waiting for me?” 
 
    Victor reins in whatever demon he’s about to unleash but his displeasure is clear for all to see. 
 
    Ray proceeds to ignore him and reaches for a bottle of wine, causing some commotion around him. He doesn’t bother with a glass and takes a sip directly from the bottle, smacking his lips which draws even more attention to him. 
 
    I elbow him gently. What the ever loving hell has gotten into him? Is he high? 
 
    Victor drones on and heated conversation sparks around the table, people declaring their allegiance and willingness to assist Victor. It’s like watching a pageant, but perhaps sadder in a way since this is real life. 
 
    “So, say, Vitya,” Ray speaks up. “What is the long-term goal of this ambitious endeavour you plan to engage into?” 
 
    Victor turns his attention to Ray whilst everyone else falls silent. Ray balances the bottle of wine on his thigh, hand wrapped around the bottleneck, cigarette burning between his fingers, waiting for an answer. 
 
    “What? No one has thought to ask?” Ray presses on. 
 
    “Clear the room,” Vitya says. A simple order, sharp, to the point. Everyone raises to leave. Except Roman. Vlad. And me, of course. 
 
    Ray takes a swig then puts the bottle on the table and massages his neck, eyes closed, cigarette in his mouth, completely uncaring. The door falls shut to the room after the last of Victor’s men trails out. Then Ray opens his eyes and stares back with a murderous glare — he’s another man entirely. 
 
    “Why have you come?” Ray asks, his voice changed, deeper and clearer, which is disturbing. 
 
    “I’m wondering where you get the audacity of asking me such a question,” Victor retorts. “But since you’re this curious, I’m here because of your fuck up.” 
 
    Ray laughs. “My fuck up?” his lips twitch. He grabs the cigarette with his left hand. “Truly, you mean yours, Vitya, do you not?” 
 
    Vitya stops pacing, the two of them locked in a battle of wills. Vlad chuckles and supports one of his elbows against the table, watching with interest yet conspicuously quiet. Roman finds my gaze, bruise on his face glaring, but he mostly stares from me to Ray as if terrified, which is distressing. 
 
    The only thing going through my head is Victor’s outburst from yesterday and that makes me tense up like all hell. 
 
    Vitya leans over the table. “You got something to tell me, Raymond?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t I be the one to ask you that?” Ray tilts his head, puffing on his cigarette, squinting as he does so. 
 
    The air shifts in the room. I kick Ray’s foot under the table. This ain’t good. This ain’t good. No. It ain’t. 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Aren’t you the one who created this situation in the first place? You and that drive you keep raving about. Or perhaps blaming me for the fact you’ve lost control of this is more convenient for you?” 
 
    Vitya brings his hand up so fast, pointing a finger at Ray that I almost jump off the chair. “You were supposed to get to Ivan and get me information. What did you do instead?” his voice raises slightly. “You took Ivan and did as you pleased. And that incompetent over there,” he points at Roman, his voice a grating, “Has allowed it. Now Ivan’s dead, my drive is lost and the entire Temnota is aware of your involvement. Why is that, Raymond?” 
 
    Ray leans over the table, meeting Vitya’s gaze head on. “If we’re getting confessional with one another,” he starts, his voice low, “Perhaps I should ask you what’s your interest in associating yourself with an infamous far-righter?” 
 
    Vitya stares at him, hands planted firmly on the table, his green eyes furious and piercing. He hesitates for no more than a second, it’s nearly fascinating seeing how quickly he reacts, as if he was expecting the accusation. 
 
    “I’m glad you brought it up. It’s good you’re well-informed, especially since this concerns you.” 
 
    Ray strikes a pensive pose, almost patient, but not quite. I know that look on him, I’ve seen it on his face so many times while we’ve been arguing. 
 
    Vitya narrows his eyes, his lips puckered as if with displeasure, returning the glare with just as much venom. “Well? Did the cat eat your tongue, son?” 
 
    Ray’s nostrils flare, then he pushes himself back, resuming his smoking. Oh, he’s mad. Vitya got to him. Victor’s gaze lands on me briefly before it turns back to Ray. 
 
    “Mr. Veteranu is our newest associate,” Vitya provides, then he smiles. “In fact, he’s yours.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You’ll support his campaign,” Vitya declares. “He’ll be running for a seat in the Parliament.” 
 
    I snap my head up, staring like I’m stupid. Ray was right. Victor’s planning to have a foothold in the Romanian government. All of the scenarios Ray and I talked about when he first got that photo are real. 
 
    Ray’s lips part, as if he’s ready to say something, then he stops. “I won’t.” 
 
    “You’re in no position to refuse. You’ll associate yourself with him. He’ll be running an anti-corruption campaign. You’ll clean your image. And stop drawing all this heat to me, Raymond. Do us both a favour and do the one thing you’re capable of.” 
 
    Ray chuckles, a mad, hysterical chuckle. He squashes the cigarette against the table then flicks it away. It skitters across the wood, leaving a trail of ash behind it. Victor stares after it, the gesture clearly an insult, but he doesn’t remark upon it, merely grows more threatening. 
 
    “You’ve got it all planned, don’t you, Victor? What do you gain from it?” 
 
    “Information. Power,” Vitya says, an unmovable mountain on the other side of the table, staring down at Ray as if he’s an unruly child. Truth be told, he’s acting like one. But doesn’t he have a reason? Vitya’s not even denying it, he could at least pretend he’s not planning this, but he very much is. 
 
    “Control. More manipulation,” Ray retorts. “What do your allies gain from it? Another corridor to traffic people? More guns and weapons? And Temnota?” 
 
    “Temnota is a done deal. They’ve caused me enough displeasure.” 
 
    “You don’t say,” Ray sneers. “Here I thought it was the other way around.” I kick his foot again, but he just won’t shut his fuckin’ mouth. “So, what’s it going to be this time? Another revolution? Mass assassination? Your pattern is the same.” 
 
    “What is your problem, son?” 
 
    “You know damn well,” Ray says, leaning over the table again. “I won’t be a part of it. Not anymore.” 
 
    “Say that again?” 
 
    “I said find yourself another pawn,” Ray raises his voice. 
 
    “Is that what your disobedience is about?” 
 
    “I won’t let you control everyone the way you see fit. I’ll be no part of whatever you’re planning. I’m done with this.” 
 
    “Choose your words carefully, Raymond. I won’t tolerate threats and deserters.” 
 
    “Isn’t that why you murdered Kirill’s family?” Raymond snaps. 
 
    Vitya grabs Ray’s coat and drags him forward. Ray grunts as he hits the table, but Roman’s and my reaction are almost instantaneous. I stand up and grab Vitya’s wrist while Roman catches his arm, trying to pull him away. 
 
    “Watch your tone,” Vitya grits. 
 
    “Let go of him,” I say through my teeth, sinking my nails into Vitya’s wrist. Vlad interferes as well, him and Roman together barely manage to pull Vitya away from the table. 
 
    I turn to Ray, who’s grimacing in pain, his breathing harsher, lips parted, cradling his right arm to his chest. I place a hand on his shoulder. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Ray doesn’t react, he merely wets his lips, something calculated about the move as he looks up at Vitya. 
 
    “Take your hands off,” Vitya snarls. I sneer over my shoulder. I’m this close to jumping over the table and slapping Vitya with my boot. “I should’ve put a bullet in your head a long time ago!” 
 
    Ray pushes himself up and manages to stand somehow. I rest a hand on his waist, stabilising him when he looks as if he’s about to sway. 
 
    “Does the truth bother you, Vitya?” Ray speaks harshly.  
 
    “What are you on about?” 
 
    “You know damn well what I’m talking about. You just confirmed it.” 
 
    I squeeze his waist. This subject is dangerous. This is not good. What happens if Vitya finds out about Ray’s talk with Anatoly? What the hell happens if he finds out Ivan’s still alive? What happens if he finds out Ray’s got the drive? I don’t want to think about it. 
 
    “Ray,” I hiss. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “You’re rambling,” Vitya accuses him, pointing at him. “Whatever cocktail of drugs you’re on, they’ve done a number on your head.” 
 
    Ray smirks. “I know what you’re involved into. I know about Ukraine.” 
 
    Vitya looks from Vlad to Roman, shaking his head, then he stares back at Ray. “What’s this nonsense?” he asks, his voice slightly raised, annoyed. 
 
    “You think I’m not aware of what you’re doing with my money?” 
 
    “Ray.” I shake him slightly.  
 
    “You’re just trying to pull the same thing now. It’s your modus operandi, isn’t it?” Ray spits. “Infiltrate yourself into the government. Tomorrow you’ll tell me this guy will run for president and you’ll make him head of the state. Then chaos will erupt, maybe even beforehand.” He tilts his head, grimacing. “Isn’t that what your little war is all about?” 
 
    I stand in front of him, both hands on his waist, fisting the shirt at his sides. Stop talking. Stop talking. Please, stop talking. Do you have a fucking death wish? 
 
    “Are you even hearing yourself?” Vitya’s none too pleased, his face full of lines which reveal some of his age. “You’re feeding into this madness?” he shouts at Roman.  
 
    When Roman doesn’t reply and simply watches him speechless, Vitya turns back towards Ray as if he wasn’t even expecting an answer to begin with. “Then, tell me!” he shouts. “What have I done in Ukraine?” 
 
    “You and your lackeys have been supplying cannon fodder to the war,” Ray says through his teeth. 
 
    I move in closer to Ray’s body as if to protect him from whatever onslaught is about to follow. 
 
    “Can you prove it?” Victor screams, spittle flying from his mouth. 
 
    I hold Ray tight. “Please, shut up,” I say through my teeth, staring up at him. He’s going to get himself killed like this. This is bad, why couldn’t he just keep his fucking mouth shut? Now he’s tipped Victor off that he knows something more. 
 
    “Ukraine,” Victor scoffs when Ray doesn’t elaborate. “You’re dreaming about conspiracies. No wonder you’ve screwed up so badly. You’re delusional! Strung on morphine,” he shouts and that has me attentive. “You almost got yourself killed with your stupidity. You should’ve seen the hit on you coming. Not just that, but to show how deranged you are, you’ve almost killed my son!” Victor shouts again, pointing at me. He paces up and down, more and more enraged, like a caged rabid dog foaming at the mouth. 
 
    “You’re telling me you meet my boy out there one day and it doesn’t cross your mind just once, in months, to check on him?” Victor continues, advancing towards the table. “What does that say about you?” Roman and Vlad keep him in place. “You’ve made my son chase after Temnota? My son who’s asked me to teach him how to protect himself? How incompetent can you be?”  
 
    Victor shakes his head. “Ukraine,” he scoffs again. “Conspiracies. Do you even listen to yourself? You make no sense.” Victor puts his finger to his temple and removes it in disgust as he speaks. His face is red, a vein bulging on his forehead. “I told you this after you drove Danya to madness. I’ll tell you again now. The moment you start being more of an inconvenience than a tool, that’s the day when I’ll finally put an end to your miserable existence.” 
 
    Ray shuffles closer, leaning over my shoulder as I’m struggling to keep him at a distance, his jaw set, eyes burning. “I drove Dany to madness? Aren’t you the one who screwed with his mind to begin with?” 
 
    “Ray, that’s enough!” I struggle to push him back. 
 
    Victor lets out an animalic sound. “Don’t you dare mention the name of my dead boy.” He pulls out a gun. 
 
    “Enough!” I shout, placing myself in front of Ray. I stare at Vitya, seething. I didn’t even think about it, I just did it. I won’t let him hurt him, no matter what. Even if it means getting hurt myself. 
 
    Ray’s left arm lands over my shoulders, covering me so that he faces Vitya with his side. “Put the bloody gun down,” he growls, pure hatred in his voice. 
 
    Vlad chuckles more nervously than usual. “Maybe we should keep the weapons for later, Vitya?” 
 
    Roman places his hand in front of the barrel, unafraid. “Come on, that is enough.” 
 
    I’m more or less struggling with Ray as I try to cover him from any harm, but he won’t lessen his hold on me. 
 
    “You’re calling me deranged yet you pull out a gun when your son’s standing right in front of me?” 
 
    “Choose your next move carefully, son. It might be your last,” Victor growls and lowers the gun. “Get out.” 
 
    Ray finally lets his arm drop, his lips purse as he shuffles back, not taking his eyes off Victor. There’s something about him, something grave, nearly savage. Even with his broken shoulder he looks ready to rip Vitya to shreds. Instead, he strides out of the room, no protests, no pushback, nothing. 
 
    Vitya shakes himself free from Vlad and Roman and takes his anger on the table. But I don’t have time for this crap. 
 
    “Shit.” I dart after Ray, rushing to catch up to him.  
 
    He strides down the corridor with purpose in his gait, not looking back, not stopping when I call him. Me joining him pisses him off royally. All pretence drops now that we’re alone, he’s back to ignoring me. 
 
    “Ray, please,” I say for the third time. 
 
    He doesn’t stop, nor acknowledges my presence. The glower on his face turns darker with each step he takes, his right fist shaking in the sling. I believe him capable of turning back sharply only to attempt to punch Vitya. 
 
    I touch his good shoulder, my hand flat on his back but he won’t look at me. He shakes me off, his jaw set, eyes fixated on the corridor in front of us. 
 
    “We need to talk,” I insist. 
 
    “There’s nothing to talk about,” he declares. 
 
    That’s a small victory. I keep reminding myself he’s got the right to be like this after everything that’s happened between us. Even so, he’ll need to see reason at some point. And he’s not entirely right either. He’s been hiding so many things from me. Between you and me, if anyone should be mad, that’s me, not him. 
 
    I understand now, though. From what Mark, Vlad, Vitya and even Roman had told me, I’ve painted a clearer picture. Raymond Ward’s built of jagged, sharp bits which grate against each other. They hurt him but protect him from outside influence at the same time. I can’t begin to imagine what he’s been through or how watching Danya die had changed him. But even a blind man could see the effect it’s had on him. He hasn’t moved on and, in many respects, he’s been reliving his past while being around me. It’s not comfortable knowing I’m the source of his distress. I don’t want to cause him more pain, but I can’t let go either. I am stupid like that. 
 
    “We’ll need to talk at some point.” 
 
    “Says who?” he barks. 
 
    “You’re acting… well, fuckin’ childish.” 
 
    It’s funny hearing those words coming out of my mouth. At least we’re the same, two stubborn idiots bumping our heads together over and over again. One of us will have to step back at some point if we don’t want the both of us to burn. 
 
    Ray huffs in response, his lips twist but the snappish reply doesn’t come. And here I was expecting him to yell. Oh, no, this ain’t good. I don’t like the mood he’s in at all. 
 
    We break out of the villa into the expansive courtyard, his SUV parked next to Vitya’s fancy fountain, Felix leaning against the passenger door. The bodyguard kicks into motion at the sight of us and opens the back door as Ray approaches the car. 
 
    I follow closely and slide in front of him, grabbing his upper arms like a needy child. “Are you seriously leaving without saying a word to me?” 
 
    The brooding giant halts, indisposed, lips pressed together, staring at a point over my head on purpose. For a moment, I think he’ll just push me out of the way and leave without a glance my way. Then his mask crumbles, hurt reflecting in his eyes as he looks at me. I can tell he’s struggling to reply. 
 
    “Get in the car,” he says, his voice low but biting. The tension in my shoulders loosens up and I happily slip in the backseat. Ray spares a look for the villa before getting in next to me, but the intense avoidance continues even after we leave. 
 
    After nearly twenty minutes on the road, watching Ray rummaging his lips and cracking his knuckles, he simply snarls. “Pull over,” he orders. 
 
    Marian’s eyebrows lift slowly as he checks him in the mirror. “Raymond, we’re in the middle of nowhere. Wouldn’t it be better to—” Marian drifts off at Ray’s no nonsense look. “Understood.” He finds a spot off the main road, parking next to a bunch of dead trees. The other SUV with the rest of Ray’s men is right up ahead, at a fair distance from us. Marian elbows Felix and they both get off and walk towards the other vehicle, giving us privacy. 
 
    My eyes land on Ray, who’s pointedly staring out the window. “I asked you again to stay out of it,” he turns sharply. 
 
    “I didn’t want to.” 
 
    “You never do.” Ray touches his forehead and takes a deep breath. “Why would you ever do as you’re told?” he continues in a milder manner, he sounds disappointed. 
 
    I narrow my eyes. “You know, this is—” 
 
    “Shut up,” he cuts me off. “You had no right to threaten Roman like that.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Of course.” I curse under my breath. “Does he also tell you how he wipes his arse?” 
 
    “Why did you have to get Vitya involved?” 
 
    “Are you… FUCKING kidding me?” I snap, sizing him up and down. “You won’t fuckin’ talk to me. Who the fuck am I supposed to go to, Ray? Would you make up your fucking mind already? What the fuck’s wrong with you? What the fuck was that?” I yell, pointing at the back screen behind us as if the villa would be right there somewhere. 
 
    “You’re letting him drag you into this!” Ray warns. “Do you even know what you’re doing?” 
 
    “NO! DO YOU!?” We simply stare at one another. What a shitty replay. “Oh my god. Fuck this shit. We’re not doing this again.” 
 
    I grab the door handle, ready to get out. He snatches my wrist, pulling me back forcefully. That causes him pain, it’s clear, but it doesn’t stop him from getting in my face. 
 
    “Are you sleeping with him?” he snaps. 
 
    “Come again?” I shake my head. Well, didn’t that come out of fucking nowhere!? Ray blanks, his eyes incredulous as if he can’t believe he’s asking this. I can’t believe he is. “Put it into words,” I lash out. “Ask me again! I’m fucking whom?” 
 
    I can tell he wants to pull back, but he doesn’t let go of me. 
 
    “Do you mean Vlad? The answer is no. How many fuckin’ times do I need to say it? No. N.O. NO! I’m not fucking him!” I close my eyes, taking a deep breath, feeling just a little bit guilty for what happened yesterday. Had it not been for Vitya’s outburst, would I have gone through with it? “What the fuck, mate!?” My voice shakes as I meet his infinite cold irises. “You’re fraying. You’re coming apart. Are you aware of what you’re doing?” 
 
    A wrinkle appears between his eyebrows. 
 
    “Ray, you came in there ready for a fight.” I shout. “You gave him a reason to suspect you! Are you high!?” I check his pupils, but I can’t tell in this light. His hold weakens. His throat rises up and down. He avoids my gaze. He’s shaking. 
 
    I look at his right hand, almost engulfed by the sling, passing my eyes over his fingers. The skin is bruised in between his knuckles, tiny red dots peppered over his skin. There are all the answers I need. 
 
    “Fuck.” I run my free hand through my hair, having an urge of pulling it all off. My temples feel like someone strapped dynamites around them and set them on fire. Except that would be better since it would evaporate my stupid brain and it wouldn’t hurt any longer. 
 
    Ray’s touch disappears as he shifts back in his seat, nearly sulking. 
 
    “Is that all you have to ask me?” 
 
    “Is there anything else to ask you?” he retorts. 
 
    I sag against the backrest, rubbing my forehead obsessively, with a mind numbing roar in my head which sucks all the energy from me. The silence stretches between us with each passing second. 
 
    “Alex, how many times have we talked about this?” When Ray speaks next, his voice is thick and unrecognizable. “How many times do I need to tell you to stay out of things? Is this what you want?” 
 
    “I want Stefan dead!” I snap. It’s disturbing, and it almost feels like it’s coming out of nowhere but the thought has been sizzling in me over high heat. I’ve avoided thinking about it, about what I’m truly aiming at with all of my hints and pleas, and veiled deals of getting “what I want”, but that’s it, that’s the truth. 
 
    “I want to be able to properly sleep at night. I want to forget he fuckin’ exists. I want him to hurt!” I shout. “I want him to die.” 
 
    “And what difference will it make?” Ray’s eyes narrow. “Is it going to erase all the hurt he’s inflicted on you? How’s it going to help you if you keep surrounding yourself with violence? What will you gain out of it?” 
 
    I refuse to look at him. 
 
    “Revenge is overhyped, Aleksandr. You’ll let this anger consume you.” He shakes his head. 
 
    “Right, at least we’ll resemble each other then,” I mumble. 
 
    “You won’t listen to a thing I say, is that how you envision a relationship with me?” he says, rendering me speechless. His lips purse. “I’m not doing this again, do you understand? Butting heads with you at every step, lying to me, throwing yourself in danger without thinking.” 
 
    “He tried to kill you,” I grunt. Ray growls and fixates on something out the window, his left hand turned into a fist on his knee. “You know why I asked Vlad for help? Because it’s like you don’t give a shit, Ray!” 
 
    “Did you allow me to sort it?” Ray snaps in return. “Instead of waiting, you went running to him instead,” he accuses. “Do you think you simply clap your hands and get what you want, Aleksandr? Or do you think yourself God to impart judgement how you see fit? Is that how the world works according to your view?” 
 
    “I never said—” 
 
    “Shut up!” he snaps. 
 
    “You don’t… fucking… tell me to SHUT UP! How come Vlad and Victor can fucking do it?!” 
 
    “At what cost?” he shouts. “You putting yourself in danger again?” 
 
    “If you’d actually listen to what I have to say—” 
 
    “I’m trying to protect you!” he shouts. “You just jump headfirst into trouble. Every single time!” 
 
    “Bullshit, Ray. You’re only trying to protect yourself! From the world. From everything. From me!” I retort. “Have you asked me what I want? Or are you just assuming like everyone’s always done?” Oh… sweet. Sweet, misery. “I refuse to be weak for the rest of my life. I refuse to rely on you to save me every single time. I want to be useful too, you should understand better than anyone, especially now!” 
 
    “Not if you put yourself in danger! That’s not being useful, it’s being foolish!” he booms. 
 
    “How come Vlad can back me up in everything I do but you just criticize my every move?” I shout. 
 
    “Is Vladimir protecting any of your interests? Does he take your actual future into account? Are any of them?” he shouts back. “What the hell has he done for you that I can’t?” 
 
    “He’s going to kill Stefan!” 
 
    “Is that what you want from me?” Ray snaps. “You want me to put a bullet in his head? Or maybe I should’ve that night with everyone as my witness!” His face morphs into something inhuman, violent. “What do you say, Aleksandr? Should I go now and do it?” He retreats when he sees that I don’t reply, smoothening the scowl on his face. “Do you have any idea just how much pressure there is on my shoulders?” 
 
    “Then fucking ask for help!” I say. “You’re carrying it all by yourself, Ray. You’re fucking stubborn! You’re fucking drowning! And you won’t let anyone help you. Not me. Not Roman. No one! You can’t protect every single fucking person out there! You can’t deal with every single threat there is!” 
 
    “Who am I going to ask for help?” he growls. “Vitya? Who’s itching to have even more control over me, as if this isn’t enough already?” his voice low and dark. “Or Morozov, who’s nothing but Vitya’s own reflection. Is that who you want me to turn to?” 
 
    “You have Marian, and Roman, and Felix. And other countless who might as well just prove their fucking usefulness!” 
 
    “You’ve just named the only three people I actually trust and one of them is protecting my back, the other is watching over my interests, and the third one is looking after you,” he says through his teeth. “Or do you think I can snap my fingers and a trail of assassins will be at my beck and call?” 
 
    “Are you even aware of the repercussions?” he continues, his gaze searing. “How many times can you force the hand of a cop? How many times will the public turn a blind eye to the pile of bodies gathering on the streets?” he wets his lips, just a brief pause. “Haven’t you realized they’re out to get me? People are asking questions, while Vitya saw it fit to make two cops disappear after arresting me. Marian’s connections have taken a step back from pulling strings for us. People are calling me a murderer and taking direct jibes at me. I might as well have an Interpol agent on my tracks. Do you need me to go on?” Ray scoffs, shaking his head as if I’m too stupid to get it.  
 
    “Wake up, Aleksandr! This is not a movie. This is the bloody reality and I’m not invincible. Or do you think I can simply command a murder with no consequences? Do you have any idea how much hangs in balance or how many eyes are on me?” 
 
    “And you want me to be reckless?” he continues, gesturing with his hand. “To barge into a warehouse of Temnota’s people and take my chances?” he booms. “Do you even stop to think for a second? Or is that what Victor has been droning on about? That you’re a god? That you can do anything you want with no consequences, and no one will stay in your way? As if I wouldn’t already know what he thinks?” He smacks his lips, staring at something distant on the road ahead. 
 
    “It didn’t seem to fuckin’ bother you when you shot Stefan in plain view.” 
 
    “That’s different! I told you.” 
 
    “HOW IS IT DIFFERENT?” I snap, turning to face him. “HOW?” 
 
    “Because I didn’t kill him, that’s how!” he shouts in my face. “It’s one thing to teach someone a lesson, another entirely to leave a corpse behind me! Don’t you fucking get it?” 
 
    “Then let Victor deal with it. He’ll have no issues with it whatsoever.” 
 
    “You’re deluded if you believe Vitya gives a crap about Stefan Dumitrescu. It’s Anatoly he’s after and he’ll use any Temnota member he can for information.” 
 
    “Then I’m shit out of luck, because neither do you! Then again, it’s not like you give a shit about me, so I should’ve known that one all along.” 
 
    Ray rubs a hand over his face. “How fucking blind are you?” he screams, his face red, eyes bulging. I jerk upright. “What the fuck have I been doing all along? Wasn’t I struggling to help you?” He’s outright shaking now. “Didn’t I ask you to move in with me so I can protect you? Didn’t I ask Felix to stay on your arse all day? Didn’t I tell you I’ll bloody deal with it and instead you ran to Morozov the first chance you got!” He breathes hard. “WHAT ELSE DO YOU WANT FROM ME?” 
 
    “I WANT YOU TO LOVE ME!” I punch the chair in front of me, full of rage. We both stop, my outburst enough to bring us back to our senses. “I can’t deal with this bullshit anymore,” I say through my teeth, my voice shaking. I won’t end up crying again because of him. I fucking refuse to. 
 
    Ray leans back against the seat, head in his hand, rubbing his eyes. Sweat beads glisten on his temples, he lets out a shaky breath. 
 
    “I can’t…,” he starts, but interrupts himself as he looks out the window, his eyes unfocused. “I can’t give you what you want right now.” 
 
    “So, you don’t love me?” 
 
    “Alex—” 
 
    “You don’t, do you?” 
 
    “Listen to me—” 
 
    “Is there nothing you feel for me, Ray?” 
 
    “I do feel. That’s precisely the problem,” he says through his teeth. 
 
    I frown, confused. “Then what do you want me to do?” I ask shakily. 
 
    “There’s nothing you can do. It’s got nothing to do with you,” he says gravelly, meeting my eyes. “I’m not alright, and I can’t right now. That’s all.” He places his hand on my knee, placating. 
 
    “And when will you?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he whispers, voice thick. 
 
    “So, what do I do in the meantime?” I look up at him, lost. What do I do? What do I do with all this love I have to give that he doesn’t want? Do I bury it inside of me and hope it stays alive, or watch it wither as the bitterness encroaches upon it? 
 
    Ray sighs and closes his eyes, lips pursed, frown in place. 
 
    “If I stop seeing Vlad and let this Stefan thing go, will that change anything with us?”  
 
    Is that how desperate I am to be with him? Would I sacrifice everything for him? Haven’t I already? Or maybe I’m doing it for myself. Am I just begging him to love me now? 
 
    I wipe my nose with the back of my hand. He stares right at me, pained. 
 
    “Ask me to stop seeing them because you want me next to you, and I will.” 
 
    “I can’t ask you to do that.” 
 
    “Then what do you want me to do?” I frown in return. “I’ll do anything for you.” 
 
    He cups my cheek, smiling sadly. “I want you to see he’s using you,” his voice pleading. “I want you to stop because you know it’s the right thing to do. Not for me. For yourself. You’re smarter than this, don’t let emotions cloud your judgement.” He wipes my tears with his thumb. “Just let this hate go. Stay out of it. I am begging you.” 
 
    “There’s nothing for me out there, Ray.” 
 
    “There’s so many things out there—” 
 
    “I was ready to die that night. Why did you have to stop me?” 
 
    He grimaces with hurt and despair. 
 
    “You gave me a reason to keep living when I didn’t want one.” I sniffle. “What am I supposed to do now?” 
 
    Ray removes his hand, pulling away from me, a tear rolling down his cheek as he looks away. 
 
    “I don’t care what happens to me if I’m not with you.” 
 
    “But I do care what happens,” he says through his teeth. “And I don’t want you hurt.” 
 
    “I can’t live in peace knowing he’s out there.” 
 
    Our eyes meet for a short-lived moment, then he straightens up, his demeanour changed, severe. 
 
    “Then there’s no place for you at my side if you’re incapable of seeing reason,” he says, and it sounds final. It falls over me like a verdict. There’s no retort for that, not one that comes to me immediately. I am just… stunned. What the fuck just happened? Is this a break-up? Nobody’s broken up with me before. Were we even together? 
 
    I squeeze my cold fingers together, fixated on the mud-stained tip of my boot. 
 
    “Okay.” I finally nod, it’s devoid of any emotion. “Whatever.” Then I get out of the car and throw one more look at him. “There was no place for me anyway, Ray.” He looks up, something raw bleeding through his eyes. “I was just a replacement. And all this hypocritical bullshit of yours is just an excuse for you to be finally rid of me.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 – Alex 
 
      
 
    I’m inadequate and somehow I’ve ended back to where I’ve started. I’ll spare you the details of my depression, the emotional turmoil, the angst and whatnot. They mean nothing. I’m too numb for such childish things. 
 
    I’ve got more important things on my mind: Vengeance. Which, in Raymond’s opinion, is foolishness and I might agree with him, sure. I just can’t live knowing I’ll be hunted for the rest of my life. I haven’t even had the time to bring it up to him, but I’m sure that whatever happened at the penthouse had to do with Stefan’s involvement. I mean, it’s a step up from sending me burnt rats in the post or trying to bribe me with candies to open the door. He’s already tried to kill Ray once, so it’s not beneath him. Stefan must go. This is what Ray doesn’t understand. His morphine addled brain has stopped working. I get it he’s afraid of the consequences, any sensible man should be, of course, but Victor isn’t. Which means using him to get rid of Stefan in the process should be easy-peasy. I’m not asking for too much, am I? 
 
    I’ve been thinking a lot lately, about Stefan. Seen through my eyes, he’s a veritable monster, sometimes he doesn’t even seem like a palpable threat, but he’s been impacting my life with his absence just as much as when he was here. You see, I’ve been trying to think of the good times, to find those traits I cherished at one point, but then I’ve realised the portrait of the man I fell in love with was an illusion, and what I mistakenly called love, was pure delusion. 
 
    The “good times” if there were any, are now filtered through a pair of bitter lenses. Every moment on close inspection loses its consistency, revealing itself for the lie that it was. You see, that’s why I am unable to speak good of Stefan any longer. He’s like a spectre, he’s there and he isn’t and my entire being is attuned to him. I don’t need to see him to acknowledge his presence because Stefan’s insidiousness is a part of me. Forever. And the only option I have is to excise his existence altogether, so that the physical threat disappears, and I’m only left with the faded, distorted memory of our time together. I want to be able to forget and forgive myself, to subdue the guilt, and for that he must go. 
 
    Vlad’s texted me this evening, and then he picked me up from Mark’s and we are now going to the villa together. They caught rumour of a party connected to one of Stefan’s whorehouses. Whichever of them is still standing, that is. 
 
    Victor wants to hit them tonight when they’ll be all in one place. I have no doubt Stefan will be there too. It seems that he’s everywhere lately, propagating himself like a disease. 
 
    In spite of my self-assuredness, I spend the entire drive to the villa munching on my nails, my boots propped on Vlad’s dashboard, but he doesn’t seem to mind. 
 
    “Are you sure the two of them were together?” 
 
    “One hundred percent,” Vlad grins, not in the least affected by my turmoil. “The blonde pimp and the tattooed cocaine snorter,” he provides. A shade of fuzzy scruff is visible above his collar, the black clothes lending him an air of mystery in the car’s obscurity. It reminds me of the villains in movies except this is my new reality now. 
 
    A sick anticipation burrows itself inside of me. Stefan will be there for sure, and I need to see his demise with my own eyes, to make sure he’s eradicated like the evil root he is. 
 
    “I’m coming with.” 
 
    I expect protest, but Vlad simply flashes his teeth, nodding, excited, even chuckling as if we’re partners in crime. “Damn right.” 
 
    I can’t help my bewilderment. “You won’t stop me?” 
 
    “Why would I?” He shrugs as he takes his eyes off the road for a moment. “I’d want to be there too. And I will be, guarding your derriere, kitten,” he says with a wink. 
 
    I can’t help the smile on my face. This is not insanity to him, it’s all rather normal. It only seems like that to Ray, even though I’ve grown to think of him as a bit of a hypocrite lately. I’ve watched Ray drenched in blood and out of his mind, murdering with his bare hands. How was that any different? Wasn’t vengeance on his mind then? How can he give these grandiose speeches to me about what’s wrong or right when he can’t discern the two? Or can he? How does he excuse his actions, what kind of fictional morality has he invented for himself to be able to bear the burden of homicide? How can he say I’m not allowed to wish for someone else’s death when I’ve suffered at Stefan’s hands for years, me and countless others. So many lives destroyed, our childish innocence degraded before its time. 
 
    “No one told Ray it’s tonight, did they?” 
 
    “He doesn’t need to know these details,” Vlad smirks. “This is Victor’s business. And ours.” 
 
    “You’re damn right.” I flex my fists and return the grin, plagued by notions of wrong and right. 
 
      
 
    The villa’s basement’s already brimming with people prepared to storm the establishment where the remaining Temnota faction will be tonight. I’ve seen these men in the training room before, their scarred faces hard like the rest of their bodies, dressed in black with concealed Kevlar underneath their clothes, wearing fingerless gloves and light jackets which allow for easy movement. Guns and barely visible army knives sticking out of the holsters strapped about them. They all have short hair and various degrees of murder in their eyes, their steps unwavering. The confidence they exude is static, the air almost frizzing around them. They seem dauntless. 
 
    We get sucked into the commotion of voices, some serious, others chuckling, exchanging light-hearted remarks and jokes. It seems fitting before a massacre, why not. 
 
    Vlad steers me towards an equipment rack, sizing me up and down before he grabs a Kevlar and tosses it at me. “Put this under your jacket.” 
 
    I rub my fingers over the black, coarse material, slightly confused as to what I’m supposed to do with it, but I find myself nodding. 
 
    Don’t think, Alex. It’s better if you’re mindless. Let others instruct you, you might be better off. 
 
    I take off my jacket and slide on the vest, eyeing the velcro ties with suspicion. Vlad smirks and then invades my space, watching me with the same amused curl of his lip, but there’s something heavy in his gaze. He doesn’t break eye contact as his hands skilfully adjust the ties. 
 
    “Is it too tight?” he speaks in a rough Russian, his eyes turned a dark blue, like the depths of the ocean. 
 
    “Fascinating,” I mumble. 
 
    Vlad frowns, the spell broken. “What?” 
 
    I shake my head. “I m-mean.. yes. I mean no.” I step away from him. “It’s perfect. Great. Massive…u…uhm… massive owe you. Thanks.” 
 
    Shut up, you idiot. 
 
    “You’re cute when you get all flustered, kitten. I might maul you.” 
 
    “Geezus, shut up.” I roll my eyes, but for a second there something zapped through me, and it was weird, and I shouldn’t feel guilty for it. At all. 
 
    I gear up in silence. Vlad hands me a sleek black combat knife, then steps to the side to join in the chatter, but my eyes linger. He didn’t mock me about my issues, and he was eager to listen when I told him about Bogo, and then he’s been going over his head to find him. It’s reassuring in a way. I haven’t really had time to think about his proposal, but I might just give into it, why the fuck not. Ray doesn’t want me anyway. 
 
    There’s no place for you at my side. 
 
    I lower my eyes as I strap on my gloves, bitter and resentful. Of course, Ray would say that, he was thinking it from the very beginning. All the while I must reign in my desire for seeing Stefan put into the ground once and for all and let Ray call the shots ignoring the fact he’s unfit for the job. And I’m the one who’s not rational. 
 
    I can’t help but search for Vlad’s figure in the crowd, starved by a need for reassurance and acceptance. Support. Encouragement. Am I doing the right thing? I should be ashamed of myself that I’m looking up to him, contemplating this, betrayed by my senses. 
 
    My silent contemplation is interrupted by the sudden commotion. The men fall in line as Victor walks into the room trailed by two other men all geared up, one of which is Roman. 
 
    “Ah, shit,” I mutter. What in flipper’s name is he doing here? Nevermind, it’s pointless to ask. It’s pretty obvious. I should’ve seen this fucking coming. I should’ve known Victor would want him here, he’s his little pupper after all. This is quite massive, so he couldn’t have missed going after Temnota, especially when he has a reason to do so. 
 
    I don’t straighten up as the others, nor do I stop from attaching the other glove to my hand, feigning a casualty I don’t feel. This man ain’t my king, and I’m not his slave. I owe him no respect in that sense. 
 
    Victor halts in the middle of the room with Roman and the other guy taking their place with the rest of the men. 
 
    Roman’s face twists, most likely surprised to find me here. I bet he’s itching to smack me. The bruise on his face is still proper N-A-S-T-Y. Oh, well, chairs are handy little things, aren’t they? I might add one to my permanent repertoire since it’s achieved such amazing effects. He doesn’t look terribly happy, in fact he’s the most miserable creature I’ve seen, and god, doesn’t Ray compete for first spot lately. But Roman has somehow managed to surpass him. I guess daddy’s had some choice words to dole out after Ray crashed his little meeting. Not that I had anything to do with it… but apparently Roman was supposed to be present anyway, so… he’s the one who asked Ray to come in the end. And he’s the one who took the fall for it. 
 
    It makes me wonder if he’s scared for his dear Evsey. Granted, I was a cunt, but it worked, didn’t it? Mostly. Other than pissing him off I didn’t get anything out of it. It’s just my natural charm, you see. But I can’t ignore the worry I feel. This is going to get back to Ray, pretty fast. 
 
    Pffft. As if there’s still a reason to care about this. Why should his opinion about me matter at this point? 
 
    “At ease, men.” Victor’s voice fills the large space without effort. There’s nothing to distinguish him as the party commander other than his imposing presence, otherwise he blends in with the rest of us. Authority exudes from him like the heat from the sun, and the unquestionable respect on these men’s faces has been earned thousandfold. These are the kind of people who would die under his command if they were asked to, such is their dedication. 
 
    I don’t understand where that kind of trust comes from, or how it is earned. Can someone this vile rule through simple fear and trembling? That’s not all what I’m seeing here, yet Ray is adamant. He’s the one who had been baiting Victor into a fight the other day, though. The one who’d openly challenged him, eager to fight him. Sure, I am still mad Vitya got physical and there is the matter of him flipping his shit the other day, but I’m starting to wonder if it wasn’t deserved to some extent. Ray had it coming in a way, after he’d come striding in there with those taunts directed at Victor in front of everyone. No man in power would take that lightly, if anything, Vitya could’ve fought Ray in front of everyone else, but he hadn’t. He’d kept his rage in check until everyone had cleared the room and only us, the family — as it were — was left behind. I don’t know what to believe any longer. 
 
    Sure, Ray has his concerns about him, but Victor’s affirmations hold some truth to them too, it’s not like his accusations had no basis. They did. And they are very worrisome indeed, it only reinforces my convictions that Ray’s not thinking clearly. Hell, to some extent even Roman has been questioning Ray in his own way ever since the accident whenever I was there to witness it. I’m wary of Vitya, sure. But I’d be a hypocrite if I had complete trust in Raymond when truth is that at the end of the day he’s been unravelling right before my eyes. 
 
    “We all know why we’ve gathered here. We have the coordinates, we know our targets. You have your orders. You know what to do and I trust you won’t fail me,” Victor rambles on. Word goes around that he’ll join us tonight to oversee the “operation” as they call it. Again, it’s rather laughable in a grim way the level of organisation and pretentiousness they assign to their band of morally compromised creatures. But it’s no joke when they vanquish enemies left and right with no remorse. A chill goes through me while pondering that. That is serious alright. 
 
    I draw the beanie over my gaudy hair. It’s growing back, turning into a combination of black and platinum and it’s drawing way too much attention. Not to mention Ray’s outright glares and constipated expressions at trying to discern what the hell must’ve gone through my head while I decided to bleach my brains. I can’t wait to get rid of it. 
 
    Vlad bumps my shoulder, reserving a little subdued grin for me. “All good?” 
 
    “Uhm, yeah.” I eye my insufferable brother. I can’t stop bruising my lower lip, it gives me something to do. 
 
    “If glares could kill,” Vlad muses. 
 
    “He’s gonna kill me alright,” I mumble. 
 
    “Whatever for?” 
 
    “For slapping him with a chair.” 
 
    Vlad snorts. He covers his nose and mouth with his hand, averting his gaze from Vitya and his battle discourse. “Have you been sharpening your claws, kitten?” 
 
    “On his face, yeah,” I say under my breath. That draws another chuckle out of him. Roman doesn’t miss the way Vlad’s almost glued to me, head bent as he whispers down to me. No doubt he’ll be fuelling Ray’s insecurities even more after this. But you know what? I don’t give a shit. 
 
    Vlad bumps my fist, turning his malevolent grin on Roman, studying him with plain amusement. “Ah, this is marvellous.” 
 
    We fall into silence as Victor’s speech trails off and everyone pats themselves on their back in encouragement. Roman breaks off from the rest and, unmistakably, he approaches us at the same time as Victor. 
 
    “What are you boys up to?” Vitya appraises us, not in the least displeased, merely curious. He ends up mirroring Vlad’s grin, his disposition is infectious. Only Roman is immune to it, of course. 
 
    “What is he doing here?” Roman says. “He’s not joining us, is he?” 
 
    “Of course he is joining us,” Vitya replies without glancing his way. 
 
    “You can’t be serious, he’ll end up ruining everything!” 
 
    Vlad’s arm sneaks over my shoulders as he brings me to his side, beaming. “What do you mean,” he says in English. “Sasha’s an example of excellency. Why, your face should know this already.” 
 
    Victor turns inquisitive, assessing Roman’s morbid expression. Oh, he’ll strangle me alright. 
 
    “Did Sasha catch you with your guard down, son?” 
 
    Roman looks frozen, a slight flush to his face. If he would’ve had whiskers, they’d be twitching with rage. The green in his eyes is inflamed, the gates of hell waiting for me to end up in their vicinity so that they can swallow me whole. He’ll kick my arse, no doubt. I’ll pay for this, but fuckin’ hell, ain’t this a moment to savour? He doesn’t reply and his silent humiliation confirms the facts as they’ve happened. 
 
    “I’d say he’s prepared enough then,” Vitya goes on. “That you’ve been hit by your little brother makes me wonder if you are, though.” 
 
    That just does it for him. Roman turns his back and strides out of the gym under everyone’s gaze. Victor seems pleased for some reason as he faces me and Vlad, who’s still holding onto me, solid and trusting at my side. 
 
    “You’re staying at the back,” Vitya instructs me. “You’ll learn how we work as a team. Vova, you don’t leave his side.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of it,” Vlad says, lowering his gaze to me as he squeezes my shoulder. 
 
    “And Sasha,” Vitya adds, right before he departs. “Don’t make me regret this, son.” 
 
    I frown, but then nod in understanding. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Our van stops on the side of the street, in the vicinity of the house where the party is taking place. I’m all too familiar with what might be going on behind the closed doors, more so if Temnota is involved. Drugs, prostitutes, and why not, maybe even the occasional murder done for fun when a bit of spice is needed. You know, to keep the spirits high. 
 
    I’m in the back of the van with Vlad at my side and four other men I’ve barely exchanged two words with. Vlad’s been cracking jokes on the road, coaxing laughter and snorts out of everybody. It’s quite clear everyone holds him in high regard. He’s just as respected as Vitya, perhaps even considered to be his own family. Unlike Roman who turns the room into a tomb whenever he walks in and acts as if someone’s perpetually squishing his balls. Maybe he just needs to get laid. Thank fuck he’s in the other van, otherwise instead of laughter, the people who are with us would have been entertained by shouts. I would not have been able to zip it with him next to me. 
 
    The men file out of the van, turning into shadows as soon as they step outside. When it’s my turn, Vlad grabs my arm and turns me to face him. He straightens the black mask on my face, the only visible part of him, his eyes, watching me with intensity. He drops his hands to my shoulders, holding me in place for a moment longer. 
 
    “Stay behind me. Don’t run off by yourself,” he instructs. 
 
    I nod, then point at the doors. Vlad jumps out of the van and waits for me as I follow. We meander through the parked cars. This team was tasked with the back of the property, so our men are jumping over the fence and sneaking in through the garden. 
 
    Vlad entwines his fingers with a patient, expectant look. I set my boot on his palms and propel myself upward, catching onto the top of the fence and hoisting myself over it. I drop awkwardly on the other side, but avoid the embarrassment of tripping and breaking my teeth. That would be utterly humiliating. 
 
    Vlad’s feet barely make a sound when he hits the ground, a sleek panther in spite of all of his bulk, betraying years of training and experience of this sort. 
 
    We advance through the back of the property. The windows are covered as it’s usually the case with these sorts of parties, but I catch a glimpse of movement here and there, distant music loud enough to numb all senses while drunk and high out of your mind and, of course, laughter and blaring voices, all too familiar. 
 
    Victor’s men have spread in all directions, surrounding the building, weapons at the ready. The poor fuckers inside have no clue what’s waiting for them. These are their last moments of ignorant peace, behind closed doors, remote from reality. This is how it always hits you, when you least expect it, when you most enjoy life. It’s how it hits all of us. 
 
    Bodies already start dropping as unsuspecting guards encounter Vitya’s men. Their fates sealed with a crack of the neck or with a cold blade sinking through their insides. 
 
    Vlad rushes over the uncared lawn, through squeaky snow and dead branches, seeking the comfort of shadows, abundant under the blanket of night. A gun blast pierces the air and makes us both halt. Vlad’s gloved hand falls over my chest as he pushes me behind him. I latch onto his jacket, peeking around his arm but there’s no movement in our vicinity. A door must have opened somewhere since the music can be heard clearly now — it feels like a violation of the silent solemnity of the night. 
 
    Distinct squeaky steps approach us from around a corner. Vlad retreats slowly, his body acting like a protecting shield in front of me, weapon at the ready. The figure of a man materializes in the dark, featureless yet threatening. Vlad puts him down with a pull of the trigger in such a quick, merciless way that it’s all done by the time I blink. The man drops in a heap in front of us, no sign of movement after he hits the ground. 
 
    We avoid the body, but my eyes are drawn to it like a magnet. The white next to it turned dark, the hot blood nearly sizzling as it seeps through the snow underneath. I am grateful that I can’t see much, this is enough to haunt me forever anyway. 
 
    Vlad flattens me against the wall as he meticulously inspects the path head. A mere moment of respite. 
 
    I pull my knife out, my breath puffing even through the material covering my face as I attempt to summon calm to me, my cheeks somewhat moist because of it. It’s a surreal situation, my heart beats with an irregular pattern, pumping adrenaline through my body, turning me dizzy, the lump in my throat making it hard to swallow. Who’d have thought that this is how I would be spending my night? 
 
    Vlad signals and it’s time to run again. We advance through the yard, keeping near the shade of the walls. The place is barren, nothing but dried bushes peppered here and there in disgracious, contorted forms lent by darkness. 
 
    The gunfire shots are sparse, dampened by music. No one will know what’s happening until it will be too late. But you can still hear the odd scream here and there, a despair clinging to the air, trapped by the cheerful tones. 
 
    There’s something about a pure threat, you can hear it in their voices, a distinct fear, and easily recognizable by the animalic side residing in us all. Besides, being aware of what’s going on inside and equipped with strong imagination, reproducing in vivid details bleak eyes and broken bones, my body responds to that call, our fears resonating but I shut it down, and replace it with anger. Stefan is my one and only goal. The anticipation of relief at him being gone is what propels me. 
 
    Vlad grabs a hold of my hand and halts me, zeroing in on something ahead. He’s a different man entirely, his focus sharp, taking in everything, his body reacting to the slightest noise or sign of movement. His energy surges through our linked hands, adrenalizing me, attuning me to his rhythm, our heartbeats synchronizing, and mimicking him, I begin to see our surroundings with new eyes. The anaemic wave of a branch shivering sleepy in the icy gust. The vague source of light more than sufficient to my eyes, allowing me to see far in the distance under the clear sky. The unintelligible notes and lyrics masking the horror unfolding between the house’s walls, hidden from view, yet still existing. And through all that, the sounds of night and the distinct creak of snow compressing under heavy steps. Vlad and I locate its direction at the same time, exchanging a quick look of understanding as we remain still in the safety of shadows. 
 
    A group of men emerge through a door at the side of the house, rushing for the distant fence which marks the property line, exchanging heated words with one another. They’re not trying to hide, and I can’t make out what they’re saying, but the distress is palpable from where I stand. They’re desperate to leave the property. One of them stumbles and falls, then quickly scrambles up, shouting in a panic. 
 
    “Wait for me!” 
 
    The echo of dread engulfs me, a crippling horror curdling my stomach. 
 
    “Oh my God. That’s Denis!” I nearly break into a run, but Vlad pulls me back, crushing my fingers. 
 
    “Don’t break cover!” 
 
    “That’s my friend!” I snap. “Bogo is with him. Maybe Stefan too. Vlad—” 
 
    Vlad wraps his other hand over mine, pulling me closer to him, eyes narrowed. “Stay behind me,” he commands. “Understood, soldier?” 
 
    “Shit. Yes.” I nod. 
 
    He lets go of me and we break into a jog with Vlad leading the charge. By the time we reach the back of the yard, the group has already jumped to the other side. Vlad climbs over first and knocks into the planks to give the sign that it’s all clear. 
 
    I sheathe my knife, shuffle back a couple of steps, then run for the fence. I prop one foot on it then jump to grab the top and after a couple of grunts, I swing myself over. I drop into a crouch on the other side and follow Vlad through the trees and bushes. The back of the property opens into a field awash with rubble. 
 
    The little group is now nearly at the main street, crossing to reach the park on the other side. Something snaps in me when I recognise Stefan’s silhouette which turns more and more distant the faster they move. Rage is a gentle word for what I feel. 
 
    “He’s running away!” I break into a sprint. “Stefan!” 
 
    My feet skid on the snow, nearly breaking my ankle as I jump over an obstacle, but I don’t stop. I grit my teeth and run through the pain. I briefly glance left and right as I cross over the street, but there’s no traffic in sight at this late hour. 
 
    Vlad is at my side in no time, charging ahead with no impediments, his boots thudding with each step. 
 
    The lamps ahead illuminate the metallic fence of the park boundary which separate the alley from the half-frozen lake. There is no gate on this side of the park, nothing but a tall chain-link fence. What seems to be Stefan and another man get over the top of the enclosure with no effort, while two others lag behind, struggling to climb up. 
 
    I recognise Denis in a heartbeat as he attempts to escalade the fence and failing. His red neon hair is rather unmistakable in the yellow lamplights. The other one, almost halfway over the fence looks like none other than Bogo. 
 
    “Don’t let him get away!” The words barely leave my mouth when Vlad reaches the fence at full speed, and without breaking his momentum, he latches onto it like a monkey. 
 
    I reduce my speed just enough and follow into his steps, but I’m dead set on Bogo. I grab onto his ankle, halting his advance. He kicks back, narrowly missing my mouth as I pull out of the way at the last moment. The move unbalances me, but I don’t let go of him, so we both end up on the ground with a thud, all air leaving my lungs with the impact. 
 
    Bogo clambers over the snow, but I push myself up and crash into him like a boulder, bringing him back down to the ground. He kicks and scrambles, pinning me down. 
 
    I lift my knees, throwing his weight off balance, then slam my arms against his elbows. I trap his foot with mine then roll on top of him. I punch the shit out of him while he’s still dazed. His nose cracks loudly and I feel the impact of the bone breaking through my fist. 
 
    What I don’t expect is someone grabbing me from behind and attempting to pull me off him. 
 
    “Let him go!” Denis screams in my ear. 
 
    Bogo is quick to take advance of the diversion and lifts himself up but I slam my boot into his face, sending him back to the ground. When Denis inevitably drops me, I scramble up and face him. His hair’s dishevelled, his face haggard, dressed only in a thin T-shirt. 
 
    “Let him go!” Denis screams again. He charges at me, as if that would make a difference. So, it’s come to this. I dart to the side, trip his foot, and punch his stomach. I slide out of the way. He tumbles on his back with a thud. The moment he’s down, he wraps his arms over his abdomen, rolling back and forth in a coughing fit. I know it hurts. Been there before. 
 
    I turn back to the shitstain who’s trying to get away, crawling on his knees and elbows, leaving a bloody trail through the snow. 
 
    “Where are you going?” I step slowly, observing Bogo wriggling like a worm. This shit tried to kill me. He tried to kill Ray. He turned Denis against me. He fuckin’ set me up. 
 
    “Where the fuck are you going?” I snatch his ankle and drag him on his belly. His nails scratch the muddy snow. Bogo looks over his shoulder, eyes wide with terror at seeing death walking right behind him, his face mauled and bloody with a fresh boot imprint. I grab a fistful of his hair and force his head back, leaning over him. He flails with his right arm. I pin my boot over his palm. He screams. 
 
    “Do you remember when you said you’re not scared, Bogo?” He’s whinnying, jerking around, trying to retrieve his hand. “You pissed off the wrong guy.” I pull his hair harder and slide the knife from its sheathe, flattening it against his neck. “I wouldn’t move if I were you.” 
 
    Bogo looks up, his eyes bulging, lips moving to form words and failing, blood and snot mixed on his face. 
 
    I keep a careful eye on Denis so that he won’t take me by surprise again, but he hasn’t even gotten up from the ground yet. His breaths come in hard and he’s crying his eyes out, retching and coughing at the same time. I feel sorry for him, but the stupid fuck had it coming. 
 
    I check my surroundings but there’s no one here with us. The lamps above allow me to see far enough into the distance. Vlad’s gone, nothing moves on the other side of the fence. I wonder if he caught Stefan. 
 
    I pull Bogo’s head back, forcing another pained whimper out of him. “So, you put the bomb on Ray’s car?” 
 
    He snarls at me, showing a row of bloodied teeth. “I’ll… Kill. You.” 
 
    I snicker. “You? Me!?” I slam my booth down over his hand. His scream ripples over the lake with an echo. “I’ll fuckin’ end you,” I say through my teeth. 
 
    “Do it!” Bogo screams. 
 
    “Where did Stefan go?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” 
 
    “You see, I think you’re lying to me.” 
 
    “Alex,” a sob coming from Denis. He’s kneeling on the ground now. “P-please. Please.” 
 
    “You shut up!” I shout. 
 
    “Hit him!” Bogo screams. 
 
    “I’ll break your teeth if you open your mouth again,” I snarl, applying more pressure to his hand. “Where did Stefan go?” 
 
    “I don’t know! I don’t know!” 
 
    “P-please!” 
 
    “Stay down, Denis! Stay down, or I’ll punch you again.” 
 
    I’m capable of murder right now, so help me God. Luckily, the rattling of the fence draws my attention as Vlad climbs back over. 
 
    “Did you find him?” I ask. 
 
    “Lost him.” Vlad shoots a brief glance at Bogo, seeing that he’s no threat, his breaths puffing quickly as he pants. He must’ve exerted himself in the pursuit. “Who’s this?” 
 
    “It’s the guy who set me up. He knows where to find Stefan.” 
 
    “Good then. Let’s take him back.” Vlad points at Denis. “What about him?” 
 
    “He’s an idiot. But I don’t want him hurt.” 
 
    Vlad grabs Bogo’s elbow and pulls him up with ease. “Move, leprechaun.” 
 
    Denis’ fearful gaze follows them as they depart. “What are you doing? Where are you taking him? Stay away from me!” 
 
    I pull Denis up, standing face to face with him. I pull down my mask and stare down at him. 
 
    “Get the fuck out of here,” I say under my breath. His eyes widen, looking from me to his surroundings as if he’s staring at a ghost. Denis shakes his head, searching for Bogo, but then something changes when he looks at me. Realization that he’s in big trouble, maybe? I’d never know. He stumbles backwards, his lip trembling, eyes filled with tears. 
 
    “I’m s-s-sorry.” 
 
    “Just leave. Go home. Don’t talk to anyone about it. Do you hear me?” 
 
    Denis shakes his head, wrapping his arms around himself. It’s pitiful to see someone so broken, knowing you’re the reason of it. I unzip my jacket, making sure to remove all belongings from its pockets before I walk over to him. 
 
    “Den,” he looks up at me, tears streaming down his face. I sling the jacket over his shoulders, lingering there for a moment. I have so many questions. 
 
    You were my friend, how could you do this to me? 
 
    It all comes down to stupidity, teenage edginess, a desire to belong somewhere. I know that. I’m aware of that. He’s at that stage in his life when he’s too stupid for his own good. In spite of that, I can’t entirely absolve him of guilt. He’s just as responsible for this as I am. I can’t walk through the world feigning innocence for the things I’ve done. That’s not how this works. One must take responsibility for their actions, no matter how horrible, and still find a way to live with them. What’s broken will not mend, the both of us have turned strangers now. We’re too far away from one another, I don’t feel the same way I used to. Even though I miss him like crazy because we’ve shared so many things together, I can’t look at him the same way anymore. His actions have kicked so many things into motion, with gruesome outcomes. I’ve lost my respect for him — it’s been replaced by hurt and bitterness. He’s nothing but a stupid child in my eyes. I know my arrogance might be unwarranted because I, too, can be childish sometimes, but the gap that’s opened between us is insurmountable. He doesn’t get it now and maybe he never will, but I understand enough for the both of us. 
 
    I touch his shoulder, smiling sadly. “I trusted you,” I whisper. Denis latches onto my kevlar, shaking his head. His red locks stuck to his smudged cheek, sodden by snow and tears. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to… P-please.” 
 
    I didn’t mean to either, but I did a lot of things in spite of that. I take a deep breath and let go of him, putting distance between us. 
 
    “You’re letting Bogo come back, right?” he looks at me with hope, perhaps he’s in denial about it. 
 
    “Leave. If you know what’s good for you, GTFO. Now!” 
 
    “But you’re letting him go!?” Denis reaches for me, but I shove him back. 
 
    “LEAVE!” I move away from him, retracing Vlad’s footsteps. “Leave. Now!” 
 
    Denis bursts into tears, shaking and sobbing like an idiot in the middle of that open space. And as whatever illusion he’s been entertaining for the past months crumbles all around him, I turn my back and widen the gap between us. And as I go farther and farther, I’m also crushing inside of me every need, feeling and hope for love and friendship I’ve ever had. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vlad drags Bogo after him as he enters the house. I follow in their wake, my eyes blind in the dark corridor as they adjust to the change in light. Time seems to dilate, every second dragging for years on end. I step as if I’m a distinct part of this body carrying me forward, an alien entity residing in its brain, pulling its strings, yet estranged from it at the same time. It’s the shock, the first signs of depersonalization which make me feel less than human. It carries with it the risk of losing myself, completely disassociating, being unaware of my surroundings and my actions. It’s happened before, it wouldn’t be the first time. Except now I don’t want it to happen. I must rein in the impulse of running away because there isn’t anywhere safe to retreat. I slam the side of my fist into the wall, the sharp sting of pain spreading through my arm like electric current. It keeps me anchored in the present. And I keep walking. 
 
    A part of me is back there with Denis, hoping that he’s listened to me for once in his life, that he’s run away and he’ll find his way back home somehow because right now I’ve got bigger problems on my hands than taking care of him. People who’ve fucked me over should pay rent for occupying so much space in my head, they’re like disgusting bugs having built nests in your walls. It’s enough for one to visit one day and then there’s a hundred of them refusing to leave. Parasites. 
 
    Vitya and his men are gathered in the main room. The place has been secured, whatever’s left of the partygoers huddled in one corner, hugging each other, or hiding their faces behind their arms. They’re young, some of them not much older than Denis. The sight of them sickens and reminds me of the times when Stefan used to haggle with others for a piece of me. If they do end up alive after this ordeal, perhaps this will be their waking moment — because despite of being aware something is bad for us, we don’t really acknowledge it unless we’re shaken to the core with a kilometric list of traumas attached to us. Human nature is like that. 
 
    Opposite the miserable boys and girls whose lives have just taken a turn, are the people of interest, those who must’ve fought back as told by the various wounds on their bodies. They’re kneeling at gunpoint, some trembling, others directing vicious stares at the man commanding their surrender. 
 
    None other than Victor is standing in front of them, a king examining his loot with a fair amount of disdain, his face uncovered as if he fears nothing, sharp eyes narrowed in the artificial light. 
 
    Vitya acknowledges our presence, eyes trailing over Bogo as he struggles with Vlad’s iron grip. One growl from the tall Russian is enough to subdue the vermin, then Vlad sends him next to the others as if they’re waiting in line for execution. 
 
    Maybe that’s exactly what Victor has in mind. After all, he did charge into a house full of people, collaterals be damned. There’s blood everywhere, smears and handprints on walls and floors, silent puddles of crimson transmitting their silent cries, mingled with the alcohol spilled from the bullet-pulverised bottles. 
 
    I almost feel for the wretches gathered in the corner — in the end they’re just a bunch of nobodies and prostitutes who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. 
 
    A vague sense of nausea tries me, questioning my motives for being here. I was an active party to this massacre, this is different from the time when I set that villa on fire. I wasn’t trying to kill anyone back then, but now… Do you think yourself God to impart judgement how you see fit? Ray and his stupid moral dilemmas. 
 
    “Tell me, son,” Vitya says in his grave tone, shaking me out of my morbid contemplation. “Do you recognise anyone?” 
 
    I examine the crowd, pointing at men here and there. That one worked with Stefan, the other was one of his regulars, the others might be Temnota’s. When there’s no more living people to identify, they pull up the bodies for inspection. It’s grisly, but I block out the frozen grimaces, the eyes rolled back in their sockets to the point that only the whites are visible, and the sound of limbs falling against the floor like sacks of potatoes once I’m done staring at their unforgettable features. 
 
    I’ve never seen so many dead bodies piled one next to each other. They’re perfectly still. Breathless. Just gone. And instead of horror, I don’t feel anything. Nothing but detachment, as if I’m playing a third-person shooter and the consequences won’t come back to haunt me just like the rest of horrors I’ve assisted to. And in spite of all this monstrosity, the one face I truly wanted to see frozen in time by the treacherous touch of death is not here. It’s out there, somewhere in the night, his luck hasn’t run out yet. 
 
    “Anything else to report?” Victor demands. 
 
    “Dumitrescu escaped,” Vlad grumbles. He sounds miserable, almost guilty. I don’t miss the apologetic way he looks at me. 
 
    Vitya barely nods in assent. “And him?” 
 
    “He’s the one who helped place the bomb on Ward’s car,” Vlad says. 
 
    “Is there a point in keeping him alive?” 
 
    “He knows where Stefan is,” I say, directing my words at Vitya. I squeeze my fist, experiencing a troubling fit of rage in spite of my emotionless state. I should’ve hurt Bogo more. The shitstain deserves it. Deep down, there is a gluttonous instinct pushing me to turn his head the other way and allow him to join the rest of bodies on the floor. Scum don’t deserve to be alive. 
 
    “Take him with the rest then,” Victor declares. “Let’s wrap this up.” He pats my shoulder. “Come, son. You’ve done a great job tonight.” 
 
    I nod, walking beside him with a certain reluctance. “What about Stefan?” 
 
    Victor squeezes my arm and smiles, tilting his head, a paternal countenance softening his features. “Don’t worry, Sasha. You can interrogate his acolyte and find out where he is. They’ve been working together, so he should know something. Don’t you agree?” 
 
    I do. I do agree, so I keep at his side and follow him back to the van, eager to get on with it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It’s been a never-ending night, but it all must have lasted less than two hours. My perception of time has become distorted to the point that I’m questioning my own sanity. 
 
    Bogo has been dragged to the villa and housed in one of the basement cells. Who thought that the place would be so well… developed? It looks like a goddamn prison, it makes one wonder, really. 
 
    Tied to a chair with the hands behind his back, struggling with the rope holding him in place, Bogo’s lost some of his defiance. The blood’s crusted on his temple, his eyes turned wild and feverish and won’t stop darting between me and Vitya, who’s been kind enough to guide me through tonight’s lesson. 
 
    Vlad’s been leaning against the entrance, witnessing the entire charade, arms casually crossed over his chest, muscles bulging, having stripped off his battle equipment. 
 
    “Let go of me!” Bogo demands. “I’ve relations who’ll fuck ya up!” 
 
    “I don’t see anyone here,” I say blandly. “Where’s Stefan?” 
 
    “I told you. He ran,” he croaks. 
 
    “Yeah, I was there, remember? So, you might want to focus on the ‘where’ part.” 
 
    Bogo remains silent. 
 
    “He needs a nudge, son.” Victor waves his hand, grabbing himself a chair and sitting on the opposite side of the room. “You’ll be here all night with this sweet talk.” 
 
    “Alright, then.” 
 
    I take off my beanie and my hoodie, folding them carefully and handing them over to Vlad, as if I’ve got all the time in the world. Vlad’s eyes are narrowed but I can’t tell whether he approves of this or not. His face is perfectly neutral. I can see why I’d look up to him for reassurance. With all of his other features trained in place like so, he resembles Ray in a way. Their eyes are shaped the same, they could even pass for his in this light. But while Ray would be seething, Vlad doesn’t seem to care either way. And that bothers me for some reason. 
 
    Energized with fresh fury, I turn to Bogo and punch him. My hand vibrates on impact with his jaw. 
 
    I lean closer to him. “You’re a piece of shit,” I speak softly. “Tell me where Stefan’s been hiding for the past month.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Bogo spits blood through his teeth. He pulls at his restraints, almost as if he’s ready to rip through the rope and jump at me. 
 
    “You’re lying!” I snap and follow up with another punch. “You’ve been helping him with his dirty jobs. You know more. I know you do!” 
 
    “He didn’t tell me anything!” 
 
    Another punch. “You put the bomb on Ray’s car!” It’s your fault we’re not talking. I lose it and grab his T-shirt. “Tell me where he is! Fuckin’ talk!” Another punch. More blood spilling, his face unrecognizable. “Tell me!” 
 
    “There, Sasha.” Vlad pulls me back, dragging me to the side. “You need to chill, kotik.” 
 
    “Stop coddling him, he won’t learn a thing if you do,” Victor says. 
 
    I push Vlad away and step to the exit, wiping away at my forehead. What the fuck am I even doing? My hands are bloodstained, my knuckles bruised. I’m shaking. I’m raging. I hate this. I hate it. I hate everyone. I swallow the knot in my throat, lost and disoriented. I don’t know where I am for a moment. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Victor snaps. “He’s your prisoner, you need to finish the job.” 
 
    I frown and turn away, intent on leaving but Victor grabs my shoulder and levels with me. 
 
    “You must finish the job,” he repeats, eyes never leaving me as he plants a knife in my hand and squeezes my shoulder. 
 
    The blade’s light but glints with sharpness. I wrap my fingers around the handle, staring at it a bit confused. Victor pushes me back in the cell. 
 
    Bogo’s slumped in the chair, unmoving. All it took was a couple of punches to shut his mouth. I should kill him. Slide the blade through his throat, end his miserable existence. He’s hurt Ray. He’s vile. Disgusting. He’s a piece of shit, the worst humanity has to offer. Even so, killing Bogo won’t change anything. Killing Bogo will only make it all worse. Stefan is still out there. And what will that make of me? 
 
    There’s no place for you at my side if you’re incapable of seeing reason. 
 
    “He knows where Stefan is.” I step back but Victor grabs my arm and I feel real, physical pain for the first time tonight. 
 
    “He doesn’t know anything otherwise he would’ve talked by now.” 
 
    “But Stefan’s still—” 
 
    “Finish the job, son!” Victor orders. 
 
    I stare blankly at him, his mouth thinned in a displeased line, something malevolent residing behind his eyes. An evil I’ve never felt before, seeping away, betrayed by circumstances. The mask is finally cracking, I’ve been waiting for this moment for so long. The moment when all lies crumble and a man stands with his naked soul revealed to you. The moment when they fuck up and they know they did. He’s like Stefan. No. He’s worse than Stefan. I didn’t want to believe Ray, that doesn’t mean I haven’t been watching Vitya ever since I’ve met him. His blood might run through my veins, but we’re nothing alike. I’m starting to realize why Roman is so fucked up. If what I know about Danya is anything to go by, there’s no wonder he’s turned out that way. 
 
    A father should not force his sons to kill. Imagine this filth raising two innocent kids, their slate clean and he gets to mould it however he sees fit. I shiver. I’m glad he left me behind. I’m glad I met Stefan and not him. I’m glad I turned out the way I am. There’s far worse than Stefan out there. Vitya is a fine example of that. 
 
    I free myself, challenging him, my chin raised just slightly. “You finish it,” I say through my teeth and slam the blade flat against his chest. 
 
    Vitya’s eyes widen, his hold tightening on my arm. I am shaking, but I won’t let him bully me into submission. He drags me behind chair, slides the knife through Bogo’s wrist ties then throws the weapon to the other side of the room as he kicks the chair. 
 
    “Fetch, boy!” Victor barks as the knife clatters on the cement floor. He shoves me to the side. I end up tripping over my feet, hitting the wall. 
 
    By the time I regain my balance, Vitya slams the metallic door closed, his face visible through the square grates at the top as the lever slides into place, confining me in the small space with Bogo. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I shout, running for the door. I rattle the handle, but the damn thing won’t budge. “WHAT ARE YOU DOING? Let me go!” 
 
    “I’d be more preoccupied by the man holding a knife behind you,” Vitya says with a grin. “It’s time to show me what you’ve learned.” He directs his gaze over my shoulder. “If you end up killing my son, then I’ll let you go!” 
 
    I turn around just in time to face Bogo, gripping the knife in one hand, face mauled, blood dripping from his chin. He looks like an animal. Then he jumps at me. I dart out of the way, the blade scratches the wall surface where it hits. 
 
    “Stop it!” I warn him, putting one of the chairs between us. He’s going to kill me, I’ve got no doubt. “Stop it. I don’t want to hurt you!” The irony. 
 
    Bogo growls. It’s not a human sound, but a grating. He leaps at me. I pick up the chair and keep him at a distance. 
 
    “I’m fucking warning you. Stay away!” I shove the chair at him to give myself some space to move. “Give me the knife. Give it to me and we’ll both be fine.” 
 
    Bogo grins. “You think I’m that stupid?” He tries to feint around me. I trap him in between the chair legs, forcing him back in spite of his flailing arms. One of his hits lands and I stumble back. My improvised shield clatters between us. Bogo rushes for the chair and kicks it at me. 
 
    “Shit.” I skip backwards, the knife narrowly missing me as he waves the blade in the air. I trip over a bundle of cloth, Bogo’s T-shirt. It’s time to improvise. I pick it up and try to think. A T-shirt is no weapon. It won’t soften his blows either. So, I toss it in his face instead. A mere distraction giving me enough time to get in closer and sweep one of his legs from under him, throwing him off balance. 
 
    He lands on his side, and I step on his hand, which happens to be the same one I trampled earlier tonight. His hold weakens and he lets go of the knife. I kick it out of the away.  
 
    But it’s not enough, since he throws himself at me in that moment of respite and drags me down. One of his hands pulls my hair, the other sinks into my face, attempting to blind me. I let out a shout and elbow his guts until he lets go. We end up skirmishing on the floor. In spite of the many hits I throw his way, he keeps coming at me over and over again. This is not like the fights I’ve trained for. This is frenetic, desperate, it’s a struggle for survival. And I’ve been through it before. 
 
    Bogo throws me off him and scrambles up, reaching for the knife. I kick his arse, sending him face first into the wall. I push myself up, twist his arm back and sink my fingers into his nape, slamming him face-first against the wall. 
 
    “Give up.” 
 
    “You heard him!” Bogo wheezes. “I’m not gettin’ out ‘til you’re dead.” He hits back with his free hand, and I only realize that I fucked up when the blade glints in the light.  
 
    I’m forced to let go and jump back at the last moment. The knife grazes my abdomen. I stare down in panic. Shit. That was close. 
 
    Bogo takes advantage and swings at me. I step back, but the tip of the knife slices through my cheek. I’m losing. I’m tired. My body hurts. I’m breathing hard. If this carries on, I’ll be dead. If I let him kill me, I’m never leaving this room. Never getting out of here. Never seeing Ray again. Or his son. Never free, always captive. With Victor on the other side, stealing the light of dreams from everyone. There’s flashes in my head, a life unlived, potentials, achievements. Ray dead at Vitya’s behest. Roman on a leash, a mere hollow of his old self. And somewhere in all that, the haggard look of the boy in the photo. The brother I haven’t properly met. The one who’s shattered Raymond’s heart, and his life. The broken one, killed by madness, his pain a fleeting inspiration. A lifeline. Fight. And behind all that, Victor sitting on his throne, looming like the darkest shadow over the world. Fight. 
 
    “You won’t break me.” 
 
    I get rid of the knife in his hand with a roundhouse kick. Then I tackle him, forcing him into the concrete wall. I don’t give him time to react, in fact I don’t even think. I just drag him forward, trip him and send him to the ground. His head falls into the upturned chair with a sick crunch. He remains suspended over the floor, impaled for a couple of heartbeats before he collapses, hands twitching, legs jerking. 
 
    I trip on one of his feet as I retreat, watching him convulse. A lot of blood seeps from beneath his head. The metallic leg of the chair glints with blood. 
 
    I stumble backwards against the wall, my knees trembling. I close my eyes, breathing hard. A nagging voice grates at my nerves. 
 
    Do you think yourself God to impart judgement how you see fit? 
 
    I’m still here. Still alive. I’ve achieved nothing. I’ve turned into a monster. 
 
    There’s no place for you at my side if you’re incapable of seeing reason. 
 
    I grind my teeth. Fuck you, Ray. Fuck you. Fuck you for being right. Fuck you. 
 
    I pick up the knife, my knuckles turning white. The cell door finally opens behind me. 
 
    I turn slowly, my eyes trailing the rivulets of blood on the floor. There it is, the exit. Wide open. Waiting for me. I go into the hallway, and none other than Vitya is waiting there, a smile on his face. Vlad is standing next to the wall, straightening up at my sight, with an appalled Roman next to him, a few steps away. 
 
    I turn to Victor, my breaths in check, grip tight on the knife in my hand, just the way they taught me. 
 
    “I see you now.” Vitya tilts his head. “It wasn’t Ray who killed Danya,” I say. His smile starts to fade. “It wasn’t even Danya that killed Danya.” I point with the knife at him. “It was you. And it wasn’t me killing that cunt in there. That’s also on you.” I whisper. “I kept trying to figure out what the fuck’s wrong with you. Now I know. You mimic loss, but you don’t feel it, do you? You couldn’t give a damn about Danya. You don’t give a shit about Roman. About any of us. We’re your puppets, aren’t we?” 
 
    Victor steps closer. “You’re sick, son. You took revenge because you wanted to.” 
 
    I laugh. “That shit… that’s the kind of shit Stefan used to spoon-feed me each night. But guess what, Victor. You won’t break me either.” His face twitches and darkens. “Stay away from me. And stay away from Raymond. Otherwise, I swear on all that’s holy that I won’t stop until I kill you.” 
 
    “That’s my boy,” Victor says, his voice choked, eyes burning with pride. 
 
    “You disgust me.” 
 
    “Do you want to take a hit at me, Sasha?” he says with a smile. He extends his arms as if he’s Christ delivering forgiveness. Then his face morphs into a snarl. “DO IT!” his voice booms and his arm juts towards me. But I see his feint in time. His right fist coming for my face but stopping at the last moment, switching to his left. And I strike down with the knife as I twist out of the way, but not nearly enough. The fist lands home on my shoulder and my entire arm paralyzes but the blade stabs through his forearm as I push down with all my strength. 
 
    My legs carry me back with the impact of his fist and I drop to the ground. Victor shows his teeth and plucks out the knife. It clatters to the floor. He lunges at me, corded muscles bulging through his T-shirt. He grabs me by the shirt and drags me a few feet. I try to parry but then his hand curls around my neck and slams me against the wall. I latch onto his wrist, gasping for air. 
 
    “You boy need someone to educate you!” 
 
    Roman and Vlad are on him in the next instant, trying to pull him off me but he’s like a bull. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    The world blurs on the edge of my vision. I choke, spittle flying out of my mouth, his grip too much. He’s crushing my windpipe. I gasp for air. I can’t breathe. I flail, scratching at his wrist. 
 
    Roman elbows him in the face in quick succession and Vlad wraps his arm around his neck, finally managing to drag the madman away from me. 
 
    I drop to my knees, still chocking for breath, my throat nearly crushed. Roman’s hands aim for me and drag me back up, keeping me steady. Next thing I know he steps in front of me, shielding me from Victor. I lean against his back, coughing and retching, my entire body trembling. I latch onto him on instinct. 
 
    “Oh… oh.” Vitya’s voice booms and then the sinister laughter follows. He stands in the middle of the hallway, somehow like a giant, taking up all of the space. Vlad’s against the wall behind him, holding a hand over his mouth. There’s no smirk on his face this time. 
 
    “Oh, my sons. Look at you two.” Vitya sounds incredulous. “You’ve stabbed me, Aleksandr!” he says, the same perverted pride in his voice, poking with a finger at the hole in his arm, the blood dripping steadily to the floor. He looks up at us again. “Rimma, you…,” he grins, then snarls and takes a step forward. 
 
    Roman presses back into me, forcing me to move. I grab his arm, sinking my nails into his jacket, a slight tremble in my body. 
 
    “Haven’t you all defied me enough?” Vitya’s voice is monstrous as he takes another step towards us. “Oh, but I’m so proud of you, my sons. And Danya is… he’s… missing from this.” He wets his lips. He looks over his shoulder. “Et tu, Vova?” he snickers. 
 
    Vlad shakes his head, wary. He drops his hand, revealing his bloodied nose. “Let them go, Vitya.” 
 
    “What did you say?” Victor snarls and halts his approach. 
 
    “He’s lost his shit,” I hiss. 
 
    “Move back,” Roman says, shifting slowly, his voice almost inaudible. He’s keeping his fists half curled in front of him. 
 
    “What about Vlad?” I croak. 
 
    “We can’t take him on, just move,” Roman says through his teeth. He sounds scared. 
 
    “What do you mean you can’t—” 
 
    Then Victor’s precise, killer-like movements kick into motion, aimed at Vlad who retreats, forced to defend himself. True understanding dawns on me. Vlad and Roman are unable to fight him and win against him. 
 
    “Oh, shit.” 
 
    I pull on Roman’s jacket, retreating and tripping over my feet. Roman grabs a hold of my arm and rushes us through the villa until we reach the exit and one of the parked cars outside. 
 
    “Get in!” he urges me, his face a display of horror. I’ve never seen him like this before, and I’m not sure I like it. I don’t question him. Hell, I don’t even insult him. That’s how you know it’s bad. 
 
    The moment my arse drops on the seat, Roman’s already pulled out of the parking lot. There’s nothing but the smoke left behind us. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 – Ray 
 
     
 
    It seemed that something always happened whenever Raymond was trying to get a bit of rest, be it a knock at the door or an impromptu fit of cravings. More often than not it was people who interfered with his sleep. 
 
    “He stabbed Victor through the arm,” Roman repeated for the third time. The Russian was pacing through the main room at the manor, his shadow distorted by the crackling fire in the chimney as he moved without a breather. Roman had been restless ever since he’d arrived that night, rambling about Victor and Aleksandr and how they’d been at each other’s throats. “Are you even listening to me?” 
 
    Ray lifted his eyes from the glass of whiskey. His sluggishness was apparent, and he doubted that he could play it off as being drunk, but he could not bring himself to care. A bizarre mood had taken over him since fighting Aleksandr the other day, with fits of rage interspersed throughout his daily schedule. It had gotten so bad that he was unable to regain his calm without a little bit of help. 
 
    “I am,” Ray mumbled, watching the liquid coating the walls of the glass and sliding back down as he kept sloshing it around. It gave him focus. He was seated in front of the fire, one foot up on the couch, left elbow resting against the backrest. There was no pain in his right shoulder, no dull throbbing, it felt almost normal apart from the sling cradling his arm. Except nothing was normal, since someone had vandalized the front door of his penthouse and he’d been forced to relocate once more to his grandfather’s house. On top of that, he had to deal with his own recklessness at having let Victor taunt him, and with everything else that had happened since. 
 
    Roman turned with a sharp rustle, it seemed to Ray that he’d teleported himself from one spot to the other. His frown soured his expression, fists clenching and unclenching, unable to stay still for a minute — the Russian was out of his mind. 
 
    “I had to hit Victor to get him off Sasha,” Roman continued in Russian, as if his blather would make any difference. 
 
    “Mhmm.” Ray drained his booze, resting his eyes for a moment. The liquid burnt through his chest as it travelled down his throat. 
 
    Roman made an exasperated sound in the background, then the footsteps resumed. “Are you high?” 
 
    Ray put the glass down and looked up with a bitter smile. “Victor went after Temnota. Aleksandr joined you. He forced Aleksandr to kill someone. Aleksandr stabbed him in return. You hit Victor. Did I summarise that accordingly?” 
 
    Roman smacked his lips, hands on his waist as he walked back and forth, to the point that Raymond’s head started aching again. 
 
    “What do you want me to say, Rimma? I knew this would happen.” There was no way that Raymond could alleviate his friend’s distress, he understood where it came from. It was also very satisfying to hear that Roman had finally stood up to his father over Alex of all people, albeit unexpected. To say that Ray was bitter or annoyed, or even mad at what had happened… well, there was no point to any of it, so he saw no reason as to why he should expend any more energy on such meagre things as feelings. 
 
    “He’s going to kill us all.” 
 
    “Because you’ve got enough backbone to stand up to him?” Ray reached for the bottle and refilled his glass. 
 
    Roman halted at last, glaring his displeasure. “You’re going to end up dead in this rhythm.” 
 
    “As long as Victor’s not involved in it,” Ray mumbled. 
 
    “You just don’t give a crap, do you?” 
 
    “You know, you sound more and more like Aleksandr. I’m thrilled he’s having such a good influence on you.” 
 
    “Don’t get me started on that cretin!” Roman’s cheeks puffed and he kicked into motion again, running his hands through his hair. 
 
    Raymond chuckled, then pushed himself up and walked across the room on unsteady feet. He picked another glass then poured Roman a drink, since he sorely needed one. Perhaps he would relax, and leave Raymond alone with his own thoughts, since he was in no mood for company. 
 
    “Here,” Ray said. Roman scowled but accepted the drink. He stared into the amber liquid, forcing Raymond to crane his neck so he could see his face. “You know, in all these years… I thought Evsey would finally make you snap but I am grateful that you stepped in because of Alex, in spite of all the animosity between you two.” 
 
    Roman remained still, only his shadowed eyes turning on Raymond with a disquieting affect. It was clear that no matter what Raymond would say, he would not be able to comfort him in any way. 
 
    Ray brought the glass to his lips once again. “You’re saying Morozov got involved as well?” 
 
    “He was fighting Vitya so that we could leave.” 
 
    Ray laughed, but it was hollow. “Would you look at that. If only everyone would have been so dedicated when Dany was involved.” 
 
    “Perhaps we learned from our mistakes,” Roman said sourly and downed the glass in one go. He took a deep breath and focused on the mahogany doors. “Are you going to Sasha?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Perhaps I’ve learned from my mistakes as well,” Raymond said as his gaze became distant again. 
 
      
 
    The news of Victor’s manoeuvre had spread like wildfire through the underground world, and by lunch the next day there wasn’t a criminal soul in the country unaware of what had transpired the previous night and how. Even the police were aware given that bodies had been dumped in quick succession as Victor had concluded his business with them. The bodies were intended to send a message: Victor Petrov was not afraid, not of other gangs, not of the police, nor the government. It was a statement that he could and would get away with everything because there would be no incriminating evidence against him, but the rumours would spread and let him be known as a ruthless leader who was not to be trifled with. 
 
    Dozens of contorted bodies displayed in known criminal places had been enough to horrify hardened gangsters. The underground was abuzz, Raymond was informed of it as well, and his blood had chilled upon seeing photos of the carnage, especially knowing that Aleksandr had been a part of it. It did not matter how much or how little he’d done, the fact remained that he had still been there. 
 
    Now that the morning had come and Raymond’s late night drowsiness had completely subsided, the entire affair sent him into another rage fit. Raymond could not bring himself to believe it, his instinct was to bolt and ensure that Alex was indeed safe. But the hurt and knowledge that the boy had been willingly dragged into this had made him stop. He was peeved because he had warned Aleksandr of it, yet the boy had refused to listen because he was too stubborn for his own good. 
 
    What the hell was he thinking? 
 
    Felix had gone over to the boy’s place to ensure that he was alright, and more importantly, keep an eye on him at all times even if he had to put him on house arrest lest Aleksandr went out by himself causing more trouble. 
 
    Most of all, Raymond could not imagine the state of mind Vitya was in right now. With Roman turning against his own father and Vladimir outright challenging him to a fight… Knowing the man, Victor was most likely going to seek revenge with one of his insidious plots.  
 
    It made Raymond sick, but he could not let his composure crumble. He refused to reach out to Aleksandr, and he would make sure that it remained like that. His disappointment could not be put into words, and it had grown worse overnight, threatening to drown him. 
 
    In truth, it was all collapsing already. Raymond had no respite, no refuge, nowhere to run. Wherever he went, his problems followed, but his attempts to face them were falling short. The constant weight on his chest did not allow him to breathe easy. The penthouse incident had brought even more tension with it since it had forced him to relocate to Nolan’s manor. Raymond had turned more paranoid, seeing assassins in the shadows of his bedroom whenever he woke up from his fitful sleep. Things could not go on in that fashion any longer and he was aware of it, but nor could he see a way out of it. Not a lasting one, anyway. 
 
    Victor’s eagerness to get him involved in God knew what mess would bring another set of issues at his door that would run him into the ground. Or perhaps Vitya was simply taking advantage since he considered Raymond to be in a weakened state. 
 
    That perception would need to be reconsidered. Raymond might very well be forced to collaborate with whatever pawn Victor had groomed, but he refused to submit like one of his ardent followers. 
 
    Ray rubbed a hand over his face. “Christ.” 
 
    At the end of the day, Raymond was convinced that Vitya’s declaration of war did not have anything to do with the personal attacks on any of them, but it only furthered his schemes, whatever those might be. Perhaps another takeover, like Ukraine. Victor would use the excuse of retaliation against Temnota to pave the road to glory for his newest candidate. Given their current propensity to blow up cars, pick skirmishes with local gangs and raise the heat on the streets to the point where the drug administration or Interpol would be forced to intervene, meant that any and all alliances involving Russians would be hold to scrutiny. Temnota had destabilized the current affairs and status-quo to the point of chaos. It also meant that nobody would think about it as a political scheme, so perhaps causing more distress was something Victor was after. There were so many “ifs” that Raymond was starting to lose track of them. 
 
    If he were to strip it all to basics and examine the potential interests the Russians could have over the Romanian territory, the picture was becoming even bleaker, to the point that it truly made Raymond question his sanity. 
 
    Maybe I’m overthinking it, he told himself as he stared at the evidence the anonymous individual had sent him. The photo of Victor and Veteranu, the far-right extremist, and more than enough proof to tie Victor to the unrest in Ukraine. Maybe I’m looking too much into it. But what did it all come down to? After all, the annexation of Crimea could be reduced to a very simple reasoning: the oil and gas it offered access to in the Black Sea. From that line of thinking, it was easy to see why the Russian government could have an interest over Romanian territory. 
 
    The Romanian access and claim over a good chunk of the Black Sea alongside their efforts to gain US allies had always been a sore point between the two nations. Not to mention the bloody history from recent times and the clashes during the communist times. 
 
    People nowadays still held a sort of resentment against Russia, but if someone… say a newly risen party leader with strong vision and determination, whose image was that of a good Christian model, was to employ less orthodox means to make the streets safer, he would be hailed as a hero. 
 
    In a country such as Romania where the police were always lambasted for handling affairs poorly, an organisation of vigilantes such as Roza, be it criminal or not, could rather easily obtain civilian praise and turn tables in their favour if they instead became the allies of the people. It happened all the time. Half the government had ties with loansharks or had been involved with mobsters at one point in their lives. Some of the MPs were even laundering money through reputable businesses, so it was not such a farfetched theory in the end. If a party leader so happened to cooperate with a Russian organisation to straighten things up, no one would bat an eye when he joined government. Then Roza would have a foothold in another country’s government and the people’s approval at the same time. 
 
    Victor had come into the country under the pretence that he was after Anatoly and the drive, but it seemed clear now what his true intentions really were, that of furthering a hidden agenda whose outline could be barely grasped. Catching Anatoly would be a bonus. Perhaps Victor had known long ago that Raymond would go after Ivan and that his “death” would ruin the entire faction. The anger swelled inside of him, a torrent of disgust and rage directed Victor’s way. 
 
    Raymond felt like the biggest pawn in history. A decisive move was required, something to prove Ray could stand his ground against Vitya and be an enemy in his own right. Vitya needed to understand that he did not control Raymond, nor did he own him. Perhaps if Victor started to fear him a bit as a potential adversary, then he would not engage in any of these moves of his. But Raymond did not have the men to stand up to him, in fact at times he relied heavily on the Russian’s support in spite of his displeasure. Victor had a plethora of lackeys towing his heels like nice obedient puppies, but Ray did not have an army of soldiers at his beck and call. No. They were more than soldiers, all of these men were tied to Victor in one way or another. He had raised some of them, like Vladimir, bred them for one purpose only. They were extremely loyal to him and that was why they were so dangerous to begin with. Vitya had people who were willing to expose and risk themselves for him, something which Raymond lacked. He was outnumbered. While his theories about Victor’s goals could be wrong, Raymond still needed allies of his own. While he had no time to gain loyalty, he had the money and position to pay for it, as long as it lasted. And also teach Victor a lesson while he was at it. 
 
    Ray tossed the photo on the coffee table. His fight with both Victor and Aleksandr had tired him to no end, but it had also stoked his anger. Given the multitude of events happening around him, it felt hard for him to keep up, but he was willing to figure it out.  
 
    “I’ll be damned if I let you win,” Ray said. 
 
      
 
    One thing that became apparent in the aftermath of Victor’s recent move was that he was not planning to stop anytime soon. He would hunt down every breathing Temnota member in order to eradicate them. Luckily, Raymond was one step ahead, albeit a very small one as obtaining information about what Victor planned next had indeed proved difficult. But thanks to Roman and some of Ray’s connections, they had found out that Victor had tracked down one of Ivan’s allies, none other than Lev, who had allegedly formed his own cell in the light of Temnota’s destruction. In fact, that was exactly where they were heading now, to Lev’s location. 
 
    “This will not end well,” Roman said. 
 
    Ray kept staring out the car window, elbow propped on the door, eyes trailing all the buildings they passed. The all-encompassing greyness and the architectural dullness of the town were gnawing at him. The buildings were old, unkempt and the majority had a crumbling façade or missing windows, the walls sprayed in distasteful graffiti in the form of names and vulgar lyrics. The worst part was that lately not only the periphery looked like this, but the town centre as well. Nobody seemed to give a damn about the town anymore, European capital or not, it was mostly in ruins and not the kind people paid to see. It embittered and revulsed him. Were it not for Nicholas, he would make arrangements to leave the place like he should have done a long time ago. 
 
    “I want to move back to London,” Ray said, ignoring Roman’s earlier remark. 
 
    “What about the business?” 
 
    “I can appoint someone.” 
 
    “And Nicky?” 
 
    “I’ll gain sole custody.” 
 
    “What about Victor?” Roman pressed. He was sat next to him on the backseat, equipped in combat fatigues and a black military jacket appropriate for the job they had in mind. Raymond’s attire, on the other hand, consisted of a pair of black jeans and a white shirt beneath his long coat. 
 
    “I don’t care about Victor.” 
 
    “I’m sure he won’t think the same about you. Didn’t he ask you to meet with that party leader?” 
 
    Raymond bore his gaze into him, taking in the wearied lines of his face. Roman had spent the past couple of days with Raymond at the manor, plotting and scheming, although he’d mostly protested and outright glared at Raymond the entire time, silently declaring him clinically insane. 
 
    “Why do you think I’ve set this up, Rimma?” 
 
    “Because you’ve lost your damn mind, and you’re planning to get us both killed,” Roman mumbled, shifting in his seat. 
 
    A faint smile illuminated Raymond’s face. “You might be right indeed.” 
 
    Raymond returned to his thoughts and to the task at hand. Lev had taken over a ramshackle casino in the south-western part of the city, an area well-known for its varied mob activity. It was there that Raymond was heading, accompanied by a handful of men and Roman, who was clearly none too happy about his new idea. It could not be helped, though. Ray needed allies. And quick. 
 
      
 
    There were no hints that the men cooped up in the back room of the casino had any idea of what was about to descend on them. They were lucky, Ray supposed, that he had arrived first instead. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Raymond said, giving the all clear to his men. They were all under sharp instruction to only take over the place and not to harm anyone more than it was necessary. There was always someone willing to play hero however they should not have to pay with their life for their mistake, instead they should be allowed to learn. Raymond might need these men in the future, he could not afford loses. 
 
    The entire affair did not last more than a couple of minutes and surprisingly enough, no bullets were wasted. Roman walked back to the car and knocked on Ray’s window. That was his cue. 
 
    Ray stepped out of the SUV, taking in the casino entrance for a short moment. The lit firmament was made of coloured bulbs which blinked in glaring blue, green, red and yellow, drawing attention to the name of the business in the otherwise subdued light. It was a beacon which could be seen from far away in the night, meant to draw clients like it drew mosquitoes. The windows, like other regular betting parlours, were covered in banners of roulettes, poker chips and the ever present slot machines. Unlike ragtag places though, the door was covered in soundproofing leather panels which blocked any and all noise from inside, be it loud music, cheers or brawling, depending on the patrons’ mood. It wasn’t unheard of murders to take place in such locations, it was a criminal paradise after all. Some stereotypes existed for a reason in the end. 
 
    Raymond rearranged the long coat over his sling, smoothing out the creases as if he had the entire time in the world at his disposal. He strode inside after Roman, with Marian at his side as if he owned the place. In fact… he did. It had only taken a convincing phone call and one transaction later which had left him no less rich than he’d been. As a consequence he now held the writ proving that the land and the establishment were his to deal with as he saw fit. 
 
    Roman lead him through the main part of the casino, through a confused crowd that watched them with extreme suspicion and wariness. The lights allowed Raymond to see each and every expression, the frowns, the snarls, the tense shoulders and fists ready to strike were it not for the guns pointed at them. A lot of people had apparently listened to Raymond’s men and seated themselves on the overly ornated black and red chairs, or stood ramrod straight around their tables, half-emptied glasses discarded every which way, bets and games forgotten,  maintaining a docile appearance which suited them in a fine manner. Sure, the lot of them were displeased, but they were also terrified and perhaps just as curious. 
 
    “Right ahead, boss!” One of the bodyguards pointed at the entrance to a private area. The floor was covered in a dark green carpet, a round wooden table throned in the centre of the room, the men surrounding it staring up with suspicion at the barrels aimed their way. 
 
    Ray took a glance at the unfortunate party, the pockmarked and gaunt faces, and he lingered on a few, committing their figures to memory. 
 
    “Good evening, gentlemen. Ladies,” he nodded slightly as he stopped in front of them, a smile plastered on his face. Roman and Marian flanked him, both of them primed and ready to fight should anyone dare to have a wrong reflex, say attempt to hurt him. 
 
    Ray produced the bundle of papers from his coat’s inner pocket and tossed the legal documents on the table. More than a dozen pairs of eyes turned to the shuffle in confusion. It was all too easy, like a litter of kittens tilting their heads left and right after a moving object. 
 
    “I’d like to speak to… Lev?” Ray asked in Russian as he scanned the group in search for Ivan’s acolyte. The rough description he had of the man in question was not enough to spot him. There were close to twenty individuals present and half of them were blond to Raymond’s misfortune. 
 
    “I’m him.” A man in slacks and blue shirt, of Ray’s stature rose from one of the chairs and shuffled a few steps forward, unhindered by the threat of guns. Marian’s grip tightened on his weapon, but Ray signalled him to lower his guard. 
 
    “There’s no need for brute force,” Ray smiled. “I believe we can have an amicable discussion.” 
 
    Lev straightened up as he examined Raymond, his dark eyes lingering on the sling around Ray’s neck. Something in the man spelled recognition when he met Ray’s eyes again. 
 
    “You’re him,” he growled. “You took Ivan.” 
 
    “I believe so,” Ray replied, stepping to the side. He picked a glass from the table, inspecting the pretentious engraving near the bottom. From the fake paintings on the walls resembling museum exhibits to the garish tapestries, the place was trying to mimic the grand casinos of the world where truly important heads gathered to plot the course of humanity. Ray placed the cheap tumbler back on the table with a distasteful expression etched on his face before he turned to Lev. 
 
    There wasn’t any point in asking how Lev knew, it was already common knowledge on the streets that Raymond was involved with the Roza and Victor Petrov. Everyone knew he’d been seen with Aleksandr in various instances, they’d even been arrested together if he was to think of it although Ray would not pride himself with that particular event. Raymond figured the men involved in the attack on the mansion had known plenty if they’d had such a clear target of where to strike. After all, Ivan’s loyal men had been there. Lev was one of them, or so Ivan claimed. 
 
    “You here to kill us too?” 
 
    “If I wanted you dead, what would be the point of exchanging pleasantries?” 
 
    “Then what are you here for, pederast?” 
 
    Ray smiled, eyeing the tall Russian. They were of the same height, and nearly the same build, so the man in front of him probably resembled Ray in body strength, especially with all of the weight he’d lost recently. 
 
    “To spare your lives, so you might want to show some gratitude.” 
 
    “Spare the life?” Lev spat. “That little whore of yours, the Petrov boy was—” 
 
    Ray backhanded him. For all the pain it caused him, it was a delight to watch the man stagger on his feet against the table as he grabbed his jaw in bewilderment. Lev’s gaze snapped up, eyes plagued by ferociousness, a lion ready to put down his prey — worthy of his name. His men shuffled and some tried to dart from their chairs, but Roman shot a string of deafening bullets into the ceiling. 
 
    “Nobody moves!” Roman shouted, holding an M4 pointed at the crowd. 
 
    Ray pinched the bridge of his nose, scolding his features into place and breathing deeply to regain his balance. The pain was sharp, like a blade permanently lodged into his back. Once he regained his composure, he looked up at Lev, any and all notion of pretence gone. 
 
    “Your faction belongs to me now,” Raymond declared. “You answer to me and me alone.” 
 
    “Your head is broken,” Lev sputtered, licking the trickle of blood from his lip. “Stupid westerner. You’re deluded!” 
 
    “No, Lev. You are. A squad sent by Victor Petrov is on his way to wipe you out.” Ray made a show out of checking his wristwatch. “You got two minutes perhaps until they break in.” Ray looked back up. “So, you have thirty seconds at best to consider. Your answer better be favourable.” 
 
    Alarmed voices and shuffling broke through the room but nobody dared stand up out of fear of more bullets flying their way. 
 
    Ray pointed at the papers. “I own the place now. And I own you too. Like I said, you’d be wise to show some gratitude.” 
 
    It wasn’t long until banging noises and shouting permeated from outside. Everyone perked up and watched. Lev seemed thorn between believing Raymond and wanting to strangle him. 
 
    “Fifteen seconds,” Raymond declared. 
 
    “You’re mad.” 
 
    “You have no idea,” Ray clenched his jaw. “Your answer, or you’ll be riddled with bullets like your companions a couple of nights ago.” The commotion was now closer. “Lev?” 
 
    “Fine,” the Russian said through his teeth, eyes wild as they darted from the doors to Raymond. 
 
    “Roman,” Ray smirked. When the doors slammed open, Ray’s men turned their weapons on the newcomers. “You might want to hold your fire,” he said loudly. 
 
    The man leading the charge snatched the mask off his face, his eyes darting between Raymond, Roman and Lev, trying to put it all together. It was none other than Morozov, of course. Ray could see the understanding on his beaten face, and what a sight it was to behold. He could not remember the last time he’d seen Vladimir hurt, but it caused Raymond extreme delight. He could not help but wish that he’d been the one to inflict such pain on the man, and it was clear as day that the beating had been thorough. It was telling that Victor had been behind it, Raymond knew how proficient Morozov was at hand-to-hand combat, after all they’d shared punches more than once. There were very few people who could render him bruised in such fashion. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Morozov pointed the gun at the floor. His men had filed in around him, weapons trained on everyone in the room. 
 
    “Lev and I were merely sharing a drink…,” Raymond commented, with a widening smirk. “To celebrate, of course,” he patted Lev’s shoulder. The blond man looked uncomfortable and confused but he still kept himself straight at Ray’s side. 
 
    Morozov tsked, shaking his head. “You’re playing with fire, Ward.” He sounded joyful, but Raymond recognised the signs of anger in him. He had an intimate knowledge of Vladimir, after all they’d known each other for a long time. 
 
    “You might want to stop threatening my men, Morozov. Some of them are… skittish,” Ray whispered in an exaggerated loud manner as he slightly hunched closer. 
 
    Vladimir shook his head, and bit his lips briefly, so quick it was almost imperceptible. 
 
    “Or are you trying to kill me with a stray bullet?” Ray pushed. “I’m not sure Vitya will take kindly to that. He still needs me after all.” 
 
    Roman came to stand closer to Ray, the long barrel of his gun pointed at Vladimir’s feet. 
 
    “Oh, this gets better and better,” Morozov chuckled. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Ray gave him a one-shouldered shrug. “Now, can we please have our privacy? Lev here was telling me about his plans, and they were most intriguing.” 
 
    Vladimir didn’t miss the trickle of blood in the corner of Lev’s mouth. “You… you better know what you’re doing. But let me tell you this first,” he stepped closer. Marian pointed a weapon at his face, but Vladimir dismissed him as if he wasn’t there. They were nose to nose, him and Ray. For some reason, Ray wanted to rip the head off his shoulders. The thought of him near Aleksandr was driving him mad. “Get in my way again and that bullet will end up in your head.” 
 
    Ray forced a smile. “Be careful with the aim, it might end up in yours instead.” 
 
    Roman braced his hand against Vladimir’s shoulder, keeping him at a distance. 
 
    “Don’t worry about my aim,” Morozov said through his teeth, mirroring Ray’s forced smile. “Sasha is quite impressed with it.” 
 
    Ray tensed and tightened his fists, almost trembling in anger, nearly unable to contain himself. 
 
    “Danya was too,” Morozov winked, and he reached out to arrange Ray’s lapel. “Be careful, Ward. We wouldn’t want your other arm to break.” 
 
    “Step away, Vova!” Roman said, shoving him back. 
 
    “Vitya’s been looking for you,” Vladimir retorted, a contrived smile mangling his features. “You think this will help after the other night?” 
 
    Roman kept a neutral stance, the M4’s nuzzle against Morozov’s kneecap as they stared at each other. 
 
    Decade long feelings resurfaced in Raymond, not for the first time a desire to strangle him right then and there. Vladimir was Victor’s likeness, in spite of them being unrelated by blood. Victor had taken him in from the streets and raised him with Dany and Roman like he’d been his own son. If any good had hidden behind Vitya’s intentions, it was a mystery. It seemed like every benevolent act of his held something wicked behind it. In Vladimir’s case, he’d been turned into the perfect killer, the loyal follower, a tiny mutt yapping at Vitya’s commands, wedging unnecessary tension between Victor’s sons and him. Vitya praised excellency. It had never mattered that Roman, his own son, blood of his blood, had strived to excel. There had always been a feud between the two. Needless to say, they had grown up together, but there was no love lost between them. Ray did not doubt that Roman would take on Vladimir to protect him. Especially after the recent events. 
 
    Morozov stilled, then closed his eyes with a wicked smile. “You think you can pull that trigger faster than I can?” 
 
    “You want to give it a try?” Roman growled. 
 
    “It only gets better and better,” Vladimir said, then after a long moment of tension, he stepped back, arms up, the rifle in his hand. “Don’t get too cozy, boys.” He whistled and his men followed after him, not before he shot Roman a telling glance. 
 
    “That won’t work a second time,” Roman commented. 
 
    Ray shook his head, he agreed. His little stunt would enrage Vitya even more, but it had to be done. Victor might see his audacity as impertinent and disobedient, or an outright declaration of hostility, but it was necessary to remind him that he did not wield all the power. 
 
    Raymond had kept his head low in submission for far too long, letting his guilt over Dany’s death and the fear of Victor’s reprisal against his family to hang like a leash around his neck. He’d been forced to step into his grandfather’s shoes so that he could protect the people he loved; forced to become Victor’s lackey and exist in his shadow for the past years, but he’d grown tired of it. A life could not be lived in fear, that was no life at all. It was slavery. 
 
    Raymond knew there would be repercussions, but he would deal with the outcome when it came to it, no matter what it was. 
 
    Lev was still standing next to him, watching him with a curious look on his face. The man would need a good incentive to follow Raymond, otherwise he would either disobey or run out of the country the first chance he got. Then this entire plan Raymond had concocted would have been for nothing. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Ray said. 
 
    “Where?” Lev asked suspiciously. 
 
    “A friend wants to say ‘hi’.” 
 
      
 
    Raymond rode in the front seat of the SUV, next to Marian, while Felix was riding in the back with a blindfolded Lev. The Russian hadn’t uttered a sound, but Raymond could tell he was tense, listening to every little move around him. 
 
    Ray needed to play his cards right. He was not sure whether this was the right move, but it was leverage which he could use, nevertheless. That would cement his position in Ivan’s eyes as well. Victor was on a warpath. They needed allies — of any kind. 
 
    Once they reached their destination, Felix dragged Lev out of the car and unfastened the blindfold. Lev stared at Ray with suspicion, hesitating before he followed after them. It was a miracle that he’d agreed to the ride in the first place. 
 
    A faint light permeated through the covered windows. There were no marks or significant signs to give the place away, especially in the dead of night when the visibility was reduced. They might as well have been in the middle of nowhere for all the silence that surrounded them. 
 
    Felix entered first and saluted one of Ray’s men who greeted them with a rifle in one hand. Raymond did not like revealing his secrets, but with Edgar out of commission and his men stretched thin in all directions, it had been a necessity to get more people involved. It was still a risk though, one that served to make him more paranoid than he already was. 
 
    “Boss,” the man saluted him. Ray nodded in acknowledgement and followed him down the house towards a little room at the back of the property. The man pointed at the door and Ray entered the room. 
 
    Ivan was on the couch, his feet propped on a chair, reading a magazine, looking freshly shaven, dressed in a pair of slacks and a shirt. A bottle of alcohol and a glass were on the table, an ashtray and the leftovers of what appeared to be steak. Raymond lifted an eyebrow, slightly irritated. Ivan was far from miserable, if anything he looked clean and well-rested, and he seemed to be living his best life on Raymond’s money. 
 
    The man smiled and put down the magazine. “Mister Ward! You’ve come to keep me company?” 
 
    Raymond huffed and signalled Felix. The bodyguard brought Lev forward. Both Russians remained petrified as they stared at one another. Lev shot Raymond a glance, disbelief in his eyes. It was clear that he had not expected this encounter. 
 
    “Brother.” 
 
    Ivan got up, just as shocked, and they embraced. Ray pursed his lips, meeting Felix’s eyes who seemed ready to strike them down should they make a wrong move. Raymond doubted any such intentions on their part though. He stepped to the side as he watched their reunion. He had gambled a lot tonight, but perhaps he would gain something out of it too. 
 
    “How are you… They said you’re dead!” Lev hissed, holding onto Ivan’s shoulder. 
 
    “I’m good,” Ivan nodded, what seemed to be a genuine smile on his face. He turned to Ray. “How? Why?” 
 
    Ray pulled out one of the chairs and sat on it, the weight of the day pulling him down. He shrugged out of his coat and took a moment to catch his breath. 
 
    “Vitya declared war on the streets,” Raymond said. “His intent is to wipe out all remnants of Temnota since your men thought it would be ideal to squabble with one another for petty reasons.” Ray patted his pockets and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. “Felix, please get me something to drink.” 
 
    The bodyguard nodded and kicked into motion. Lev sat down next to Ivan on the couch, watching Raymond carefully. Ray placed a cigarette between his lips, briefly wondering how Aleksandr would berate him if he saw him. 
 
    “He’s going after Anatoly?” Ivan asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Raymond admitted. “He’s also decimating an enemy drawing attention to him and his plans. If killing a hundred people will help him further his cause, then he’ll do it.” He struck the lighter and inhaled deeply, enjoying the faint dizziness that came with the smoke. He’d restrained himself from smoking as much as he could, but it was back to business now and he needed the escape, brief as it was. 
 
    “Have you heard from Anatoly?” Ivan asked. 
 
    Ray shook his head, exhaustion settling in his bones. “No, but Vitya only found corpses behind at their last known location. We’d know if he was dead.” Or so he liked to think. But the man himself had left a message behind for Victor, loud and clear that he would not let himself be caught so easily. It had been a stroke of luck, really. Had it not been for Aleksandr, then who knows what might have happened? Ray frowned, unwilling to think of the boy right then. It made him too bitter. 
 
    Lev frowned, shifting on the couch. “How long has this been going on?” 
 
    Ivan patted his friend’s arm. “It’s still new. Are you with me, Lev?” 
 
    “You know that I am,” he declared. 
 
    “Mister Ward is a man of his word,” Ivan smirked. “He could’ve killed me, instead he saved my life.” 
 
    “I got some questions for you,” Ray said, interrupting their lively chatter. He picked out his phone and searched for the photos Aleksandr had taken at the warehouse that day. “What can you tell me about these men?” 
 
    “The scarred one is one of ours,” Lev said. “Or was. Now he’s a part of the other faction looking to gain control. Their ambition has grown over night.” 
 
    “I’m sure it had been festering in secret for a while,” Raymond commented. 
 
    “The young one looks like one of the drug dealers we’ve been using. I don’t know much about him, Sergei was the one managing these connections.” 
 
    “What about this man?” Ray flipped to a photo of Stefan. 
 
    “That’s the guy with the whor—” 
 
    Raymond shot him a warning look, cigarette hanging between his lips. 
 
    Lev cleared his throat. “The club owner with the prostitutes, I mean. We’ve taken people from him. He’s been working with Sergei.” Lev stared up at him. “I believe they’re the ones who targeted you.” 
 
    Ray pursed his lips. “I know,” he replied, taking another drag. “And you? Were you targeting me too?” 
 
    “I wanted to,” Lev nodded. “And I did. Before the news broke that Ivan was dead. Anatoly was the one who made the connection with you. Through that… boy. He said he had some intel which incriminated him.” 
 
    “I’m sure he did,” Raymond mumbled. 
 
    “What’s the plan, mister Ward?” Ivan leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. 
 
    Raymond looked at both of them. “We need to track down Anatoly and get you to a safer place. Victor finds out you’re alive, it’s game over for everyone. He won’t take kindly to what I did tonight. There’ll be eyes on me.” Both men nodded, understanding the consequences. “But I’ll keep you posted on that.” 
 
    “And…” Ivan hesitated. “What about what we discussed?” 
 
    Raymond narrowed his eyes. Of course, Ivan had not forgotten some of the finer details of their agreement, but the situation had greatly changed now. There was no Temnota to reign over anymore, there were only clusters struggling to stay alive. Raymond had no intention of getting rid of Anatoly unless the situation got truly out of control, but that wasn’t something which Ivan needed to concern himself with. Besides… there were things which Raymond could not forget, nor forgive. At the end of the day, Ivan was no better than the rest of them, driven by greed and desire for power, ravenous to possess and have people obey his words. He was a man of violence and blood, a being of lesser morals who corrupted and spread his viciousness like an infectious disease. A man who had touched Aleksandr and left his mark imprinted on his skin, a reminder for a lifetime. That was a sin Raymond was part of, a deep guilt which he needed to carry with him, a heavy responsibility that he would not turn away from and he’d be reminded of it for as long as he lived, but Ivan would not be allowed to thrive. The man was too much of a snake, who could turn and bite the hand that fed him when one least expected it. 
 
    Ivan was dangerous, so Raymond didn’t take to his flattery in any way, nor had he changed his opinion about the man. But he could still be used to further Raymond’s plans, no matter which way he decided to take them. 
 
    Ray shot Lev a gaze, implying a pretence at secrecy before he looked back to Ivan with a reserved smile. “I’ve promised that I’ll vouch for you,” he said. “But one thing at a time.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 – Alex 
 
      
 
    Wrong or right, what a conundrum. It’s difficult skimming right on the line which separates them and sometimes the lines are not even there. They blend with each other. What a moral dilemma, better left to philosophers and smarter individuals who’ve got time to waste with such nonsense. But there comes a time to ask oneself if their actions are moral, if they can define themselves as good people, if perhaps the image they are projecting is just that: a projection. 
 
    Some people would stomp their feet against the ground alleging they’re good. They’d die by it even if proof was presented to them that it’s the other way around. Thing is some people can’t live without lying, giving the impression to the world and most importantly, themselves, that they are this way or that. Because the truth would otherwise crush them. Because they can’t stand their own realities, so they need to improvise, delude and perpetuate a lie. But doesn’t this mean that their entire existence is then also a lie? Is it enough to bat one’s eyelashes and play the good Samaritan here and there to call a person good? What if their thoughts are impure? What if it’s the other way around? Is it enough to help a stranger to be called a saint? And what about the intrinsic selfishness behind each act guiding our words and actions? Is every little thing we do for ourselves, or for others? Is it still selfishness if we’re aware of the whys and the hows, or is it part of who we are and how we willingly choose to define ourselves? What about kindness, and love, and compassion, do we erase those then? 
 
    I guess I’m trying to get to the part where I admit that I’ve willingly forced my way into this shit fully knowing lives would end. And in spite of my very good intentions of ridding the world of Stefan’s evil, and perhaps Temnota’s, even though I couldn’t have possibly believed such thing can be eradicated, I might have just achieved the opposite. The effects of my actions could be classified as evil? I can’t say it’s a lesser one since I wasn’t ignorant to it but accepted it willingly. But perhaps it’s one of those things where I thought I knew what it meant without really understanding it completely. Get me? 
 
    What, am I losing you? Is this boring in any way for you? Well, I’m a fuckin’ soon-to-be-twenty-nineteen-year-old. That’s what we do. We think. A lot. More like freaking out. But, anyway, if you don’t like it, you don’t have to stick around. I’m already dealing with my own reproachful conscience; I don’t need extra berating for the day. Fuck knows that Ray will lose his shit on behalf of everyone, so you’re covered. 
 
    But there’s that, you see. I’ve been thinking a lot about what I did to Bogo. The fucker’s gone. For real. The problem is that I’m starting to think whether he deserved it, or if like others, he just got caught up into this crap without intending to. We were close in age too, so there are a bunch of similarities between us there. 
 
    Nah, maybe he did deserve it. He instigated Denis to rape me in my sleep, put a bomb on Ray’s car and nearly got us both killed, set me up and got me arrested… The fucker had it coming. It feels different from that first time though, this time the kill was more… rational. 
 
    But really, I know that’s not what you’re itching for. I bet you’re swearing to hell and back and want me to be done with this whine-arsery and tell you how it went with Roman. 
 
    Let me tell you. U-N-E-X-P-E-C-T-E-D. 
 
    I mean, who the fuck was thinking the Chimp of all people would stand up for me in front of Vitya? 
 
    In one night, I’ve been called “little shit” more than in my entire life. He really loves that expression; I’ll be coining it in his name. 
 
    “You little shit, do you have any idea what you’ve just done?” Roman had snapped at me as soon as he drove our arses away from that place, after dragging me by the elbow all through the villa as if I wasn’t already running fast enough by myself. Granted, no one could have held their frustration in any longer, so it’s admirable he’d succeeded in doing it for so long. 
 
    I can’t say that I saw it coming, then again I can’t say I was expecting it to go well either. I don’t know what I was expecting. 
 
    “Can you just let me be?” I’d said after the hundredth time he’d started berating me in the span of five minutes. 
 
    “Let you be?” he’d asked derisively. “Victor’s going to skin us both!” 
 
    “I didn’t ask for you to defend me!” 
 
    “You’re my brother!” he’d shouted back, one eye on the road as the wheels sped down the frosty pavement. 
 
    And that had shut us both up. Really, he looked more surprised than I felt. Now, that’s truly something to contemplate, I shouldn’t feel in any way about it, but it’s been bothering me. Could it be that maybe I would have done the same for him if the roles were reversed? I did hit him with a chair, though. If that doesn’t scream brotherly love, then what does? 
 
    Now, I’ve also been expecting Ray to bring hell on my arse because of everything but he’s been suspiciously quiet about the entire affair. Painfully so. I haven’t got the balls to call him, though. And no, in fact, I am done chasing him. If he wants anything from me, then he should be the one to contact first. I’ve got my pride, right? Stupid as it is, but I’ve given him one too many chances. It takes two to make a relationship work. Or whatever the fuck this is. 
 
    I focus on scrubbing the bar top rather minutely, ensuring there’s no marks or smears of any sort. When that’s done, I wipe down all the glasses until my reflection is crispy clear in them. When that’s not enough to keep me occupied, given that it’s a work night and there’s not as many customers as I’d like, I move onto the cocktail ingredients, clean up the shelves, and turn the entire place sparkly in less than two hours. 
 
    Mark taps me on the shoulder as I load the dishwasher. “Are you alright?” he asks. He places a hand over the appliance’s door, blocking my way. He leans against the counter with an expectant look as if he’s an older brother waiting to hear whatever mischief I got myself into. 
 
    I mean, take Mark for example, you’d expect him to step up and defend me more than you would Roman, right? Right!? 
 
    I don’t meet his eyes, I focus on one spiky dreadlock instead, poking out of his bun like a beetle antennae. “Mhm. Great.” 
 
    “You’ve cleaned the entire flat last night,” he says with a shy smile. “Now, this.” 
 
    “Oh… shit.” I scratch my forehead, shifting out of the way. “Uhm, sorry. I didn’t mean to keep you awake.” 
 
    I’ve tried to avoid him over the past days. He hasn’t mentioned the bruises on me, nor the fact I’ve been hiding them with make-up, although he’s seen me without. 
 
    “Is it Ray?” he asks. 
 
    There’s my way out. I snicker. “Mhmm, yeah.” 
 
    “Let me know if you need to talk. If there’s anything you—” 
 
    “I’m fine, really. But thanks.” 
 
    Mark hesitates, but then he nods. “Don’t mention it.” 
 
    In spite of the knowledge that there’s at least another person in this world who doesn’t hate me, although I am pretty sure he’d think twice before approaching me were he to know how I spent the other night, I am still feeling like a piece of shit. 
 
    And it so happens that my evening is going from bad to worse when a familiar face peeks above the bar, clearly inebriated as he stares daggers at me from under a black beanie. 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    I remain frozen behind the bar, searching for words. 
 
    “Where is he?” he asks louder, somewhat demanding, desperate. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Where’s Bogo?” 
 
    “Hey,” Mark interferes, staring at us both. “Can you take this somewhere else? I’ve got people waiting in line,” he nods pointedly. 
 
    “Sorry, Mark.” I direct my glare Denis’ way. “Come.” This is the last thing I needed but I guess it was unavoidable. 
 
    I make my way through the crowd, leading Denis down the hallway near the back entrance. 
 
    “You did something to him. He hasn’t come back yet. Where is he?” Denis says. 
 
    I snatch his jacket and drag him into a corner past the toilets. I’m about to tell him a thing or two but upon seeing that jagged stare, I sort of draw a blank. 
 
    “Talk!” he shrieks. 
 
    “I got nothing to say.” 
 
    “LIAR!” Denis screams. “You did s-something,” he stammers, looking up at me with big teary eyes. I offhandedly notice that he’s still wearing my jacket, which makes me wonder why the hell he’s really here tonight. “You did,” he accuses me. “I know you did!” 
 
    “I told you to mind your shit!” I push him against the wall, shielding him from view. People are staring. “I told you to stay away!” 
 
    The irony of it all hits me all of a sudden, me parroting these words to him with such anger I was unaware of just a moment ago. It sounds a lot like I’m a hypocrite and the reality of it makes me feel all the more miserable. I have no right to be angry. Didn’t I do the same thing to Ray? 
 
    Standing face to face with Denis, I begin to question existence all again. I realise that whatever happens from now on, it won’t matter because I’m so far past the point of no return, that there’s no way back even if I was to rocket fly myself to it. 
 
    Maybe that’s why I don’t step back when he hits me smack in the face. I don’t even budge. I barely feel the hit anyway, like I’m either immune to it by now or he’s just got a shitty right hook. 
 
    He descends on me like all that’s holy and somehow I collapse against the wall. Other than covering my face, I don’t try to defend myself, if anything I let him punch and kick me because I deserve it. Why not? The universe inflicting punishment for stupidity. It’s not a first. 
 
    “Knock it out!” 
 
    Felix lifts me up, two feet away from us Ray keeps Denis at a distance with a menacing glare. A group has formed around us, taking photos. Some bodyguards quickly shuffle in between us and the eager crowd. 
 
    “Is he alright?” Ray’s voice registers but there’s no jolt of joy in me upon hearing it. And here I thought I’d be happier to see him. I guess not so much. Not… so much. 
 
    “Stand back!” the bodyguards shout, keeping the leeches at bay. These people… I swear to fuck, every little bit of drama stirs their excitement, their lives duller than a sewer. 
 
    I lick the blood on my lip, staring daggers at those watching me. Is my life that much of a show? 
 
    “The fuck you’re staring at, mate?” I shove through the bodyguards and sucker punch the first head peeking above the crowd. That stirs things up even more. Felix wraps his arms around my waist and hauls me back as some friends of the guy try to push through the bodyguards. 
 
    “Boss!” 
 
    “You fucking punk, what the fuck’s your problem!” 
 
    “Let me through!” I shout. “I’ll fuckin’ show you my problem!” 
 
    “Come at me, fucker!” 
 
    I kick through the line of men which separates me from the crazies, but I miss my mark. “You’ll need your teeth fixed when I’m done with you!” I shout. 
 
    They drag me out through the parking lot, the night air cold and biting on my bare arms. It’s the same fucking parking lot I’ve walked through during New Year’s. Oh, the fun I’ve had then. Now I know a lot of it was possible because of Denis. Now I know at least one of them got punished for it, but there’s no joy to be found there either. 
 
    Both Ray and Felix are holding onto me, dragging me to the SUV. I don’t know when or how I ended between the two of them, but they’re quire adamant to get me out of the way. 
 
    “Get in the car,” Ray says. “Aleksandr, get in the goddamn car!” 
 
    I prop my foot against the door before they can shove me in. “Let the fuck go of me!” I hit the window with my boot, and I could swear there’s a crack. Ray lets go of me and wobbles a few steps since fighting a lunatic one-armed is proving to be quite difficult, I imagine. 
 
    I drop back on the ground with both feet. I twist and shoulder Felix, pulling the switchblade out of my boot. I point it at his throat. “Let go of me.” 
 
    “Alex, what are you doing?” Ray says, his tone angry and just as disappointed as before.  
 
    For some reason, I can’t even meet his eyes. He doesn’t have the right to ask me what I’m doing any longer. That’s done. Didn’t he say so? 
 
    Felix stares at me long and hard, still holding onto my arm, two other bodyguards behind him ready to take me on. 
 
    “Aleksandr!” Ray hisses. “Put down the knife.” He walks into my space and pushes Felix out of the way, the point of the blade close to Ray’s chin now. He stares me down, and looking at him is unavoidable. I want to chide him, he should go back in, he’s only got his shirt on and it’s cold outside. He always complains the cold makes his back hurt. 
 
    “Do you want to stab me?” Ray growls, stepping closer. “Come on, do it.” The tip of the knife nearly sinks into his jaw. I draw my hand back, slapping the blade closed. 
 
    Call it frustration but I slam my fist in the car door and the hilt of the blade is enough to dent the metal. 
 
    Ray twitches, scowling. His left hand curls in my T-shirt. “Get in the goddamn car.” 
 
    “What the FUCK do you want?” I shove him with no remorse. Felix quickly grabs him before he can lose his balance. “The fuck? What?! WHAT!? You want to scold me? I ain’t your fuckin’ kid!” 
 
    Ray’s face darkens, quickly recovering after the shock. “I’ll say this once—” 
 
    “PISS OFF!” I slam the blade hilt in the window, flowery cracks spreading on it right away. “YOU WON’T EVEN LET ME TRY!” 
 
    There’s distant flashes around the parking lot. If someone wants to take photos, they can be my fucking guest. 
 
    “Get in the car,” Ray says under his breath. 
 
    “Fuck you, Ray! Look what you did to me! LOOK! FUCKING LOOK!” 
 
    I slam my fist into the window again and this time it breaks over the back seat. 
 
    Felix tackles me, twists my arm behind my back, takes the knife away, and presses my face against the hood of the car. I’m breathing hard, and I’m so mad that I squirm on all sides before I realize that there’s no way to go. The fucker’s got me good. 
 
    “Felix, don’t hurt him,” Ray says with a tinge in his voice that’s making me rage even more on the inside. I don’t want to hear it. I don’t want to hear his pretend. He can go fuck himself right off a cliff for all I care. 
 
    “Have you calmed down, young sir?” 
 
    I close my eyes, restrain my nerves. It’s difficult. I just want to slam my head against the hood. Maybe I should. But I don’t. 
 
    “I’m all good, you can let go of me,” I say in a monotone. To my surprise, he actually does. 
 
    “Get in—” Ray tries to reach for me, but I shuffle to the side, not allowing him to touch me. I’d melt right under his hands. I can’t afford that. 
 
    “I need to get my things,” I say coldly. “Can I have my knife back?” 
 
    There’s a silent exchange between Ray and Felix, but the bodyguard returns my knife. No. Not mine. Bogo’s. A trinket to remind me of him. Forever. 
 
    I don’t spare Ray a glance while I go retrieve my things. I walk into the staff room, grab my shit, and leave the club right away. Except I take a detour while knowing Felix is following me, until I lose him. Then I happen to stumble upon an overfilled skip and next to it there’s this beautiful piece of metal, probably an old, rusted pipe, almost winking at me, begging me to pick it up. And you know what? I do. 
 
    Then a most brilliant idea hits me out of nowhere, like all muses do smack in the middle of the night, unseen, uninvited, their origin questionable at best. I check my phone and dial Vlad. 
 
    “Are we having late night calls now, kitten?” 
 
    “Can you come pick me up?” I reply in Russian. “I’ll send you my location.” 
 
    Vlad hesitates before replying. “Sure. Got it now. I know where this is. I’ll be there in fifteen.” 
 
    True to his word, he pulls over fifteen minutes later. I get in the passenger’s seat next to him. “What happened to your face?” 
 
    Vlad returns the glare with a quirked brow. I got balls asking him about his face, I suppose. “What’s with the pipe?” 
 
    “You’ll see,” I reply. “Can you drive back to Phantom?” 
 
    He shrugs and does it. No questions asked about how I’ve lost my mind or what the fuck it is that I’m planning. Vlad’s got no such concerns and I find that refreshing. 
 
    We stop on the street across from the club’s parking lot. I take a quick glance and spot one or two of Ray’s men milling around one of the SUVs. They’re probably getting rid of that broken window. 
 
    “Hmmm.” I toss my bag and my jacket on the back seat, then I roll my shoulders, crack my neck, and pop my fingers. “I’ll be back in a second.” I pick the rusty iron bar. 
 
    “I’ll be damned. I’ve got to see this,” he snickers and slams the door closed as he follows. 
 
    I walk straight to one of the SUV’s parked in Ray’s spots, briefly waving at one of the bodyguards who stares at me like he’s dumbstruck. Then I let all hell break loose. 
 
    I jump onto the car hood and bring down the pipe, slamming it against the front window. The bodyguard tries to grab my foot, but Vlad elbows his nose and the man ends on the ground while Vlad giggles at his feat. 
 
    I step onto the roof of the SUV and smash the living hell out of it until I get it out of my system. There’s no window left untouched by the time I’m done with it. There must be scratches on every centimetre of the paint, dents and holes everywhere and glass creaking under my boots. 
 
    Without me even noticing, a crowd’s gathered in the parking lot, with Ray at the front, glaring at both me and Vlad. Vlad a few steps away grinning so much that it’s a wonder his face hasn’t split because of it. 
 
    I meet Ray’s eyes, decisive, determined. I’m not sorry for this. His expression is indecipherable. I feel betrayed, alone, angry. I hate him. I hate loving him. I fucking hate this struggle, this back and forth with him being so closed off, I can’t deal with it any longer. It’s taken its toll on me. 
 
    I want to introduce him to this bloody chunk of metal that I’m holding. But I can’t do that. 
 
    I drop the improvised crowbar through the front window of the SUV, a little parting gift, then jump off the roof and walk back to Vlad’s car with him after me, laughing and commending me for my craziness. 
 
    I slam the door after I take my seat. Vlad gets in, smiling. “You're crazier than I thought.” 
 
    “Unpopular opinion.” I retort. “Let’s go back to my place. I need a drink.” 
 
    Vlad grins and bumps my fist. “That’s the spirit.” 
 
    I stare out the window. Ray’s stopped on the sidewalk across the street, his eyes trained on me, a brooding expression on his face. Out of spite, I flip him off as Vlad puts the car in gear. 
 
    I hope he got what he wanted. Because I sure as hell didn’t. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t expecting the night to end like this, not in more misery, not with Raymond and I estranged forever. I’ve gone and fucked it up for good this time. The childish part of me is still strutting about with entitlement, shouting and kicking that it’s done nothing wrong. The more mature part of me, a voice of reason which I’ve grown to hate more and more since it’s starting to override anything else, is blaming and accusing me with no mercy whatsoever directed at my own person. I guess I should’ve grabbed a knife and sunk it in Ray’s chest as well and that would’ve done the job just as good. 
 
    It's funny, or perhaps extremely sad how we’re convinced that we want to do some things yet in their aftermath we’re shaken with the realization that it ain’t what we really wanted to begin with. Human beings are stupid, we can’t learn unless we burn, and burn, and burn ourselves so many times until we finally think to stay away from the fire. And even then… fuck… even then. 
 
    Now I’m sat here looking at and entertaining another potential mistake lying haphazardly on my bed with a bottle of booze next to him, looking terribly enticing. It’s a mistake I’ve been unconsciously contemplating for a while, ever since I started drawing comparisons between him and Ray. 
 
    I shift on the window sill, letting one of my feet dangle close to the floor, the other twisted under my arse whilst I down another glass of booze. I’ve lost count of how many I’ve had so far. 
 
    I lit up another cigarette while Vlad drums away, visibly inebriated, recounting his fight with Vitya or at least being very vague about it. The mystery of his bruises elucidated now, I still got a hard time figuring out how come that he’s still alive, but he’s been dancing around it with skill and precision. Perhaps I’m not meant to know everything after all. 
 
    “Can you still train me?” 
 
    “Is water wet?” he exaggerates his accent, sharpening his “R”s, somehow managing to sound both Russian and Italian at the same time. “But let me find a place first. It's best you stay away from Victor until he cools down.” He ponders as he chugs from the bottle. “It's best if we all do.” 
 
    I nod, or perhaps I sway. I’m not sure I care about the conversation or him. My thoughts keep turning to Ray. Ray. Ray. Ray and nothing but Ray. Ray and that horrible look on his face earlier tonight when something crumbled in him as I left with Vlad. Was it just me? Have I imagined it all? I’ve been known to assign meanings to nothingness before, so perhaps it’s not too farfetched to reach that conclusion. But Ray… If you knew what it would do to me, then why are you doing it all? 
 
    I bite my lip, following the little droplets of condensation running down the window. It’s all over now anyway, no point in thinking about it. 
 
    “But why did you wreck his car?” Vlad asks out of nowhere, as if my suffering is visible all over my face. 
 
    I huff. “Because he thinks I’m too childish to have a relationship with him?” 
 
    “I guess taking a pipe to his car showed him different.” 
 
    I shove his thigh with my foot. “Shut up. What would you know about it?” 
 
    Vlad lifts an eyebrow, grabbing my ankle with his right hand, keeping my leg suspended over the minuscule gap between the bed and the sill, nearly dragging me over it should he wish to tug a bit harder. His grip is ironlike, both his touch and his gaze reeking of things I’d rather not think about. 
 
    “I was young once too, you know. And I used to mess around with Danya, so I’d say I’m quite the authority on stupid things.” 
 
    “Pfft. Of course.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and pull my foot back without too much effort. I grab my glass and the ashtray and plop my ass on the bed. Vlad’s eyes don’t stray from me for a second. I want him to stop doing it, I can tell what he’s thinking. 
 
    “Do you miss him?” 
 
    Vlad shrugs. “Sometimes.” His lips jut out just so as they wrap around the orange bottom of the cigarette, their muted rose contrasting… distracting. “I’ve seen enough death in my life though, so I’ve gotten used to it.” 
 
    I munch on my thumbnail, not knowing how to skirt around the subject, better yet, not wanting to. It might help me understand more, and better. “Were you there when it happened?” 
 
    Vlad shakes his head, not missing a beat. 
 
    Am I too morbid? 
 
    “I was dealing with something. By the time I came back he was already dead and buried.” 
 
    So, he didn’t even see his body for one last time. I wonder if that helps, if it brings closure or on the contrary, if it drives one madder. There’s no goodbye, the other just disappears so how… how could you come to terms that it’s over? 
 
    I bite my lip, willing to push it. “Did you love him?” 
 
    Vlad smirks, studying me for half a minute. Does he know what I’m doing? Do I? Am I even hiding? Do I know what I’m doing? I’m not quite sure. 
 
    “Wouldn’t call it love,” he chuckles. “We grew up together, there was… understanding.” He looks at me, his eyes clear, not shy, not closed off. 
 
    “What about Vitya, did he know?” 
 
    Vlad narrows his eyes. “I’m sure he did. He never said anything to me, though. In a way I think he preferred me.” 
 
    “As opposed to what?” 
 
    “To Ward.” 
 
    I nod. “I see.” 
 
    That makes a lot of sense, except it contradicts all I know about Victor since back then, which is little to say the least. Why would he lash out at Raymond but favour Vlad for the very same thing? Could his hatred for Ray run so deep, or maybe has he done something to stoke it ever since? They’ve been at odds for so long, hasn’t Ray said he had a way of going against him? He’s always been the wild unknown in the equation whereas Vlad was right there, under Victor’s control all along, so maybe that’s what Vitya couldn’t stand. He couldn’t stand that Dany was slipping from under his control, perhaps more than that. But what? And why do I still care? I should just mind my own business. 
 
    We’re both quiet for a moment whilst I ponder away. I know Victor is multifaceted, only invoking the persona he needs for a specific task. He’s played this game with me from the beginning, and he’s revealed his true face when he’d forced me to kill under his supervision. Maybe he was thinking I’m so starved for paternal affection that I was just dying for daddy’s approval. 
 
    “I’ll take you if he doesn’t want you,” Vlad says, his voice playful but also serious, his gaze searing. 
 
    I scoff, my trail of thought forgotten. “Get lost.” I still hold his gaze though, a weird exchange between us. A sort of pressure. Heat. Chemistry. I’m trembling deep inside, a slow rumble in me, the temptation of mischief rearing its head, driving me forward. 
 
    Vlad puts off the cigarette and climbs up the bed over me. 
 
    I pull myself back against the bedrest, staring up at him. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Taking my chances.” He’s in too close proximity to me, his perfume quite asphyxiating, his heat unnerving, his body pressing against mine in all the right places, coaxing out of it all the right responses. Good. Wrong. Don’t the lines blur too often? This is how humankind has been repeating history over and over again. This is how wars, hatred and poor choice have come to pass. We never learn… never. We’re slaves to the animal living inside of us, thriving on its savage impulses, riding them high until all reason burns. This is how we’ve burned bridges for so long… committed murders... 
 
    I’m rambling. 
 
    I’m sweating. 
 
    My instincts scream at me. 
 
    Do it. 
 
    I want it. 
 
    Touch me. 
 
    Caress me. 
 
    Kiss me. 
 
    Embrace me. 
 
    Take me. 
 
    Make me feel so much that it overwhelms my mind and there’s nothing left of me. No reason. No mistakes. Just the moment. I want. I do. My hand curled in his shirt, pulling him closer, feeling hot skin underneath my fingertips. 
 
    Maybe Ray was not the answer. Maybe I just made it up. Maybe he only was my rebound after Stefan. Maybe in truth it was Vlad all along and now he’s here to claim me. Maybe this is my future. I want to see it. Believe it. Touch it. Feel it. There. Possess me. 
 
    Vlad dips his head for a kiss, but I turn my face the other way at the last moment, our lips barely ghosting each other. 
 
    “Uh, nu-uh, no. Get off me.” My palms propped against his shoulders, pushing him off. 
 
    Vlad remains suspended above me, pinning me down with his body. “You don’t want to?” 
 
    I squirm away. “I’m not doing this to him,” I grit. And sometimes… just sometimes… History is on the brink of repeating itself, but stronger feelings triumph. “Get off me! Now.” 
 
    I push myself on the edge of the bed as he sits back on his haunches, watching me, eyes curiously narrowed. 
 
    “That doesn’t mean you don’t want to,” Vlad says. 
 
    “I can like you from a distance, but that doesn’t mean I will also fuck you. It’s two different things.” 
 
    He tips his chin up, something in his manliness visibly offended in spite of his attempt to brush it off. His blonde locks dishevelled as he stares at the bottle of booze instead of me.  
 
    Strange. I didn’t take him for the sentimental type, but I guess I could be wrong. I find myself between wanting to tell him to leave and comforting him, but neither of those appeals to me. A refusal always stings. 
 
    “Have you also been projecting your bullshit on me all this time?” 
 
    Vlad smirks. Barely. “I didn’t think you’d play me so hard this evening,” his smile widens. “I’ve been at your mercy since I picked up your call tonight, wasn’t I?” 
 
    My turn to be arrogant and defiant, without a trace of guilt or mercy. Yeah, I suppose I knew exactly what I was doing. Using him to make Ray jealous, all that talk about love and Dany. 
 
    Vlad sighs theatrically. “You got me good, kitten.” He picks up the bottle, then he points at me. “I thought you’d go through with it. But strangely enough, I think I respect you more like this.” 
 
    I lift an eyebrow. “I’m flattered!?” 
 
    “I don’t think we’d be here if Danya had said no to me that first time.” He looks pensive for a while, then shakes his head with a grin. “No, we wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not Danya.” 
 
    “That much is clear.” 
 
    “And I love Ray. Even if he doesn’t have the courage to love me back.” 
 
    “I think he loves you alright,” he mumbles. “He’s too territorial over you. Why do you think he punched me back then?” 
 
    “Uh, not because of me, that’s clear.” 
 
    Vlad shakes his head, grinning. “Don’t be stupid. He’s always watching for your reaction.” He crashes back against the pillows, making himself comfortable again, stretching his legs, his gaze returning on me as always. “That’s how he’s always been. Didn’t you see his face tonight? He wanted to kill me.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Now you’re being coy. You called me on purpose.” 
 
    “I called you because you’re the next best thing that can protect me.” 
 
    “Auch,” he places his left hand over his chest, turning mock tearful. “You’ve objectified me. It hurts.” 
 
    I sigh. “Fine, maybe I did. But he’s not in love with me.” 
 
    “I can guarantee he is.” 
 
    “No, he fucking isn’t,” I snap. “He wouldn’t be acting like an idiot if he were!” 
 
    Vlad laughs wholeheartedly. “Now, two things you need to know about Luchik. One. Luchik is always an idiot, not debatable. Two. He thinks you’ll fuck him up.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Why are you confusing me? So that I end up sleeping with you?” 
 
    He lets out another peal of laughter. “Telling you Ward is in love with you will make you sleep with me?” 
 
    I scrub my forehead. “Jesus, I’m too drunk for this. Just leave me alone.” 
 
    He pats my back and hands me the bottle. “Drink up. I got a hunch you need it.” 
 
    I snatch the bottle and gulp down enough that my throat burns. I mumble under my breath. 
 
    Oh, and how I need it.

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 – Intermezzo 
 
      
 
    It’s hard to speak, yet it still feels like one monumental loss. Some stupid part of me that I’ve exposed in confidence to Denis has been ripped to shreds. A conversation which had lasted less than ten minutes in all has destroyed more than a friendship, but something deeper. Something unknown and obscure, some sense of goodness which anchors us all with others. Betrayal. That’s what I feel. And pain. And shame. And guilt. It’s the loneliest I’ve been in a while. I’ve lost Denis. And Ray. And I keep losing. It feels as though the universe has conspired so that all which was humane in me was properly smashed to bits. Just like I reduced that SUV to shreds. Any remnant of goodness needed to be wiped from within, the slate scrubbed clean. 
 
    I don’t recognise the emotionless animal residing in my body who’s craving for blood, cold and calculated, seeking to plot a revenge. 
 
    Stefan. He’ll get what comes for him, just like Bogo, there’s no doubt about that. 
 
    In a way, I don’t understand. Like any other calamity, the scope of my actions is still too great to comprehend, too surreal to fathom and it hit when I least expected. I’m a murderer now. Not the “Oops, I lost my shit, and killed a dude who was going to rape a little kid” type either. But the other kind. The kind who grabbed Bogo from the street with the intent of hurting him, and hurt I did. It doesn’t matter that I had changed my mind at the last minute when I saw myself locked in there with him. It was me or him. When presented with that choice, my mind had been already made up. I knew that I’d fight to stay alive. A part of me also knew that I’d kill him because I wanted to punish him. 
 
    I chug down one of Ray’s magic pills. The beer is bitter on my tongue. Then I press the cigarette against my wrist, watching the skin redden. Here I am, falling back into old patterns, old demons which had been following me from the cradle, keeping me company, keeping me safe. We’ve become friends along the years. We’re so close together that it’s hard to distinguish  between us. We’re all parts of the whole, though. They all create this mess that I am. Each and every single part of me, fleshed out from darkness, or slivers of goodness, meld together to form this atrocity that I call… I. 
 
    Identity is a fickle thing, it’s enough for a tiny bit to malfunction to throw off balance the entire system. If something so minute changes, then the whole becomes else. We’re nuanced like that, us people. At a glance, we’re still the same, but if you take a closer look… well… the discrepancies become apparent. 
 
    Are they all expecting me to break? Is that what they’re after? Has the world fuckin’ turned on its head and is now after me? Have I fallen into complete and utter madness, the kind which doesn’t allow to discern the physical from the immaterial but makes you think it’s all real, nevertheless? Am I insane, or dead? Or both? Why doesn’t it ever end? Is this all that is to life? 
 
    Some new fancy kind of pain every single day, wrapped in thorns covering a ball of bullshit at its core? Then what the fuck am I still here for, if that’s all there is to it? 
 
    It’s my choice. 
 
    I pick up the lighter, rekindle my cigarette, drag from it, then smother it on my skin again. 
 
    Mine. 
 
    Nobody can take this away from me. I do it again. The ashes smudge over sore skin. 
 
    I’m still here, putting up with it all of my own volition. I allow it to hurt because I am alive. I allow it to eviscerate me in ways a normal, less fucked up individual wouldn’t understand. We’re cohabiting. I permit it to exist within the same space, possess the air I breathe. I am its fucking master. 
 
    It’s mine. 
 
    All of it. 
 
    The worst of it. 
 
    Mine. 
 
    My choice. 
 
    And I can stop it anytime. I know with clarity nothing could stop me if I truly wanted it. 
 
    Yes, I am the same stupid child you’ve met a while ago, an annoying brat with too much time on his hands to think, and think… and overthink. I am made of words and thoughts, mistakes and choices, clarity and inconsistencies — they’re all mine, I wouldn’t exist otherwise. But while I’m very much the same, I’ve simultaneously changed. 
 
    Now I know. They’re all my choice. 
 
    My pain. My life. 
 
    I let it hurt because I want to. And nothing… nothing at all, can stop me from hurting others in return. My hands are just as capable as anyone’s. They can strangle, and ravage and obliterate whatever stands in their path. If it makes me hurt, I’ll make it hurt back. Because I want to. 
 
    So, Vlad was right after all. What do you know. 
 
    I pull down the sleeve over my wrist at the sound of keys in the lock and straighten up. Mark’s back from work. I light up the cig stump once more, delighting in the sin of the secret imprinted on my skin like ink, yet more horrendous in nature. 
 
    Mine. It’s all mine. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 – Ray 
 
      
 
    The scene kept playing on a loop in his head. Aleksandr at Vladimir’s side. The squeeze on his arm as they’d gotten in close proximity to each other. Vladimir’s rapt gaze running over the boy as if he owned him. The near relief on Aleksandr’s face as he’d visibly relaxed in his presence, looking sheltered by his side. Vladimir opening the car door for him and the silent exchange between them, a magnetism in the air as Alex had gotten into the vehicle. 
 
    Ray pulled at his hair as he kept pacing up and down in front of the fireplace in the downstairs common room at the manor. The images refused to get out of his mind. They depicted Dany and Vladimir the night he’d found them together, entwined in the throes of passion, oblivious to everything around them, uncaring for who might see them even as they were out in the open, an impromptu encounter which made it the more meaningful since it had started from spontaneous desire, not obligation. Now Dany’s face from that night, rapt, lost in the sexual intimacy in a way Ray had never seen him before was replaced by Alex’s vicious glare from earlier in the evening and the images of what might be happening between him and Vladimir behind closed doors. Would Alex look the same as Dany, simply taken by desire, lost in it, letting go in such a fashion that he’d never had with Ray? 
 
    Ray’s right hand turned into a claw, aching with both nerves and pain. Jealousy could not taste more bitter. He should’ve put a bullet in Morozov’s head when he’d gotten the chance. The more irrational part of him tauntingly whispered in his ear to go after them and kill him bare handed. They’d both entered Aleksandr’s flat, he knew Vladimir was still there with him, his car parked next to the building. He knew they’d been together. He knew everything, he knew. His people had told him. Morozov was there with him as Raymond was losing his mind, mocking Raymond, laughing at his expense. Wasn’t that what Raymond had always been — a laughingstock. The rage was building up like lava inside a volcano, nearly erupting. 
 
    He was exaggerating, and he was aware, but control slipped from him, his emotions running wild, teasing him with a mind of their own, mocking him — there was something wrong with him. This anger ravaging him was a thing of the past, something he’d locked far away in a tomb, beneath the ground so as to keep it from crawling out. This feeling hadn’t been present since Dany and it made no sense, none whatsoever. 
 
    There was no coming back from it. He would not forgive Aleksandr for this, he’d been a fool thinking that he was any different, to let himself get his hopes up for nothing. He was nothing but a fool. Everyone’s fool. 
 
    His rage erupted with a scream as he upturned the coffee table with a kick. He would break every single goddamn thing in that place. The poker holder and the bundle of stashed wood followed suit, clattering on the floor, bark scattered behind as they rolled away. Raymond swiped at the bits and trinkets lined on the mantle and nearly slammed his fist against the fireplace stone wall, but stopped himself before he could damage his left hand as well. He supported himself against it instead, breathing hard, an attempt of suppressing the rage blazing inside him. 
 
    “Raymond, we’ve heard noises,” Marian said. 
 
    “Leave,” he grated. 
 
    Steps approached a moment later, then the pokers clattered as someone picked them up.  
 
    “LEAVE!” Raymond snapped. He turned, ready to descend hell on the bodyguard but instead he found himself facing Roman. 
 
    The Russian stared him down with an impassible gaze until all the fire inside of Raymond sizzled away. No matter how much he wanted to, he could not fight Roman. Exhaustion and fogginess overcame him, as if that steely gaze had stolen every ounce of strength left in him, disarming him. 
 
    Roman shuffled past him, ignoring his outburst and picked up the disarrayed pokers. He put the holder back in his place then restacked the bundle of wood next to the fireplace with methodical precision. 
 
    Seeing Roman tidying up after him reminded Ray of Alex doing the same thing in the aftermath of his outburst a few months back — the image hurt more than he wished to care for it. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “Don’t take that tone with me,” Roman said quietly, scanning the floor for pieces of glass. 
 
    Ray laughed, but trailed off, unable to recognise his purpose amidst that place. His life was a broken record, stuck on repeating the same notes over and over again, as though he was destined to remain in the past forever. It was only fitting, since he’d never dealt with it, always running away from its shadow as though death itself ran at his heels to drag him back down where he belonged. Everything since was just a punishment. His life after that night did not feel any more real than the night itself. This must’ve been Dany’s doing, playing a sick joke on him as he watched from the other side, eternally punishing him for his part in how things had played out. 
 
    Aleksandr himself was a punishment, a temptation, a lie of a life full of what-ifs dangled in front of him, tormenting him with the guilt and shame of aching for it; guilt and shame for he did not deserve such possibilities, not when all of Dany’s possible futures had been so brutally ripped from him. It was the drop of water the thirsting man dreamt of, only to be taken away from him at the last minute, or dissipate with a blink and slither back under the folds of imagination which had created it. 
 
    “Didn’t you say you learned from your mistakes?” Roman said. 
 
    “What do you want, Rimma?” Ray turned to the windows, needing to put distance between them. As long as he’d be surrounded by them, he’d never forget. Wasn’t that the reason why he’d kept Roman at his side? So that Dany’s memory could linger a heartbeat longer. 
 
    The wood clattered in the fireplace as Roman threw another log in. “I want to see you at peace.”  
 
    “As if.” Ray wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. The rage had gone and left behind it an ocean of weakness ready to break over him and swallow him whole. “I’m a fool,” he muttered, his voice trembling. 
 
    Roman shifted behind him with silent footsteps until Ray felt him in close proximity. His hand felt cold through Ray’s shirt as he squeezed his arm in what Ray thought could be solidarity, but his touch lingered. 
 
    “Sit down,” Roman said. “Let me…” 
 
    Ray smiled bitterly. In another life this moment would have been comforting, perhaps it would have also been enough. Roman nudged him around until they stood face to face, the shadows playing on Roman’s jaw. 
 
    “You’ve always had my back,” Ray said. He let his hand rest on Roman’s arm. “If only things would’ve been different.” 
 
    “Don’t screw yourself like this.” The words coming out of his friend’s mouth were meant to be kind and perhaps that was what they sounded like, albeit in Roman’s own way, but their true meaning was different, they hinted at how delirious Raymond was, how estranged from reality, how close everything was to breaking. It always came in waves after waves with little periods of tranquillity in between which weren’t enough for Ray to draw his breath. 
 
    Roman pulled him towards the couch and they both sat down shoulder to shoulder, staring into the fireplace. 
 
    “I don’t think I’m getting through it this time.” 
 
    “You say that every time.” 
 
    “Everything’s collapsing around me.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Roman nodded, then stared at him sideways, fingers entwined in his lap as if he was a preacher readying for sermon, or a judge about to rule his sentence. “I think Sasha might be right this time.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re idiotic,” Roman rounded the vowels in an exaggerated way and continued before Raymond even got a chance to shake off the air of confusion about him. “What the fuck are you doing?” he said through his teeth, then actually slapped Ray’s temple. 
 
    “What in God’s name—” 
 
    Roman slapped him again, nearly sending him horizontal on the couch, but the Russian snatched his shirt and pulled him back up like a ragdoll then slapped him a third time. “Wake up!” 
 
    Raymond shoved him but Roman didn’t even budge, still holding onto him with an iron fist. “Are you really going to let me smack you around like this?” 
 
    “Let go of me, Rimma.” 
 
    “Let go of you?” Roman growled, a displeased expression on his face, lips pursed. “Why are you so pathetic?” 
 
    Raymond finally managed to unpeel his fingers away but Roman caught onto his right wrist and forced Ray to stay put or otherwise cause himself agony to get away from him. 
 
    “You cry left and right. Danya this, Danya that. Sasha this. Sasha that.” Roman curled his lip as if the words were distasteful. “I know you suck cock but so much arselicking is so unlike you! Why you hate yourself this much?” 
 
    “For the love of God, you either let go—” 
 
    “Or what?” The Russian smiled, challenging him. What an uncanny flip of character, from the morose Russian who grumbled into his chin to a reflection of the same wildness that lived in both Alex and Dany; a sliver of Vitya, wild, untamed, uncared for, left to burn away everything in its path. So, Raymond outright punched him and sat up. 
 
    Roman licked the blood from his lips then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, contemplating. The motherfucker smiled. 
 
    “You have no right to provoke me like this!” 
 
    “You’re your own worst enemy.” Roman leaned back and spread his arms on the back of the couch, cracking his neck and rolling his shoulders as Raymond stood put in place because of how bad he was trembling. “You don’t want to listen to anyone, and you think Sasha will listen to you because you tell him so?” 
 
    The truth hurt, but it often did. 
 
    “You shove him away, he does some stupid shit.” Roman barely lifted his hand as he made a throwaway gesture. “I’ve watched you going at this since I first met you. At this point I’m starting to think you’re deranged in here,” he knocked his knuckles against his head. “You treat him like he’s Danya, he’s going to act like Danya.” Ray was about to open his mouth, but Roman lifted his hand. “You know I’m not one to take his side,” he grunted. “I hate his guts, he’s a little shit. But he’s reacting to what you’re doing.” 
 
    Ray pinched the bridge of his nose. 
 
    “It’s not him messing it up,” Roman said, his voice earnest. “He’s stupid, da. But… I saw him before. He was mad at the hospital. He was at my throat, ready to bite,” he said, switching to Russian mid-conversation. “He’s fixated on you.” He continued in English, a flush of exasperation to him. “You’re like bulls clashing horns.” 
 
    Ray pressed the heel of his hand over his temple, massaging the spot where Roman had slapped him. “I can’t trust him.” 
 
    “Have you tried trusting anyone?” Roman retorted. They both fell silent, then Roman spoke again. “I’m not good at this, you know.” His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as his eyes turned to the fire and back to Raymond again. “He stood up to Vitya for you.” 
 
    Ray watched Roman carefully. 
 
    “Before he stabbed him,” Roman added with a slight grimace. “He threatened to kill him if he goes after you. He accused him of killing Danya.” 
 
    Ray frowned, a thousand jitters in him. 
 
    Roman nodded once, as if to emphasize his words. “He’s broken in the head,” he chuckled, then became serious again. “But I... I didn’t hate him that night.” Roman frowned again. “If I’ve been a bit like that, then maybe… If I’d looked out for Danya…” He shook his head. “Stop with this stupidity, it annoys me.” 
 
    “You’re the one who started this crap,” Ray accused. 
 
    “You know what you need?” Roman nodded to himself, as if he held the answer to everything. “A good beating and you’ll feel better.” 
 
    Raymond fell back against the couch, shaking. “What the hell am I supposed to do, Rimma?” 
 
    They were silent for a long time while the house settled around them, the logs crackling loudly in the fireplace. 
 
    “You’re running away from pain,” Roman broke the silence. “Like Danya did. Like I do,” he admitted. There was a small smile on his lips, the first of its kind in so long. There was nothing but hope in it, a new dimension to everything, conviction. “Maybe do like Sasha and run towards it instead.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Something had changed. It was not palpable, yet it was there, a shift in the air like he could just reach for it, like a portal had opened in between worlds and Raymond had become part of a different dimension. 
 
    That feeling persisted, interspersed with bursts of anger which could not erase it. He did not know what he was mad for anymore. Sure, finding out that Morozov had left late in the afternoon from Aleksandr’s place had not helped his mood, but he could still feel that goddamned hope beneath it all. As days passed it became apparent that he’d been circling around the issue avoiding confrontation out of fear of destroying himself, but he needed to admit it in the end. 
 
    I loved you, and you failed me. I failed you. But failing Dany or the hurt Dany had caused in return had not erased his feelings. Same with Alex, deep beneath the tumult of “what ifs” and persistent avoidance there was a river of assuredness which lent him strength. Perhaps love was too strong a word and he could not yet entertain that idea without pain, but perhaps he could admit that he cared about him a great deal. Instead of fighting that emotion, he let it grow and realized that his anger somewhat lessened. 
 
    After indistinguishable days, the highlight of that month came when his doctor told him he could reduce his usage of the sling. He did so happily. His back still hurt if he moved abruptly, if he forced himself too much, if he exercised too hard, a sign that his nerves had taken a serious hit. But in spite of that, the doctor was optimistic about it, reassuring Raymond that he had been in fact lucky, the damage was not permanent, albeit he still looked at months of recovery until he could be entirely rid of the pain. At least the fracture was healed, and he’d be able to regain some of his arm functionality back. 
 
    Ray was sat in the first-floor study with a glass of wine next to him, staring out the window in the distance at the array of stars which had breached the night sky. The city lights did not obstruct the view and he could stare at the celestial shapes as they changed their place on the firmament. 
 
    The laptop was open on the side of the desk, his phone in front of him. He was not in the habit of wasting time on social media, but he’d been checking Aleksandr’s profile for the past days with a determination akin to obsession. Contrary to people his age, Aleksandr did not post much apart from the odd selfie, but his behaviour had suddenly changed since he’d done a great deal of that in the past weeks. There was no wonder as to what had caused the change, but it still grated Raymond, who had turned into a stalker, reduced to base impulses. He was angry at himself for being unable to put the phone down, but he always kept an eye on his messaging apps, checking for notifications, knowing when Aleksandr was online. 
 
    “I’ve lost my goddamn mind,” he muttered to himself, puffing on his cigarette. His thumb hovered over one of Alex’s newest photos. It was heavily edited, only his upper half visible, dressed in what looked to be a tank top and a leather jacket. He was wearing black eyeliner, his hair spiky in that weird two-toned combination of black roots and bleached ends he’d been sporting for a while. He wasn’t smiling, but his head was tilted, chin jutting arrogantly to the side, something in those eyes spelling trouble for anyone getting too close.  
 
    Ray took a deep breath, rapt on those sharp eyes. He’d rarely seen Alex wearing make up in his presence but now the boy was all spiffed up every single evening. Or so Raymond heard. He frowned at the photo, it had only been posted twenty minutes ago. The boy was probably getting ready for his shift at the bar, Ray knew his schedule by heart. In spite of his little stunt with the SUV, Mark had convinced him to return. Not before Raymond had of course interfered. He told himself that letting him come back to the club would be a peace offering of sorts, that he would not cut all ties between them, allowing a tiny window through which they could reconnect sooner or later, after they both calmed down a little and had some time to reconsider where they stood. 
 
    “I’m not going,” Raymond told himself. 
 
    There were things he had to work on, he needed to put his mind in order before he met Alex next. But he could not take his eyes off the photo. Aleksandr was either extremely mad, not that the shattered SUV did not stand proof to that, or had already engaged into a relationship with Vladimir, otherwise Ray could not explain why he hadn’t messaged in so many weeks. He was usually the one spamming Ray’s phone with messages at all hours, even when he was angry, but now… 
 
    “I’m mad only for considering it,” Ray said to himself, not that anyone else could hear him. 
 
    The laptop pinged and Raymond flinched in his chair, tightening his grip on the phone.  
 
    “Crap,” he cursed when the little red heart flew upwards on his screen as his thumb pressed the LIKE button. He would not be caught stalking the boy on social media like a lovestruck teenager even if— 
 
    Ping. Ping. 
 
    Ray diverted his attention to the laptop and to the white window which had automatically appeared on his screen. He frowned and tossed the phone on the desk, his online teenager crisis forgotten. 
 
    “What in God’s name…” 
 
    Black windows with green writing flashed and disappeared in the blink of an eye. Ray cursed. That spelled trouble. He stood up and ripped the power cord from the laptop, driven by instinct, but the device remained on, powered by battery. 
 
    “Goddamn it!” His fingers reached for the power button to employ a forced shutdown but the writing flashing on the screen made him stop. 
 
    Hello 
 
    No more than half a second later, another line followed. 
 
    I found Anatoly for you 
 
    Raymond remained frozen, fingers hovering over the keyboard, unsure what to do with himself, whether to break the laptop into pieces or to wait and see what would happen. He made sure his camera was covered. Whoever it was could probably hear him. Someone had broken into his laptop, and they were attempting to communicate with him. Someone who knew about Anatoly. About Raymond himself. Someone who could cause a lot of damage. 
 
    The writing disappeared. 
 
    Write this down 
 
    For lack of a better idea, Ray snatched his phone and started recording the screen. 
 
    This message will be automatically deleted in the next 60 seconds 
 
    An address with full GPS coordinates flashed on the screen. Ray made sure it got caught on the video then quickly ripped a piece of paper and a pen and jotted it down for good measure. 
 
    We’re on the same side 
 
    Good luck 
 
    Then the window disappeared, and his laptop screen returned to normal, but that didn’t mean that whoever had been there a moment earlier wasn’t still listening in. 
 
    A chill ran down his spine as terror gripped him in its vice. He turned off the device then pulled the battery out of it, his mind galloping for explanations all the while dread loomed over him and any rational thought he could come up with. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Paul was frowning at the screen, checking the logs on the laptop, applying his hacker skills to it. “Did you plug anything into this recently?” 
 
    “I… might have.” Raymond frowned as he halted his pacing, cigarette suspended in his hand. Roman was leaning against the table across the room. They were in the flat Paul was hiding in and all of them had been a bundle of nerves ever since Raymond had shown up earlier that night. “Someone sent me an USB stick a few weeks back.” 
 
    Roman shot him a glance. “We should’ve thought about it back then.” 
 
    Ray grimaced. “I had bigger concerns on my mind, although the thought has occurred to me once or twice.” 
 
    “You guys suck,” Paul scoffed. “You’ve been hacked alright. When you accessed the USB, this little app got installed into the background allowing an opening. That’s how they got into your machine,” he pointed at something on the screen however even if Raymond’s IT skills were higher than average, he still did not possess knowledge of the intricacies of hacking. 
 
    “Can you follow the trail at all?” 
 
    “I could, but there’s nothing left of it. This guy’s good. He could’ve done anything with your laptop while he had control of it.” 
 
    “Could he have been listening in on me?” Ray asked, trying to think of all the moments he’d discussed anything important with the laptop in close proximity. Paul shrugged, the expression on his face telling. “Can you please make sure there’s nothing else compromised on it?” 
 
    “I will, but it’s going to take a while,” Paul said. 
 
    “That’s fine. I don’t need it.” A question occurred to him as he turned to Roman. What if whoever had been on the other side would try to reach him again? “Can I speak to you for a moment?” 
 
      
 
    Roman was shaking his head even before Ray could finish explaining. He was leaning against the wall in the cramped balcony outside of the bedroom, chewing on a cigarette, eyes absently checking for anything amiss ten stories down below. 
 
    Ray was facing him as he leaned against the rail, indulging into a much-needed smoke after a nerve-wracking evening. A part of him chided his carelesness, another part of him pondered whether he’d let the security aspect slide on purpose hoping that something would come out of it, yet another called him reckless and irrational and strangely it bore both Alex and Roman’s face and accent inside his head. 
 
    “This could be a trap,” Roman said. 
 
    Ray dragged his fingers through his beard, acknowledging the threat and its implications. The thought had occurred to him more than once on his drive over, in fact it ranked quite high among his suspicions. 
 
    “But what if it isn’t?”  
 
    “Are you really considering this?” 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out. I need to go there.” 
 
    “No,” Roman said. “It could be a ploy to get you trapped.” 
 
    “Or get me killed,” Raymond retorted, and they both stared at one another as that particular danger silenced them both. 
 
    They’d talked about this before, about the files, about the USB, about the man that homeless girl had claimed to have seen. Victor could not have sent him incriminating files, unless the man was testing his loyalty. Raymond figured Vitya would have been more direct though, this was too convoluted even for him, not to mention that Victor had had no prior knowledge of Raymond meeting with Anatoly or the fact Ray knew about Kirill’s real connection to him. 
 
    “I’ll go,” Roman said, flicking the butt of the cigarette over the balustrade. “Scout the area, see what’s happening. But it will have to wait, I need to attend a funeral first.” 
 
    Raymond frowned. “What happened?” 
 
    “My uncle died last night.” 
 
    “Your uncle?” Ray frowned, then the realisation came to him. “Alex’s stepfather?” 
 
    Roman nodded. “I spoke to him, he’s coming too.” 
 
    “Can you give me the details?” 
 
    Roman nodded, assessing him with a dark, brooding expression. Ray recalled Alex’s photo from earlier this evening, his sharp, arrogant expression in the photo he’d posted. Raymond sighed to himself, closing his eyes. Maybe it wasn’t attention seeking in the way Raymond had first thought about it. Maybe it was a cry for help instead. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 - Alex 
 
      
 
    The news of Aleksey’s passing came swift one late evening, the man succumbed to his cancer, one of many victims of their own making. It had come with a strange feeling; I can’t quite put my finger on it. After not having seen him for the past years and after that brief encounter, I was thinking that no news would get to me in the end, that I would not care, but in spite of all the hatred I’ve harboured for my father, or shall I say, stepfather, well… I only feel melancholy. 
 
    A certitude has now passed into memory. I was not fooling myself that we would sort things out in the end, far from it, although I suppose we always hold certain hopes in regard to things. Hopes better left unbothered because they only wound. 
 
    I button up the shirt, facing my own bleakness in the mirror, wanting to feel relieved, yet unable to feel anything but sadness. A part of me has looked up to him my entire life, all my issues stem from my upbringing, at the end of the day, shit or not, he was the only paternal figure I’d known for the past twenty years. In a way, I’m grateful it was him and not Vitya. Vitya, whom I’ll have to face at the funeral today in any case. That will be one sore reunion. 
 
    I grab my long black coat and drape it over my shoulders, turning fully into a crow apart from the bleached bits of my hair. Thank fuck it’s finally turning black, I don’t think I can stand it any longer, I’d rather shave my head. This whole identity crisis period has been getting to my nerves, I’m not even twenty yet and I’ve been through a full-blown existential crisis as the entire world has turned bonkers. Couldn’t be fucking happier. 
 
    I pick up the beanie then at the sight of the cold sun rays outside, I change my mind and drop it back on the rack. It’s March and the weather’s been getting steadily warmer, I’ll ditch my coat and winter jacket any time now. 
 
    I don’t have much to bring with me, I didn’t buy flowers, let alone write grandiose speeches about my late father. Fuck that shit, the priest will do enough talking for two millennia, we’ll have enough of that. Besides, I wouldn’t have anything nice to say other than thanking him for kicking me out of the house. 
 
    “Are you ready, young sir?” Felix asks in that weird way of his. He’s all spiced up too, sporting proper funeral attire. He needs to blend in, I couldn’t go anywhere without him after all. In spite of not talking to Ray, he’s been keeping his men around to protect me anyways. 
 
    “Do you get off on calling me young sir all the time?” I mumble as I follow him downstairs. 
 
    “I’m just being polite, young sir.” 
 
    “I think you’re just taking the piss.” Especially after I nearly stabbed him. He holds the car door open for me, I could swear I just caught a smile on the fucker’s face. 
 
    The ride to the cemetery only takes half an hour and it’s mostly due to the slow capital traffic, every idiot and their dog has a car nowadays, clogging the pavements left and right, green spaces replaced by parking lots instead to cope with demand, polluting the air at every corner they cut without proper signalling and causing crash after crash since just about anyone can get a licence nowadays — this place is a fucking mess. 
 
    There’s a crowd in front of the cemetery gates and I vaguely remember some faces here and there, people who used to live in the same building as us, so called friends and relatives of my mother and of course, parked not far from them, a couple of fine looking cars with Vitya’s men around it. The contrast is staggering when two worlds who couldn’t be any more different from each other clash together because of the most mundane thing: death. 
 
    I spot Vlad and Roman not far from the cemetery gates, standing at a fair distance from one another, Roman glaring at an amused Vlad. None of them has put it any effort to look anything but casual today, it’s like they’re two identical waterdrops wearing the same model of black cargos and slightly different versions of leather jackets over their T-shirts. Well, at least they’re dressed in black. 
 
    I stop next to Vlad, lifting an eyebrow. “Why are you shooting daggers at each other?” 
 
    “I’ve offended his sensibilities,” Vlad quips, his lips curling. He straightens my lapel, smiling down at me. “You look dashing, kitten.” 
 
    “It’s a funeral.” I stare at the two of them with a bit of disdain. 
 
    “I can’t compliment you at a funeral?” Vlad tilts his head, a vicious smile stretching his lips. 
 
    “You’re sick.” I smack his hand away and straighten up. Roman is watching us, leaning against a motorcycle, helmet next to him. I wasn’t aware of him owning a bike, but I suppose it fits. I couldn’t see him getting cosy in the front seat of a family car either. I approach him, and inevitably Vlad follows. “What’s gotten your panties in a twist?” 
 
    “Does he need a reason?” Vlad smirks, placing his hands on my arms. I shrug him off without hesitating. Roman looks disgusted. 
 
    “I didn’t know you ride a bike,” I comment. 
 
    “You don’t know a lot of things,” Roman says. So, we’re back to business as usual, we can carry on hating each other without issues. Roman picks out a cigarette straight from his pack. With his mouth. Once a chimp, always a chimp. 
 
    “Have you seen Ray?” 
 
    “Do I look like his secretary?” 
 
    “Look at that, he’s gotten some bite in him!” Vlad quips. “Stop being so melodramatic all the time.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and step to the side, pulling out a cigarette for myself. 
 
    “Look at you two moping away, I can tell you’re related.” 
 
    Both me and Roman shoot Vlad a look, then inevitably glance at each other. Something passes between us, I suppose we find ourselves on common ground in what Vlad’s concerned right now. I wish he could keep his mouth shut for once. 
 
    “I ain’t in the mood for this shit,” I say, puffing from my cancer stick. 
 
    “This was the man who’s raised you since you were a kid?” Vlad nods towards the cemetery as if that says all there is about it. 
 
    I shake my head, not in the mood to dive into my family history with these two around me. Luckily, we don’t have to wait long. The hearse finally veers at the corner and stops in front of the cemetery, then the entire procession follows the coffin and shit while they take it into the church. It’s the time for a long litany of Amens and Hallelujahs combined with dancing around the coffin and kissing a dead man, because fuck you, that’s why, it’s Romania. What the fuck did you expect? 
 
    The thought of it alone disgusts me, there’s nothing enticing in walking in there to watch how a bunch of deity worshipping numbskulls subject themselves to twisted traditions borne out of fear, conspiracies and most importantly, stupidity. 
 
    To my eternal disbelief, Roman joins Victor and my mother inside, while I prefer to stay outside the church and chain smoke like my favourite being in the world. I exchange no more words with Vlad and pretty much stay in my own head where it’s fucked up but at least comfortable. 
 
    Once the hour long ritual ends, they bring out the coffin and everyone trails behind it as we take a long trek through the interminable rows of graves splayed behind the church where the priest prepares for another backwater ritual as is the case with every funeral and tradition in this country, splashing wine and oil and what the fuck not over the casket as if the poor fucker in it still gives a shit about it. 
 
    I’m so engrossed by the display of idiocy in front of me that I don’t pay attention to the shuffling taking place around me until I look to my right and he’s suddenly there, back straight, imposing, dressed in a suit, shirt and a dark grey overcoat, right arm still in a sling, although given my shoddy math, he should be taking it off anytime now. He takes off the pair of silver sunglasses and folds it away into his inner coat pocket. He looks so tired, almost like somebody hit him with a brick but at the same time he exudes authority. 
 
    He meets my eyes, holds my gaze so steadily that I nearly burst into tears because of the overwhelming feelings crashing inside of me, then his left hand finds mine, his warm fingers entwined with mine. My stomach does a painful backflip. I squeeze his hand in return, reining in the tears, looking back at the casket and its permanent resident instead. 
 
    Ray’s here. It’s going to be okay. 
 
    Victor watches us from the other side of the grave, something akin to pure evil on his face, holding an arm over my mom’s shoulders, who’s wailing her eyes out as if the loss is incommensurable. He’s shooting daggers at Ray, which makes me wonder if anything else has happened since they last clashed. It wouldn’t surprise me much if it had. As if the rest wouldn’t be enough. As if it wouldn’t be enough that now he’ll be watching Ray, suspecting him, seeking to find out what else he might know all the while playing the victim. 
 
    I don’t miss the whispering and curious looks observing me and Raymond, but the brooding man standing at my side doesn’t seem to give a damn about the gossipers, and I can’t be fucking bothered either. 
 
    Vlad remains solemn at my left side, throwing me a sideways glance which is far too amused for the setting we find ourselves in. I don’t miss Ray’s cutting gaze either as he stares back at Vlad with a challenging glint in his eyes. 
 
    I sigh internally, wondering how I ended up between them two. I’d rather just join Roman standing on Ray’s other side, who’s at least looking as though he’s minding his own business, eyes set on the grave in a quiet solemnity, almost reverent towards the man he’d called uncle. Wish I could muster something like that. 
 
    I can’t help but look up at Vitya who’s staring has only gotten more intense. This split is interesting nevertheless, I was expecting that Vlad would at least be there with him, but he’s chosen to stand next to me instead. It only shows there’s been a clear division and I can’t tell if Vitya’s looking at me and Roman with even more hate than he reserves for Ray or not. I might as well be imagining the entire thing. 
 
    It takes another half an hour until the priest finally shuts his mouth and invites the family members to throw a fistful of soil over the casket. I don’t want to, but a part of me shuffles forward and Ray lets go of me for a moment as I sink my left hand into the soft earth. I reach the edge of the grave, staring down at the polished mahogany reflecting a blurred image of me as I stand there. I don’t feel like crying, there’s no tears for me to shed over this, but it’s the end of something in me. 
 
    “Alex.” 
 
    I must’ve sat there for longer than I should, for when Ray’s hand lands on my back, I become aware of the furtive glances and whispering. I open my fist and let go of the crumpled mud, it thuds loudly on the casket below, resounding of emptiness, the portrayal of a body about to turn hollow. 
 
    I wipe my hand on the side of my coat as Ray steers me back to where we stood, arm over my shoulders keeping me close to his body, sheltered. 
 
    I close my eyes for no more than two seconds, I’m only allowed peace in spurts as if it’s in high demand. The rat-ta-ta-ta-ta-ta of gunfire dampens all of the whispering around us, the priest and his rambling, my mother’s neighbours and their furtive looking. 
 
    “Get down!” 
 
    A body slams into me and Ray, pressing us down against the back of a gravestone as the gunfire erupts in quick succession. Ray’s got his left arm around me from one side, his back against the masonry, while Vlad’s squishing me against Ray from the other side. 
 
    The bullets chip away at the marble and stone crosses, embedding into the ground, wood, and fresh soil excavated from the open grave as people scream and run out of their way. 
 
    I shake away from my daze, albeit the implications of what’s going on are still a bit slow to come to me. 
 
    “Shit!” I shout, hunching down. Ray’s one-armed hold tightens against me, as Vlad’s arm is covering both our heads, forcing us to lay low. 
 
    “Ward, you got him?” Vlad shouts in my ear. 
 
    “Go! Just go!” Ray screams back, squishing me closer to his body. Vlad jolts me before his weight disappears, then loud gunshots blast above my head. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    It feels like the end of the world and strangely enough, dying in Ray’s arms doesn’t sound like such a bad idea. 
 
    Ray shoves me to the side, covering me with his body. “RUN! STAY LOW!” 
 
    He doesn’t have to tell me twice. I take cover behind another gravestone, going for the opposite direction of the ambush. They came from the alley on the main road so there’s no going back towards that, the only way is forward, deeper into the cemetery. 
 
    The rows of graves line each side, with small inner alleys leading into the depths of the cemetery, isolated mausoleums peppered in between the ledgers and vertical stones, with no uniformity or aesthetic to it, the resting place of the dead is adorned to mirror how deep or empty one’s pockets might be. And it so happens that this is a blessing in disguise for us right now, otherwise there’d be no place to hide. 
 
    I make my way towards one of the mausoleums and crouch down with my back against the wall, waiting for Ray who’s remained behind a headstone across the alley. 
 
    I chance a look around the corner but all I see now are men hiding and shooting each other, masked men appearing here and there while Vitya’s group fights them off. There’s no sign of Roman or Vlad. I don’t see Felix or Marian. I don’t see anyone that I recognise. 
 
    Ray rushes to me, pressing his back against the wall, breathing hard. At some point he’s removed his sling, it must’ve been impeding his movements. 
 
    “Are you alright?” he says. 
 
    “I’m okay.” 
 
    His temples are drenched in sweat, but his eyes are alert, narrowing as they search for safety. 
 
    “We’ve got to move,” he gasps, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “Stay low.” 
 
    I take another peek at the place we left, but I can’t see much other than glimpses here and there. The height difference in headstones and the random mausoleums don’t offer much visibility, but there’s enough shouts and screams to get an idea of the carnage behind. 
 
    “Go that way,” Ray whispers. “Down that path,” he points in front of us and to the left. “There’s got to be a fence there. We can reach the street.” 
 
    “Okay.” I advance, making sure I pick only sturdy graves or marble stones behind which we can hide. They’re enough to stop a bullet. I don’t get too far though. About halfway I stop, hindered by the voices. 
 
    I put one knee on the ground, leaning with my palms against the cold soil, glued on my right to a vault. I force my breath under control, exhaling quietly through my mouth. 
 
    “… can’t kill him! Boss wants him alive!” 
 
    “But Stefan said to kill him!” 
 
    “Sergei will have our heads for it!” 
 
    I retreat slowly, chancing a look over my shoulder. Two graves separate me from Ray. I shake my head as he signals me to come back. There’s no way of getting out without drawing attention to us. 
 
    I turn my eyes on the lit candles leaning against the grave to my left. I grab the biggest of them which looks like it’s burnt about half, filled with near-clear hot liquid. 
 
    I prop my feet into the ground, holding the candle with my left hand and reach for the switchblade I’ve taken to carrying in my boot. Bogo’s switchblade, his soul watching over me from the afterlife, here to seek vengeance. 
 
    I still, tenser than I’ve ever been in my entire life, my muscles coiled and ready to fight, the plastic of the candle hot in my hand but ignoring the discomfort, I keep my eyes forward and wait. 
 
    “Sergei doesn’t order me!” 
 
    “Shut up and keep looking!” 
 
    I take a deep breath, listening to the crunching footsteps closing in. It sounds like there’s two of them. But there could be more. Ray can’t fight them. Not in his state. Not alone anyway. 
 
    The moment a boot appears near the gravestone, I spring up and throw the molten wax in the man’s face, who’s mostly covered bar for his eyes which take the full impact. He screams the most horrible sound I’ve heard, bringing both his hands up at the same time, dropping the weapon he was holding. 
 
    “ALEX!” 
 
    I barrel into him shoulder-first and we both crash through a knee-high wooden fence corralling a gravestone. I fall next to him as he shrieks on the ground, peeling at his face. I turn just in time to see Ray engaged in fight with two men, back against the stone fence surrounding the cemetery. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    I break into a run, skipping over the graves in my way, using a ledger as a stepping stone to propel myself closer. 
 
    I grab one of the men corralling Ray by the hair and pull his head back, bringing down the knife in the side of his throat. I stab in quick succession, screaming as I drag him away from Ray. A spurt of blood arches high through the air, spraying over my face as I pull the man back and toss him to the ground. 
 
    I jump at the other attacker, but he slams the side of his fist in my face before I can get any closer. I stumble backwards over a gravestone, nearly impaling myself with the switchblade as I fall. 
 
    I crash to the ground, gaining several new bruises on my back, a bit hazy and disoriented as I try to make sense of my surroundings. 
 
    Ray’s keeping a low fighting stance, having put distance between him and his attacker, his nose busted and bleeding. His attacker’s face is bare, the improvised balaclava hanging limply around his neck. 
 
    He crashes into Ray and Ray lets him, slamming back against the wall with a grunt, wrapping both his arms around the man’s torso and kneeing him in the abdomen. 
 
    I’m ready to go help him when I spot the guy I’ve knocked down earlier approaching, his eyes red and teary, wax peeling off his skin, resembling a mummy. 
 
    “Shit. Shit!” 
 
    I slam my palm against the ground and push myself up, growling, holding the blade handle tight in my fist. Now I’m angry. I’m so fucking angry. I’ll kill them all. I’ll kill everyone in my path. No one’s leaving this cemetery alive. 
 
    Oh. The irony. 
 
    The man halts in the middle of the alley and stares at me, a sturdy block of muscle and bones, but the sight of him doesn’t scare me. If anything, it spurs me on. I snarl, baring my teeth as though I’m an animal. I feel like one. 
 
    I couldn’t even bury my fucking father in peace. I couldn’t even have a normal funeral without someone trying to fuck it up. I can’t even have a second of fucking peace to mourn someone I’ve hated since I was a kid? I can’t even get that? But what the fuck am I? Cursed, or what? 
 
    I take a stance like Vlad’s shown me, waiting for him to approach. Come on. Come at me. That’s it. 
 
    “Ready to die?” I say through my teeth. 
 
    The man lurches at me. I step back, toying with him, then we clash in earnest, crashing into the graves, trampling flowers and candles under our boots, sharing punches and kicks until he goes down and I inevitably put so many stab wounds in him that he’s turned into a sieve. 
 
    His eyes are open wide, an eerie gargling sound rumbling in his throat. That’s the end of him. The last of his breaths. 
 
    I’m still straddling him, but even as he succumbs, I don’t dare move. I take my time, draw my breath, tilt my head back and feel the wind on my face, enjoying a wee moment of stillness before my mind will once again start questioning its path through this life. 
 
    It’s dangerous, that moment. It is. It makes me feel at peace. Really dangerous. 
 
    I don’t get the time to enjoy it though as three gunshots resound from nearby, loud and jarring. That’s enough to pull me out of the macabre reverie I’d fallen into. 
 
    “Ray.” 
 
    I scramble to my feet and run among the tombstones, heart racing. I’ve lost sight of him. I didn’t realize how far we’d gotten during the fight. 
 
    “Ray!” 
 
    I run back where I left him, any thought of hiding gone from my mind. I halt in plain view, staring in the distance. At the end of the alley near the stone fence, there’s two bodies on the ground. I recognise Ray’s grey overcoat underneath the man lying prone on top of him. 
 
    He’s got to be alright. 
 
    I blink away the dizziness. 
 
    He’s got to be alright. 
 
    Then why isn’t he moving? 
 
    “Oh, God.” 
 
    Not this again. 
 
    “Oh, God. No.” 
 
    No. No. No. No. 
 
    “RAAAAAAAAAY!” 
 
    I break into the longest run of my life, held together by frail hopes. I reach him, shoving the attacker away from Ray. The body rolls, unmoving, slumping to the side, revealing Ray who’s lying on his back, blood on his face, mouth parted, grey-blue eyes open staring into the sky, the gun pressed against his chest, finger in the trigger well. 
 
    “Ray?” 
 
    I kneel next to him, my hands shaking, roaming over the blood stains on his chest. 
 
    “Ray? Ray!” I cup his face, breathless. “Raymond?” He’s not breathing. “Raymond!” 
 
    I pull his hand down and it falls limply to his side, he’s not sketching any move, he’s not blinking. His chest is not rising. 
 
    “Don’t do this to me again. Please. Don’t do this to me.” 
 
    I grab his face, shaking. 
 
    “Wake up. Wake up! Don’t be dead. Please. Don’t be dead! Ray? WAKE UP. Ray! WAKE UP!” 
 
    I rip his shirt, but there’s no wounds on him. I put my ear down on his chest but there’s no heartbeat. 
 
    I’m going to die. Oh God. This is how I die. 
 
    “H-help me.” 
 
    I stare around me at the rows of graves, no human in sight. I sob, then slap my own face so hard I worsen my nosebleed. I put my shaking hands together and place them on his chest, his open eyes haunting me. 
 
    I don’t know what I’m doing. I’ve never given CPR to a person before. I’ve seen it done but I’ve got no idea what the hell I’m doing. I keep at it for a while, but it can’t be more than just a couple of seconds until I lose my shit and end up slamming my fist into his chest in despair. Once. Twice. Ray inhales abruptly, coughing right away, his eyes widening as he sputters. 
 
    I grab his shoulders and help him on his side as he regains his breath. I can feel his coiled muscles underneath my hands, his entire body wracked by tremors. He draws a wheezy breath and stares straight at the dead body next to us, a pained grimace on his face. 
 
    “Can you get up?” 
 
    Ray’s eyes shift towards me, staring at me and me only as he holds a hand over his chest. 
 
    “Get up,” I whisper. I don’t know what happened, my mind even refuses to process, but all I know is that the dread in me is like nothing I’ve felt before and I can’t contain it. 
 
    Ray pushes himself on his elbow and I help him sit up. He growls in pain, leaning against me. I sink my fingers into his hair, grabbing his nape, hugging him, shaking badly. 
 
    “I’m alright,” he croaks, grimacing. 
 
    “Don’t do this to me,” I whisper. “Don’t do this to me.” 
 
    “Aleksandr.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Don’t do this to me again.” 
 
    “Alex,” he says, his voice rough. He squeezes my hand. 
 
    “You were dead.” 
 
    “It’s not the time, love. Come on.” 
 
    I’m wracked by a sob. “Ray, you died.” 
 
    “Alex. Hey. Alex. Look at me.” He cups my face, pressing his forehead to mine. “Look at me. Pull yourself together. You need to breathe. We can’t stay here, alright?” 
 
    I nod shakily, breathing hard, feeling like suffocating. I’m biting my lip so hard that I draw blood. I feel the flesh splitting under my teeth. 
 
    “No. Alex. Stop it.” Ray wipes my mouth with the back of his hand. I draw in another ragged breath and stare him in the eyes. “That’s it. You can do this.” 
 
    I don’t understand what’s happening, but my body is filled with adrenaline and automatically carries me through the motions. 
 
    I pull myself up and help Ray stand up next to me. He picks the discarded gun from the ground but there’s no one else coming. I help him hop along. 
 
    Ray’s head swivels left and right as he pays close attention to everything around us. He touches his left ear with a scowl, as though it pains him. “Can you hear anything?” 
 
    I shake my head. “It’s stopped.” 
 
    We hobble towards safety behind a mausoleum. Ray sits on the edge of a raised grave. He wipes his face and stares down at the blood on his shaky hand. 
 
    I crouch in front of him, taking him all in, making sure he’s not hurt anywhere else. 
 
    “Do you have your phone?” 
 
    I pat my pockets but I’m drawing a blank. I scan the ground around me for clues. 
 
    “I think I lost it,” I reply anaemically.  
 
    “Check my pocket,” he says, holding onto the gun with his left hand, eyes trained on our surroundings. I pull out his phone. “Call Rimma.” 
 
    I do as he says, but no luck. “He ain’t picking up.” 
 
    “Marian?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Felix either.” 
 
    “That’s alright,” Ray says. “We’ll stay here for a bit.” 
 
    I look up at him, taking in his features, the new wounds on his face. His heart stopped. It wasn’t beating. He was dead. Is he hurt? What if he’s dying as we speak? I don’t understand how he’s still standing. 
 
    “You’re bleeding.” 
 
    “I know,” he replies. 
 
    I fish out a pack of tissues from one of my pockets. I grab one out and reach for Ray. I stave off the blood coming out of the corner of his eyebrow. The blood seeps through the tissue in a flowery crimson pattern, bright and jarring. My fingers shake as I keep the tissue in place, I’m so close to him that I can feel his breath on my face. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Ray asks softly. 
 
    I whimper, the sound of his voice soothing. “Your… Heart stopped. We should call an ambulance.” 
 
    “Look at me. I’m fine.” 
 
    I lean with my forehead against his cheek, a soft sound like a mewl coming out of me. I’m pathetic. 
 
    Ray brings his hand to my nape, holding me close. “I need you to be strong for me,” he whispers. “Just for a little bit.” 
 
    I nod, forcing myself to keep it together when my mind only wants to fall apart. I can tell I’m slipping into oblivion and Ray’s presence is the only thing keeping me tethered right now. The thought of losing him is too much to deal with. 
 
    Something creaks behind us, and I twist, pulling out the switchblade with my free hand, a feral growling in my throat as I scan for signs of anyone approaching. I’ll kill anyone coming closer. I’ll kill anyone coming close to him. I’ll end them with my own hands, even if it’s the last thing I do. 
 
    Ray pulls me back, stroking my arm. “It’s just a scared cat. It’s alright,” he reassures me. 
 
    The sight of a ragged tail disappears around a grave. No one else is coming. 
 
    I pocket the blade and turn back to Ray, unable to meet his eyes, feeling brittle and foolish. 
 
    Once it becomes clear that we’re in no danger of being attacked again, we rest back against the mausoleum wall, sat next to each other, Ray on my left side, surrounded by the silence of graves. 
 
    There’s distant sounds of sirens, and perhaps a telling scream here and there, but they’re too far from us to care. We stay there for a while, just to make sure everything’s over. 
 
    “Do you have a cigarette?” 
 
    I pull out my crumpled pack of cigs and light him a stick. Ray looks at me. I hold the cigarette for him as he leans over and takes a smoke, then rests back with his head against the wall. 
 
    “The sky’s clear,” he says. He sounds at peace. The calm of his voice is making me distressed. “Look,” he points. 
 
    I stare up at the crystal blue mirror above us, fluffy white clouds drifting nonchalantly and impervious to our scrutiny. The smoke prickles my lungs as I squint up at the sky. 
 
    “It looks like a boot,” he comments. 
 
    I’m this close to asking him if he’s lost his mind. Maybe the oxygen deprivation killed some of his brain cells. 
 
    Ray reaches for my hand and I’m grateful. He’s warm, and still alive. An anchor in a sea of turbulent despair, but I’m at a loss for words. 
 
    “Hmmm. Perhaps a monkey?” he frowns, not tearing his eyes from the shapes floating above. He squeezes my hand, turning his eyes on me, a soft smile on his lips. “We’ll be alright,” he says. 
 
    Of all the goddamn places we could have a peaceful moment, and it had to be this. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 – Alex 
 
      
 
    I close my eyes and listen to Ray quarreling with Roman and Vlad, but I don’t know how he’s got the energy for it. I guess nearly dying is a good booster. 
 
    We spent nearly an hour in the cemetery by ourselves, caked in blood, waiting for someone to find us, and when someone finally did, the only thing I could do was to ask for an ambulance for Ray. He wasn’t feeling sick though, he only claimed to be in pain, but they did take him for a check-up upon hearing his heart had stopped. They ran some tests at the hospital, but they couldn’t find anything wrong. Ray had told them he'd been hit in the chest and felt his heart beat fast right before he’d shot the attacker, then he’d been unable to breathe and lost his consciousness right before I found him. If I hadn’t been there… If no one had been there, then… 
 
    The doctors called him lucky, explaining that everything that had happened including the steps I’d taken to resuscitate him had been nothing but a stroke of luck. Commotio Cordis, that’s what they called it. The chances of it happening require the planets to line up and provided you’re screwed enough by life, then there’s your slim chance of pulling a ticket to a quick death. 
 
    I don’t know whether to call it fate or not, but in a way it feels like it. If I hadn’t been there today. Or if he hadn’t… to save one another. Then who knows what might’ve happened. 
 
    “Well, if Victor hadn’t caused a stir, then maybe this would be different.” 
 
    “Calm down, Luchik. We’re all good, aren’t we? It’s been a great afternoon. That’s how you put fun in funeral,” Vlad says. 
 
    “Won’t it be better if you leave town?” Roman says. Silence. “The both of you, until we find Dumitrescu.” 
 
    “That’s not a bad idea,” Vlad chips in. 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” Raymond replies. 
 
    I open my eyes and stare into the fireplace, sagging on the sofa, simmering in my juices. 
 
    “Is the end of the world coming?” They’re all silent. I look over my shoulder at them, scattered across the room. “You’re all in agreement,” I clarify. 
 
    I catch Ray’s gaze and I don’t look away, I merely stare. I stare at those icy eyes, so afraid of seeing them frozen like earlier again. I scowl with the hurt and retreat back into my cocoon, haunted by a chill, wishing those flames in the fireplace could engulf me because I feel so depraved on the inside that it’s hard to deal with it. 
 
    The house we’re in belongs to Nolan Ward, or in other terms it’s Ray’s. I have no recollection of how we got here, all I know is that I came back in the same car as Ray and the next thing I remember is that we were both getting off in front of the huge house. It’s bigger than Vitya’s illustrious villa and headquarters, certainly big enough to accommodate a family of ten with rooms to spare. Easily. It’s a fucking mammoth from the medieval ages. 
 
    I wish we’d had some time alone but before I could even sketch a thought, both Vlad and Roman had shown up. Roman came back in one piece on his bike, followed shortly by Vlad’s battered vehicle — the type of sports car which went out of fashion a century ago or thereabouts when I wasn’t even conceived. Vlad calls it a vintage car. I call it junk, because that’s what it is. But hey, at least he rides in style. 
 
    So, after winding down corridors, and cleaning ourselves, we ended up in this room, the ceiling so high above my head that my voice would probably echo, equipped with a candelabra and even a massive, fire-roaring chimney. 
 
    And because of a bone-deep lethargy, instead of turning into a little wide-eyed kid who can’t believe his eyes, searching every corner of the room to get familiarised with it, I simply crashed on the couch, and I’ve been listening to them bickering ever since. To be honest, I’m a little taken aback that Ray and Vlad are in the same room without killing each other, but you know… priorities, I guess. 
 
    Vlad plops down next to me, punching my arm lightly. “All good, kotik?” 
 
    I glance sideways at Ray, staring at us with dark eyes before he looks away. 
 
    “Am I upsetting prince charming over there?” 
 
    Ray pretends not to hear him, but I know he does. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll get him for you,” Vlad reassures me. As if catching Stefan right now would do anything. It won’t erase that image of Ray not breathing from my head. Vlad nudges me. “Remember what I told you?” he points his chin at Ray. 
 
    Indeed, I wonder what today was about and why Ray showed up at the funeral, since last time we met I was a bit too preoccupied with vandalizing his car. I just nod though, not willing to engage in conversation with Vlad. 
 
    “You owe me a beer,” he winks and elbows me playfully. 
 
    “How about you actually contribute?” Roman snarls from somewhere behind us. 
 
    Vlad flips him off, raising his hand above the backrest. “My kitten here is upset, can’t you see? I nearly took a bullet for him today and he won’t even talk to me.” 
 
    “Go fuck yourself,” I mumble. 
 
    “There’s my gratitude.” Vlad pokes my cheek. I slap his hand. 
 
    “Let him be,” Ray grits. 
 
    “Ohhh…” Vlad perks up, grinning. “Look at him, Sasha. He’s about to jump at me.”  
 
    I roll my eyes and finally push myself up, only to sit down in front of the fire, away from them. I extend my hands, feeling the heat, the logs crackling loudly, reminiscent of a mountain cabin, a discreet smell of wood and smoke in the air. 
 
    “How can I help, sir?” A middle-aged man appears out of nowhere, startling me with his presence. He’s dressed in semi-formal attire, wearing a vest over a cotton shirt, smart trousers, a pleasant smile on his face. And he sounds very much British. 
 
    “Make us some food, Thomas.” No sooner does Ray speak than the man vanishes again through a side door I hadn’t even noticed. 
 
    I turn a critical eye on Ray, a quip boiling on the tip of my tongue, dying to fly out. A butler, really? It seems to say, but I don’t have enough energy to let it out. Luckily, I’m not the only idiot in the room today. 
 
    “My, Luchik. Your wealth doesn’t cease to amaze.” 
 
    “Who invited you over?” 
 
    “Why, I invited myself,” Vlad says, smiling at Ray. “I sure hope you don’t mind. I’m here with… Alex.” 
 
    I groan. I swear that’s the first time he’s called me by my normal name, and I know why he’s doing it. 
 
    “Shall we get down to business, then?” Vlad presses. “What are we going to do about this Dumitrescu?” 
 
    “There isn’t much to do,” Ray declares. “I’m unable to get involved.” 
 
    “Fine, then Rimma and I should do something,” Vlad says. 
 
    Roman scoffs. “Why am I being dragged into this?” 
 
    I look for my cigarettes, unwilling to get between the three steeds, it’s not like they’ll listen to me. I take a virtual look around the place though, in need of something to distract me. 
 
    The windows are massive, the couches expensive, the rug underneath my arse soft and comfortable. There’s shelves on the walls, and a large plasma TV, armchairs and what not, this is… one rich place. I steal a glance of Ray, who’s only half paying attention to Vlad and Roman’s bickering and is instead staring at me. 
 
    “It’s clear that Vitya won’t get directly involved,” Roman says, following my example and pulling out a pack of cigs. “Even though today’s attempt seems to have targeted him directly.” 
 
    “We don’t know that for sure,” Raymond states. 
 
    “He seemed to be convinced of it,” Vlad declares. 
 
    “Why should I believe any word coming out of your mouth?” 
 
    “We’ve got… common interests,” Vlad smiles. 
 
    I’m right here. Right here. And they’re talking about me as if I’m blind, deaf or not human altogether. Objectifying, isn’t that what it’s called? 
 
    “Either if the attack today was aimed at your majesty or not, Ward, this was an outright declaration of war aimed at Victor as well. Everyone knew he’d be at the cemetery.” 
 
    “It sounds like you’re not completely useless,” Roman says as he strikes his lighter. 
 
    “Why, dear brother, thank you very much.” 
 
    Raymond stares at the two of them without moving an inch from where he stands leaning against the table, sipping from a glass of water. “Even if he does get involved, he’ll only be pursuing his own interest, as always.” 
 
    “Is that bitterness I sniff on you, Ward?” Vlad grins. “I bet you’re dying to tell me to go fuck myself. And I would,” Vlad sighs, with a longing stare. “But it’s more convenient when others help. Right, kitten?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t fuck you even if you paid me. And everyone knows I’ve fucked for less.” 
 
    Roman snorts. Vlad gasps theatrically. “You didn’t just rip my heart to shreds, kitten.” 
 
    “How old are you, mate?” 
 
    “I’ll have you know my heart is young. The very one you just destroyed.” Vlad graces me with a sardonic smile. He winks at me again. “You trained him well, Luchik. He’d rather crush my balls than lick them.” 
 
    I toss the cigarette pack at him and he just dodges. “Can’t you just shut the fuck up!” I snap. Vlad throws the pack right back at me. Ray has an unimpressed affectation about him, but I don’t miss his sharp glance, the way his jaw tightens. 
 
    “In any case,” Vlad smirks. “All in favour to take his head?” 
 
    “Da,” Roman says around the cigarette. 
 
    Ray grunts, arms crossed on his chest, holding the water glass in one hand. 
 
    Vlad turns to me last. I nod too. It’s not like there’s anything else I could have said. 
 
    “I’m curious by nature, so indulge me,” Vlad says. “But why haven’t you sent this muppet here to get rid of the pimp before?” he points at Roman as he addresses Ray. “He’s more than adequate.” 
 
    “Is that any of your concern?” Raymond grunts. 
 
    “Ah, Luchik! You’re such a soft-hearted individual. Then, I guess we have one choice only. I’ll get rid of the sleaze ball. All in agreement?” 
 
    “I’ll help,” Roman says. 
 
    “You’ve got other things to concern yourself with,” Ray retorts sharply, exchanging an intense gaze with Roman. Nobody in the room misses that, that’s for sure. He then turns to Vlad. “On what condition?” Ray asks, ever the diplomat. 
 
    “None,” Vlad smiles. “I’m not doing it for you.” He looks at me heatedly. 
 
    Roman scoffs and shakes his head. Ray remains silent. 
 
    “I just need some resources, daddy Vitya’s been… cold lately,” Vlad keeps smiling. 
 
    “They’ve got a Temnota arsenal, and access to explosives as we’ve seen so far. They’ve been pulling strings with the police,” Ray says. “I’m not exactly a fan favourite at the moment. I can only provide financial support. And perhaps a location.” 
 
    “At your service,” Vlad grins evilish, bowing mockingly in front of Ray. “Well, then, my royal kitten, do you want me to take you home?” 
 
    “I’ll manage.” 
 
    Vlad dramatically places a hand over his chest. “That’s twice in a row. Fine, then. Remain here with your knight in shining sling,” he bows again, with a chuckle. “Keep me posted, Luchik dear. I’ll show myself out,” he throws over his shoulder. 
 
    Ray turns to me like an automaton, a cross twitch between his eyebrows, he looks ready to explode. I stay put, then in a childish move, I turn back to the fireplace, legs crossed beneath me, smoking silently. That accusatory glance seems to blame me for Vlad’s presence. Either way, I’m not in the mood to fight him. Not after what happened today. I don’t think I want to fight him ever again. 
 
      
 
    Loud trots enter the room shortly after with a cheerful shout. “Uncle Limma,” the child screams and runs straight to Roman only to narrowly avoid him at the last minute when he sees me. “AH-LES!” 
 
    I flick the cigarette into the fireplace as the tiny tank runs towards me at full speed, throwing his arms forward. I turn and grab him, he knocks me back on the floor and we both laugh, his arms around my neck. 
 
    “Ah-les, Ah-les!” 
 
    I sit up with him as his spindly arms squish me. 
 
    “It’s Alex,” Raymond says. 
 
    “You like him more than me?” Roman mumbles, a grumpy look on his face. Nicky twists in my arms, forgetting all about me and jumps to Roman, holding onto his leg, giggling. Roman picks him up in his arms. “You like him more, Nicky?” he tickles him and Nicky laughs. 
 
    “Ah-lex plays with me.” 
 
    “And I don’t? Who’s going to do the plane with you then?” 
 
    “PLANE! PLANE!” Nicky shouts. 
 
    I smile weakly and get up, looking for my coat. “I should probably leave.” 
 
    Ray catches my arm, all seriousness oozing from him. “What are you on about? You’re staying here until this is being dealt with.” 
 
    I stare up at him. “You sure?” 
 
    “There’s plenty of rooms. I am sure.” 
 
    I smile weakly. “Of course. Yeah, okay.” 
 
      
 
    I’ve ended up in a guest bedroom facing his for some reason, not sure if it’s been done on purpose or not. After a late dinner at which even Roman attended, the butler got put in charge of looking after Nicky, while Ray and Roman retreated for a private discussion and predictably, I was sent to my room like a good child. Not that I give a damn about any of it, I was actually looking forward to puking my guts and taking a shower. My days, the en-suite bathroom did not disappoint me. I thought Ray’s penthouse was luxurious, but this is some kingly shite right here. 
 
    In any case, after I put on the oversized clothes Ray’s so kindly lent me, I finally hit the bed, but I found myself staring at nothing in particular whilst my mind insisted on giving me a hard time. It’s inevitable after a funeral, one is both too numb and too emotional at the same time, a weird combination hard to describe, yet no less genuine. It’s indeed an experience to die for. 
 
    After a long time of staring and a bit of eye resting, I sit up on the bed, heart hammering, unable to remember the faint remnants of the dream. I was scared though, more scared than I’ve been in my entire life. 
 
    I check the time, just a little past nine in the evening. I open the door gently and hear Ray and the kid’s voice from the other room. 
 
    “It’s time to get to sleep, Nicko.” 
 
    “… one mole thing.” 
 
    “No. My head hurts, please get ready to sleep.” 
 
    The kid replies something to that in his high pitched squeal, but I don’t catch it. 
 
    I knock on the door, there’s a long pause, then Ray’s voice on the other side. “Come in.” 
 
    I don’t get to enter properly when Nicky jumps at me, “Ah-lex! Ah-lex! Look,” he thrusts a figurine at me, grinning. 
 
    “Aww, you made this?” 
 
    “Yisss, I show you mole, come.” Nicky grabs my hand and drags me to a single bed glued next to the wall which is covered in colourful sheets. Apparently, he’s sleeping in the same room as Ray. A bit of an odd choice, but given how big this house is, I can understand why Ray would choose to keep him close. 
 
    “Nicky,” Ray says, a warning in his voice. He’s sat on the edge of the bed, holding his forehead, nearly despairing. The boy stops, pouting. 
 
    I lean towards him. “Listen, I think daddy is a bit tired, and I am too. Why don’t you show me tomorrow? I promise that I’ll play with you then, okay?” Instant smile on his face. “Come on, don’t you need to brush your teeth?” Nicky drops the toy in the pile next to his bed and drags me in the opposite direction, towards the bathroom. 
 
    Ray looks ready to get up, but I make a hand gesture and tell him to sit down. He looks like he needs the rest, and I’m still worried for him, no matter what the doctor said. Someone’s supposed to keep an eye on him, at least until tomorrow. 
 
    Nicky drags a tiny chair in front of the sink and steps on it with conviction so that he can see himself in the mirror. 
 
    “Which one is yours, this one?” I point at a colourful toothbrush. “And you use this toothpaste?” 
 
    He nods, poking his tongue out. “Now you add a blop on it,” he instructs me. “Daddy don’t let me do it, he says I do much on it.” 
 
    “Too much, ha?” I chuckle and prepare his brush, then watch him as he brushes his teeth. “On the inside as well.” He listens carefully and his little face tenses with concentration. “Okay, now you spit it out.” 
 
    I turn on the tap for him and he proceeds to rinse his mouth. When he’s done, he looks at me in a proud manner. 
 
    “Yeah, good job. That’s good,” I praise him and hand him a towel to dry his face. “Oh, hold on, you got some on your nose.” I clean the toothpaste from the tip of his nose then help him get down. “There, like new. Bedtime now.” 
 
    I don’t know when I’ve turned so nice, all I know is that Nicky is one innocent party into all of this mess, and I wouldn’t wish to see him suffer because of it. He deserves better than that. It hurts to think of him growing up without Ray… if anything happened… 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    The kid runs out of the bathroom, jumps in Ray’s bed, hugs him and pecks his cheek. Ray smiles faintly. Then he comes back to me and hugs me and pecks my cheek too before he jumps into his bed. 
 
    “Stoly?” 
 
    “Not tonight, Nicko.” Ray says. 
 
    “But I wants—” 
 
    “I’m tired, buddy.” Ray sounds at the end of his wits. 
 
    Nicky’s pouting, staring down at the floor, fists held against his chest. It breaks my heart. Jesus. I kept saying this, but this is proper emotional blackmail. 
 
    “Ah, don’t worry. I got it. I can… I can read it to him. If that’s okay with you.” 
 
    Ray remains silent but there’s something in the way he looks at me, something about him today, what the hell’s been that earlier with him holding my hand at the funeral? In front of everyone, no less. 
 
    “You don’t have to.” 
 
    “I want to.” 
 
    Nicky grabs one of the books stashed in a tidy little crate at the foot of the bed and hands it to me. He jumps back in bed and struggles with the duvet, I make sure he’s nicely tucked in, then sit down on the floor next to the bed and start reading. 
 
    Even Ray lies down, an arm over his face, listening while I read. I’m probably reading for twenty minutes or so, halfway through the storybook, Nicky’s already drooling on his pillow. 
 
    I put the book in its place and dim the lights until it’s nearly dark but not quite, then grab the duvet and place it gently over Raymond. He peeks from under his arm. 
 
    “Thanks,” he says. 
 
    “Not a problem.” 
 
    There’s a part of me wanting to ask if I can sleep with him tonight, but I don’t want to handle the rejection. We had a moment today, then people got in the way, and I feel like it’s drifted past us. 
 
    “Do you want me to watch over you?” 
 
    “I’m alright,” Ray says. “You should get some rest.” 
 
    I bite my lip, he’s still covering his face with his arm, not looking at me. 
 
    “I’ll be in my room then.” 
 
    “Good night,” he says. 
 
    “Yeah, you too.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The entire manor has succumbed to the night, only the fire alive, spreading tendrils of light and shadow everywhere, transporting me to a different world. It’s dark all around me, way past midnight as I sit on the floor, but it’s comforting. The darkness is like a blanket which I’ve sought out of my desire to hide from the world. I feel safe in here, in this stillness, puffing on a cig, contemplating life and what else there is to it. 
 
    Today… Today has been a turning point in my life. Today will go down in history for sure, it will be remembered for as long as I live. Today is another point of no return. 
 
    I sought loneliness tonight, and a part of me wished it remained like so. True moments with ourselves are rare and precious, they’re also what makes us grow. Facing ourselves instead of hiding from who we are is what spurs us on. 
 
    I become aware of the soft footsteps approaching, then of the fact that I’m being watched. Ray meets my gaze head on, unwavering. For all his warnings, for all his worries, for all the stress I’ve put him through by not listening, perhaps understanding has fallen on the both of us at last that I had to go through Vitya’s trial. Had I not done it, then we’d both be dead right now. And as a bonus, I had to choose to stand at his side only so that I could learn on my own what Vitya is capable of. So that I could judge his character through unfiltered lenses, unbiased by other opinions. So that I could make the mistakes I needed to make in order to overgrow who I’d already become, because growing I’ve done plenty lately. 
 
    I am the sum of my mistakes, each of them carefully pondered and turned into parts of me. I would not be here were it not for them. This version of me would not exist but it does especially because of what I’ve done; what I’ve been through; what I’ve become. I accept my past, my present and my future for whatever’s to come, I will simply be what I’m meant to be: myself. 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,” Ray says. “Can I stay with you?” 
 
    I shrug and he approaches with light steps, barefoot. He sits on the floor in front of the couch with a soft, barely audible sigh. 
 
    I turn back to the fire, letting his presence permeate. I cannot for one second blame others for what I’ve turned out to be. My parents could have either made me or broken me. Stefan could have either empowered me or destroyed me. Victor could have either killed me or forced me to survive. Raymond could lift me higher or push me away. Through all of those pivotal moments I’ve been through in my life, it were my choices that propelled me right to where I now stand. There could be no me without who I’ve already been and for that I’m grateful. Vlad’s lesson is finally cemented. My choices have brought me here. My choices will carry me further, no matter what could be next. 
 
    I am not the scared little boy you’ve first met so many thousands words ago, the broken shell of a child tortured by circumstances. I’ve turned into a man now, the weight of responsibility heavy on my shoulders, yet my head’s still high, no matter what’s next. I’m not afraid of life any longer. How could I be when life has ripped me to pieces only to spur on my hatred of putting myself back together out of necessity. 
 
    If Raymond stays or goes, if he takes me or leaves me, his refusal will no longer carry the cloud of death with it. As long as he’s alive, I’m not afraid of existing outside of his world, I am my own individual capable of drawing breath away from another’s influence. I’m not saying it will not hurt, because all things do in various degrees, but it’s not the type of pain able to kill me any longer — maybe only to make me miserable for the next few years of my life. Sure, life hasn’t taught me everything it can, there’s still room for improvement, and I welcome it with my arms wide open as you should all things, even those that might kill you — there’s knowledge in that too. 
 
    “You’re different,” Ray says. 
 
    The bristling flames sizzle away in the fireplace, a display of fascination and real destructive power. Beautiful, yet deadly. 
 
    “My father is dead,” I say, my voice retaining an uncanny softness, not much unlike that of a child. 
 
    “I have an inkling of how that feels. I felt it when Nolan died.” Ray lights up a cigarette. “When I took the burden of everything upon myself.” 
 
    “Mhm. It’s like I’ve been uprooted but I’m strangely still standing.” 
 
    “It is, isn’t it?” he whispers, watching me in contemplation. 
 
    “I’ve learned what I needed to learn, Ray.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    “I can’t go back to a child’s innocence. I can’t even fake it.” I turn slowly, watching him in my peripheral vision. “What you want is selfish and you need to stop forcing your ideals on me.” 
 
    He visibly flinches, cigarette suspended in the air. I fully turn to him, supporting my palm on the floor, eyes on his. 
 
    “Your idea of protecting me by sheltering me of everything there is, you are only protecting yourself. It’s you who’s afraid I’ll die, and you’ll lose me. It’s you who wants to avoid going through what you’ve been before. But Ray…,” I shake my head. “I went through it today, and I nearly lost my mind because of it. I get it. And yet I don’t want to be anywhere but next to you. You either accept it or not, I’m not Danya.” 
 
    Ray’s lips twist after a long moment of silence, the hint of a sad smile on his face. “I’m being schooled by a brat.” 
 
    I hide my smile as I turn back to the fireplace. We enjoy the silence a few minutes longer. 
 
    “Do you want to share?” he points at the ashtray, so I slide it between us. “Are you alright?” 
 
    I shrug. “Can’t say either way.” I frown. “No. I don’t think I am.” Silence again. “Why did you come today?” 
 
    “Because I care about you,” he delivers. 
 
    “Is that all?” 
 
    “It’s all I can give right now.” 
 
    I nod. I suppose it is. “Where do we go from here?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he says, cigarette between his lips. The flames dance on his face, a display of light and shadow revealing the best and worst of us. 
 
    “I sometimes feel like I’ve known you forever.” He stares at me, a little frown in between his eyebrows. “Like we’re meant to be.” 
 
    “How much have you had to drink?” 
 
    I look at the bottle, it’s got about a third left in it. I pick up my glass and sip the last dregs in it, then pour myself some more. “A lot.” 
 
    “Are you drunk?” 
 
    “I’ve never been more sober,” I whisper. “The more I drink, the worse it gets.” I wipe my nose with my sleeve, cradling my glass, taking another puff from the cigarette. 
 
    “Maybe you should give me the bottle.” 
 
    I hand it over to him, no questions asked. He takes a swill and places it on his other side, away from my reach. 
 
    “Are you afraid of losing me, Ray?” 
 
    “I am terrified,” he says quietly. 
 
    We fall silent again. Terrified has a nice resonance to it. Terrified. Horrified. Mortified. He cares enough to be tortured by the thought of me disappearing. It’s comforting. Yeah. Sick. But comforting nevertheless. 
 
    “This place is nice,” I say, absorbed by the fire. “Are you moving here for good?” 
 
    Ray shakes his head. “It’s too big for us. Too empty,” he frowns. “Too many memories. I prefer my apartment.” 
 
    “Me too. When are you going back?” 
 
    “Not sure. I’ve realised it’s a trap. If something happens, there’s no way out of there.” 
 
    “Is this because of Stefan? It was him, wasn’t it? The one who tried to get into your flat.” 
 
    Ray shrugs. “I think so, yeah.” 
 
    “Well, it will all be over soon, I have a feeling.” 
 
    “Mhmm.” 
 
    “Are there any nice memories? About this place, I mean?” 
 
    Ray chuckles bitterly. “I nearly got killed in here in December.” 
 
    “Jesus, Ray.” I shoot him a bitter glance. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he says, apologetic. “Here I met Dany,” he continues, his voice dropped to a whisper. My stare lingers, his lips thinning. He takes a drag. “There’s… memories of him in the house.” 
 
    “I see.” I take another sip. “Any good ones?” 
 
    “All of them are mostly sadness.” He grimaces, bringing the bottle to his lips. “Some despair.” He breathes out as if it’s been difficult to take air in. 
 
    “Aren’t those the ones that makes us most alive?” Ray remains quiet, watching me. Perhaps waiting for me to go on. Perhaps getting himself ready to go on. The ones that kill us the most. Maybe we both think it. 
 
    “Sometimes I wish I could turn back time and never meet him,” he says silently.  
 
    I sit back against the couch, sloshing around the whiskey in my glass. “Would that help?” 
 
    “No.” Ray takes a pensive drag from the cigarette. “And sometimes… I feel really guilty and ashamed, but I am glad it turned out this way.” 
 
    I look up and meet his gaze, something like kindling in there. “Why?” 
 
    He touches my jaw with the back of his hand, a part of me registers he’s not wearing the sling but blocks it out, overwhelmed by feeling. “Because I am glad you’re here instead,” he whispers. 
 
    I gulp, licking my lips. I look towards the fire, something too strong in that gaze to hold it just now, it’s smouldering everything in its way. 
 
    “You think it had to be this way?” I lean into the touch, eyes half closed. 
 
    “Perhaps.” His hand retreats too soon, Ray rests it back on his thigh, contemplative. “He didn’t like my affection.” He dips his head, searching for the bottle. “Didn’t like it when I expressed love. He pretended it did not affect him, so he just… avoided it. Used distractions. Like drugs. Fights. Vladimir.” He takes a swig, licks his lips as he props the bottle against his thigh. He puts out his cigarette and he casually reaches into my pack for another. “Do you know about that?” 
 
    “I… uhm… heard something about it.” 
 
    “Did you sleep with him?” he asks, brusque, yet wanting to sound unbothered, but his tone is emotional, grave, angry even. 
 
    “Will you believe me if I tell you that I haven’t?” 
 
    Ray looks up, frowning again. 
 
    “I wanted to,” I admit. “Just so that I could hurt you.” He smiles bitterly. “But I couldn’t bear the thought of it. If I’d done that to you, I would never be able to live with myself.” 
 
    “He spent the night at your place,” his tone accusatory now. 
 
    I chuckle. “Yeah. He did. On the couch, in the living room. You can ask Mark.” He seems unconvinced, trying to gauge whether I’m lying or not. “He tried to kiss me, but I stopped him.” 
 
    He twitches in spite of his composure. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything with him, Ray. I could… but it’s just… I don’t feel it. I know I’ve fucked men for less, but still.” I turn back to the fireplace, wrapping an arm around my ankles. “I’m done with that part of my life. Been done since you showed up.” He remains quiet. “I’m curious about something, though. So, indulge me.” He raises an eyebrow. “No, don’t worry. I won’t ask if you’ve fucked anyone.” 
 
    Ray’s eyes narrow, lips thinning around the cig, probably sensing I’m my usual idiotic self. “Well?” 
 
    “So, tell me. What kind of cursed flower did Dany have trapped up his arse that when you sniffed it, you both turned stupid?” Ray purses his lips, but then he smiles and breaks into laughter in spite of himself. I punch him playfully. “I wish I could’ve met him now. I bet he’d be a real charming bloke.” 
 
    “I doubt you’d get along,” Ray comments, picking up the bottle again. 
 
    “Oh, gee, I wonder why. So…  is this your way of letting me know why you’re running away too? You don’t like my affection?” 
 
    “Hmmm,” he takes another puff. “I suppose you have a point.” He scoffs to himself, then frowns down at the ashtray. 
 
    “Are you afraid that if you let yourself feel something more for me, he’ll be gone for good?” Struck another chord with him. I perk up. “You feel guilty for wanting me.” 
 
    Ray stares down at his cigarette, then slowly looks up. “I do.” 
 
    I shift closer to him, leaning with my elbow against the couch. “Vlad said something about you.” He lifts a curious eyebrow again. “He said you love me.” Ray’s jaw tenses, his gaze wandering away, not really able to look straight at me. “But it’s true, isn’t it?” I whisper. “You came today.” I bite my lip. “And… just now… you’re jealous thinking about me and Vlad.” 
 
    “Stop biting it, you’re bleeding again,” Ray chides, pulling my lip from between my teeth. He dabs at the blood with his thumb. Then when that is done and can’t hold his attention any longer, he stares long at me, speechless. 
 
    “I don’t need you to say it,” I whisper. “I just… I just want to be the only one in your heart. I know it’s selfish but I… I’ll always wonder if you loved him more.” 
 
    “There’s different kinds of love,” Ray says. “And what I feel for you has nothing to do with Dany.” He rubs his thumb over my cheek. “I’ve never been like this with Dany. Never shared my bed with him like I do with you. Never been cared for so much while being sick. You’ve already given me more than Dany ever could.” 
 
    I lick the blood on my lip, thinking, listening to him. I tentatively reach for him, playing with my fingers on the back of his hand. 
 
    “Dany’s death ruined me. What you see now… the morphine… drinking… my outbursts… Sure, I was troubled before, but not like this.” He wets his lips turning his palm against mine. “I don’t want to have to go through it again. Not just the end, but everything from before too. Lies… and… distrust and fighting… I just can’t.” He nods to himself. “And you’re right, all that’s mine to deal with.” 
 
    “It kills me that I can’t erase your pain,” I whisper, strangely emotional. And it does. I wish I could lend him some of my conviction, newly found and all that as it is, but it could help him. Maybe there is still some innocence left in that thought. 
 
    “It’s not yours to bear,” he says. 
 
    “You don’t have to carry it alone.” 
 
    Ray smiles gently, warmly, cups my face and kisses my forehead. He brings me closer to him, wrapping his arm around me. I rest on his shoulder, mindful not to hurt him. His body relaxes next to mine, a relieved sigh in his bones as I settle next to him, or so I wish to believe. I was dying to hold him in my arms again, warm and alive like this. I place my hand over his chest, feeling his heartbeat. This treacherous heart of his that decided to stop on a whim today, scaring the beejezus out of me. 
 
    “What haunts me most is that I failed to protect him,” Ray says out loud, perhaps a stray thought, or genuine desire to share. I look up. “I couldn’t stop him from listening to Vitya. I couldn’t save him from himself.” 
 
    “Do you believe you killed him?” 
 
    He frowns again, looking inward. “I don’t remember much about that night. But the way he was hounding me,” he says softly. “I haven’t put it past him to shoot himself in the end.” 
 
    “Had he tried before?” I watch him carefully. 
 
    Ray nods, pained. “He’d use it against me. I tried leaving him before, but he kept coming back. He claimed he didn’t feel anything for me but whenever I was about to slip away, he was right there, waiting.” His hold tightens on me as he is staring into the fire. He takes a pensive puff from the cigarette. “Threatening to end himself if things didn’t go his way. He was vicious like that.” 
 
    “He sounds horrible. And that ain’t love. It’s just twisted and fucked up co-dependency.” 
 
    In spite of himself, Ray smiles. “It was the only love he knew. That’s what Victor’s taught him. Going against it tipped him over the edge.” 
 
    “Victor can go fuck himself.” 
 
    “Hey,” he chides, squeezing my shoulder. “What happened?” 
 
    “You know what happened.” I purse my lips, strangely trembling on the inside. “It was wrong of me to ask you to kill Stefan,” my voice breaks. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Hey…” He wraps his arm around me and pulls me closer to him again. “It’s alright.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to kill Bogo,” I confess. “I hate Vitya. I don’t want to be scared anymore,” I sob. “I don’t want you to get hurt again.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for not listening to what you needed before,” Ray says, running his fingers through my hair. “And for worrying you today.” 
 
    “I didn’t want any of it,” I sob, wiping my drunken tears. 
 
    Ray cups my face and kisses my temple. “I know.” 
 
    I bury my face in the crook of his neck, squeezing my arms around him. He’s so warm I could die right here and wouldn’t care about it. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” I wipe my nose. “You didn’t kill Dany. It’s not your fault.” 
 
    Ray shakes his head, wiping the tears off my face. “What’s done is done.” I sit propped against his thighs, but facing him, cuddled next to his body. He puffs more smoke. “I want you to understand something. I’ve killed for you before, and I would do it again. Do you understand?” 
 
    I gulp, nodding softly. 
 
    “It’s just… the fact I haven’t done anything so far it’s not because I didn’t want to. I would’ve shot that motherfucker dead that night, right there in front of everyone! But I need you to understand the position I’m in and how much I’ve got to lose. It’s not just you, or me, or Roman.” He looks straight at me. “Nicky’s future is at play too. The rest of my family’s. And you haven’t even given me time to move at my own pace.” He is silent for a moment. “But I’d kill that son of a bitch with my bare hands for you, do you get it?” 
 
    I nod slowly. 
 
    “It’s easy to get lost in this, Alex,” he gestures. “To feel powerful. I have too, believe me. I wouldn’t have ended up here if I hadn’t. Those are my mistakes and I live with them. They’re my sins to carry. I just didn’t want them to be yours too. I was there with you after you killed that man last year. I know what you’ve been through. I saw you. I held you in my arms, you were out of your mind. The thought of you… hurting yourself again, or anyone else hurting you… What happened today… It’s doing my head in. I can’t bear the thought of losing you, do you understand what I’m telling you?” 
 
    “I think I do.” I bite my lip. “I’d do anything for you too.” We fall silent. I frown, thinking about it, unsure whether I should bring it up or not. “You really hurt me at Christmas,” I whisper, sounding angry myself. 
 
    Ray grimaces. “You have no idea how sorry I am. Please, forgive me.” 
 
    I shake my head. “There’s nothing to forgive. I’ve messed up too.” 
 
    “Your mess ups don’t overturn mine. And I’ve been messing up since I’ve met you. I’ve put you in harm’s way and I’m sorry. I’ve been… unhinged ever since I met you. That doesn’t absolve me of anything, but I am sorry.” 
 
    I touch his face and his eyelids flutter closed. “You’re allowed to make mistakes.” He smiles gently. “I love you,” I whisper. “Please… don’t… don’t abandon me.” 
 
    If only… maybe to keep that carefree part of me alive for a little longer. I have no doubts the kind of person I’d turn into without his influence. Yes, my strength and the misery will carry me through, of that I have no doubt, but it would harden me so much that I’d become impervious to good emotions. 
 
    Ray pulls me into his lap, resting his head on my chest. “I promise,” he says, and the words come easy to him this time, without hesitating. “I won’t.” 
 
    I touch him freely, enjoying the feel of him. I rest my hand on his shoulder. “You’re not wearing your sling anymore.” 
 
    He looks up, grabs my left hand in his. “I wear it here and then.” 
 
    “Are you still in pain?” 
 
    “Sometimes,” he whispers. “But it really hurts today.” 
 
    “You’re all bruises,” I reproach. 
 
    He caresses the side of my face. “It comes with the job.” 
 
    “And…” I start. “The morphine?” I keep my voice low and my face close to his in the intimacy between us. 
 
    Ray watches me with a burning intensity, and when he doesn’t reply, I expect him to bolt. “I’ve tried to wean off a bit.” 
 
    I nod. “Good. You should. Do you always take it when you’re in this kind of pain?” 
 
    He smiles bitterly, “Depends on what you define as pain, then yeah.” 
 
    My heart breaks for him. “Are you… in denial about it?” 
 
    “Are we doing twenty questions now?” I pinch his arm. Ray chuckles, looking up at me. He rests his head against the edge of the couch. “No. I’m not. I’m aware of what I’m doing. I’m aware that… I’m addicted to it.” 
 
    “You could’ve told me,” I say slowly. 
 
    “I think our attempts at communication kept failing, Alex.” 
 
    “They seem to be working just fine now.” I’m stubborn on a good day. We’re making progress, this time I know we are. He’s been opening himself up to me. I just need to be patient with him. I know I’m a lunatic; he’s been contributing to it. He nods slowly. 
 
    “There’s something changed in you,” I remark. “You seem more at ease somehow.” 
 
    Ray rubs my shoulder with his right hand, the other wrapped over my waist keeping me close to him. “I’m reborn,” he says. 
 
    “I’m going to fucking punch you, I swear.” 
 
    “Again?” He chuckles, holding onto me as I glare at him. 
 
    “Not funny.” 
 
    “Hey. I’m still here. And I’m like this because you’re here.” He kisses me long and tender. We press our foreheads together, he’s holding his hands over the sides of my neck, his palms warm. “Are you sure you want this?” We kiss again, not parting with each other, talking between the kisses. “I can’t change everything overnight.” 
 
    I kiss him back, gently. “I just want to be with you. For real.” 
 
    Ray grunts, reuniting our mouths. “For real,” he whispers. “I’ve got…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Conditions.” 
 
    “Hmmm?” 
 
    “No lying. No cheating. I’m not the type of man to indulge in that kind of relationship. Not any longer. I want this to be clear from the get-go.” 
 
    “You’re silly for even thinking about it. I just told you I don’t want anyone else but you.” 
 
    “It needs to be said,” he says, serious. 
 
    “Okay. Fine.” 
 
    “One more thing.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I don’t want you around Morozov.” 
 
    I frown, but I also smile triumphantly. 
 
    “That smirk of yours,” he warns me. “Is this what you wanted from me? To be possessive with you?” 
 
    “What? Were you expecting a hissy fit?” 
 
    Ray frowns, hands wrapped protectively around my shoulders. “I wasn’t expecting you to give in so quickly.” 
 
    “I still want to be friends with him, but if I gotta choose between you, then I don’t need to think about it. What?” 
 
    “I don’t want to be unreasonable. I’m not Dumitrescu.” 
 
    I punch him lightly. “I wasn’t thinking you’re him. But what about my training?” 
 
    “I can… speak to Roman about it. Felix is also good enough with this.” He looks up at me, pained again. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Ray?” 
 
    “I… Look, you can hang out with him as long as Felix is there.” 
 
    “Is this going to drive you mad?” He frowns, I can tell it’s killing him to even contemplate it. “Then I won’t. I’m fine.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to end up hating me for it.” 
 
    “I appreciate it,” I smile. “And I’ll think about it. He’s been nice to me, but you’re more important right now.” He looks incredulous. I kiss him. Then I smile. “So… what does this make us?” 
 
    Ray props his nose against mine. “Meaning?” 
 
    “Like… am I your boyfriend or what?” 
 
    He lowers his chin, narrowing his eyes. “Do you want to be my boyfriend?” 
 
    “Are you asking?” I grin. 
 
    Ray chuckles. “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    I shove him playfully, but he keeps his hold on me. “You know I’m insecure, right?” 
 
    “I don’t want to define it.” 
 
    “Are you scared?” I taunt him. 
 
    “Maybe. 
 
    “Fine,” I scoff. “Raymond Ward, do you want to be my fuckin’ boyfriend or not?” 
 
    His eyes widen, then he bursts into laughter. “You’re like a boulder!” 
 
    “I’ll fuckin’ punch you, I swear to all that’s green and holy!” 
 
    But then he stops laughing and I realise he’s conflicted and bashful and it’s cute in a way. He turns serious when he looks at me, it’s making my breath hitch. Ray wraps our hands together and pulls me closer, his cheek pressed to mine. 
 
    “I know you want me to ask,” he says in a seductive voice. He watches for my reaction. “Do you want to be with me?” I nod, gulping. “Are you sure?” I nod again. “I can’t hear you.” 
 
    I feel my face burning. “Yes,” I whisper. 
 
    “Good,” he declares. “Once this is all done, I’m taking you out on a date.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 – Alex 
 
      
 
    After falling asleep together last night, I wake up in the massive bed all by my lonesome, wondering if I’d dreamed it all. Panic surges in me for a moment at his absence, then I see Nicky still snoring in his bed and that calms me down somewhat. 
 
    I lie back on the pillow, one hand over my chest to steady my heartbeats, eyes fixed on the ceiling, my thoughts spinning with last night’s memories. I hadn’t dreamed it, have I? Ray asked me to be with him for reals. If anything, the pain in my back stands proof to that. It’s all because of that stupid floor, but fuck it, it was worth it. I giggle to myself and pull the covers over my head, biting my lip. 
 
    The fireplace was roaring next to us. My heart races as I remember it. Last night was surreal, but his languid touches, his whispers, his lips, his body over mine, embracing me, holding me close. There was something different in the way he touched me last night; something smoldering in him, all for me. And I love him all the more for it. 
 
    “Daddy?” I peek from under the covers as Nicky stumbles closer and climbs into bed uninvited. “Whele’s daddy?” 
 
    “I don’t know. We should go look for him.” 
 
    I let Nicky guide me, amazed at seeing the mansion in the morning light, all those nooks and crannies from last night brighter and less scary now. Nicky breaks into a run through the common room and I can’t help but follow. I finally find the kitchen and Ray’s there, a local radio station playing in the background, Ray bent over as Nicky hugs him, juggling a bowl in his other hand and the smell of pancakes in the air. I lean against the doorframe, allowing myself a second to observe him. 
 
    “Go sit down,” Ray says to the kid, then he turns back to the stove and finally notices me. His gaze softens, a smile brightening his features. He runs a hand through his hair, tidying a few unruly strands. He’s still in his PJs but he’s been up for a while judging by that half-drained mug of coffee next to him and the smell of cigarettes still clinging to the air. 
 
    “Hey,” I say softly. 
 
    Ray looks uncertain for a moment, then he puts down the bowl, wipes his fingers on the corner of a towel and comes to me, stopping a step away from me. “Morning.” 
 
    “Mhmm.” 
 
    He smiles and pinches my cheek. “Did you sleep well?” 
 
    I nod, still watching him. He looks tentative again, then he bends down and pecks my lips. I hold him close, smiling through the kiss. “The gremlin’s watching.” 
 
    Ray smiles, rubbing his thumb on my jaw. “I know.” He pulls me into the kitchen and guides me to the table. “Tea or coffee?” 
 
    “I’ll say tea for now.” 
 
    “Any preferences?” 
 
    “Anything you have.” 
 
    “What’s glemli?” Nicky frowns, perched on his chair, nearly on top of the table. 
 
    “It’s a little mouse like you.” Nicky giggles, Ray smiles. “Who sticks is nose where he shouldn’t.” 
 
    Nicky frowns, scrunching up his face. “But daddy is mine,” he declares. 
 
    Ray bursts into laughter. I grin, leaning on my elbow. “Can I share him with you?” 
 
    Ray lands a playful smack over my head. “Stop talking nonsense and eat your breakfast.” He puts a plate of pancakes in front of each of us. 
 
    “Gosh, it smells good.” 
 
    Yes, we’re together now, or so we’ve decided. I don’t know how long it might last but I got the feeling that Ray won’t try to back out of it… he’s just… given into it somehow. He looks far more relaxed and he’s been smiling more, there is something on his face whenever I look at him that wasn’t there before. He seems less burdened as if he’s finally letting go of whatever’s been plaguing him. 
 
    Yeah, sure… there’s the issue of his addiction but we haven’t gotten much into it for now. I know why he’s still using and somehow I hope that with time he’ll slowly taper away from it. I don’t expect him to stop right away, that would be asking for too much. And dangerous. But I’m hoping that whatever common ground we find ourselves on will allow him to take a breath of fresh air and gather himself together. We both got to do that. 
 
    We stay together over the next few days. We eat. We laugh. Nicky’s way too energetic and exhausts both me and Ray. In the short moments of silence I catch Ray watching me, emanating outright lust and yearning which I’ve only glimpsed before. Now it’s out in the open, directed at me, intent on me. It’s thrilling, and I still can’t believe it. 
 
    As we’re sprawled all over the downstairs living room one afternoon, with Nicky’s toys scattered each way all over the floor, the kid stops and looks at the both of us in a serious manner. 
 
    “Is Ah-lex living with us now?” 
 
    Ray looks up at him, a toy forgotten in his hands as he steals a furtive glance at me. I bite my lip, pretending not to have heard them, but Ray must know that I’m avoiding the question on purpose. I busy myself with a gathering of green toy soldiers, placing them in a line around the fortress we’ve built. 
 
    Ray clears his throat, after only a moment of hesitation. “Come here, Nicko.” The kid shuffles closer, intrigued. Ray puts an arm around him. “So… Daddy and Alex, we’re… we are together now.” 
 
    “Do you like Ah-lex?” Nicky asks, only pure innocence in his voice. 
 
    “I do,” Ray says. “Do you know how Tudor and your mom like each other?” 
 
    Nicky nods, watching Ray with wide eyes, absorbing his every word. 
 
    “Well,” Ray continues. “I like Alex the same way.” 
 
    “Does he like you too?” Nicky asks, sounding even more intrigued. He looks at me with a comical frown on his face, waiting an answer. I nod sheepishly and he grins. “So, Ah-lex will also be my daddy now?” 
 
    I flinch and nearly crush one of the toy soldiers in my grip. Ray chuckles in an amused manner, but I have no doubt he’s also a bit nervous. 
 
    “We’ll see, alright? Come here,” he kisses Nicky’s temple. 
 
    And that just about concludes it. Nicky forgets all about it afterwards as he resumes playing, but the smouldering gaze I share with Ray is something else. 
 
    Family. It feels like I’ve finally found my place, like I was meant to be here with him and Nicky. Just like that, the future looks a little less grim. I have something to look forward to, sometimes that is the most important thing, just to have something there, aiming for it, to keep you afloat when all other meaning has been dissolved by sorrows. 
 
    I’ve found some of my meaning now, my sliver of happiness which is so grand it’s almost overwhelming. I’m so happy that my heart could burst anytime and my God… wouldn’t this be a beautiful way to go, suffocated by this happiness? What else could I possibly need as long as I have Ray and I see him smiling in this unaware manner of his, like his being has also been suffused by whatever it is that I feel. 
 
    We’re linked now, sharing a fate together. Isn’t that what everyone is striving for? I can’t believe he finally accepted it. I can’t believe we’re finally here. There is too much of everything. Too much happiness. So much of it that I’m afraid of what lingers right around the corner. So much of it that after three days of this suffocating joy, I know that it’s over the moment Ray’s phone rings in the evening. 
 
    The thing about phone calls is that you never know what to expect when you answer one. There’s no gestures to warn you as to what might follow. No muscle twitches to indicate whether you’re about to be entertained or thoroughly screwed. There’s nothing of that. Only unknown. Your safest bet is to pray and hope for the best. As if that’s ever helped anyone. 
 
    “Rimma?” 
 
    I do watch the sequence of events on Ray’s face, his expression morphing from vague relief to outright rage, the depiction of something distorted and inhuman, out to seek blood. He sits up on the edge of the bed, his eyes darting around the room, as though he’s searching for safety or a way out; his mind already working on plans and solutions. Alas, why can’t things ever go our way. 
 
    I push myself up, our eyes meeting but he’s not really looking at me, he sees through me, a frown aggravating his features as he listens to whatever is being said on the other end of the receiver. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have done that, Anatoly.” 
 
    “Shit,” I hiss. 
 
    Raymond has brought me up to speed with the most recent news and as it turns out, brother dearest went looking into some GPS coordinates in the hopes he might locate Anatoly. And I guess he did, but it doesn’t sound like it went as planned. 
 
    Ray’s hand turns into a shaking fist. “I want you to put him on.” His voice is controlled but there is heat to it. “Right now.” His shoulders slump and he closes his eyes, relieved. “Are you alright?” Ray grimaces as he listens. “You try to hold on until I get there. He won’t touch you if he knows what’s good for him.” He starts pacing, running his hand through his hair. “You better not, Anatoly. Otherwise you won’t like what is next.” He halts next to the door, aggravated. “Well, isn’t this what you do best? I only replicate what I see.” Ray nods to himself. “Yes, but it will take a while to get this arranged. You won’t rush me if you know what’s best for you.” He nods again. “Alright.” 
 
    After he hangs up, he remains in the middle of the room, phone in his hand, staring at the wall. 
 
    “Ray?” 
 
    His shoulders sag, I can hear his rough breath from here. Nicky’s fast asleep in his bed, back turned to us, only a flop of hair visible from underneath the duvet. I wasn’t too far from guessing Ray’s reasoning as to why Nicky doesn’t have his own room in this house; he’s just afraid of being attacked in the middle of the night, or the kid waking up at random and getting hurt or lost somehow. It is a big house after all. 
 
    Ray’s silence is telling, his eyes perhaps more than that, looking exhausted again, as if the light’s been drained from the world and all turned drab all of a sudden. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I’ll have to go.” 
 
    The hurt in his voice echoes in me. 
 
    “What does he want?” 
 
    “Ivan.” He rests his head on the back of his hand for a moment, then meets my gaze, apologetic. Our very short honeymoon period has just ended. I’m surprised it lasted this long, to be honest. 
 
    “I’m coming with.” 
 
    “No,” he retorts. 
 
    I straighten up on the bed, taken aback by the aggressive undertone in his voice. I thought we’d been through this already. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he sighs. “I’m just—” 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    “No. It bloody isn’t,” he says through his teeth. “Why can’t we have a moment of peace?” Ray curses softly as he covers his face with his hand. 
 
    I go to him and peel his hand away. I snuggle next to him, and he welcomes me into his arms, propping his chin on my head. 
 
    “Why don’t you want me to come with you?” 
 
    “Because it’s not safe,” he whispers. 
 
    “And?” I prod. We’ve been playing this game for the past days. I ask more and more questions and he’s got to answer every single one of them without getting too annoyed. 
 
    “I don’t know how long it will take.” 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    “I don’t know what the outcome will be.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And I don’t want you near Ivan,” he outright growls in my ear, squeezing me harder.  
 
    There’s the shudder. Thinking of facing Ivan after betraying him so shamelessly is not something I’m willing to do right now. My presence might aggravate him, which could ruin Ray’s plans, and in turn put Roman in danger. I don’t know when I’ve grown so astute, it must’ve been a hidden talent of mine. 
 
    I smile at him. “Damn, you’ve done a good job.” 
 
    Ray’s lips twist up of their own volition. “I’m glad it pleases you.” 
 
    “Greatly,” I grin. 
 
    Ray turns serious. “There will be moments when I need to go by myself.” 
 
    “Only if we reach that conclusion by mutual agreement.” 
 
    He frowns, not too pleased with my boldness, but he cups my jaw. “Give me a good reason why you should come with me?” 
 
    I shrug. “You got me. I have none. Other than wanting to be there to keep an eye on you.” 
 
    “I’ll be alright.” 
 
    “Do you promise?” 
 
    “I promise,” he whispers and kisses me softly. 
 
    “What about Nicky?” 
 
    “I’ll take him to my father’s.” 
 
    Ray touches my cheek in an intimate manner, somewhat hesitant as though he’s unsure of himself once more. I curl my fingers on his and lean into his touch. 
 
    “Don’t shy away from me,” I whisper. 
 
    “Habit.” 
 
    We spend the rest of the night together and I help out as he starts packing up some of Nicky’s things. 
 
    “I’ll have to go to Mark’s then.” 
 
    “I’d rather you stayed here.” 
 
    “I need some stuff. I can’t keep wearing your clothes, your boxers don’t fit me.” 
 
    Ray sighs, pondering. I can tell he’d rather order me to stay put, but he doesn’t. “Alright. Go tomorrow with Felix. You take what you need and come back here right after.” I nod. He grabs my wrist and keeps me on the bed when I try to get up. “Be careful,” he says. 
 
    “I will. I promise. When do you leave?” 
 
    “Morning. I don’t want to draw too much suspicion.” 
 
    I bite my lip. “You think Vitya’s watching?” 
 
    “He’s always watching,” he mumbles, frowning at the bag as he packs Nicky’s stuff into it. He lets go of me and retrieves a brown teddy bear from the floor, dusting it off with his hand before he shoves it in one of the pockets. 
 
    I sit in the middle of the bed, wrapping my legs under my butt. “You’ll take Ivan after?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll have to make sure I’m not followed first.” 
 
    “Do you know when you might get to Anatoly’s location?” 
 
    “If things go as planned, provided we depart with Ivan tomorrow evening, then the next day. It’s a long drive, though.” 
 
    “You’ll be awake all night.” 
 
    “I’ll have Marian with me.” Ray stops in the middle of the bedroom, appearing a bit lost for a moment. “Listen, you don’t need to worry I’ll get sick again.” 
 
    “You just scared me, Ray.” 
 
    “I got hurt in the fight,” he reminds me. “It was a lucky blow. It won’t happen again.” 
 
    “But what if there’s something wrong with your heart now?” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong, you were there when the doctors saw me.” He stares down at me, his lips pursed but in a caring manner. In the… he knows I worry but I shouldn’t, but he does appreciate it kind of manner. 
 
    “Yeah, I was. And they said you should take it easy.” 
 
    “Do you trust me?” Ray says, reaching for me again. 
 
    I bite my lip, then sigh, defeated. “I do.” 
 
    “Then trust me when I say that I’m feeling fine.” 
 
    I nod. He kisses me gently. He hasn’t looked sick for the past days. I should know, I’ve been here watching him like a hawk anyway. 
 
    “I trust you.” I run my fingers through his beard, keeping him close just a moment longer. 
 
    “Good.” Ray smiles, then straightens up and grabs another duffel. He starts packing some things for himself next. “Morozov is hunting for Dumitrescu, so if anything happens I’ll keep him posted. I’d just rather not announce that I’m not here. Last thing I need is people asking questions.” 
 
    I nod. “Makes sense.” 
 
    “Your new phone’s all set up?” he inquires. 
 
    Ah, yes. He gifted me a new phone after I lost mine in the cemetery somewhere and I was unable to retrieve it. I pick the phone up and shake it in front of him. 
 
    “Yes, daddy.”Ray halts, growling at me. I smile. “What? I’m taking stuff seriously.” 
 
    He shakes his head, mumbling. “Troublemaking brat.” 
 
    “At least I’m your brat.” I shrug. 
 
    “Yeah, now I got two kids to raise.” My turn to glower. “What?” he mocks me. “I’m taking stuff seriously.” He takes a deep breath, looking deflated. “Keep it close by at all times.” 
 
    That’s his way of asking me not to make him worry. “I will.” 
 
    “Good,” he says. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 – Alex 
 
      
 
    Ray kicked into motion early in the morning, juggling a sleepy Nicky between calls. One of them in particular soured his mood even more, but he would not go into details as to what his father had told him. It had been enough to hear his side of the conversation to understand that whatever he’d said was anything but pleasant. He’d picked up the bags, kissed me goodbye then drove out with the gremlin and a handful of bodyguards, leaving me with Felix and the other men in the big manor. 
 
    This is not pleasant, since I have no idea when he’ll come back, or how, neither does he. But at least I know where he’s going and why, and I understand it’s necessary. As for myself, I did not feel the need to fight him over it. I am worried for him as he leaves and that’s not something I entirely know how to deal with yet, it’s also a new feeling, this idea of being away from him yet feeling him still close to me. 
 
    I know, and I’m worried, but knowing is enough. Besides, I’m still a little out of sorts after the funeral and coming to terms with my new reality. Not in a million years was I expecting to end up with Raymond while also contemplating the intricacies of what it would truly mean for us, considering he’s also got Nicky… so… yes, it’s tricky. 
 
    After a quick breakfast and a bit of wandering around the house, I get in the car with Felix and his men. I need to get back to my place to pick up some stuff. I’ve been abusing Ray’s clothes and while it’s very touching and sexy, and whatnot, I’d still prefer a pair of undies that don’t reach my knees, thank you very much. 
 
    Needless to say, Felix doesn’t leave my side at all, he’s stuck to me like a leech. Not that I’m complaining, it’s good that he is. It’s clear that Stefan and Scarface are on a warpath and won’t stop until they get what they want, which is… fuck knows what at this point. I’m so fed up with this crap that I don’t even want to entertain it. 
 
    Felix follows behind me as I climb up the stairs towards Mark’s flat, he’s been such a dutiful guard today that I’ve been singing his praises since we left the villa. He’s been getting used to my sarcasm and he replies in earnest now, not afraid of offending me any longer. It sort of makes me miss Edgar, but he’s still recovering after the explosion and it’s unlikely that he’ll ever return to his job. Ray’s put together a hefty sum for him, seeing as he got hurt on duty, and it has been hanging over Ray ever since. Some things come with the job though and Edgar was aware his life might be in danger at one point, he knew what he had signed up for. I’m just glad he’s still alive, to be honest. 
 
    Two voices are loud and clear as I walk through the door, one of them well-known to me as it belongs to my dear flatmate, the other one just as familiar although a tad unexpected since he’s sitting on our living room couch. 
 
    “Chris? Why are you here?” 
 
    I halt in the living room, staring at their expressions, both wracked with worry. Chris darts up from the couch, more distressed than I’ve ever seen him before, which makes me wonder, really. How in the hell did he end up here? 
 
    “Oh. Thank God!” Mark says, touching his forehead. “Are you okay?” he hugs me tightly and I’m a bit taken aback, but okay? I pat him on the back, and raise an eyebrow seeing as he’s still wrapped up in a bathrobe and judging by those naked ankles, he’s not wearing anything underneath. I can’t help but look weird at the two of them. 
 
    “We heard about the funeral,” Mark continues. “I’m so sorry for what happened.” 
 
    “Eh. Shit happens.” I turn to Chris, pointing at the two of them. “But why are you where? Are you guys…” 
 
    “No,” Mark says categorically. My suspicion grows tenfold as I go through every possible scenario that I can envision right now. 
 
    “Then what’s wrong?” 
 
    Chris bites his lips as he stands awkwardly next to us, kneading his hands together, looking a bit lost as he doesn’t seem to know himself what he’s doing here to begin with. 
 
    “I’m…” He looks at Mark for help. 
 
    “You guys are freaking me the fuck out,” I say a little annoyed. 
 
    “Denis is missing!” Chris says, covering his mouth with his hand, clearly disturbed. 
 
    “Say what?” 
 
    Mark nods and rubs my forearm to show support. I look from one to the other. 
 
    “Can one of you talk, for fuck’s sake!?” 
 
    “I tried to call you,” Chris says weakly. 
 
    “I lost my fucking phone.” And now I’m losing my shit. “Chris, what the hell’s going on? What do you mean missing?” 
 
    “His parents called the cops,” Chris says, fidgeting. Mark hovers around him, scrunching up his face, looking absolutely miserable. “He hasn’t been home for the past two days.” He rubs at his shoulder, creasing his plaid chequered shirt as he does so, an unaware gesture betraying how nervous he is. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “His folks showed up at my place this morning,” Chris continues. “The cops were with them. They were asking if I know anything. They also asked about you. They thought he could be with you.” 
 
    “He’s not,” I retort. “I’ve been at Ray’s.” 
 
    “I didn’t know how to reach you,” he stammers. “I came with them hoping you’d be here.” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    This is not… it’s not happening right now. “Have they tried his number?” I know it sounds stupid the moment I say it, but one can’t help themselves in times like this. 
 
    “They can’t reach him by phone.” 
 
    I kick into motion, pacing around the flat, scratching my head. I pull out my new phone, asking for his number. I dial it and it goes to voicemail. I send him a couple of texts, letting him know this is my new number, asking him to get back to me as soon as he sees this. 
 
    A new kind of worry hits me, but it’s packed into a massive ball of guilt. I did this. This is my fault somehow. I don’t know how, but it is. He was so out of sorts that night when he showed up at the bar, the night I let him hit me. He was out of his mind. 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    I squeeze the phone in my hand, glaring at my feet. They’re both gravitating around me, silent; Chris munching on his nails, Mark unable to look anything but dejected. 
 
    I shake my head, feeling dizzy and nauseous all of a sudden. “I haven’t talked to him in a while.” 
 
    “They said you got into a fight?” Chris asks. 
 
    “Yeah, at the club. When he hit me, remember?” I look at Mark who simply nods. “But I haven’t seen him since.” What if that’s the last time we ever said something to each other? 
 
    “He texted me a couple of days ago asking if I knew anything about you,” Chris says. 
 
    “He did?” 
 
    Chris nods. Oh. This is too much. What if he did something stupid? He did not look in a stable state of mind last time I saw him, he was off his rocker. 
 
    “I know one of the people he used to go out with. Lau. He might be there.” 
 
    Chris shakes his head. “His father’s been there last night.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    I rub at my forehead, running my fingertips over the tiny scar above my eyebrow in an obsessive manner. This is all sorts of bad, and I feel responsible for it. This shit ain’t funny anymore. Last time I saw Denis he’d punched me in the face. He was sobbing, and he was distressed, and he was yelling at me because he knew Bogo wasn’t coming back to him. Ever. 
 
    I sag on the couch, head in my hands, groaning to myself. I know what Ray would say, that I’m not responsible for this, that we each make our own choices and so on, that Denis is big enough to know better, but really… This narrative might have worked before, but not after I’ve done to Bogo. Not after knowing that I’m the one who brought Denis in that hysterical state. How could he even deal with it? He’s just a stupid teenager. I should’ve been taking care of him, but I’ve been doing fuck all instead. 
 
    “Would he be the type to hurt himself?” Mark asks in a mellow tone. 
 
    “Oh…” I chuckle, feeling my composure slipping through my fingers. Would he, really? I’m not sure. You see, I don’t really know who Denis is anymore. Not since he’d screwed me over, but I’m growing more and more convinced that was just Bogo’s infectious influence on him. The Den I knew before? No. Not a chance. The Den who sought vengeance for his unrequited feelings? The one who punched me? The little kid with his drug addled brain? That one… yeah. Maybe. 
 
    “Is there anywhere he could’ve gone to?” 
 
    “I’m thinking.” 
 
    Mark, Chris and I are sat in the living room as if attending a vigil of a dearly departed and it’s messing up with my head. The thought of losing someone who is that close to me, someone I cared about more than I did about my deceased father. And knowing I’ve contributed to it directly in more ways than one. 
 
    I’m sitting there with the phone in my hand, lost and conflicted, rummaging through my head. Why do I feel like this after everything that’s happened? Why? Why do I always have to care and go to extreme lengths for people who’d sell me the first chance they got? Why can’t I stop being human? 
 
    “The only one I can think of is Lau.” 
 
    “But he spoke to the cops,” Chris counters. 
 
    I scoff. “He wouldn’t speak to the cops.” Chris doesn’t know, he has no way to. He hasn’t been wasting away in the same circles Denis and I have. “I have to go talk to him myself,” I declare. It feels like the only thing I can do right now. I need to. I’ve got to move, I need to look into it, I can’t simply stay still while Denis is out there. 
 
    It’s pathologic, perhaps, this caring for others, the kind of thing you can’t rip out of yourself, the dedication you put into it. And while others easily forget it and it’s easy for them to throw punches at me that I can’t avoid, I can’t do the same, no matter how much I’d wish to. That is one of my biggest flaws, caring about the wrong people, always giving and expecting the same in return only to get nothing. Perhaps that’s my mistake, expectations. I’ve been here before, I won’t throw a pity party for myself. Denis has been a cunt, true, but I’ve done and said things which had equally hurt him in return. And while that doesn’t excuse his shitty behaviour, I must do this. Not for him. But for myself, to have a clear conscience, otherwise I couldn’t carry on living.  
 
      
 
    Lau looks cornered as I stand in front of him, Chris at my side since he’s insisted on joining me and I didn’t feel like fighting him, my bodyguards around us, all threatening and imposing. It took some time to get Felix to drive me here, but with some gentle sweet-talking I convinced him that it’s best to keep Ray out of the loop for the time being, seeing as he’s already stressed over his head with Roman. I promised I’d be careful, and I am. I’ve got Felix and everyone else with me, so I’m not running around town like a headless chicken, begging for trouble. 
 
    Now back to the wide-eyed vermin who Denis used to fuck around with, that’s two unexpected visits in two days for him, and none of them pleasant. It would’ve been easier for him to talk to the cops since he could come up with excuses and whatnot, but the dude must know I won’t fall for his bullshit. I know the shit’s he’s into and I won’t take I don’t know for an answer. 
 
    “Listen, man… I just talked to the cops,” Lau insists for the third time. The dude looks fucking wasted and it’s barely noon. His eyes are red and swollen, his babbling would be funny under different circumstances if his spittle wouldn’t be flying in my face with each mumble coming out of his mouth. “I know nuthin’.” 
 
    I take a deep breath, puffing my cheeks, staring to the side for a moment. I swear to god, I’ll stomp him like a worm. 
 
    “Listen, fam,” I get in his face, forcing him to step back again. “You don’t give me that bullshit, alright? Now listen here, I ain’t with the cops. I know you run around your tail when it comes to them, but I won’t fall for that.” 
 
    Lau brings his palms up to keep me at a distance, all twitchy and terrified. “Bro, chill, fam. Come on.” 
 
    “You don’t tell me to chill right now,” I warn him, pointing a finger at his face. “Fucking talk, mate. Anything you say might help. Do you remember when you last saw him?” 
 
    Lau frowns, diverting his eyes. “Three days ago… I… I think.” 
 
    “Grand.” Now we’re talking. “Where?” 
 
    “He was here.” 
 
    “What was he doing?” 
 
    Lau shuffles around, clearly not wanting to talk. I snap my fingers in front of him. I’ve got an urge to inflict violence on him. Because of him and the likes of Bogo countless teens end up in the same place as Denis. And I’ve let him run around with filth like these instead of protecting him. That should’ve been my duty, to take care of him since he was younger, and I was supposed to know better. Roughing up this jerk is the best I can do right now. A little too late though. 
 
    Lau jumps from one foot to the other, then he sighs. “Come on, man. You know.” He shrugs. “We were smoking. The usual. You know what it’s like. Listen, I don’t want no trouble.” 
 
    Of course, I know what it’s like when your house is filled with people and the lines of coke appear on tables everywhere, people smoking weed, others shooting up, others fucking shamelessly. Of course, I know his parties and the kind of people who frequent them. I also know that talking to the cops about any of it is out of bounds. 
 
    “If you want no trouble, then keep talking.” 
 
    “I don’t know, man. He was upset. Bogdan’s gone missing, fam.” Lau rubs a hand over his face, his eyes widening, looking distressed. This dude is much older than I am, and he’s supposed to have some important connections in the Romanian society, but right now he looks like a speck of shit as he cows in front of me. “Den said something happened to him. Something with his dealer or sumthin’, with the drugs and such.” 
 
    “And what else did he say?” 
 
    Lau shakes his head, growing more restless. I grab his T-shirt and shove him into the wall behind. 
 
    “What. Else?” 
 
    He stammers. “Ah… I… Don’t know, fam. He was upset about the dog.” 
 
    “What dog?” 
 
    “Bogdan’s dog.” 
 
    I frown. “Do you know where Bogo lives?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “Do you know or not?” I say through my teeth. 
 
    “Yeah,” he says weakly. 
 
      
 
    I could play the blame game and hold anyone else responsible, but at the end of the day I know I’d reach the same conclusion. There would be no one else to blame but myself. All of the things I’ve done so far, the people I’ve killed, the feelings I’ve kept at bay to protect myself, I’ve done so to survive. I’ve done so for Ray. And maybe I’ve done so out of bitterness too. Because when I chose to join Victor on his little retribution, I was at my wits’ end and I could not bring myself to care about anything else. I’d once again jumped head first into something to get myself killed only so that I wouldn’t have to turn the gun on myself, knowing how much hurt that might cause. If I got out of the game through natural causes, well… could have anyone blamed me? 
 
    I was bitter and alone, and both Ray and Denis had hurt me greatly and all I could think of was how to hurt back everyone who’d dared to act against me. I don’t hold Denis responsible though. He’s just a victim of the circumstances. 
 
    I have my happiness upturned once more because I know that if something happens to Denis, I will not be able to forgive myself. I do not know the kind of person that will turn me into, even with Ray by my side. His presence might help keep me sane, sure. But will that be enough? Is love ever enough on its own, especially when being with Ray will not be so black and white as I’d like it to be. Things will fester and at one point, maybe next week or in five years from now, I’ll end up like Danya one way or another. 
 
    If I give up on looking for Denis right now, I won’t be able to live with myself. The guilt will eat away at me, infect every pore of goodness I possess until only a rotten core will remain. In spite of all the hurt I felt, in spite of all the rage his betrayal had brought, I still care. I couldn’t just abandon him, even if he would be so mean as to turn his back on me once more. I’d have done my due diligence at least. I’d have done the things I need to do in order to be able to live with myself. And isn’t Denis’ betrayal my responsibility in a way? I’ve dragged him into this and toyed with his emotions. When feelings get involved things always get murky, especially with youth like us. What am I talking about, attachment is universal, no matter the age. Hasn’t Ray fallen into his own trap too? Then how could I have expected Denis not to fall for me? And how could I have expected him to react any different when I left him for someone else? 
 
    I wish I could have reciprocated, but the things we want and the things we need… they’re never present within the pages of the same chapter, let alone the same book. 
 
    I don’t want to deal with my guilty conscience, nor contemplate Denis’ disappearance. Which is why I need to keep moving now. Life seldom is fair to anyone. 
 
    Following Lau’s instructions, it doesn’t take long to find the building. To think that I’m about to enter the house of someone I’ve murdered with my bare hands, driven by good intentions. The irony of it. I was wondering how much guilt I feel for Bogo’s death, and truth be told my hate has absorbed a lot of it. There’s only the dregs that have floated to the surface and I can’t control. Those insidious remnants like the wings of a butterfly which sometimes cause greater hurricanes than other horrible circumstances. Those thoughts are here to stay, a part of me now, working to change me from within, to mould my mind in new shapes and give birth to new contradictions which will help me to stay alive. No. I don’t feel much guilt for what I’ve done, then again, I was convinced he deserved it. 
 
    The neighbourhood is nothing much, the building just another dilapidated façade blending in with the rest of the ruins. Rubbish litters the pavement, the skips overflowing, a landscape at the boundary of the town forgotten by all, inhabited only by the poor, the scum and the mongrels. Soaked cardboard lodgings sag against the sides of the buildings, their inhabitants turning a curious eye on the SUV and the people getting out of it. Filthy people lacking proper clothing stare us down with glimmers of hope or opportunity in their eyes. They won’t try to rob us though, they know better than that. 
 
    There’s a sense of pity in me at their sight, if the circumstances were any different, I could be their neighbour. I don’t dwell on it, though. It’s not my business. So many things aren’t. It’s best not to drown in ‘what ifs’ and ‘maybes’, no matter how tempting they might be. 
 
    Felix leads the way through the stairwell, the discarded needles and food packs rustling in the strong draft caused by the lack of windows. The walls are stained with urine, the steps smeared with fuck-knows-what. Clothes lines are hung in the hallways, stained tattered rags left to dry, flapping like ghosts, the smell of cheap detergent mixing with everything else to create an impossible stench. 
 
    I stare down the decrepit door on the fourth floor, only dusted gunk stuck in the place where the number 62 was glued once. The door used to be white, now it’s anything but, covered in shoeprints and smeared in soot. 
 
    Felix puts his ear close to the door and tries the lock. He signals his buddy, as he pulls out a lockpicking set. “Keep an eye on the hallway, young sir.” 
 
    Luckily, Felix didn’t protest any more after we left from Lau. He must’ve known that I’d be willing to go look into it by myself had he refused to help me. 
 
    I do as instructed, with Chris following behind me, checking out the stairwell. Some people are shouting two floors down, a TV is blaring loud somewhere, a child screeching at the top of his lungs behind a closed door. Seems like a regular day in this part of town. 
 
    The bodyguards open the door and push it carefully, entering the premises with the guns trained ahead. I follow in their footsteps with Chris bringing the rear, ready for foul-play. There’s no furious barking, if there was an animal in the house it would’ve made its presence known by now. It gives me hope because that means that Denis must’ve been here to get the dog out in the past few days. 
 
    The house within is as desolate as the building, the stench of weed prickling the nostrils, the walls tinged beige with cigarette smoke and whatever concoctions have been brewed during the years in this place. 
 
    There’s a decrepit bathroom to the right, door wide open, the floor filthy and the tiles chipped in places. 
 
    “Young sir, come here!” 
 
    I push forward, reaching what’s supposed to be a bedroom, but the floor lacks a carpet and the paint on the walls is damp and peeling off. Felix is crouched on the floor next to a filthy mattress, hiding a body from view. 
 
    My heart beats faster, scared and agonised as I recognise the body lying down there. “Denis!” 
 
    I kneel next to him, afraid to reach out for him out of fear of what I might feel. His paleness worries me, his eyes closed, unwashed hair clinging to his sweaty forehead, big circles under his eyes, lips parched. He’s wearing only jeans and a T-shirt. 
 
    “Is he alive?” 
 
    Felix checks his pulse. He stares to the side as he frowns. “Yes.” He then takes a moment to examine his eyes before he declares, “But he’s drugged up.” 
 
    Felix points at the discarded tray on the table, needles and lines of coke, a joint and two half-finished cigarettes in the ashtray. “Someone’s been here with him,” he concludes. “We need to go. Eddie, grab him up.” Felix orders. The other bodyguard stares from me to Chris. “You two stay behind me.” 
 
    “Denis.” I pat his cheek in an attempt to wake him up. His eyelids flutter, his eyes turn to slits. “Wake up, Kiddo.” I push him up, but he doesn’t seem to understand what is happening. He’s not even awake, just sagging against me. 
 
    “I’ll take him,” Eddie says, picking him up with ease. 
 
    There’s raucous laughter and heavy footsteps on the hallway, our only warning things are about to go ballistic. 
 
    “Felix, someone’s coming,” Eddie says. 
 
    “What’s this?” A voice. Russian. The front door creaks. “Sergei, are you back?” 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    “Hold him!” Eddie says and both Chris and I jump in to catch Denis. 
 
    The newcomer steps into the bedroom, a little taken aback seeing as he’s got visitors. The white plastic bag in his hand drops to the floor as he lets go of it. The fight breaks out in a heartbeat as Felix tackles him. 
 
    “Get them out!” Felix shouts over his shoulder. 
 
    Chris and I pick Denis up and make our way out of the house, narrowly avoiding being hit in the face as the two men share punches in our proximity. 
 
    I don’t have time to ponder what’s going on, or what this means. I’m a little more preoccupied with not breaking my neck as we rush down the stairs with an unconscious Denis hanging between us, half carrying and half dragging his feet on the ground. I don’t have time to worry whether his shoes are on or not, if he’ll be cold outside or whether I might be banging his arm against the wall here and there. Our main concern is to get out of the building, and everything happens on fast-forward in my head. 
 
    Halfway down the stairs we meet two men who sputter at the sight of us and kick into motion. 
 
    Eddie engages them while Chris and I run the other way through the second floor corridor, aiming for the emergency staircase on the other side of the building. 
 
    “I can’t hold him any longer,” Chris cries. 
 
    “Don’t drop him!” I shout back, an iron grip around Denis’ arm pressing down hard over my shoulders. 
 
    We break out at the back of the building after two interminable flights of stairs, breathless and a little disoriented as to where we are. The SUV is parked in front of the entrance, so we just need to run that way. Felix left the driver in the car, so he should be waiting for us. 
 
    “Alex, he’s slipping,” Chris gasps. 
 
    I wrap my arm around Denis’ waist and take more of his weight on me. He jerks his head up and mumbles something, but I don’t have time for that. 
 
    We reach the car and I go straight for the back door, snatching it open. “Chris, get him in!” I shout. 
 
    I open the front door on the passenger’s side to yell at the driver to take us out of there, but I end up standing there frozen. The driver sags against the wheel, his head twisted towards me, eyes half-closed, blood dripping from his neck. 
 
    “Chris, ru—” 
 
    I don’t get to finish. I only manage to turn halfway to the side. I don’t see what happens. I don’t know how. All I know is that somebody shoves me with enough strength to smack my head against the door pillar. 
 
    Everything zooms out of focus around me, the splitting, unbearable pain lasts no more than a second as I sway. 
 
    “S… shit.” I mumble. I stumble backwards, crashing hard against the ground, seeing only shadows shifting above me as the heavy weight of sleep smothers my consciousness. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 – Ray 
 
      
 
    The weather had warmed up, and with the clearing of the skies, the long-winter had melted underneath the brightening sun. The birds were chirping, flitting from one branch to the other, the budding leaves shivering with their joyful jumps, the cycle of rebirth starting once more. It helped lift some of the despondency which had taken permanent residency in Raymond’s mind. Things were not going as planned for him. Some of them strangely ran their course unaffected while others had taken so many twists and turns that he had a hard time keeping track of them. 
 
    His phone indicated that it was still early afternoon, the day far from ending but for Ray the sunset would only bring the beginning of his trip. He took another drag from the cigarette, taking a moment to massage his shoulder. The tension in his body was causing him pain but there was little he could do about it. He needed to keep a clear mind for the night ahead, besides, he’d made a promise and he was willing to keep it. 
 
    A mischievous smile twisted his lips at the thought, in spite of the gloom hanging above him. Well that… That had been entirely unexpected. Ray had made great progress in the past weeks of course, and he was working himself up in that direction, dealing with acceptance and worries, and of course, plenty of ‘what ifs’ concerning Aleksandr, and why not, he’d even been jealous, he needed to admit it. So, he had been working in that direction, in fact he had wanted only to show his support for Alex when he’d shown up at his father’s funeral, harbouring no other hidden intentions, but somehow… well. He’d died. Granted, his heart had stopped for a few seconds which had earned him a lifetime of nagging, but dying of any kind had a way of putting things into perspective. One thing led to another, and well… He could pretend they’d both been drunk, and that Ray did not know any better at the time, but that would be a lie. Things had progressed naturally and seeing Aleksandr so torn with worry had led Raymond to the only viable conclusion. It had been as good a time as any, if you asked him. 
 
    Ray’s smile widened as he stared down at the smoke rising from the tip of his cigarette. He was… happy. For the first time in a while, he felt genuine happiness. His heart fluttered as though reminding him of his first kiss, a sensation which he hadn’t thought he could experience at his age anymore. Of course, people were trying to kill him, and his closest friend was at Anatoly’s mercy — the old man knew better than to lay hands on Roman at this point — but Raymond felt somewhat at ease. It was a good feeling. Peaceful. It made things easier to deal with. 
 
    Ivan was inside the tiny house, ensuring whatever meagre belongings he’d hoarded for the past months were packed and ready to go with him, while Marian kept an eye on the front of the house for any last-minute uninvited guests. 
 
    All in all, the day was uneventful, and in spite of the worries he had for Roman, Raymond was actually able to relax in the sun. Things had not been so good in months, he could finally breathe again, strangely. And all he’d had to do was to accept the one thing he’d been running away from. 
 
    Ray smiled again as he swung his legs against the side of the porch, checking his phone. Aleksandr — the reason for his good-natured mood — had gone to Mark’s to pick up his things; Ray was waiting for him to text him back once he returned to the manor. He had no idea what this meant for them, other than the fact that… well… they were a thing now, to quote the boy himself, whatever that meant. Ray himself did not want to label things, as he’d already expressed his intentions on the matter, but yes, their situation was different. They were… well, together, and Aleksandr was… his…boyfriend, although Raymond preferred to think of him more as a partner rather than indulge into the teenage lingo. 
 
    “Why are you grinning so satisfied, mister Ward?” 
 
    Ray grinned wider, bringing the roll to his lips once more. “Wouldn’t you want to know.” 
 
    “I take it you’re in a good mood?” 
 
    “Things could be worse, Ivan. Much worse.” 
 
    “Indeed. I could be dead right now.” 
 
    Ray shifted his glance to the Russian hiding in the shadows. He was peeking at the trees in the distance, keeping himself out of sight. 
 
    “Lucky you.” 
 
    “How long do we still have to wait?” 
 
    “Nightfall,” Ray said, staring ahead. “Eager to leave your humbly abode?” 
 
    “It kept me safe for the past months, but I’d like to upgrade.” 
 
    “Of course. Don’t worry, we’ll soon be on our way and once we get to Anatoly, you’d wish to be back here. I guarantee.” 
 
    Ivan chuckled. “Always preoccupied with my wellbeing, mister Ward. Does Lev know we’re going?” 
 
    Ray shook his head. “We’re keeping this lowkey. I don’t want any surprises today.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “I’m glad we see eye to eye.” 
 
    The day trickled away slowly, and once nightfall came, Ray, Marian and Ivan were ready to get in the car. It would be a long trip, they’d have to drive through the night to get there seeing as Anatoly had chosen to hide on the other side of the country. Granted, the manoeuvre had kept him safe so far. 
 
    Things were going smooth, except Ray had been unable to get in touch with Alex or Felix so far and he was starting to worry. He reached out to his other men but none of them seemed to know anything about their whereabouts. Then he reached out to Mark, who told him Alex’s friend had gone missing and the boy had gone looking for him. 
 
    Ray thought that he hadn’t heard right at first, a pit slowly opening in his stomach the more he repeated the words into his head. Then a spurt of anger surfaced in him as he cursed out loud, some of it directed at himself, a great part of it directed at Aleksandr himself. 
 
    “Why don’t you ever listen?” 
 
    Ray tried to reach Alex repeatedly, but he hadn’t heard from him or his bodyguards in hours. It wasn’t like Alex to ignore him for so long, he’d always reply right away and when the boy started texting, he usually forgot to stop. 
 
    “Raymond, are we ready to go?” Marian said. 
 
    Ray was pacing on the back porch, making phone calls left and right. “Something happened.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Ray could feel it in his chest, a feeling of dread pressed down on him. “They haven’t reached back in hours,” he said. “I’m waiting to hear from the men first. I sent them to track down Felix.” 
 
    Ivan was staring at them, arms crossed as he sat in a chair inside the house. He didn’t look very impressed, if anything he appeared to be pondering whether Raymond was planning to double-cross him or not. 
 
    Ray ran a hand over his face, searching for his cigarettes. He could not stay still, not even for a moment. He had a hard time believing that this was happening to him right now and the feelings blooming inside of him ranged from distressed to being downright lethal. 
 
    The phone rang at last, and Ray took the call right away. “Any news?” He stilled outside on the wooden deck, waiting to hear from the other side. 
 
    “Boss,” Felix said. He sounded a little rough, as though he had a hard time breathing. 
 
    Ray did not know whether to feel relieved or worried. “What in God’s name happened?” he thundered. 
 
    “Eddie and Radu are dead.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “This is all my fault, I’m sorry. I take full responsibility for this.” 
 
    Raymond shook his head and tightened his fist, taking a deep breath. He closed his eyes, expecting the worst. “Where’s Alex?” Ray gritted. 
 
    “They took him,” Felix said. “The Russians took him and his friends.” 
 
    Ray let out a pained breath, his legs wobbled, and he kneeled down on the deck, his left hand shaky as he covered his face, unable to keep himself composed. Pain tore through him, an anguish so vicious that it would not let him breathe. 
 
    Why? He thought to himself. Why now? Why was this happening now when he’d let his walls come down, now that he’d embraced Alex into his life, wary yet hopeful, at last looking towards the future once more. 
 
    He gasped for air, slamming his hand against the deck, terrified and overwhelmed as a part of him steeled itself once more, rejecting all emotion as it got ready for another funeral. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 – Alex 
 
      
 
    I wake up tied to a chair, wrists restrained to the armrests with zip ties, my head heavy as pain is pulsing through every neuron I possess. I squint and groan at the buzzing in my head, the light too strong for my delicate eyeballs. 
 
    I startle as I become aware of the cold hard facts. I’m tied to a fucking chair. The room around is barren and dilapidated, missing half the tiles on one wall, peppered with metallic shelves on another and discarded cupboards, doors hanging on hinges, a small window on one side, just big enough for a rat to squeeze through it, and a metallic door sat across it, sturdy and locked shut. 
 
    “What the fuck—” 
 
    My head hurts, the tears stinging and blurring my vision. I pull at my restraints, the ties digging into my flesh. I push my boots into the floor, trying to lift myself up. The chair legs scratch the floor, a loud obnoxious sound like nails grating chalkboard. 
 
    “Mhmhmm!” 
 
    I turn my head, becoming painfully aware that I’m not alone in here as I previously thought. Chris and Denis are tied against a rusted pipe, back to back. Chris kicks his feet as he struggles to push himself up, staring at me, wide-eyes filled with terror, a gash on his cheek and a bruise on his temple, mouth gagged. Denis is slumped on the other side, eyes closed, hair fallen over his face, lips parted as saliva drips steadily from his mouth. 
 
    “What the fuck!” I shout, slamming the chair into the ground. “Oy!” 
 
    Chris shakes his head. “Mhmmm! MHMMM!” 
 
    “You got a sock in your mouth!” I snap. “OY! WHAT THE FUCK ARE YOU DOING? WHERE ARE WE?” 
 
    As if screaming has ever gotten me anywhere. My shoulders hurt and my temples are burning but I don’t give up on spitting my anger at the locked door. The minutes pass, or it could be seconds, there’s no sense of time in this place. After I shout my throat hoarse, the door finally opens and our hosts grace us with their presence. 
 
    “Of course,” I shout. “Are you fucking kidding me?” 
 
    I pull at my wrists again with little luck. In all honesty, the entire thing seems like a nightmare, I’m not sure my brain has caught up with the fact that this is very much real. I’m still waiting for the punchline. Will be waking up. Anytime now. 
 
    “Sitting comfortable, Lexie?” 
 
    “What the fuck do you want?” 
 
    And there he is, the bane of my existence once again. That’s him, hale and… whatever. Just the way I knew him. I’d lie if I told you that there’s no emotions in me at his sight, especially considering the circumstances, what with me tied to a chair and him looming above, having me at his mercy. 
 
    I never thought I could wish someone be dead this badly. I don’t even know how I sunk this low. Or no, wait. I know. Many moons ago, I caused a car crash. But you see, perhaps this is where the story should’ve ended, with me and Stefan, back on that highway. I should’ve stopped then. I should’ve succeeded in killing myself. I didn’t have it in me to put an end to him then but now… it’s got to end one way or another. He’s like the badly written character in a shitty story which keeps coming back for more, he’s not even such an interesting villain if you were to break down his character, he’s the most banal vermin in the world, only inflicting fear and threatening terror from a distance, this cloud hanging over my head, impeding me from living. But I suppose that’s life, lacking fancy plot twists, bathed in mere trivialities which would fit nicely in a soap opera. 
 
    Stefan crouches next to my chair, the most patronising smile on his face. “You’re my lottery ticket.” 
 
    “No shit!?” 
 
    Stefan nods, placing a hand on my thigh. I kick at him, but he scoots away with a limp, eyes narrowing. 
 
    “You made a deal to have me killed. You thought Serge wouldn’t tell me?” 
 
    “Right. Did he tell you after Vitya shat all over you?” That doesn’t sit well with him. I snicker. “Is this where you live now? I mean… this shithole is your perfect reflection if you think about it.” 
 
    “Why did you have to do this to me?” 
 
    “I’m confused. You mean you don’t deserve it?” Has he become the victim now, is that how he intends to play this game? Don’t get me wrong, I wouldn’t put it past him, but it’s so fucking lame. So much like him. So uninspiring. So predictable. “Drop this act, Stef. It’s unlike you. We both know who the real you truly is, a manipulative scumbag, nothing but a psychopath who can’t accept reality. Even now you’re trying to make yourself feel good. Can’t you fucking see that you’re utterly mental? Is it hard to accept it? It must be! Damn. Does that mean I’m sane compared to you?” 
 
    Stefan grabs my jaw, pulling me forward. “Do you realize you’re at my mercy?” 
 
    I spit him, a nice ball of saliva spewing through my lips like a dart towards the middle of the board. Stefan recoils as I push myself up, snarling. 
 
    “Raymond is going to fucking skin you alive for this!” 
 
    Stefan’s about a millisecond away from slapping me when none other than Serge, more widely known as Sergei Dimitrov, aka Scarface or the fucker with the pasty face, his partner in crime, joins the rest of us. 
 
    “Stefan. Move aside,” says Scarface. 
 
    “Oh, not you again.” I whine. Why am I so fucking cursed? Why? 
 
    “Hello there. Too bad our deal did not end up on good terms. He’s understandably pissed off, you get it.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “Don’t force yourself so much, Aleksandr. I plan to return you in one piece. Or nearly close to it, if I can help it.” Sergei’s eyes narrow as he stares at Chris and Denis. “But, you see. I lost my ace, and now I need another one.” He places a hand on my shoulder, squeezing hard to the point I growl in pain. “Now, I’ll ask you some questions, and I want you to answer. Understood?” 
 
    “Go… fuck yourself, mate.” 
 
    “That won’t do, Aleksandr.” Sergei gravitates towards the old cupboards, opens a drawer and sorts through it, pulling out odd bits. A bag. A pair of pliers. Some thread. I slightly hyperventilate as he strews them in a neat row on the top of the cupboard, taking utmost care in positioning them. “You see, a bird told me… it chirped a lot in my ear… about some moves this friend of yours has been making.” He glances over his shoulder after he places a screwdriver next to the other tools. “I hear he’s working with Lev now. You understand, that’s a bit annoying for me. Especially when I wanted to be the only one to seek Roza’s shelter. And Lev… gets it for free?” Sergei shrugs, turning back to the drawer. “People talk, you know. Saving someone’s life, protecting them from Vitya… It sounds like a sweet deal. And it seems that your dear father is hellbent on killing me.” He tilts his head. “Not to mention… it was a bit odd what happened with Anatoly, don’t you think? You get where this is going, right? You’re a smart boy, after all.” 
 
    “You think this is how you’ll get Ray to listen to you?” I snicker, pushing myself against the backrest when he turns, caressing the black plastic bag in his hand as if it’s a cat. He looks out of his mind. 
 
    “I hear it’s very effective to threaten one’s loved one, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Oh… no, no.” I laugh hysterically now, the chair legs scraping as I push my boots against the floor, trying to stay away from him. But it’s a joke. “Mate… last person who’s done that got their head bashed in. You sure you want some of that too?” 
 
    “You think that scares me, little fairy? I’m the one doing the bashing usually. I’ve done it for a long time. Now, let’s chat. Why did he enlist Lev?” 
 
    “He doesn’t tell me that kind of stuff.” 
 
    “No?” Scarface tilts his head with a cluck of his tongue. “That’s disappointing, Aleksandr.” 
 
    Suddenly, all air is gone. I can’t see jack shit. I breathe a mouthful of plastic before I realize there’s no more air. My heart speeds up as if someone hits the turbo on their keyboard, my throat tightening, my chest won’t expand. I slam my feet against the floor, the chair clattering and tilting dangerously. My muscles turn rigid, so stone hard that I feel painful pangs through my bones. What’s worse, my eyes tear up and I can taste salty tears in my mouth. 
 
    I don’t know how long it lasts, it feels like forever, then the bag is gone, and I gasp for air with hunger, coughing and gagging at the same time, drenched in sweat from head to toe. 
 
    “Now… let me ask again. What’s Raymond Ward doing with Lev?” 
 
    I shake my head, unable to form words. 
 
    “Niet?” Sergei says. “That’s a pity.” 
 
    The bag is back. Oh. God. Oh, God, the burning in my veins is real and it hurts. It’s killing me. 
 
    I don’t get to enjoy air for long when the bag is removed, since the punch sinking into my stomach forces everything out all at once, alongside whatever I’ve eaten today. Which wasn’t that much to begin with. 
 
    Scarface grabs my hair. “Talk.” 
 
    “You c-c-can’t… k-kill… m-m-me.” I laugh at the realization. More punches follow, I try to keep my muscles tight like Vlad taught me, but I can’t protect against the barrage of hits and fuck, it hurts! 
 
    “Niet, I can’t. But I can still cut out pieces of you!” 
 
    “Try it, fucker. I dare you,” I scream. “Do you really think… R-Ray will listen to what you say?” 
 
    “Shut up!” Sergei backhands me. 
 
    My teeth gnash together but I still feel joy at having riled him up. He knows he can’t kill me. He knows I must remain alive so that he can obtain whatever he wants out of Ray. So, all I have to do is not piss myself with pain for the next… well… hours? Days? How long do I have to keep my mouth shut? It must’ve been a couple of hours now and I’m nearly at the end of my wits. My entire body is on fire, I taste blood in my mouth, and I really want to sleep. 
 
    After he channels his fury into suffocating and punching the shit out of me, switching between them like he’s in the middle of a sex tumble seeking maximum friction, he finally grabs up the pair of pliers he’d put out earlier. 
 
    “Oh… fuck me.” 
 
    Chris has stopped screaming through his gag a while back after Scarface punched him. Denis must’ve woken up judging by those pained sobs I keep hearing in the background. The whines do sound like him. It’s good Serge kicked Stefan out when he started questioning his methods, otherwise this would’ve been a little too much. I love having an audience, but still… only decent people, please. I reserve the right to choose my clientele and all that bullshit. 
 
    “I want you to think very well before you answer next.” Sergei raises the pliers in front of my face, a very… very deep… irony… in there. Maybe he should’ve thought harder himself before doing this. I gulp. “Tell me what Ward is doing with Lev?” 
 
    “They go at it doggie style in the barn,” I gasp. “Been doing it for days.” 
 
    He grabs my pinkie and rips my nail off before I get to understand what happened. I scream for all I’m worth, in fact I’m ashamed of myself but I nearly faint and almost piss myself because it hurts. God, it hurts. He grabs my hair, awarding me the slap of the year. 
 
    Shit. I want to ask him to do it again, it nearly made me forget about the finger. 
 
    “Should I repeat?” 
 
    I snarl. “Go. Fuck. Yourself.” 
 
    The plier closes over my ring finger nail. 
 
    “S-stop. Stop!” 
 
    “Why are Ward and Lev working together?” Sergei insists. 
 
    I shake my head, then laugh and cry. He pulls my ring finger nail and I stomp my boots on the ground, screaming so loud my ears hurt. “FUCK!” 
 
    “Ward and Lev.” He moves on to my middle finger.  
 
    I blow my cheeks, getting ready for it. “Go for it.” 
 
    “No? You like this?” Sergei taunts. The sharp edge of the pliers is right under my nail, tugging at it. I feel it lifting a bit and I scream again, incensed by the burning pain in my other fingers. “If you don’t start talking,” he says quietly, his eyes glinting, “I’ll next start on your fingers. Cut them off one by one. And I’ll send them as a gift to your boyfriend.” 
 
    The sharp claws of the pliers close over my knuckle instead, pressing down hard enough to draw blood. 
 
    “S-stop it. P-please.” 
 
    “Oh, are you begging me now? Ward and Lev.” 
 
    I cough, choking on blood and snot, overtaken by fear and desperation. Is this the closest I’ve been to death? Haven’t I done better before? 
 
    “Again, don’t make me repeat.” 
 
    “No. No.” The metal grates on my knuckle bone and I let out a pitiful shriek. 
 
    “Will you talk?” 
 
    “Y-y-yes.” 
 
    “What are Ward and Lev doing?” Scarface is bent over me with a steady grip over my finger, ready to chop it off. 
 
    No matter what I say, it has to be credible. If it’s not, this won’t stop, and it will ruin me. I can barely breathe as it is. I’ll end up putting Raymond in danger. I can’t do this to him. I can’t. I’d rather die. 
 
    “You changed your mind?” Sergei croaks. 
 
    Blood spurts from my finger, making a puddle on the armrest. “Ahh. They’re working with Anatoly,” I whisper, squeezing my eyes shut. He’ll snap off my finger anyway. I know he’ll do it. 
 
    The pliers disappear. “Your boyfriend’s working against Vitya?” 
 
    The tears are burning my eyes and my breath is shaking as I’m gasping for air, unable to feel relief. I feel only panic. And fear. 
 
    Scarface pats my cheek. “Atta boy. Why?” 
 
    “Victor’s behind Temnota,” I say quietly, my voice barely audible. “Ray found out.” 
 
    Sergei makes a face, it would be nearly comical if I wasn’t close to dying here. I would’ve laughed earlier, really, but now… I don’t feel like laughing anymore. I’m not strong enough. I’m still not strong enough, after everything… and all it takes is two pulled nails and a bit of torture to get me talking. I’m a disgrace. I’ve just given up Ray’s plans to his enemies. No. Worse than that. I went and got myself into trouble when I promised him that I’d stay put. This will be a record, the quickest fuck up in history, and it bears my name. 
 
    “Where is Anatoly?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Do you want me to make you talk again?” 
 
    “I DON’T KNOW!” I scream, then promptly break into sobs. “I don’t know anything else.” 
 
    Sergei cackles and tosses the pliers on the cupboard with a loud clank. He stares down at me but doesn’t stop laughing. He leaves the room and shuts the door and yet, I can still hear him laughing. His laughter is a permanent resident in my head now. 
 
    “Shit,” I cry, shaking. Now I’ve really fucked up. 
 
      
 
    Denis looks up at me, face streaked with tears, looking very much his age. I forget he’s younger than me with only a handful of years and although it might not sound like much, it makes a difference. He’s been at home with his parents whilst I was getting beaten and roughed up by men who only wanted to get satisfaction. 
 
    Chris next to him doesn’t look much better, they’re both a disgraceful pair of damsels in distress and funnily I am the one feeling responsible for their plight. 
 
    “Why… why did you come?” Denis cries. 
 
    I can tell how much it hurts just by hearing his voice. Not only is he scared for his life, but he’s also blaming himself for what’s happening to me now, and I get it. I’d probably do the same. I was, actually. 
 
    “Y-you shouldn’t have come,” he sobs. Denis’s face scrunches up, deformed by pain. “Why?” 
 
    I rest my head back, taking in the ceiling. I guess… I guess that this is what people fail to understand, that while for some of them knowing someone is just making an acquaintance and nothing else, for me every person that’s ever crossed my life had a meaning and purpose. Even the beggars at the corner of the street impact me, affect my thinking, my perspective, not to mention Denis who’s been there in moments when I truly needed someone. The fact he’s held onto me, cared for me, even done things out of selfishness and a puerile desire for vengeance, it all came because he cared ultimately. Childishly, sure. But cared still. 
 
    Can I blame him? Haven’t I done worse? I would, and I have. And I’ll probably still do foolish things. It is human nature to act on impulses, to scratch our itches. So, he’s fucked up. Am I supposed to condemn him? Ostracise him? I’ve been at the receiving end of those actions, and I know damn well how they feel. Now, I don’t want him to suffer like this because I still care, in spite of my better judgement. I can understand him, relate to him, empathise with him. I’ve been in his shoes. I was trying to shelter him even though I’ve done a piss poor of a job. I fucked up in my own ways, but I wouldn’t leave him behind. 
 
    “Because you’re my friend,” I whisper, sounding so ragged, as though I smoked an entire pack of cigarettes by myself. “And that still means something to me.” 
 
    It will never be the same though, no matter what happens, and he’ll need to work so goddamn hard to redeem himself if he still wants to be around me. I won’t force him. I am done putting in the effort. You see, I care for him, and I would risk my life for him because to me that feels right. But I’m not sure how a broken connection can be mended, perhaps it never will. And that’s alright. That makes sense to me, although it might be contradictory. That’s how humans are, uttering loving words with one breath, destroying with their hands and whilst doing it, they can still live with themselves. I’m no different than them, even though perhaps I’m a bit more aware of it. Or not. I’ll let that one up to higher authorities, I’m not certified enough for it. 
 
    All I know is that I’m hurting right now, and I’m scared too and whilst I’m able to provide comforting words, there’s no one to do the same for me in return. Not right away. The pain is acute, my fingers are numb, and the gruesome sight of my missing nails turns my stomach upside down. The taste of my own blood is making me sick. The rush of my pulse is turning me dizzy. I am aware that my body is agonising, but it still feels very much alive, ready for action. 
 
    I take a moment to collect myself, then I realize I still have the switchblade in my right boot. 
 
    “Fuck. Fuck.” I mutter, my composure nearly turning into a sob, trembling like the end of the world is coming. 
 
    My right hand is shaking badly, my pinkie and ring finger hurt so much that I can barely move them, the pain spreading through my arm. With every move, I cause more pain. I prop my boot against the edge of the chair, then bring it high enough to grab the blade. I press the button and the blade pops out. I turn it against my wrist, for the first time praying to God I won’t be slicing my veins by mistake, I slide it under the plastic tie, and it snaps clean through. 
 
    I lose my grip on the knife and it clatters on the floor, but I can move now. I retrieve it, slice through the other tie on my left wrist and I’m free. I dart up and release Chris and Denis, who still sobs with painful hiccups. 
 
    “Shut up. Keep it together,” I say. “Not now. You can’t cry now, okay?” 
 
    Denis grasps at me, but I keep him at a distance, there’s no time for a reunion. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Chris whispers. 
 
    How do I get these two idiots out of here without getting them hurt? If I only had to care about myself, then I wouldn’t be here contemplating the safest options, I’d just run for it. 
 
    The tiny window encased within the wall draws my attention. I frown, then size Denis up and down. “We need to get Denis out.” 
 
    “What about you?” Denis mewls. 
 
    “We’ll figure it out. You just get out. Run.” 
 
    Chris and I make a step with our hands and help Denis climb up. He slithers through the narrow window, then crouches down, staring at us with big, scared eyes. 
 
    “Get the cops,” I hiss. “Raymond. Anyone.” Denis nods, then his feet depart, and I lose sight of him. I pray he’ll get the fuck away. 
 
    “We can’t get through that window,” Chris says, fidgeting next to me. The sickly yellow light cast from the lightbulb turns the wound on his face an even nastier colour. It looks like someone got him good. He’s in a poor condition overall, his chequered shirt ripped on an arm, his jeans dirty around his knees, he’s all manners of dishevelled. 
 
    “No, we’ll get stuck. You can try if you want.” 
 
    “I won’t be able to,” he says, lost. Has it finally dawned on him the kind of trouble we’re into? Is he pondering at the nearly non-existent future of his life right about now? Because that’s what I’d do if I was him. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Chris. I keep dragging you into shit.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he whispers, then forces a smile. He grimaces right away and covers the wound on his face, as though only now becoming aware of it. “You don’t look good.” 
 
    I snort. “Captain Obvious.” I put a hand through my hair, trying to think. “Right. There’s not too many options. Arm yourself with something.” 
 
      
 
    I post myself behind the door, switchblade tight in my fist albeit my grip is not as strong as I’d like it to be. My fingers hurt, but I don’t do so good at wielding things with my left hand, so this will have to do. 
 
    Chris stays behind me, clutching a hammer in his hands. At least he’s putting up a strong front instead of breaking into tears, I don’t know how I’d deal with him if he did. 
 
    I’ll do my best to protect him but there’s no guarantees we’re getting out of this alive. I have very few hopes in what we’re both concerned. 
 
    One thing is sure, though. The first person to walk through that door will be a dead man. It doesn’t take long for my wish to come true, as it happens one of the guys we’ve met earlier today at Bogo’s flat walks in. It’s his unlucky day. I lunge and stab at his shoulder. He screams, retreats, and we clash in earnest. 
 
    He’s holding onto his shoulder with one arm as he comes at me, but I kick the chair towards him, and he stumbles on it. Rookie mistake. I run at it, step on the chair and propel myself, kicking high, my boot smashing his face. 
 
    He doesn’t last standing so he drops like he’s weightless. Unfortunately, my lack of training and the awkward jump propel me sideways and I end up in an ungraceful heap on the floor, but the adrenaline carries me back up into a fighting stance. I don’t have time to think about the pain. 
 
    Our commotion draws attention, and right in the next moment Stefan hovers in the door, taking it all in, putting things together at the sight of his unconscious comrade. 
 
    Chris steps back, the hammer trembling in his hands, cowering with the malice seeping from Stefan. I keep the chair and the body between us. Stefan catches me eyeing the door, so he slams it closed, then stalks towards us, forcing us both to back around the room. 
 
    “You think you can get past me?” he says. 
 
    I snarl, keeping low, blade still in my fist. Even if I die here, I’ll be damned if he gets out alive. It’s about time I finished what I started on the highway that night. It’s long due. He makes as if to come at me but it’s a feint. Except it doesn’t faze me. Not after training with Vitya and Vlad for so long. He paces carefully. 
 
    “Stop what you’re doing, Lexie. Don’t be stupid.” 
 
    “Die!” 
 
    I throw the knife, before sprinting towards him. He defends his face, and the blade gets stuck in his arm but his reaction time is too slow as I barrel into him. I force him into the tool cupboard. The metal clatters loudly as things skitter and fall on the inside. Stefan stills with the shock, so I punch his solar plexus with all I got, then I step hard on his foot. He gasps and bends over, I brace my hands against his shoulders and bring him low, kneeing his face. 
 
    All those years of terror at his hands. I’m fucking done. I’ll fucking kill him. This is the way he goes. He topples face first against the ground. 
 
    I lift the first thing I lay my eyes on: a screwdriver. I watch him squirm, trying to run away from me. He reminds me of Bogo. So weak. So pathetic. 
 
    “Is that all you’ve got?” I growl. 
 
    Stefan tries to grab at my foot, but I step back and kick him in the chest. He coughs, retreating. I bend over him and sink the screwdriver into his abdomen, repeating a stabbing motion until he swats at me. His fist lands on my face, but I don’t lose my footing. Meanwhile he screams in pain. I slam my boot against the knife in his forearm and it rips through his flesh. His left hand reaches for the blade, but I slam down the screwdriver into his other bicep, impaling him into the ground. 
 
    I bring my boot down over his thigh where Raymond shot him a while back and that draws a long squeal. 
 
    “You’ve made one colossal mistake, Stef. You wanna guess?” He grunts in pain while trying to look up at me. His hair’s untied, blonde strands sticking around his face. 
 
    I pull the knife out of his arm, then retrieve the screwdriver as well. 
 
    “You’ve let me live. Now it’s time to die.” 
 
    “ALEX, WATCH O—" 
 
    BANG. 
 
    Chris drops at my feet a second later, a garnet hole in his forehead as his body smashes against the floor in a heap. Eyes wide open, staring at the ceiling, mouth frozen wide in a silent scream. 
 
    No. 
 
    I falter. 
 
    Chris… Come on. 
 
    No. 
 
    Get up. 
 
    This is not how this is supposed to end for you. 
 
    I don’t have time to move. I don’t have time to react. Scarface swings the gun and slams it into my face. I crash hard. Next time I blink I’m slinking away on the floor, unaware of myself, knife dropped, left hand over my temple, warm liquid seeping through my fingers. I keep looking towards Chris, but he hasn’t moved an inch. I’ve seen dead bodies before. I have. Too many of them. It’s just not… I didn’t think I’d see him like that. Ever. 
 
    “Sh…shit.” 
 
    “You let him beat you?” Scarface laughs. “Ah, you were hurt before,” he mocks Stefan. “He wasn’t a match for you, Petrov.” 
 
    I look over my shoulder as he comes closer. I can’t move away faster. I scramble up, supporting myself against the wall. It occurs to me that I’m a tad screwed. 
 
    “You wanna fight, cocksucker? Has Vitya shown you any good moves? Come, show me.” Sergei keeps the gun carelessly in his hand, as if it weighs nothing. He grins. 
 
    Stefan’s still on the floor, grunting in pain, blood seeping through his clothes from the many wounds I inflicted on him. 
 
    “You want to measure yourself against me?” Scarface shoots again but aims for the ground. 
 
    The sound is deafening in the small room, making my ears ring. I jump out of the way, cement shrapnel flying at me.              “Do you need a gun to measure yourself against me?” 
 
    Sergei grins viciously. “Do you think you can beat me like you’ve done with this scum here?” 
 
    “Are you afraid?” I taunt. “If you’re not, put the gun down and take me full on.” 
 
    “I just might.” 
 
    There’s nothing like greed and stupidity in life. More often they go hand in hand and it’s fatal. Scarface grins and makes a show out of unloading the gun, the bullets drop on the floor scattering in all directions. He tosses the weapon, then shuffles his sleeves. 
 
    “If I win, I get to cut off any part of you that strikes my fancy,” he says. “I’ll wrap it up and send it to your boyfriend.” 
 
    Scarface throws the first punch and I dart out of the way only to be met head on by his second. My head slams against the wall and I collapse to the ground. A couple of kicks grace my ribs until breathing is not an option any longer. Each breath hurts as it wheezes through me. I crawl away for as much as he allows me, left hand reaching for the knife I’d dropped earlier. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    Scarface grabs my foot and drags me back towards him. There’s my opening. It just so happens my left boot ends behind his heel. I latch onto it and leverage my weight against it. As he lets go of my other leg, I kick right when my boot is level with his left knee. I don’t hit hard enough to break his leg in half, which is something I wish I could’ve done, just hard enough for his knee cap to crunch loudly. Just enough to bring my boot back up and repeat the move, sending him off-kilter and crashing into the floor. 
 
    Sergei screams and I have enough time to pick up the knife again. I twist and slam it down towards him, but he parries with his forearm and throws a full on hook at me. One moment I’m atop him, the next he’s straddling me, pinned on the floor. The blade sinks down to its hilt into my shoulder. What comes out of me is a banshee’s scream, the type of irrational roar which doesn’t allow one to think, let alone form words. He twists the blade, and I attempt to fight him off, but my muscles go limp. I can’t make him stop. 
 
    Right when I think I’m about to meet my maker, the unexpected happens. 
 
    “He’s mine! Mine! Mine!” Stefan crashes into him and they both end up rolling on the ground, away from me. 
 
    Whatever strength’s left in me propels me towards the door. I fall to my knees, left arm numb, the stab wound pulsing, the knife handle sticking from my shoulder, warm blood seeping through my T-shirt as it trickles down my chest. 
 
    “Shit… shit.” 
 
    The world tilts dangerously, it spins like a carousel and for a second everything’s forgotten. Stefan’s forgotten. The idea of escaping is forgotten. I crash hard against the floor, for the second time today, whimpering, and nauseous to my bones. No matter how hard I try, I don’t have the strength to pull myself back up. 
 
    God damn it, and I’d been so close. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I lift my head with the few dregs of consciousness I got left in my bones. Ah. So here we are, the end has caught up with us after all. I wish I’d have enough words left for Stefan but as Ray taught me, a lot of things in life become violently repugnant and irrelevant after a while. In my eyes, Stefan’s lost his importance a while ago. That’s what happens when you’ve got bigger fish to fry and ugh, boy, haven’t I slipped into a fucking aquarium full of them lately. 
 
    Even now with him in front of me, there’s not enough words to describe him the way he is, I’d most likely lose my breath trying to do so. He’s diffuse as a human, he lacks something that is palpable, he’s but a shell of a shell, even though that might also have more substance than him. 
 
    If my last stand is me against Stefan, I want you to know that ultimately this ain’t a human I’m fighting, so don’t feel sorry for him. It’s the embodiment of everything that’s wrong with the world, something so vile you can’t truly grasp it or understand it, but something so common, present at every corner of the street that it’s turned distasteful. Stefan is not a person to me any longer, or at least he’s stopped being one a long time ago. 
 
    Sure, call it a pep talk I give myself to gain my courage to stand against him while I’m suspended here with my wrists above my head against this pipe; a bravado and nothing else but you’ve known it’s true for a while now, and so have I. 
 
    Stefan’s sucked the life out of me — no pun intended — so it’s only natural to return the favour. I’ve failed to understand him as a person, in spite of co-existing with him in the same space for so many years. Stefan has no likes because he’s never shown an inclination for anything other than destruction — but even that, no matter how monumental, it’s still shallow and unidimensional. But that’s Stefan for you. He’s the cockroach dragging himself over a pile of shit only to put on one more fight, the one who’s always coming in last, at everyone’s behest; the dog eating everyone’s shit because all the real people need someone like that at their side — if only to give them more credibility. 
 
    You see, there’s no point in dragging this out because both you and I know how this will end. This fucker will die one way or the other, it’s either a knife to the heart or a bullet to the brain — but I fucking needed this. 
 
    “You got me real good there, Lexie.” Stefan sits against the opposite wall, hand plastered over his abdomen, an attempt to stave off the blood. 
 
    “Save your breath, Stef. You’ve run out of script a while ago.” 
 
    I love that confused look on his face as though he doesn’t truly get the mockery of what I’ve turned him into. You see, he’s taken my body from me, I’ve taken his life in return. And now I’m watching it trickle out of him as the blood stains on his abdomen steadily widen. Between you and I, I’m sure you’ve figured out who’s the loser by now. 
 
    Both my wrists are secured above my head, holding me up as I sag on the floor. My shoulder’s on fire, my left arm pulsing in pain, my T-shirt drenched in blood on that side, stuck to the skin. Even the fabric on my back is drenched with sweat… I wonder if that’s bad. I’m still breathing though. Still here. I’ve lost more blood when I’d sliced my wrist. 
 
    I’m not scared, though. I will face you once again, my fate. The more I stand here facing Stefan, I realize that I don’t feel a sliver of fear or distress any longer. I've nullified his existence, he is just the embodiment of evil. He is nameless and formless. There is nothing distinct about him any longer because such is the case with individuals like him: they're all the same, just a glorified concept of hate lacking the notion of compassion. It is just selfishness of the flesh and possession, greed, which manifest itself through an obsession of owning everything, be it riches or people. It’s the long search for fulfilment which is nothing but a void. Stefan truly doesn’t possess any defining qualities of his own because he has none. 
 
    I have no more emotion towards him, no fear or hate because his presence or lack of thereof do not change my existence. I have feared and suffered more at the mercy of my own thoughts so truly, this is nothing but an ultimate physical test to see whose body will break first. He can’t trespass and steal anything from my sanity any longer because said sanity has long morphed into a monstrosity carrying its innate will to exist. He’s just a hurdle. 
 
    “You once said that I’d never forget you, Stefan. Too bad your own obsessions are as bland as you.” 
 
    There’s no rhyme or reason to true insanity, although perhaps a logic could be found upon closer inspection. But it all collapses under the weight of the truth that the sick human mind is nothing but a human in its proto animalic state. The reason simply turns into instinct. 
 
    “You’ve simply turned into a bad dream,” I drone on. “By the time I woke up this morning anything memorable about you was gone. There’s nothing else for you to say because you’ve run out of lines.” 
 
    “You think so, Lexie?” In spite of the multiple stab wounds, he’s still awake, but he doesn’t look, nor sound well. He coughs up blood and his breaths turn into wheezing each time. 
 
    “I know so. It had to be this way. Because I know that by the end of tonight you will lie dead, and I’ll carry on to the next level.” 
 
    A chuckle. “I’ve never liked you,” he grits out, his eyes glinting. “I’ve hated whatever is in you since I met you.” He takes a long breath, struggling to draw air in. “Always talking and talking and thinking… you’re better than me.” 
 
    There is nothing human in his expression, only a monstrous resemblance, so fitting with the blood staining his chin and lips. 
 
    “You’ve run your mouth so much… since you were a snotty brat when I first met you, as if everything has been revolving around you. I hate your guts, Lexie.” His eyes blazing, more alive than I’ve ever seen them. 
 
    Ah, I see. I guess the unholy triad of hate, envy and malice is what’s kept him alive for so long. So, he’s one of those, I see. Just like Vitya, but blander. A prototype. A failed one. 
 
    Stefan crawls closer, dragging himself on his knees until he stops next to me and I’m all too aware of his body heat and stench. 
 
    It occurs to me Scarface lies face down next to the cupboard, a large puddle of blood underneath him. 
 
    I turn my head to Stefan, out of breath and bravado. He killed him. Stefan managed to kill him. 
 
    “I’ve wanted to break you since I first saw you,” he says hoarsely. “I wanted to make you cry so it would satisfy me. No matter how much I’d hurt you, you refused to stay down!” his hand wraps around my throat. “Why can’t you ever shut up?” he screams. “Why do you keep going? What the fuck is inside you that keeps you getting up?” 
 
    He doesn’t get it, he can’t. He doesn’t understand the full spectrum of human emotion, it’s alien territory for him. Maybe what he hates is the fact that I am able to feel something other than the venomous feelings infecting him. Maybe he hates that I’m still standing in spite of experiencing them. For some, going once through hell will erase every positive emotion that one’s capable of. For others, going through hell only ignites the fire of life burning inside of them, driving them on. 
 
    “I enjoyed seeing you tormented,” Stefan says, close to me, his stench and the blood mingling together. His eyes are wild, lacking any human recognition in them, delirious. “Seeing others use you. I’ve turned you into my toy,” he hisses, breath hitching. He must be in a lot of pain, yet he’s still crawling, his grip steady on my throat. “But you would always defy time and again. Why?! What the ever loving fuck keeps you standing? Why can’t you submit?” he shouts. “Why won’t you break? Even when I’d kick you…,” he falters, groaning in pain. “You’d still look at me this way. Why!?” 
 
    “Why?” I whisper. “Because I’ve never needed anyone to make me feel alive. All I’ve ever needed has been inside me.” 
 
    The many facets of me that I’ve shown to people have kept me alive. The many MEs I’ve nurtured since I was a child. My friends. My people. My only companions. Me. Me all along. 
 
    “You thought you broke me first?” I grit. “You were one of many things.” I tilt my head, trying to ignore the pain in my body. “The way I grew up until then... I’d already turned being alone into an art. You can’t stand my defiance? I’ve earned it,” I shout, summoning whatever power I’ve got left in me. “You can’t take what’s mine. You and your little inferiority complex can go fuck yourselves six ways to Sunday. It’s good that you finally said it. Maybe there’s still hope for you,” I laugh. “Vitya could teach you a thing or two. You’re a shitstain compared to him.” 
 
    Stefan grimaces as he plasters his hand over his abdomen once again, taken by a bloodied coughing fit. “I’ll take you with me. I’m not letting you live.” His hand tightens around my neck. 
 
    So, what if I die here tonight? I could. It would be the shittiest ending there is. An ending, nevertheless. I just don’t think that I got it in me. I can’t give him the satisfaction of killing me. 
 
    I muster my strength and kick him, putting him at a distance. He comes again and I kick in earnest, sending him on the floor, the ties cutting through my wrists, blood running down my arms. He crawls back towards me. 
 
    I won’t let him. I won’t. I’ll fight until I’m out of breath. I owe it to myself. I’ll save the strangling for Ray. He’ll do plenty when he sees me. 
 
    Stefan wraps his hand around my ankle, attempting to stop me. 
 
    “Fuck off,” I snap. I spasm and kick with my legs again, gifting him a boot to the face, anything to keep him at a distance. 
 
    Stefan crawls on top of me, wrapping both hands on my throat. Squeezing hard. Suffocating me. It occurs to me that I am going to die and a primordial desperation surges through me. I bring my knee up and crush his balls. Stefan wavers. In that slight moment he pulls back, I reach out and sink my teeth in his left ear. The cartilage is squishy as I tear through it, ripping it off. Blood and salt invade my mouth. Stefan shouts and hits me at random, unfocused. I spit out his ear as he backs again, hands plastered over his head, blood gushing, yelling, frantic screams coming from him. 
 
    It's just an ear, I want to say, but I’m laughing hysterically. The little things are the ones that render us broken. 
 
    I lift my boot and smack him in the face again, sending him toppling in the other direction, this time putting him to sleep. 
 
    Would he be at his hundred percent, I wouldn’t be so lucky. 
 
    My shoulder’s killing me. There’s no way I can break the ties. Maybe if I could force the restraints, sliding my hands up and down against the iron holding the pipe in the wall, until it breaks but I’d probably chafe my wrists to the bone instead. I do force myself up so I can better use my legs if he dares come again. I don’t remain standing for long though. The blood loss and my injuries are a tad too much for me. I slide down against the wall, my heart hurting in my chest. Room’s spinning. Chris’ body coming into view, reminding me he’s still lying there, unmoving. Oh, God. Chris is dead. It’s real. It’s all real. 
 
    I’m feeling sick. 
 
    Uh-oh. 
 
    I’m about to faint. 
 
    No. No. 
 
    Don’t let me... 
 
    Don’t let me fai— 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 – Ray 
 
      
 
    Morozov was leaning against the fireplace, one leg over the other as if he owned the damned place. A passing thought had Raymond hoping that his trousers would catch on fire, but he didn’t linger on it for long. He was not there to exchange invectives or punches with his nemesis, but to come up with a viable plan on locating and saving the person they both cared for. 
 
    Aleksandr had been taken by Stefan Dumitrescu and his lackeys, Raymond had shouted at Felix for the better part of an hour, but it made no real difference in the end. He’d realized that he was just taking his frustration on the man, but he shouldn’t have been so goddamn careless. It had not been a ploy, thus he could not accuse them of being blind or not giving their best. His men had given their lives to help Aleksandr escape. In vain. It had been the ill-fated hand of destiny which had led Aleksandr to Temnota’s hideout, nothing more or less. Although Raymond was sure now, after putting all the pieces together, that Stefan Dumitrescu was planning on using Alex’s friend to lure him out one way or another. It had just been bad timing, in more ways than one. 
 
    “Do we know anything else about it?” 
 
    Ray pinched the bridge of his nose, he was at the third cigarette in a row, he just couldn’t get himself under control. “No,” Ray gritted. “Five people, two cars. They got weapons.” 
 
    “And you believe this place might be where they’re keeping him?” 
 
    “It’s not clear but it would appear so.” 
 
    Lev had proven useful and provided him with as much information as possible on Sergei Dimitrov. Coupled with what Ray knew about Dumitrescu and the little information they had regarding the incident, they’d narrowed down the search area to a few properties connected to Stefan and his allies. 
 
    Morozov nodded. “Where’s the other waste of space? He should come with us.” 
 
    “Roman’s caught up with business.” 
 
    Vlad clucked his tongue with a smirk. “So servile, are we sure he’s not… you know…” He winked. 
 
    Raymond felt his blood boil. “Enough,” he warned. “Alex is my priority.” 
 
    “Well, well, if it’s not the wolf protecting its cub.” Morozov pushed away from the fireplace. “Very well, we’re going.” 
 
     
 
    *** 
 
    Raymond did not know what to expect, but he’d gathered a dozen men with them and donned combat gear. He hadn’t let Marian and Felix persuade him to stay away from the fight, there was no way in hell that he’d remain back at the manor while Alex could be… No, those thoughts were too debilitating. 
 
    It was a war, with both sides vying for victory, throwing blows left and right and the outcome would remain unknown for the time being. Raymond had stopped searching for culprits since he considered all parties involved to be guilty. No one could hide behind the frail veil of innocence, there was no such thing in his world, but in spite of his assertion, all evidence amassed lead to one person responsible from which this violence had spread like a net in all directions. Victor Petrov. Not only had he financed a war, he’d supported the rise of a criminal faction meant to cause trouble on purpose, to be at odds with Roza for the gains of one person. 
 
    Raymond was not even sure what Victor would have gained out of his alliance by proxy with the Italian mobs. Ever since finding out about his schemes, Raymond had thought that it all resumed to money, but one could never know with Vitya. It might’ve as well been vengeance of some sort, or a display of power. Ray did not put it past the man to go to all this trouble only so that he could laugh in the Italians’ faces as he revealed his hidden hand in the game. 
 
    And all of Vitya’s schemes thus far had facilitated this moment; Aleksandr in the hands of the enemy once more, at their mercy. Raymond had tried to rationalize the situation as best he could given the circumstances and his propensity for an emotional outburst the size of a nuclear blast. Temnota’s underlings would not hurt Aleksandr if they understood that the boy could be used, however Ray was not so sure about Stefan Dumitrescu. The pimp was the wild card in all of this and once again Raymond lived to regret the fact that he’d not put a bullet in his head the moment he’d had a chance to. If anything happened to Aleksandr… No. He would not entertain such thoughts. 
 
    The capital was now far behind them, the first two locations had been a bust with no sign of occupants whatsoever. Their little army was carrying on towards another point of interest, speeding on one of the national roads through the thick darkness of the night when the headlights flashed over a boy running on the side of the road, waving his arms. 
 
    Ray frowned. “Stop the car. Stop it!” 
 
    Morozov did not question him and turned the vehicle in the middle of the street, returning for the boy. 
 
    Raymond’s eyes could not have been mistaken. The distressed boy running alone on the side of the street was none other than Aleksandr’s friend. 
 
    Ray busted out of the car, which prompted the kid to stumble and run in the opposite direction. 
 
    “Denis!” Ray shouted. 
 
    Denis halted on the side of the street and looked back with a tear streaked face. 
 
    “M-mister Ward?” He hugged his bare arms around his body, then broke down into sobs as Raymond approached him. 
 
    The kid was in a rough shape, covered in mud and scratches, eyes large pits of despair as he looked around lost. Raymond had no idea how to approach him without traumatising him further, so he made a placating gesture with his hands. 
 
    “I’m… I’m s-sorry,” Denis mumbled, shivering. 
 
    Raymond removed his jacket and draped it over the boy’s shoulders, kneading warmth into his arms. “Where is Alex?” 
 
    “Where did he come from?” Morozov joined him along with a handful of men, but Denis wasn’t a danger, so he motioned them to stay back to avoid scaring him further. 
 
    “They have him,” the boy sobbed. “They tortured him, mister Ward. I’m s-sorry. It’s my fault! I’m sorry!” 
 
    Raymond faltered, trying to visualise the bigger picture in spite of the teen’s distress. Alex would be fine, he had proven time and again that he was strong, and he could hold his own, if it hadn’t been for him in the cemetery, they’d both be dead now. Ray shoved his emotion and desire to scream out of the way and kept a cool mind, trying to put the facts together. 
 
    “Where did you come from?” 
 
    Denis looked up, disoriented. He stared around and wiped his nose with the back of his hand, pointing at the trees on the side of the road. “There’s a place over there… Through the woods,” he babbled. “Chris and Alex are still there, they couldn’t get out. There was only a small window!” 
 
    They were surrounded by forest trees on both sides, a thick canopy obstructing the sky above, the road snaking away ahead, curving to the right in the distance from what Raymond could see. He stepped towards the edge of the street, gazing at the line of blinking lights down the road, dimming and brightening in rhythm with the gentle waving of leaves. 
 
    Ray tried to remember the coordinates of their location, but unless he was entirely wrong, they were still a ways from there. 
 
    “Is he sure it’s around here? This wasn’t on your list.” Morozov said. 
 
    Ray shook his head, narrowing his eyes, measuring the terrain, drawing maps in his head. “He couldn’t have come from afar.” Ray put some distance between them, reaching the front of the parked car. “Do you have the map?” 
 
    Morozov pulled out the GPS and they both huddled over it. It was over twenty kilometres to their next location, and unless Denis had sprouted a pair of wings and flown over the forest, then there was no way for him to cross that distance in such a short time. Besides, the boy insisted that he hadn’t been out for long. 
 
    “Park down there,” Ray instructed his men, pointing at a place close to the tree line. They needed to take the cars off the street in case anyone would come looking for Denis. “We go by foot. Can you retrace your steps?” 
 
    The boy rubbed at his eyes, appearing lost and clueless. “I can… I can try.” 
 
    They left a handful of men behind with the cars. Raymond alongside a battered Felix who had insisted to join nevertheless, and Morozov led the charge following Denis’ instructions. 
 
    Dry branches cracked under their feet as they made their way through the forest, the visibility greatly reduced due to the dark greenery, the night’s embrace crisp and tenebrous. 
 
    Morozov kept checking his GPS, frowning here and there. “There’s something ahead,” he announced, his voice rough and resounding through the nature’s stillness. 
 
    They trekked for the better part of an hour, attentive at every move around them, careful not to walk into an ambush, but the woods were peaceful apart from the regular din of its nocturnal residents, the trill of birds sharp and uncanny, the screams of foxes and scuttle of rodents echoing around them. 
 
    Ray walked with a death grip on his gun, sweating in spite of the cold. The bulletproof vest underneath his sweater was stuffy, but he could not afford going without it. 
 
     After an interminable trek, they finally got eyes on the place. It appeared to be an old establishment nestled just a ten-fifteen minute drive away from the forest entrance, surrounded by trees from all sides. The map indicated that the main street wasn’t too far from where they found themselves, so the location was well-connected to transportation. It could have been a hunter outpost at one point or perhaps a holiday location but judging by its size and the stables surrounding the property, it had most likely been used for forest farming. 
 
    They took cover behind the tree trunks, observing the place, looking out for guards or other signs that the place inside hid more men than they were expecting. 
 
    Two of the cars parked outside matched the ones Felix had identified earlier in the day.  
 
    Lights were on inside the house, but the windows were mostly covered so they could not spot any movement. 
 
    “Eight cars,” Morozov counted. 
 
    Raymond looked at the handful of men scattered around them through the forest. He pointed at one of them. “Take the kid and go back to the main street.” 
 
    Denis shuddered but did not protest in any way. Not that Raymond would have put up with it. 
 
     Once the boy and the bodyguard disappeared back through the forest, Raymond turned to Morozov. It was rather unexpected and all the more unfortunate that they found themselves in this situation, but they had no other choice but to cooperate. 
 
    “How do you want to go about this?” 
 
    “Mhmm,” Morozov mused without taking his eyes off the location. “I’m touched that you’d ask for my opinion, Luchik.” 
 
    Felix and Marian crouched next to them. Needless to say, Raymond had fought Felix and asked him to stay back given the fact that he’d been injured earlier in the day, but the man’s guilt had been so overpowering that he’d insisted on helping. After all, he was the one who’d lost Aleksandr from his sight, so he held himself responsible. Raymond had not found himself in a position to disagree, given that he’d been shouting himself hoarse while berating the man, so he’d ended up joining them after all. 
 
    “We split up,” Felix said. “There seem to be more entrances.” 
 
    “We can surround them,” Marian agreed. 
 
    “I’m not sure if it will be enough,” Ray said. Judging by the number of vehicles, they ran the risk of being outnumbered. “There’s at least ten people in there.” 
 
    “It’s their funeral,” Morozov said darkly, still staring through the bushes. He finally turned to them and appraised Raymond. “Can you fight?” 
 
    “I’m not dying tonight,” Ray growled. 
 
    Vladimir smirked. “Good enough.” He threw a casual glance at Felix and Marian. “Tell your men to hold their fire. We don’t know what we’re shooting at.” 
 
    “You heard him,” Raymond agreed. The last thing he wanted was to get Alex caught in the crossfire. 
 
    Two muffled blasts ensued, disrupting the silence of night. They were coming from inside the house. Both Raymond and Vladimir exchanged a glance. 
 
    “Go now,” Ray said. All caution be damned, his blood was boiling, the only thing he could think of was ensuring Aleksandr’s safety. 
 
    They rushed through the foliage and leapt over the wooden fence surrounding the property, splitting in teams of two and going in different directions. Marian remained at Raymond’s side, covering his back as he led the way, grip firm on his gun. 
 
    Another blast echoed from inside, curdling the blood in Ray’s veins, chilling him to the bone. Something was amiss. 
 
    They reached a wooden door at the side of the house, and they took cover next to the wall. Marian exchanged a glance with him, waiting for Raymond, then the former reached for the door. 
 
    “Locked.” 
 
    “Break it down,” Ray said swiftly. 
 
    Marian shot the lock, and they barged through a moment later. The hallway was dimly illuminated, a light bulb lit somewhere to the left. 
 
    Raised voices and shouts permeated through to them, a cacophony of curses and violent promises. 
 
    Raymond tried to make sense of it as they slowly advanced. They stopped in front of an open door, checking the overturned room, most everything was demolished, fragments of furniture scattered every way. 
 
    “There’s blood on the walls,” Morozov said casually through the earpiece. A silenced gunshot erupted in the next second. “One down.” 
 
    A body laid against one of the walls inside the room, riddled by bullets, the blood fresh. 
 
    “Something happened here,” Raymond said. “They fought one another.” 
 
    “Made my job easier,” Morozov again. “Left wing clear.” 
 
    Marian took the lead, and they cleared through the rooms one by one only to find more signs of violence and death. Raymond counted at least ten bodies, apart from the ones his men had put down. 
 
    It seemed the place had been a hideout for a while given the state of it and the discarded cans and food wrappers left behind. It was one of their dens. Their numbers seemed to indicate that they’d used this as a base for a while. It had been a good hiding spot, albeit somewhat remote. According to Felix, some of them had been holed up in the capital in the dealer’s apartment. They’d been smart about it, using a dead man’s place as a local base, perhaps hoping that no one would think to look there. They must’ve been taken by surprise once visitors had shown up on their doorstep one after the other. 
 
    The hallway forked ahead. Marian signalled to his right and Raymond nodded, retreating slowly. 
 
    There was nobody rushing at them, all was silent apart from the odd shout here and there. 
 
    A loud metallic rattle stopped them both, followed by hushed voices. “Open it!” someone hissed in Russian. “It’s our only chance!” Repeated loud slams ensued. 
 
    Marian crouched and peeked around the corner. He took cover again and raised two fingers. Two men. Then shook his head, motioning there was a stairway. No direct shot. 
 
    “They’re all dead!” Another voice hissed in Russian. “Let’s just run!” 
 
    “They wouldn’t kill the Petrov boy!” 
 
    Raymond growled, his grip tightening around the gun. His finger curled around the trigger, ready to fire. He’d used to have a good aim before the accident, but he needed to restrain himself until he knew what he dealt with. They couldn’t start firing down that way. If there was the slightest chance that Alex was in there, then… he couldn’t risk it. 
 
    Marian pushed himself up, raising a hand. 
 
    “I’m leaving!” 
 
    Loud trots and the creaking of steps. 
 
    “Come back!” 
 
    Rushed footsteps approached the corner and a scared man ended up facing them. Raymond pressed the trigger, the bullet slamming through the man’s face, sending him in the opposite wall. 
 
    Marian broke cover, taking his chances. In spite of the silencer, the shot still rang loud and clear, followed by a heavy thud. 
 
    “All clear,” Marian declared. 
 
    “Luchik. Status?” 
 
    “Two down,” Ray said coldly. He stepped over the sagging body following after Marian. The stairway had no more than ten narrow steps and ended right in front of a metallic door. Another limp body was sprawled in front of it. 
 
    Marian descended and tried the handle, but the door wouldn’t budge. “We need a crowbar. The lock’s blocked.” 
 
    “Get someone here. We’re on the eastern side of the house.” Ray said through his earpiece. “Marian, check upstairs.” He motioned the bodyguard to go back up. Raymond rushed down the stairs and pressed his ear against the door but could hear no sounds. His heart was hammering in his chest. 
 
    “Alex?” he chanced, but nothing came through the door. Ray closed his eyes for a moment, feeling sick as he envisioned what might lay behind the locked door. None of the images were pleasant. “Can you hurry up?” Ray growled in his earpiece. 
 
    “Did you find him?” Morozov’s voice came clear to him. 
 
    Raymond shoved the dead body out of the way and made some room so he could move. He brought his boot up and slammed it against the door. 
 
    “Ward!?” Morozov insisted. 
 
    “Not sure,” Raymond grunted, battering the door again. He was barely making a dent. “Alex!” He refrained from shooting at the lock out of fear that the bullets might ricochet, the entire frame was metallic and there was a high chance that he’d only end up wasting ammo or draw attention towards himself. 
 
    Ray cursed loudly and turned sharply at the sound of footsteps, but it was only Marian followed by Felix. 
 
    “Boss, get out of the way!” Felix said. He held a metallic lever in one of his hands. 
 
    Raymond made room for them and kept an eye on the corridors above in the meantime. With every second that passed listening to the cracking of the door as his men tried to pry it open, it felt like his heart was constricting more and more. Perhaps there was something wrong with him after all, at this rate he might end up having a heart attack in the next minutes. 
 
    “Raymond!” Marian shouted. They’d gotten through at last. 
 
    “Boss, get in here!” 
 
    Ray nearly tripped down the stairs upon hearing the urgency in Felix’s voice. He reached the door and pushed it open with terror wrapping its insidious fingers around his throat. The fear kept him in place, he couldn’t move. 
 
    There he was, sagging against the wall to the side, wrists restrained above his head, chin in his chest, eyes closed, mouth parted in a last breath, unmoving. 
 
    Ray felt his blood run cold, the world crumbling around him, everything dissolving, turning to grey. “Aleksandr!” he whispered.  
 
    No, God. Don’t let him be... No. 
 
    Ray kicked into motion and closed the space between them in two strides, unseeing to the other bodies strewn on the floor. His eyes were on the boy’s blood-stained figure. 
 
    Unspeakable terror coursed through Raymond, disrupted flashes of memory battering him from all sides. A body strewn on the floor. Blood on his face. Unmoving. Unseeing. 
 
    “Aleksandr!” Ray kneeled next to him, breathless. “Baby, look at me.” He gently lifted the boy’s head, his own mind spinning, hands cold and shaking.  
 
    Not again. Not again. Not this time. Please. He contained a sob, his trembling fingers searching for signs of life. Ray let out a shaky breath as he felt the strong pulse. 
 
    “Christ,” he whispered, cradling Alex’s face. He was a wounded mess, but he was just unconscious. Ray gathered himself together, just enough to take in his injuries. Alex’s left arm and shoulder were covered in blood, his T-shirt ripped and soaked. Ray inspected the gaping wound on Alex’s shoulder, horrified. 
 
    Marian approached and pulled out a knife, pressing the blade against Alex’s restraints. “You got him?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Marian sliced the ties and Alex sagged against Ray with a soft moan. Ray pushed him gently against the wall resuming his check. Swollen face, nearly unrecognizable, his left eyelid busted, bleeding eyebrow, tumefied cheek, split lips, bloodied nose, wounded forehead. Ray would have an easier time listing the parts of him that were not bruised. Then the worrisome bit was the blood in his mouth, Raymond could not tell whether it was due to an internal wound or not. He tilted Alex’s head back, but all his teeth seemed to be in place. 
 
    “He bit off an ear,” Marian said, crouching to inspect something on the floor. 
 
    Ray’s eyes fell on the bloody piece of meat laying not far from Alex’s thigh. Ray’s gaze then slipped to the body behind him. He’d found the missing puzzle piece. 
 
    “Ward, is he...?” 
 
    Morozov halted in the door, expression grave, eyes glued to Alex. There was something bothersome there, but Raymond could understand that feeling. This was not the time for disagreements though, Aleksandr was the priority. Right at that moment Alex mumbled and jerked up, both his arms shooting forward. 
 
    “It’s alright. It is alright,” Ray said. “It’s me.” 
 
    “Ray…” 
 
    “I’m here. I’m here. It is alright now.” Ray cupped his face and hugged him, feeling a sliver of relief at last. He was alive. Battered, bloodied, traumatised, but alive. He could barely say a word through the pained whimpers. A vicious shaking had taken over Alex’s body and Raymond did his best to ensure that there were no further hidden wounds. 
 
    Ray cut through his T-shirt and revealed large bruises over his abdomen and torso. Alex sighed in pain as Ray felt around his ribs and it became clear there was some internal damage. Maybe one, or two… perhaps three broken ribs. He would need X-rays for sure. 
 
    “Are you with me?” 
 
    “D-da,” Alex responded. “I’m… c-cold,” he said in Romanian, defaulting to his native language, appearing dazed. 
 
    “You lost blood.” Raymond gathered Alex’s tattered T-shirt and made a gauze from it. He used it to staunch off the fresh blood trickling from the reopened wound. Alex winced. 
 
    Morozov came closer, ruffling the boy’s hair, careful not to hurt him. “You good there, kotik?’ he grinned. 
 
    “P-peaches,” Alex coughed, he was trying to laugh. “Y-you s-should see your faces.” 
 
    Morozov’s grin widened, which only served to annoy Raymond further. 
 
    The groan coming from behind them prompted Vladimir to move away and pressed his boot over the body that was apparently still alive. 
 
    It was none other than Stefan Dumitrescu, who for some reason looked worse for wear than Aleksandr himself. A puddle of blood had spread underneath him, and in spite of that, through a stroke of luck, he was somehow still drawing breath. 
 
    “You get him out,” Morozov said. “I’ll get rid of the scum.” 
 
    Raymond turned away from Aleksandr, eyeing the despicable vermin who was trying to get himself up. “Kill him slowly.” 
 
    Morozov met his gaze with a crooked grin, both of them in complete agreement. “My pleasure.” 
 
    “Make sure it’s all clear,” Raymond ordered Felix and Marian. He then turned to Alex. “Hey. You with me? Can you stand?” 
 
    Alex shook his head, his eyes half-closed and unfocused. A layer of goosebumps peppered his skin. Raymond spotted a trampled black jacket on the floor which looked exactly like the one Alex usually wore and draped it over the boy’s shoulders to keep him warm. 
 
    “I hear you like to hurt little boys,” Morozov said in the background, the hint of a smile in his voice. 
 
    “Alex… Alex, stay with me, baby. Alex.” Ray grabbed his chin, turning the boy’s face away from Morozov. He kept one of his hands over the improvised bandage to staunch off the blood. He’d need to be seen by a doctor, that wound needed stitches and fast. 
 
    A long and whined squeal the likes of which Raymond had only heard coming from a human on rare occasions, rose from behind them as Vladimir discarded a bit of flesh to the floor. 
 
    “I used to drown ducks as a child you know,” Morozov continued. “Now my tastes have diversified. There is something about screaming which soothes my inner turmoil. Music couldn’t be sweeter.” 
 
    Alex would not stop looking away, but this wasn’t something which he needed to remember. The mulching sounds coming from behind them were enough to haunt anyone until the day they died, they did not need any graphics to go with it. Ray had seen enough in the past to know the kind of viciousness Morozov was capable of, so he did not need another demonstration. 
 
    “I told you what I’d do to you if you come after him again, da?” Morozov said cheerfully. 
 
    Ray wrapped his left arm around Alex’s waist and tried to pull him up, but the boy’s knees buckled. Ray felt a tinge of pain in his shoulder and cursed under his breath as he was forced to let Alex back on the floor. The wound in his back was burning again, a hotbed of pure misery ready to make itself felt once more. Their most recent adventure in the cemetery had not been kind to his shoulder, so he had barely enough time to recover after that. 
 
    The only thing Raymond could do was to sit down next to Alex and obstruct his view with his own body. He covered the boy’s ears as he brought him close to his chest. 
 
     “Don’t look,” Ray spoke low above Alex’s head, spouting nonsensical words which only served to distract him and muffle the screams, covering the soft splashes of flesh hitting the ground and Morozov’s soft uncanny laughter. 
 
    “You like that, da?” 
 
    Raymond felt the anger burrowing itself inside of him, riddled with guilt and reprimands. This had happened because of his own shortcomings. He had allowed Stefan Dumitrescu to exist. Alex had been hurt because of him, now he would need to carry that burden with him forever. Raymond glimpsed over his shoulder, seeing only flashes of crimson as Morozov moved this way and that. 
 
    Raymond himself should have been the one to give the finishing blow, that piece of scum deserved it. Alex whimpered in his arms, and Raymond returned his attention to him, holding him gently, soothing. Vengeance could not be his focus though, he had a more important job. He would not let Aleksandr out of his sight from then on, no matter what. 
 
    Felix halted in the door as he returned, eyes wide as he stared at the carnage behind Raymond. 
 
    “Felix,” Ray said firmly, drawing his attention. 
 
    “It’s all clear above,” Felix stammered. “They’re bringing the cars closer.” 
 
    Ray nodded. “Help me get him up, I can’t carry him.”  
 
    Felix rushed and grabbed the boy up. Alex’s eyes lingered on a body strewn on the floor next to the wall, its face vaguely familiar but Ray could not place a name on it. He wrapped his arm around Alex’s waist and carried the boy towards the door with Felix’s help, briefly catching a glimpse of the bloodbath as he turned, bits of white ribs glinting from the pimp’s chest, dressed in bright red, his eyes bulged with prominent veins visible from afar, mouth paralyzed, the mulching sound intense as Vladimir’s arm had sunken into his stomach up to his elbow. 
 
    “…and wrapped in your own guts like tinsel on a Christmas tree,” Morozov said in a cheery voice. 
 
    “I’m… going to be s-sick,” Alex said faintly as they stepped over the threshold and left the haunted room behind. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 – Alex 
 
      
 
    I watched my friend die and I couldn’t do anything about it. He died to protect me. He’ll never get to be free now. He’ll never get to experience life, not the way he wanted it to. And I was willing to help him do it, only to prevent him from ending up like me. I was. 
 
    The only thing his parents will know is that he’d gone missing one day, but they’ll never find out what happened. They’ll never find his body, nor any remnants to provide any sort of closure. There’s nothing left of Chris but ashes. 
 
    When I started my day this morning, I’d woken up in Ray’s arms before I kissed him goodbye, and things were still alright in the world. That is, by my standards. It hasn’t even been a full twenty-four hours and now everything’s turned backwards. It’s like I take one step forward and then an avalanche headbutts me and sends me hurtling downhill for ten kilometres, setting me back for life. 
 
    At least Denis escaped unharmed at a glance, but who knows what monster I might’ve unlocked in that tiny head of his? I’m the best friend anyone could ever have. I’ve mentally scarred my closest friend and gotten the other one killed. I must be fucking cursed. 
 
    Ray got Edward to check me unofficially without registering me with the hospital. They stitched me up and got some scans done. I don’t know how I’ve gotten through it. I don’t remember most of it. I can’t recall conversations. I’ve got a hard time remembering who else was there besides Ray. I don’t know where Denis is although Ray’s reassured me that he’ll be fine. I know that Felix was talking to me at some point, and he looked dejected, but for the life of me I can’t tell what it was about. It’s all a massive blank.  
 
    I got my friend killed. Because I thought that if I work hard enough, I can make it. And I did, didn’t I? Only because my life has more value than that of a regular person. That’s what saved me tonight. The fact I’m the son of a mobster, I’m fucking Ray, and a madman’s obsession with who I am is what saved my life. Isn’t that fucked up? 
 
    But hey. At least Stefan’s finally dead. Dead at last. Didn’t I want this all along? Then why doesn’t it feel better? Why don’t I feel relieved? I should feel like I’m free. There, crisis averted but nothing is going back to normal now, because it’s all said and done, and I can’t undo any of it. Because I got someone else killed. Someone innocent. Someone I cared about. 
 
    I feel like before, but yet I’m changed somehow and it’s not a good change, it’s for the worst. 
 
    I stare down at the cigarette between my fingers, the tip burning fiercely as I press it against my wrist. I don’t feel the pain. It doesn’t hurt anymore. I repeat the motion several times, until a hard slap lands across my hand, the cigarette skitters away. Ray steps over it and then grabs my wrists, angry, staring down at me. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he looks at my left wrist, holding it up, then back at me, anger and disappointment on his face. “Why are you doing this to yourself?” 
 
    I sag on the edge of the bed, questioning my sanity. “What’s the point?” 
 
    “What do you mean what’s the point?” Ray says. 
 
    “I don’t feel anything. Nothing’s changed. I killed Chris.” 
 
    “Enough,” he says softly, kneeling in front of me. “Please, stop. Just stop!” He holds onto my left wrist, cradling it to his chest and cups my face with his other hand. “You didn’t kill him.” 
 
    “Why does it feel like it, then?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he whispers. He knows what it feels like, I know he does. At least… at least there’s comfort in that. 
 
    “Are you going to leave me now?” 
 
    “What are you talking about? I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere, alright?” 
 
    Ray checks my wrist, pained. There, under the fresh wounds the ties carved into my skin today, there’s several round burns in varying degrees of red peppered all over my skin. Ray blows gently over my wrist but everything else is so sore that I don’t even notice the pain any longer. I’m numb. 
 
    He brings over the med kit and applies a cold compress to my skin before he wraps it up in clean gauze. 
 
    “Please, don’t do this to yourself anymore,” Ray chides. 
 
    I feel like crying. I’m so tired, all I want to do is sleep but I’m afraid that if I close my eyes I won’t get to wake up again. Maybe I’m still there with Stefan, and Ray is nothing but a dream. 
 
    There’s dim light outside, the herald of a new day, marking the end of a nightmare I’ve lived for the past day. We’re at the manor, and there’s an IV stuck in the crook of my arm while the rest of me is wrapped in bandages, holding me together like I’m trying to hold my frail sanity. 
 
    “You need to promise me this,” Ray says, lifting his head up from what he’s doing. “Promise me you’ll stop. I’ll be upset with you otherwise.” 
 
    I look at him, shivering. The pain in my shoulder signals that this is the unforgiving reality, not a vile concoction brewed in my mind. There’s no way back from here. 
 
    “I fucked up.” 
 
    “You didn’t do anything wrong,” Ray whispers in return, shaking his head. He looks so tired, I know he hasn’t slept for the past day, not with everything that’s been going on. “I need you to promise me that you’ll stop hurting yourself. Do you trust me?” 
 
    I nod slowly. He’s waiting for me to go on. 
 
    “I need you to stop what you’re doing.” Ray puts the kit on the side and squeezes my hand in his. “Do it for me.” He sounds desperate. Here’s another person I’m hurting through my actions. Every little thing I do hurts someone. The first time when I wanted to tell Ray that I loved him, we ended up getting blasted in that explosion. Now we’ve just decided to be together after a gruesome funeral and now I got my friend killed. Can’t I even enjoy a moment of peace in this fucked up life? How am I supposed to keep myself sane at this pace? 
 
    I thought I could do it. I was arrogant enough to think myself in control of my emotions up to this point. I wanted to measure against them, to prove something… prove I’m not useless. I proved that I can stay alive, but the costs… I had to pay the costs. This is the cost of gaining strength. 
 
    I can’t help but think that we’re doomed. This is all Danya’s fault. He’s haunting us from the grave. He’s cursed us to be forever unhappy. He must be laughing at us right now, enjoying our suffering. Maybe that’s what this is truly about. 
 
    “You said you love me, didn’t you?” Ray squeezes my fingers softly. There’s so many things left unsaid in his eyes, so much effort put in saying those words out loud. So much pain. “Then whenever you feel like hurting yourself, think that you’re hurting us both.” 
 
    “I promise,” I whisper. He’s my lifeline. He’s been keeping me alive. The thought of him. And now his presence. Maybe it’s meant to be like this, so that we can become stronger together. 
 
    No matter how many excuses I come up with, they all sound lame. 
 
    Ray traces my jaw with his thumb, watching me carefully, as though he can tell whether I’m lying or not. As though he can see through my words, pierce my mind to reveal the darkness that’s taken hold in there. 
 
    “Thank you,” he says. “Now you need to lie down. You need sleep.” 
 
    Unspeakable terror takes a hold of me at the thought of closing my eyes. I shake my head, trying to push him away from me. 
 
    “Alex,” Ray says softly. He hugs me with care, cradling me next to him. “I’m right here, love. I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    I let him coax me into lying down as he speaks to me quietly, his tone betraying his fear; a fear that I might shatter. I can tell. It’s written all over him. I snuggle against his side, ignoring the pain in my body seeing as no matter which way I position myself, something still hurts, and in spite of my terror and unconvinced protests, I fall asleep the moment I close my eyes. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I wake up startled, having trouble recognising Ray’s bedroom in the manor at first, but it slowly comes to me. I’m still hooked up to the IV, bandaged like a mummy and my entire body hurts like I’ve fallen ten stories. Still alive, though. And it has only been two days. It hurts to be awake though, in more ways than one. 
 
    “You alright?” Ray whispers, resting his hand on my forehead. He’s nestled in bed next to me, his body close and warm under the covers. 
 
    “Mhmm… Yeah.” I clear my voice and turn to face him. I sound rough and sick. “Why are you awake?” 
 
    “I was just watching over you before I leave.” 
 
    I frown, the words not quite registering with me. “Where?” 
 
    “I need to meet Anatoly.” 
 
    “Roman?” 
 
    Ray nods. 
 
    Fuck. If he’s still here, then it means that Roman… Roman is… It completely did not cross my mind. Ray gave up on going after him so that he could come save me? There’s a flicker of joy at that thought, but also a shitload of guilt. I already have too much of that on my plate, I don’t need another dead person on my record. 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “Alright, settle down!” Ray chides. “You’re wounded.” 
 
    “Coming with,” I declare, pushing myself up. My ribs creak and I cough, every inch of me protesting and lashing out in pain. The stab wound in my shoulder is a nasty throbbing pain in the fricking arse. Gah. Being dead would have been easier. 
 
    “You need to rest.” 
 
    I shake my head as I sit up with Ray’s aid, granted, but I do manage to get up. I eye the little transparent tube running from my arm to the IV hung next to the bed on an improvised rack. Once the adrenaline ran out of me, I’ve done nothing but pretty much sleep for the past days. And whenever I slept, I’d end up screaming most of the time. Whenever I’d be awake, this fucking pain would remind me that my existence is poison. Only Ray’s presence has been the balm keeping me sane so far, but even that comforting thought is starting to run thin. 
 
    “I’m not letting you come, it’s not safe,” Ray says. “So, just lie down and rest.” He sits next to me, his hands on both my shoulders, protective. I can tell he hasn’t been sleeping, instead he’s been here, watching over me, ruminating, probably worrying himself sick over Roman too. 
 
    I’m only a burden holding him back right now. I shake my head. “Nu-ugh, I’m coming.” 
 
    “Alex.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” I insist, meeting his gaze, somewhat desperate, yet willing to look determined. “Stop frowning, it’s done.” 
 
    Just don’t leave me alone. I couldn’t bear it. 
 
    There’s something in his gaze while he chooses his words, realising there’s no point in fighting me, only trying to thwart my attempts. 
 
    “It’s an eight hour ride.” 
 
    “Perfect, I can sleep.” 
 
    “It will be uncomfortable and you’re in pain at the moment,” Ray says slowly, each word measured, controlled. “You got four broken ribs.” 
 
    “We’ll get enough painkillers to last for the road.” 
 
    “Marian and Felix will be coming with us,” he retorts, as if that would scare me. 
 
    “Peaches, then we can cuddle on the back seat.” 
 
    “I don’t know what’s waiting for me there. I’m not willing to put you in danger.” 
 
    “I’ll probably be safer with you anyway.” I punch his arm playfully and wink. “Leave me alone and I might end up stabbing myself with a fork.” That hurt more than it should’ve. “Stop trying to talk me out of it, we’re doing this.” 
 
    Ray sighs and averts his gaze as he runs a hand through his hair. It’s a wonder to stare at him in this fashion, dressed in PJ bottoms and a soft worn out T-shirt, looking pleasantly dishevelled. 
 
    “Why are you so goddamn stubborn?” 
 
    “Got a thick skin.” 
 
    Ray shakes his head. “I’m questioning your judgement.” 
 
    “That makes two of us.” 
 
    He sighs again, then cradles me in his arms. “Come here.” 
 
    “Ah… auch… ugh… be gentle,” I mumble, wrinkling my forehead. “It’s my first time, you know.” 
 
    “Christ, do you ever shut up?” 
 
    “Na-ah.” I lie down in the crook of his arm, my eyes closing instantly. It’s warm and safe in here. And it smells like him. “Ray?” 
 
    “Hmmm?” 
 
    “Don’t leave without me,” I say before my eyelids shut closed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 – Ray 
 
      
 
    Two days later they were halfway through the ride and Alex was still fast asleep with his head in Raymond’s lap. He had wanted to keep the boy away, leave him at home, but there had been something niggling at him, perhaps the desperate way in which Aleksandr had tried to hide his insecurities. Ray had known that had he left Alex at the manor by himself with Felix watching over him, he would have still worried. There was something frail about him and it concerned Raymond more than anything. Leaving Alex alone would have indeed been a poor choice, especially since he blamed himself for his friend’s death. If something were to happen with Anatoly, well… at least they were together. 
 
    He’d wrapped Alex in his coat as he slept, cradling his head and his wounded shoulder, trying to keep him from jolting as the car sped up. It couldn’t have been comfortable for his wounded ribs and his bruised body, but the boy was lucky the damage wasn’t irreparable. 
 
    “Felix, let’s try finding a rest point, and get something to eat.” 
 
    Ray slowly shook Alex awake, wary not to startle him too much since he’d been constantly flinching and mumbling in his sleep. Ray could only imagine how he must’ve felt, although he had an inkling. He had been glued to Aleksandr’s side ever since retrieving him, ensuring he was comfortable, that he was eating, albeit the boy barely pecked at his food, that he slept as much as he could and that Ray was there whenever Alex would wake up flailing, desperate, and losing his mind, screaming that he couldn’t breathe, that the “eyes” were coming for him and there was no way of escaping. Raymond thought he might just lose his mind himself, but he tried to remain strong and solid, a sturdy crutch, so that Aleksandr would have something to lean on. 
 
    Raymond had underestimated Aleksandr and his power of keeping himself alive, albeit it had come at a great cost. From the fractured mumbles he’d drawn out from the boy regarding what had happened, Raymond pieced together the fact that Alex had killed one man, fought another and injured Dumitrescu almost deadly. Morozov had just added the finishing touches, but the man had been as good as dead by the time they’d found them. The level of violence in the room had shown how much Alex had struggled to stay alive. And he’d succeeded, but it made Raymond’s heart ache, nevertheless. 
 
    “Alex,” he whispered, running a thumb over his bruised cheek. “Time to wake up.” 
 
    “N…nu-uh.” 
 
    “Come, we’re stopping for a short break.” 
 
    Alex peeled his eyes open, stared up at Raymond then decided it was not worth it. He hid his face in Raymond’s shirt, ignoring everything around him. 
 
    “Love,” Ray said. 
 
    “I’m awake,” he mumbled. “Ugh. Awake.” 
 
    “Hold on a second, I’ll help you get up when we stop.” 
 
    “I could’ve slept for ten more seconds,” he mumbled. 
 
    Ray smiled, stroking his hair, a feeling of warmth enveloping him from within at the sight of Alex. 
 
    Felix found a parking spot somewhere behind a gas station, the place was good and remote, besides there was a picnic wooden table and two benches underneath a couple of blooming trees towards the back, so they could rest there for a while without being bothered. 
 
    Ray helped Alex sit up, his eyes glued with sleep, one of them still a bit swollen and narrower. The entire left side of his face was a bruised mess and there was also some swelling albeit it had gone down, and it could’ve been much worse had Raymond not given him anti-inflammatory meds and regularly iced his face throughout the past days. 
 
    They got out of the car and Ray extended his hand, helping Alex stand. “You all good?” 
 
    “Meh.” The boy was in a grumpy state and looked as though he wished he could be anywhere but there. 
 
    Raymond had warned him but allowed his whimsy. “You can’t complain about it now.” 
 
    “Do you see me complaining?” Alex muttered, blinking heavy with sleep. 
 
    Raymond rounded the car and made sure no eyes were on them before Felix opened the trunk. Inside, in an almost foetal position, was Ivan, wrapped with a thin blanket. He covered his eyes with his arms, squinting as Raymond looked down at him. 
 
    “You still alive in there?” 
 
    “My, mister Ward,” he grumbled, none too pleased. “Finally.” 
 
    “It was necessary,” Ray said. “You can get out now but stay out of sight. I’ve sent one of my men to get us some food and coffees.” 
 
    Ivan got out of the trunk, mumbling, rubbing his fingers over his arms. He’d been in there for a couple of hours, and while Ray could have asked Felix to stop the car much earlier so that they can get him out once they’d put good distance between them and the capital and ensured that nobody was following them, he hadn’t. Alex had been sleeping, so his comfort would come first, always. 
 
    The Russian faltered as he looked past Raymond. Alex was staring back unfazed, slouching, lids half-closed but there was enough recognition in his eyes. He stood a few feet away, wrapped in one of Raymond’s oversized sweaters and a pair of cargos, sketching no gesture as he cradled his left arm to his chest. Ray had worried that this might not be the best idea for the very reason that Ivan could not feel too good about Alex given that he’d been sold out. 
 
    “Sasha.” 
 
    “Ivan,” Alex responded blandly. “Didn’t think you’d turn so humble.” 
 
    Ivan’s eyes narrowed. “Didn’t think you had it in you.” 
 
    Alex shuffled closer. Raymond was ready to stop him, but Alex smirked. “Have I ever told you my last name?” A shit-eating grin spread on his face, his eyes heating up for a moment. Ivan looked from him to Raymond with anew curiosity. “Lemme give ya a hint, a’ight? Starts with P, ends in Trov. Spells trouble for all. Who am I?” 
 
    The shock on Ivan’s face was comical to the point that Raymond had to keep himself from snorting. The boy was a firecracker at his best, but even worse while high on painkillers and antibiotics. 
 
    Alex didn’t pay him too much attention, in fact he lost his interest right away and approached Raymond instead. “Got a cig? I gotta wake up.” 
 
    “Check my coat.” 
 
    “Mhmm.” 
 
    Ivan was still bewildered, then looked up at Raymond. “Is he for real?” 
 
    “You better believe him,” Ray said. 
 
    Ivan got up and stretched his legs, patted his hands over his shirt and slacks, a poor attempt at smoothening out the creases, but he’d still watch Alex with a frown. 
 
    Raymond was keeping a close eye on the man, analysing every gesture and little breath the Russian took, none of it being overlooked. 
 
    “How long until we are there?” Ivan said. 
 
    “Probably another four hours,” Raymond replied. 
 
    “Can I ride in front at least?” 
 
    “Imma think about it,” Alex said around his cigarette. He leaned against the car, puffing through the corner of his lips, staring at Ivan as though he was a second away from strangling the man. 
 
    Raymond nudged him and extended his hand. “Can I have some of that?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have expected this from you, Sasha. You don’t cease to surprise me.” 
 
    “I think you’ll find a lot has changed since we last met, Ivan.” 
 
    “I can tell,” Ivan muttered. “How will this affect our plans, mister Ward?” 
 
    “It won’t.” 
 
    “Isn’t he allied with Victor Petrov?” 
 
    “Only ‘cuz he’s donated some sperm doesn’t make me his groupie.” 
 
    “I thought Victor Petrov only had two sons,” Ivan tilted his head, demanding an answer. 
 
    “That we know of,” Alex quipped, stealing back the cigarette. “Don’t worry, Ivan. You’re not dead yet. Might as well enjoy the view.” 
 
    Ivan leaned against the table, bracing his arms on his chest. “I don’t make mistakes often—” 
 
    “But when you make them, they’re monumental?” Alex interrupted. “Right there with you, buddy.” 
 
    Ray touched his arm, gauging his state of mind. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “A bit hungry.” Alex frowned, considering. “Might need to pee.” He looked back at Ivan. “You can ride in front, I won’t mind.” 
 
    “I’m starting to think the trunk is more welcoming at this point.” 
 
    Alex cackled, then took a deep drag. Seeing him like this, Raymond couldn’t deny that some of this boldness was a lot like Dany’s, and he could tell that the way Alex carried himself now wasn’t just cheap bravado. The boy had been bold before, but this was something else entirely, assuredness, and strength. He’d laughed in death’s face more than once so perhaps he’d earned it. 
 
    Ray didn’t know whether to be proud or cry. He was worried for him, his little firecracker who could not stay still, accumulating all that hurt in his heart. Ray had not wanted this for him, but he did not know how to keep him safe any longer. He’d done such a poor job of it so far. 
 
    Alex leaned against Raymond, resting his head on his shoulder, eyes closed, cigarette in his left hand. Ray’s smile was melancholic. Some things would never be the way he’d wanted them to be but maybe… just maybe… the ones that really mattered were. 
 
    “How about you give me that,” Ray said in a low, intimate voice, “And eat something first?” 
 
    Alex melted even more against him, nodding slowly, surrendering the cigarette, all pliant and submissive. Ray pressed his lips against his temple. “Good boy.” 
 
    “You don’t just take what you want, mister Ward,” Ivan said in the background. “You go all out when you do.” 
 
    Both him and Alex stared at Ivan, Ray with one arm wrapped around Alex’s shoulders, his other bringing the cigarette to his lips, chin lifted with calculated arrogance, pure decisiveness and fierceness in his stance. It seemed that Ivan shrunk under their combined gaze as Raymond smiled. 
 
    “As one should,” he said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 - Alex 
 
      
 
    The longest ride of my life has felt like mere minutes, and I can’t remember much from it. I was either asleep or trapped in my own head, battling too many thoughts and too many regrets as one is prone to do after several near-death experiences. 
 
    I’m grateful Ray’s taken me with him even though I know he’s done it out of worry for me. I’d rather be at his side facing a horde of cows than safe, but alone and surrounded by silence. Such sights are dangerous to me. Especially since all I see behind closed eyes is Chris’ face. 
 
    I can’t say I’m thrilled to be in close quarters with Ivan, but such is life, full of situations forcing us to cope with people and places we can’t stand. I don’t hold him particularly responsible for anything, in all honesty he was actually one of the few people who were gentle in a way. If everything that happened between us can be even classified as that without calling it an outright blasphemy. 
 
    It is what it is though, and strangely I don’t even… really care about it anymore. It’s just something that happened, the feelings regarding that event so deep in the past that they’ve been siphoned out of me and all I have left are impressions, but no genuine emotion. 
 
    Ray’s been sat between us on the back seat, hugging me with his left arm, allowing me to rest against him whenever I felt like closing my eyes. This is all I care about now. Feeling him next to me. Enjoying what little comfort I’ve got. 
 
    We reach our destination sometime in the afternoon, whilst the sun is still high up in the sky. We set out early in the morning, it wasn’t even light outside, but Ray considered it’s better like this. I know he’s changed his tactic only because I’m tagging along, otherwise he would’ve left in the middle of the night, taking advantage of the cover of darkness. I should feel privileged, but I’m slightly miffed because I’m another part of the equation which causes him trouble. 
 
    Ray instructs his minions to park in a safe place so that we can scout the area first. The surroundings are a bit barren, a hilly area filled with meadows on one side as far as the eye can reach and orchards in the distance, an abundance of spindly trees which are blooming under the sun. 
 
    Raymond squints, taking in the great expanse of greenery sprouting to life under spring’s touch. He checks his phone, then looks back up, frowning. 
 
    “The border with Hungary is that way,” he points in the north-western direction. 
 
    Marian joins him as they inspect the map together. “Then the place might be over that hill,” he says. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ray muses. “Let’s see what’s there.” 
 
    “Coming with,” I declare. Ray doesn’t even protest, if anything he indulges me and nods patiently my way as Marian joins us. 
 
    “Are you in pain?” Ray asks. 
 
    “I’m all peaches and lollipops.” 
 
    Ray smiles, shaking his head. 
 
    We trek for a bit on the side of the unpaved road, through grass and tangled bushes. A handful of sheep graze peacefully a stick’s throw away from us, all beady eyed and… well… sheepy. 
 
    We go down the hill, the car far behind us now, out of sight. A cluster of houses are peppered here and there, a most bucolic sight, paired with the cries of cows and domestic birds. Some locals stop in their tracks at the sight of us, measuring us with interest before they return to hoeing and plucking weeds. 
 
    The air is clean, refreshing, tinged with a flavour of cattle manure, and burnt wood, all idyllic and shit. 
 
    I wonder if these people live happier lives than us. Simpler. Easier. They turn their heads, following us as though we’re celebrities, but we leave them far behind and go down a muddy side road, away from their gawking. 
 
    “What’s with you people and countryside?” I growl. 
 
    Raymond chuckles, watching his steps. “It’s remote. No cameras.” 
 
    “No toilet paper. No potable water,” I grumble. “Aren’t people standing out more in places like these?” 
 
    “They might, then again it’s fewer knowing eyes to keep track of their moves.” He turns his face towards the sky, his black hair waving in the lethargic breeze. “Cities are full of lackeys.” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    “It’s easier to spot something amiss in a place like this too,” Ray continues. He takes off his jacket, squaring his shoulders. 
 
    “Stop undressing.” 
 
    He throws me a glance and unfastens the top button of his shirt with a grin. “Thought so,” he smirks. 
 
    I grumble, feeling my cheeks heat up just a smidge. Shut up, okay. I’m not bashful. It’s all lies. 
 
    After a while we reach the exact location on Raymond’s phone, a decent one storey house, the type made out of ochre mudbricks with blood red tiles, with a chicken coop and stables. 
 
    Anatoly’s men spot us as we climb up the trail and come greet us, keeping us at a distance, concealed weapons on hold. They motion us inside the front yard and slam the tall wooden gate behind us, separating us from curious eyes. 
 
    They pat us down and ask Marian to stay out front while Ray and I walk into the cottage.  
 
    Anatoly scaled down since we last met, the amount of luxuries around him severely decreased, but one thing has remained the same. He is still a mummy. He’s by the stove burner, warming his hands, waiting for us. “Here you are again.” 
 
    “Here I am,” Raymond says. In spite of the general air of hostility, they actually shake hands. 
 
    Anatoly stops at a distance from me, kneading his hands together as though he’s cold. He must’ve missed the memo that the sun’s up in the sky again. 
 
    “My, lad. You look like you’ve had a rough time.” 
 
    Stating the obvious much. I don’t feel the need to reply, there’s not much I want to say, really. 
 
    “I can forgive you for being late,” he comments, addressing Ray. “So, where’s Ivan?” 
 
    “I’d like to see Roman first.” 
 
    Anatoly smirks, deep creases appearing around his mouth. “I figured. Come,” he says in a cheery voice which makes me all the more suspicious. “He’s upstairs.” 
 
    We follow up the stairs to a dusty attic, the stairs steep and creaky, bending slightly under my boots as I trail behind Ray. 
 
    “Is he planning on breaking our necks?” I mumble. Ray throws me a brief look over his shoulder. 
 
    “There, there, Aleksandr, no need for hasty judgement.” Anatoly says, sounding breathless. He opens the door at the top of the stairs and motions us to enter. 
 
    Ray stiffens and suddenly halts in the doorway. I squish my face against his back, mumbling, nearly toppling backwards. He steps to the side, frowning while making sure that I’m fine. Then I spot the reason for his annoyance. 
 
    Roman’s suspended onto a beam, wrists tied with rope above his head, beaten and bloodied, his face mirroring my own, full of bruises and wounds, minus all that crusted blood, you know. His chest is bare, in a similar state as his face, perhaps somewhat worse. 
 
    “Did you really have to…” Ray growls, approaching him, a spring in his step. 
 
    I don’t know why, but there’s something murderous in me at seeing Roman like that, his mouth gagged, unconscious. Perhaps because I’ve experienced first-hand how horrible these people can be. 
 
    I stare at Anatoly, this husk of a man I could strangle with my bare hands. “You got it out of your system now?” 
 
    Anatoly looks somewhere between disgust and gratification. “It was the least I could do.” 
 
    “You wanna see the least I can do too?” I step towards him, and his men lift their guns at me. 
 
    “Alex,” Ray jumps in front of me, interposing himself between us, shaking his head. “Don’t.” I clench my teeth, fist at the ready. “Alex,” he gently squeezes my shoulder. “Keep it together.” 
 
    “Let’s not get too heated up, lads. Shall we?” Anatoly comments. His men shuffle and I catch his movement. “If you’ve had enough proof, I’d like to see Ivan now, Raymond. If you don’t mind.” 
 
    Ray throws a glance over his shoulder, his expression contained yet telling. He doesn’t like this any more than I do, but we all got to dance the dance now, don’t we? 
 
    “I’ll call my man, he’ll bring him over. They’re not far,” Ray says coldly. “In the meantime, I’d like to see to Roman’s wounds.” He’s not asking for permission but telling Anatoly exactly what he plans to do. “I’d appreciate it if you could lend me a med kit and some hot water.” 
 
    I throw a glance at Roman who doesn’t even stir, at this point I’m starting to wonder if he’s even alive. I shake away from Ray and get closer to him, pulling the pocket knife from my boot. Anatoly’s men and the mummy himself perk up at that, perceiving the threat. 
 
    I tilt my head with a grin I don’t feel. “Do better next time, eh?” 
 
    “Aren’t you full of surprises, lad?” 
 
    “You’ve got no idea.” 
 
    We wait for them to retreat down the stairs, the steps creaking with their weight the farther they go. I snarl, ready to jump on them and maul them until there’s nothing but bits left of them. Like those flashes of entrails I kept seeing wrapped around Stefan. I’m more and more sure that wasn’t a dream. 
 
    Ray pats my arm, drawing my attention away from the murder at hand. I force myself to step back and turn to Roman, sizing him up and down. I hand Ray the knife and we both move in to support the Russian mammoth about to crash back on land. 
 
    “You got him?” Ray says as I move in to support Roman with my good shoulder. 
 
    “Barely.” 
 
    “He’s heavy,” Ray warns. 
 
    “You don’t say.” I already feel my ribs creaking and I haven’t even put in the effort so far. 
 
    Ray slices through the ropes and somehow we get the mountain of a man seated on the floor against the wall where we can take care of him. 
 
    One of Anatoly’s men returns with the med kit and a cold bottle of water, the exact opposite of what Ray asked for. 
 
    Ray stares down at the condensed bottle with a frown on his face, but then shakes his head. “It will have to do.” 
 
    Two guards remain posted outside, a reminder that we cannot do as we please. 
 
    “Rimma?” Ray removes the gag and pats his cheek, but he’s not sketching a gesture. He knits his brows, busying himself with unwrapping the med kit. “That son of a bitch,” Ray mutters, flipping through the items. 
 
    It triggers me in turn, making me wish to inflict violence on his behalf, but I know that I must contain it for everyone’s sake. “You think he’s bleeding on the inside?” 
 
    Ray shakes his head, lips pursed, eyes roaming over Roman’s torso. “Could be.” Ray quickly checks him. 
 
    “What are you lookin’ for?”  
 
    “Signs of fractures. Swelling,” Ray frowns. “Anything that would indicate his organs are injured.” 
 
    I nod, watching him carefully. I suppose that it’s about time I learned these things, especially after my freak out in the cemetery. I really got lucky back then, I don’t know what else I would’ve done had Ray not come back to life. 
 
    We give Roman some water, and he flinches at last. 
 
    “Oi, monkey brain.” I shake his shoulder. “Wake up!” Roman groans, then his eyes slit open. “Come on, bigfoot! Nap time’s over.” 
 
    “You look like crap,” he mumbles. 
 
    “You’re one to talk,” I say. 
 
    Roman finally notices Ray when he starts cleaning his face. He grimaces but can’t pull away on his own. 
 
    “Stay still,” Ray says, clipped, clearly upset. It must be shit to have to deal with this twice in a week. I could tell how distressed he was after he found me and how he doted over me like I was a puppy in need of tit.  
 
    Roman latches onto Ray’s wrist, pained yet somehow rational. “Is everything good?” 
 
    I don’t know how he can do it, I barely remember Ray finding me, let alone stringing coherent sentences together. 
 
    “’s all peaches, Ro-ro. That mummy’s gone downstairs, with a bit of luck he’ll trip and save us the trouble.” 
 
    “Alex,” Ray says, focused on cleaning one of the ugly wounds on Roman’s face. “Keep the commentary to a minimum.” 
 
    I chuckle, brimming with violence on the inside. Apparently, I didn’t have enough the other night. Or apparently something got loose inside of me and now I need to have more of it. I don’t miss Ray’s warning glance, but nor do I steer clear from it. 
 
    “You think I’m afraid of them?” 
 
    “I think it’s best if we don’t get all murdered,” he says. 
 
    “No one’s getting murdered,” I growl back. 
 
    Roman ends up ogling me. “What the hell did you get into this time?” 
 
    I reward him with a sweet smile filled with brotherly love. “Oh, I had some wicked fun. Can’t wait to tell you all about it.” 
 
    “Stefan Dumitrescu’s dead,” Ray says, pressing a compress to Roman’s cheek, making him flinch with pain. 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “He’s dead serious,” I grin. 
 
    Ray gives me the stink eye, my joke not funny to him. 
 
    “Your doing?” Roman asks, more curious now. 
 
    “Might as well have been,” Ray grumbles. 
 
    Roman chuckles, then bursts into a hearty laughter, nearly filled with disbelief. His attempt ends in a bloody coughing fit, but his shoulders still shake with amusement. 
 
    Raymond looks angry, holding him in place until he stills. “What’s there to laugh about?” 
 
    Roman’s chuckling subsides. “He’s been crazy enough to stab Vitya,” he groans. “I guess it is not too… far-fetched.” 
 
    “I’m still alive,” I say softly.  
 
    Ray meets my gaze, his anger melting. “I’d like you to stay that way.” 
 
    Roman’s amusement disperses, eyes turning serious as they dart between me and Ray. 
 
    “If it gets to it, it’s either kill or be killed,” I say. “Isn’t that it?” 
 
    Ray keeps quiet, but Roman doesn’t tear his gaze from us. I scowl. I don’t need the both of them on my case. Not right now. I reach for a bandage and start cleaning up a cut on Roman’s arm. 
 
    “It is,” Ray admits after a moment. “But some things are best left unsaid.” 
 
    Ray and I look at each other with a telling glance, intense, smouldering. His worry for me is there, visible, unhidden. 
 
    “Am I in your way or something?” Roman growls. “Don’t let me interrupt you.” 
 
    “Oh, keep your trap shut,” I snarl. He hisses when I press too hard on his arm. 
 
    “You little shit,” Roman snaps, but then he continues in Russian, “I’m going to kick you.” 
 
    I pick up the little bandage tampon and lift it to his face, nearly hitting him with it. “Open that shit-eating cake-hole one more time and I swear to god—” 
 
    “Can the two of you calm the fuck down?” Ray retorts but he’s nearly smiling. 
 
    Roman looks dumbstruck at his reaction. 
 
    I grin instead, “Yessir.” 
 
      
 
    I lean against the sill in one of the crammed rooms downstairs. The place is too small to accommodate four people, but as it turns out, our job here is not done. 
 
    Anatoly sits down on a wooden chair, sighing like a deflating balloon, resting one wrinkly hand on his knee as he takes a deep breath. I thought last time he looked bad, but now he’s a step away from scattering into dust. He’s probably sick, and by the looks of it the chances of it being terminal are rather high. His little moment of weakness doesn’t go unnoticed by anyone, Ivan most of all. 
 
    I exchange a silent glance with Ray before pretending I’m interested in the view out the window. 
 
    “Shouldn’t Aleksandr best spend his time outside?” Anatoly suggests. He didn’t want Roman present either, so it’s not that surprising that he’d try to get rid of me. 
 
    Ray’s got that no-nonsense air about him as he stretches his legs in his chair. “He’ll stay.” 
 
    There’s a heavy silence, and I don’t miss the scrutiny directed at me. 
 
    “Very well,” Anatoly concludes. “Let’s then discuss our next steps.” 
 
    Ivan sits down next to them as if they’re ready to start the last supper. He entwines his hands against the edge of the table, keeping his head high in a kingly posture. 
 
    “As I was telling Ivan,” Ray breaks the ice, “I believe it would be best for him to reconnect with his old acquaintance, get in touch with Cosa Nostra and set up a meeting.” 
 
    Anatoly listens carefully, facing Raymond, head tilted just so as he ponders. “And what if he’s executed for being a traitor?” 
 
    “That’s a risk we’ll have to take,” Raymond declares. Of course, Ivan looks none too happy about it. Ray’s really not mincing his words today. I can understand why. These people would try anything to shaft us. 
 
    “In the meantime, what will you do, lad?” Anatoly asks. 
 
    “I’ll steer clear of Vitya. He’s aware I’ve taken over Lev’s faction, he’s of course suspicious and more than entitled to it. I’ll need to lay low.” 
 
    “That was quite a bold move, though,” Anatoly points out. 
 
    “Desperate times,”  Ray comments. 
 
    I’ve been of course made aware of the recent developments and to say that Ray’s lost his mind, well… that’s nothing compared to the gravity of the situation. I’m not sure whether to look at it as a genius move or suicide. I guess it’s both. 
 
    “Unfortunately, Lev’s men are not enough, which is why Cosa Nostra is needed. I can only do so much to keep Vitya at bay.” 
 
    “And everyone present here today agrees with the outcome?” 
 
    I lift an eyebrow, recognising the dig taken at me. “I’ll kill him myself if I have to,” I chirp. “Not that I haven’t tried already.” 
 
    Both Ivan and Anatoly watch me quietly and a little perturbed. I suppose that it comes across as unexpected and perhaps they don’t believe me entirely. Then again, how could they? I don’t look like much. 
 
    “We’ll discuss Vitya when the time comes, Anatoly.” 
 
    “You made a promise, lad!” the old man stabs his finger at the table. “I either get Petrov’s head on a plate, or else!” 
 
    “And I’ll make sure it’s delivered,” Ray says blandly. “However, such a task is monumental, and it will take time. As I’m sure you’re aware.” 
 
    “What about an assassination attempt?” Ivan joins in. 
 
    I snort, biting my wounded lip. “It won’t be enough. He’s too strong to take full-on and he won’t fall for a ploy.” 
 
    Ray nods approvingly. “The only way is to gain enough footing so that I can stand against him.” 
 
    “And if you fall?” Anatoly asks. 
 
    I want to snap but Ray’s ahead of me.  
 
    “If I fall, Anatoly, then you’re shit out of luck and probably just as dead as I’ll be. So, let’s make sure that I don’t.” Ray pauses, glaring at the both of them as though they’re a pair of school kids caught doing the nasties. Everyone is silent. 
 
    “Currently, our only viable option is gaining more allies,” Ray continues. “I might be able to cause Vitya enough trouble on my own, but it won’t be enough. Our only option is to get you out of the country for the time being. Keep you alive for as long as it’s necessary.” They absorb his words like honey, none of them daring to sketch a form of protest any longer. They’re both holding the short end of the stick here. I mean, after all… Anatoly is cooped up with the fucking pigs in bumblefuck nowhere, cut off from pretty much everything going on in the outside world. 
 
    “Ivan,” Ray places his hand flat on the table, definitive and categoric. “Set up the meeting. We’ll see what their terms are. There’s always been bad blood between Vitya and the Italians, so we’ll see what comes out of it.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Marian and Felix had gotten the car ready. Roman was already in and Aleksandr stood next to the open door, sharing a cigarette and talking to his brother who was barely sitting upright. Ray could not tell what they said to each other, but he had no doubt that they mocked and insulted one another as per their usual habits. 
 
    Raymond felt relief knowing that both of them were safe, and relief that he had one less thing to hide and worry over now that he’d safely delivered Ivan back to Anatoly. Not that Raymond trusted them any more than usual, but circumstances had forced him into this alliance and now they all found themselves on the same side of the fence, opposing Vitya. That should be enough to keep a smooth connection. 
 
    Anatoly showed them out but asked Raymond to walk behind with him. The man wasn’t in the best of conditions, but he didn’t look like he was withering away before his time either. Of course, that thought avenue posed its own difficulties and raised new hurdles in Ray’s path, but he’d deal with things one at a time, like he always told others to. 
 
    “Are you proud of your achievements?” 
 
    Raymond snickered, patting his pocket for a cigarette. “Should I be?” 
 
    “You’ve turned two thirds of our faction to your side,” Anatoly said blandly. 
 
    Raymond shrugged and put a cigarette between his lips, feigning nonchalance. He might have, but their allegiance was feeble, driven by the promise of money and not by loyalty. Ray was aware that he was standing on thin ice, the balance of power was flimsy, and it had a way of weighing down whichever way was more advantageous to itself. 
 
    “Say, do you know more about this Interpol agent who was after the drive?” 
 
    Anatoly gave him a quizzical look. “Why are you interested, lad?” 
 
    “Because your quest to claim Vitya’s throat is going to end up with both of us dead.” 
 
    “You call it mine, but you seem just as invested.” Ray nodded as he puffed out the smoke. “Are you contemplating what I think you are?” 
 
    Ray’s face set into sharp angles. “If Vitya won’t fall by dirtying our hands, then he’ll fall by the law.” 
 
    “Are you willing to go that far?” 
 
    “I’m plotting to assassinate Victor Petrov,” Ray said. “I’ve already gone far enough.” 
 
    Anatoly frowned, leaning on his cane. “You’re aware this won’t end with him. His cronies won’t let up.” 
 
    Ray hummed. “I have a lot to lose, and I must use everything at my disposal to ensure that I don’t.” 
 
    “I understand the sentiment,” Anatoly said grimly. “His name was David. My brother said he was an American working for the Interpol. But he spoke both Russian and Ukrainian like a native.” The man pursed his lips together, appearing distressed by the mention of his  brother. 
 
    Unfortunate as it was, Ray couldn’t feel much mercy. All people had their circumstances, and some were innocent, while others not so much. Raymond himself could not claim to be an innocent man, not after the many things he’d done. Of course, he blamed Victor for blackmailing and threatening him into taking the reins once Nolan had died after the man had left him with no other option, but Raymond had not acted like a puppet devoid of thought. He was just as culpable, and his hands were bloodstained as well. And while a part of him understood the ache in Anatoly, another part of him reasoned that sometimes people got what they deserved. 
 
    “I have no other name,” Anatoly continued. “No connection. I don’t know what he looks like. Or if that’s even his real name to begin with. No one came looking after Kirill’s demise. Perhaps he got his cover blown.” He shrugged. “Or maybe Vitya got to him and did to him the same he did to my brother.” 
 
    “David,” Ray mused, frowning. “I’ll see if I can find anything.” Ray nodded, pondering. 
 
    “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I got an anonymous tip from someone. That’s how I found you. They know you’re here.” 
 
    Anatoly blanched, the corners of his mouth dropped as he stilled. “You think it was…” 
 
    “Well, if it would’ve been anyone tied to Vitya, then this meeting would be going very differently now, wouldn’t it?” Ray retorted, tilting his head. 
 
    Anatoly appeared dismayed and exhausted. He’d been on the run for the past year, never staying in one place for too long, always having to fend off assassination attempts and ambushes… It drained one, even seeped their sanity away drip by drip, until there was nothing left. 
 
    “I’ll keep digging,” Raymond assured him. “You should cross the border but do it discreetly. Trust no one unless it’s absolutely necessary.” 
 
    “Thank you, lad.” The white-haired man looked up, eyes narrowed, filled with genuine gratitude. He extended his hand and Raymond shook it. 
 
    “One more thing,” Ray said. “I hope you’re aware Ivan did not take too kindly to your command.” 
 
    “I suspected as much. You got to me, lad. I’m aware. I’ll keep an eye on him, don’t worry.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    Ray could not get rid of Ivan though for the simple fact that he was betting on the man’s own self-interest in siding with him. There were alternatives, of course, but forging an alliance with Vitya would be suicide. Ivan likely knew that if he were to bring Vitya what he wanted, he would never escape the yoke, he’d only reinforce it. Besides, it was likelier that Victor would shoot first and ask questions never, given his propensity for violence, it was the only possible outcome. 
 
    They were advancing slowly towards the car, fleshing out some last bits while Ray was still there. It was unclear when they’d get a chance to sit down and talk again. They were close to the car when the commotion started. 
 
    Raymond startled, ready for foul play, but sighed in relief as he spotted the culprit. 
 
    “Wait! I’m coming with!” Evsey barged out of the house, jacket flapping around him as he ran, a backpack slung over his shoulder. 
 
    “What are you doing? Take him back inside!” Anatoly shouted. 
 
    “No!” Evsey struggled and pulled himself away from the men albeit they retained his backpack. “I’m not your prisoner!” he shouted at Anatoly. “I can help!” he looked at Ray for help. “I won’t stay here. I’m done.” 
 
    “Evsey Kirillovich, you’ve lost your mind, get back in!” Anatoly shouted, pointing with the cane towards the house. 
 
    “I said no!” he snapped. He shoved the blonde locks out of his eyes, putting distance between him and Anatoly’s men. 
 
    Roman shuffled closer, leaning against Alex. Shock and relief washed over him, hiding his face when he noticed Raymond staring. 
 
    “You’ve done a great job protecting me, uncle Tolya. But you can’t protect me forever.” 
 
    “You’ll end up dead!” 
 
    “It’s my life. I should at least get to decide how I die.” Evsey stared at Ray with conviction, eyes briefly falling on Roman. “I can help,” he said in English, self-assured. “You know I can.” 
 
    Raymond looked at Alex who shrugged, disinterested. “Do you plan on keeping him locked away for the rest of his life?” Ray asked. 
 
    “You have no saying in this!” Anatoly warned, pointing a bony finger at him. 
 
    “Looks to me like he hasn’t either,” Alex mumbled. 
 
    “I’ve promised your father that I’d look after you,” Anatoly faced his nephew. “You’re everything that’s left,”  
 
    “I want to avenge them as much as you. But I can’t do it from behind locked doors.” Evsey wavered. “I need to. I have to,” he said, his voice trickled to a whisper. “I can’t live with myself like this.” 
 
    Anatoly looked lost for a moment, his confidence faltering. Ray knew very well that each person had something they needed to protect, and that desire most often than not went against others’, but it could not be reigned, for going against one’s self meant certain ruin. 
 
    “He never wanted you to be part of this. You were supposed to be the one who got out,” Anatoly said, his voice frail and weakened. “He was proud of you for standing up to him.” 
 
    “If he wanted me out, then he should’ve never got in, uncle Tolya. Neither should you.” 
 
    Anatoly nodded pensively. The fight had left him, perhaps at his core he was still human, unlike Victor and his murderers. “Are you willing to take him?” 
 
    Ray nodded. “I’ll do my best, but I won’t be held responsible should anything happen to him.” 
 
    Anatoly smiled sadly. There was no other answer he could expect, and he knew it. “You’ve got a deal, lad.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if there’s enough room in the car,” Alex mumbled behind Ray. 
 
    “It’s going to be a little tight, young sir,” Felix pinched in. 
 
    “Hey, you just stole my line!” 
 
    Raymond took a deep breath. The ride back would certainly be interesting, but the most intriguing thought was pondering on what the future might bring. He had not expected such developments, but his plans were slowly materialising, taking shape, brick by brick, each finding its spot with ease, as if things had fallen in a precise order. 
 
    Raymond had no faith left, but sometimes he could not help but wonder if there weren’t bigger things at play in the world. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 – Alex 
 
      
 
    The sun has risen once again, the world watching the birth of another day, while others… Others will be lost forever. 
 
    We don’t forget our dead, nor our mistakes. They’re always with us. This guilt inside of me, it’s a sharp blade of poison edged into my heart, threatening to take over me. I do not know how I will keep it contained, or if it’s even possible. I do not know how to keep it from infecting the rest of me. 
 
    Chris is… 
 
    He’ll always be with me. He saved my life, he jumped in front of me at that moment, seeking to protect me. I feel like I’ve never known him well, and now there’s no chance for me to do it either. I know it’s too late now, but maybe I should’ve paid more attention. Now I owe him too much and there’s no way for me to repay him anymore. 
 
    Ray sits up on the bed, eyes still glazed with sleep as he looks around the room. His shoulders visibly relax when he spots me. He rubs at his eyes before pushing himself up with a frown. He flexes his right arm and shoulder, working out the sleep numbness from it before he sits down on the window sill next to me. He pulls my feet into his lap, kneading my toes and the soles of my feet without a word. He’s been so doting in the past days whilst taking care of me, caring for my wounds, even yesterday on our drive to and from Anatoly. 
 
    Will he keep me together? Could he? I’m not even sure any longer. This massive cloud of sorrow has cast shadows over our joy. I couldn’t even savour my victory; our union feels stained. Blemished. 
 
    “You’re thinking too much again,” Raymond says. 
 
    “I can’t help it.” 
 
    He cracks his neck with a small sigh, closing his eyes for a moment as he rests his head against the wall. “There’s nothing I can say to make you feel better right now. I know that.” 
 
    “You don’t have to,” I whisper. 
 
    “I’m right here.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Ray reaches for my cheek, and I lean into his touch, just a bit relieved. “I’ll ask Clara to come over,” he says, his voice quiet, steady, as though he’s addressing a skittish horse. “I want you to talk to her.” I nod. He frowns. “No protests?” 
 
    I shrug. What’s there to say? He’s right. I need to see a doctor. I know that… things have gone downhill fast in the past months. I know that I’m a bit out of my mind and out of control. I know that… I’ve seen and inflicted so much death and destruction with my own two hands and that if I think I’m unaffected by it, then I’m sorely mistaken. I know I’m different. I know that deep down I’m fed up and prone to do stupid things. And I know Ray knows it too, so really… what is there to say? 
 
    “You’re right.” 
 
    “Now I’m really starting to worry,” he says. 
 
    I can’t help but smile. Ray does too and beckons me into his arms. I lay against him, resting my head on his shoulder, staring out the window at the waking morning, the leaves unfurling in the trees below, everything turning back to life once more. So many new beginnings. I can’t believe it’s been only six months since I’ve met Ray, it feels much… much longer. 
 
    His arms wrap around my waist, bringing us closer. He places a kiss atop my head, and I feel a morsel of peace, like I belong, at last. 
 
    Is all of this violence the price I had to pay for this moment? Is this the toll the world has taken from me in exchange for glimpses of bliss? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The first floor above the library is a room set up like a lounge with a fireplace and direct view over the expanse of land at the back of the manor. The floors are polished wood, the windows large and rounded at the top, two low black couches facing each other in front of the fireplace, separated by a table on which breakfast has been stacked. The smell and sight of food is appealing, but at the same time my appetite is dead. 
 
    Raymond and Thomas, aka the magnificent butler of the household, have put together a feast for us, while I’ve been mostly in their way, about as useful as a stone statue, so I can’t claim to have contributed to it. 
 
    We showered after our talk this morning and Ray’s wrapped me in clean bandages again, ever so careful, making sure I’m taking the painkillers and antibiotics, ensuring I’m still sane in the head, albeit I’m running a bit low on sanity points at the moment. 
 
    In spite of having some of my clothes here, I’ve ended up stealing one of his sweaters again. It’s more comfortable. Keeps me closer to him. Ray’s beard is gone today for the first time in a while, his face cleanly shaven, wearing black jeans and a T-shirt, looking just a little bit more human, less exhausted and more at ease than the past days. 
 
    I pry my eyes away from him as the guests of honour at the manor, Roman and Evsey grace us with their presence this morning, both of them moving awkwardly around each other.  
 
    Evie quiet and shy, resembling a walking stick draped in baggy sheets, not really looking at Roman. 
 
    Roman doing the same, covered in bruises and shuffling awkwardly. Their silence is stilted and heavy, and one would have thought they’d get over it by now given that they shared the guest room last night. 
 
    “Morning,” Evsey says quietly, his voice barely audible. Funny that, hadn’t I witnessed his exchange with Anatoly yesterday I’d think his lungs had shrunk or something. 
 
    “Morning,” Raymond replies, hovering next to the table. “Sit down. Did you sleep well?” 
 
    Roman mumbles and sits on the couch across from me. His face is colourful to say the least. Mine is… well, in the same state, albeit the swelling has gone down, and I simply look like a painted circus monkey now. But it fucking hurts… uff. And my shoulder’s been killing me, the pain acute like a stabbing… Eh. I probably shouldn’t be joking too much about that. 
 
    Evsey hesitates for a moment then sits on the other side of the couch at a fair distance from Roman, pulling on the sleeves of his oversized sweater. They’re one awkward pair these two, reminding me of a popular animation with a mammoth and a wiry sloth. I’d chuckle if my ribs didn’t hurt so much. 
 
    Oh well. I didn’t hear any shouts last night, but who knows what these two are into. Maybe they like to fuck-fight. I’m not too sure I want to have that image in my head though. 
 
    Ray has a crooked smile on his face, probably the same is going through his head. He brings his hands together then sits down next to me, pointing at the table. 
 
    “Please, have at it.” 
 
    There is coffee and juice, croissant sandwiches and a platter of meats and spring veggies. I’ve been sipping on a coffee, seeking my long lost joy without luck so far, nearly falling unconscious while waiting for them. 
 
    “Alex,” Ray puts a sandwich on a plate and hands it over to me. 
 
    “I’m not hungry.” 
 
    Ray lifts an eyebrow, holding out the plate, not taking ‘no’ for an answer. He balances the plate on my thigh, pointing at it in a serious manner. “Eat.” 
 
    I stare at the food for a moment, not quite eager, then sigh and start nibbling on the croissant. 
 
    He won’t let me starve, I know. Oh, don’t I wish he did. 
 
    He wants me to eat. Darn, the love and caring he’s showing for me. 
 
    He doesn’t want me to be sick. How could one not get sick with all this sweetery? 
 
    I sigh as though witnessing the end of the world. “Mfine.” So, I indulge him. 
 
    My stomach growls loudly and Ray shoots me a nasty glance. I glare back at him, mumbling around my food. 
 
    Shut up, traitor! I’m doing this for Ray. 
 
    “What now?” Roman grunts, interrupting our little skit. 
 
    “We decrypt the drive,” Ray says as a matter of fact. “Evsey, you can work with Paul.” The blonde kid perks up at that. Roman doesn’t look all that pleased. “He’s already looking into some stuff for me. I’m sure you’ll figure it out if you work together. And if not, at least you can tell me what else we need.” 
 
    Evsey nods vigorously. “I’ve got some ideas,” he says in English, his voice soft but determined. 
 
    “You’ll need to stay hidden,” Ray says, pausing with a coffee cup in his hand. 
 
    “I understand that. I’ll do my best to help.” 
 
    “Will you… be alright working together?” Ray watches the lot of them as though they’re a bunch of kindergarteners. 
 
    Evsey stares at a plate as he nods again. He pushes a blonde strand behind his ear, a gesture betraying his nervousness. He’s saying one thing but feeling another. If I were him, I’d probably do the same. Except I’m not, so I’d be probably taking the piss instead. 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” Roman says gruffly. 
 
    “Spoken like a true monkey,” I mumble. 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    Evsey snickers, and the mood lightens up a bit. It’s the first time when I see the little blonde kid, who in reality is three or four years older than I am, amused by something. Roman seems genuinely surprised by it. Ray just smiles. 
 
    “I say you mumbo-bumble too much.” I rip a piece of the croissant with my hand. “You’re a nay-sayer all the time. Take a chill pill.” 
 
    I can tell Roman’s itching to say something to me, but now he shows restraint. Could it be… I grin. He’s trying to make a good impression in front of Evsey. As if that would right his wrongs somehow, but you know. One can’t help but keep trying. 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” Raymond declares. 
 
    We eat through bits of broken conversation, with Ray and Roman pointing out this and that, Evsey interjecting with a question here and there, me mumbling because my drug-addled brain is so high that it’s a wonder I’m not floating like a helium balloon yet. 
 
    All the while, Ray keeps shovelling food onto my plate like I’m a sick hamster. 
 
    “I can’t anymore,” I complain. “For reals.” 
 
    “You sure? You barely touched it.” 
 
    “I ate two,” I protest. 
 
    “Where?” Ray frowns, staring down at me. “Half of it is still there.” 
 
    I roll my eyes but curse myself a moment later when a tinge of pain spreads through my head. “Are you really keeping count?” 
 
    “Isn’t that what you did to my cigarettes?” he retorts. 
 
    “That doesn’t count,” I sigh. “You were injured. The doctor told you not to smoke and you kept doing it.” 
 
    Ray points at my face, confused. “How is that any different?” 
 
    “It’s only a couple of bruises,” I mumble. 
 
    “You call a stab wound a bruise?” 
 
    I shrug. “Do you have any other suggestions?” 
 
    Ray scoffs, shaking his head. “Christ, Alex.” 
 
    Evsey chuckles on the other couch, drawing our attention. “How long have you been together?” 
 
    Ray and I stare at each other. I grin. He looks away rather shyly, which seems to draw Roman’s interest. 
 
    I elbow Ray’s ribs. “Come on, daddy. Say something.” 
 
    Evsey bursts into laughter. Roman’s eyes widen comically. 
 
    “What did I tell you about—” 
 
    “What? You only like it when we’re in bed?” 
 
    “Aleksandr,” Ray sputters, slightly flushed. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” I bite my lip as I grin. “We’re using full names. I’m in trouble.” 
 
    Ray stares down at me, embarrassed, the tips of his ears reddening. I poke his ribs with my finger and the stony expression crumbles, replaced by affection. 
 
    “It’s okay. They know us.” I wink. “You can punish me later.” 
 
    “Just shut up already,” Ray snaps and puts an arm around me, squishing me against his side. 
 
    “Ow. Ouch.” I grimace as the pain spreads through my ribs, but I don’t fight him, instead I melt against his side. “Ah,” I rest my head on his shoulder, satisfied. “That’s better.” 
 
    Evsey is still laughing, even Roman has something on his face akin to amusement, although he seems also a bit perturbed. That is… unsightly. Him smiling, I mean. Roman and good moods are like the poles, they should stay far away from each other. 
 
    Ray is smiling to himself, staring into the fireplace, arm wrapped around me. 
 
    “It hasn’t been that long,” I reply to Evsey’s question. Something crosses his face as he furtively steals a glance of Roman; longing, perhaps. It hasn’t been that far back when I used to do that too. When I used to stare at Ray and feel as though I had no right to. Like I wasn’t allowed to, because something invisible brewed between us that was hellbent on keeping us separated. And now I can. I can look at him and let myself feel both the doubts and the reassurance that he’s mine. “Right?” 
 
    Ray stares down at me, lips pressed together. He nods softly and kisses my forehead, hugging me tightly, not ashamed of showing his affection in front of Roman and Evsey. 
 
    “No. It hasn’t been that long,” he says, his voice strangely emotional. 
 
    It makes my heart swell, realising that he’s indeed past the threshold, and now we’re both in this together. 
 
    We’re never the same at the ending. Never the same as the moment we’ve started. It’s been a long six months for me, ever since I met Ray, and just as long a time for him, since he’s come such a long way. So many things have happened, so much that has shaped me… Us. The boy you’ve met when this story started is now gone. A layer peeled away from me, shed like a snake skin. My consciousness altered. My being morphed. 
 
    For all the bad and the wrong and the hurt out there and that I’ve been through, there’s still this bunch of hope around me. There’s still people who care about me in different ways. Some of them don’t know me at all, others have perhaps glimpsed beneath the surface. And with some of them I’ve shared unspeakable things. Then there’s the man whose soul fused with mine. Two parts of the same coin. Whenever I look at Raymond, my worries dissolve and deepen at the same time. Whenever I look at him, there’s a ray of light penetrating the darkness.  
 
    I’ve met him just a handful of months back, but it feels like he’s been here forever. It just feels right, you know. Never anything has felt more right than him. He’s mine. I know it. My love for him is a descent into madness. Visceral. Terrifying. Threatening to exalt and suffocate me at the same time. But I know now that my fate, if there’s such a thing, is connected to his. 
 
    To watch him hurt is like tearing myself to pieces. To see his smile is like watching the sky clear after a storm. 
 
    He’s told me that I’m different but there is something about him too. Ever since we’ve decided to give this a try, he’s changed in ways I find hard to believe. I feel his worry, his warmth and perhaps even his love whenever he touches me. He looks at me as if I’m something else and it’s both scary and terrifying because I don’t want to fail him in any way. He’s mine. Mine. I feel this so strongly that I could swear by my life this man will never leave me. 
 
    Our fingers entwined, staring each other in the eyes, his presence reassuring as always. Sure, there’s more to come. He’s not at all that well, he’s got his own demons to battle. A lot of hurdles wait for us ahead, sure. But… I know we’ll succeed. Together. Whatever Vitya’s planning, Ray won’t have to face it alone. I’m right here by his side. 
 
    “You’re good together,” Evsey says. “You look like you’re made for each other.”  
 
    I shiver slightly and Ray tightens his fingers over mine. Looking at him, I feel as though he could understand me without saying anything. There’s no need to talk, our bodies speak each other’s language well enough. We’ve been through too much together, and there’s still so much more to come. 
 
    But right now, nothing else exists. Nothing else but this feeling, this emotion. Ray’s smile and this love. This love that’s turned from cinders into a blaze. This steady happiness attempting to strangle me with its intensity. I might just let it. There’s no better time to die than now. Knowing that I can still feel this much… I can love this much. Yeah. You know… I think I’ll do just that. 
 
      
 
    - End of Book Three - 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    The hallway was lit by the glow of monitors from the other room. There was no sound other than a steady click-clack of keys. He was still at it, even so late at night. He had a drive in him, a thirst for vengeance like no other. He understood him all too well, they were driven by the same feeling of betrayal, albeit it tasted different to both of them. None of them would stop though, one driven by justice the other by the taste of blood. Good incentives, both of them. 
 
    The chair creaked, then the muffled steps came softly. “Are you back?” 
 
    He shook his jacket off and placed it on the dilapidated rack while watching him lean against the door, arms crossed over his chest, waiting, inspecting. His expression was pure boredom, but something burned in his eyes. He knew what and why, and whilst he’d been aware of it for a long time, it still smarted, albeit that’s who he was in the end. 
 
    “Well then?” 
 
    “They were at the club,” he said, pushing the boots off his feet. “Celebrating Aleksandr’s birthday.” 
 
    “Ah. Of course. The little tick’s birthday. The message, then?” 
 
    “Delivered.” 
 
    “You think he’ll call?” 
 
    He rolled his shoulders as he unbuttoned his shirt, thinking for a moment on the question and the subtle inflexion in his voice. 
 
    “David,” he called his name with impatience, but he had not moved an inch. His eyes narrowed, hair tied back in a messy bun at the back of his head. David would let him simmer a bit, he deserved it after all. 
 
    David was wondering if perhaps what he experienced could be called jealousy. There was just no way to tell, and why now of all times. After all, they’d both been free to do as they pleased for nearly a decade, why should matters change now. 
 
    “You tell me.” 
 
    “Oh.” The smile crept on his face, slowly turning into a grin. A reflection made his eyes shine. “I see.” 
 
    David clicked his tongue and moved past him, aiming for the small kitchen they’d been sharing for the past months. It was too narrow. Everything in that flat was. He was starting to hate it, but they’d been cooped up in worst places. There had been times when they’d had nothing to sleep on but a filthy mattress at the back of a garage somewhere and they had been content with it. 
 
    Perhaps it was indeed jealousy, David pondered. He had been so self-assured that he’d grown to truly know him and see through him, but this side of him… 
 
    David knew him well now, perhaps he could even say that he could predict him, but one never knew for sure. He had changed a lot over the years, David was aware of it, his character had been ironed out, his focus sharpened by his purpose. 
 
    “You can’t let this get in the way,” he said coldly. “He needs to trust you, otherwise nothing will happen.” 
 
    “What reason have we given him to trust a stranger?” David asked drily. He opened one of the cupboards and picked a box of cereals. “I doubt what we’ve given him so far was enough.” 
 
    The kitchen was half dark, they did not turn on the light unless they needed. It was best to stay in the shadows, blending in with them. You could never know. They’d both grown so paranoid but with Victor Petrov and the Interpol hunting them for so long they could never take too many precautions. 
 
    “I think we’ve made him curious, at least.” He shifted in the hallway and landed against the doorframe again. The shadow deepened his eyes, the scars on his face looked ominous. 
 
    David stared at the cereal box, pensive. “We can’t fail again,” he said. 
 
    “He’ll want to know more. He’s cornered himself. He’s aware what will happen if they find out about the drive.” 
 
    “That’s what worries me. If he’s too paranoid, then he’ll keep away.” David shook his head. “I don’t like this. Perhaps his state of mind is too deteriorated.” 
 
    “He’ll be fine,” he deadpanned. “He’s smart.” 
 
    “He might be. Which is why you know that there’s no other way, right?” 
 
    “It’s inevitable.” 
 
    “Aren’t you afraid of the repercussions?” 
 
    “How many times have we discussed this?” he said in a bland tone. There was no heat to his voice, he rarely let emotion cloud his judgement. That was not always the case, but the mood changes were more seldom lately. 
 
    “I’m thinking that maybe there’s another way.” 
 
    “There’s no other way,” he said. “It has to be done.” 
 
    “What if you’d done it sooner?” David said. 
 
    He shook his head. “Vitya would have killed him. It’s better like this. At least now he can deal with it.” 
 
    David chuckled. “I’d kill you with my bare hands if it were me.” 
 
    “Well, you see. Then you two are not so different after all,” he smiled genuinely this time. “Are you finally afraid, Aldara? I must admit, I was waiting to see when you’d crack,” he came closer, tilting his head. 
 
    David scoffed, leaning back against the table. He stared him in the eyes. 
 
    “You think I haven’t thought this through?” he halted a step from him. “There’s no need to worry, I got a handle on it.” 
 
    David frowned. “You’re such a piece of shit, you know that?” 
 
    “It’s what you admire me for,” he winked and placed his hands on David’s arms. 
 
    “Admire?” David smiled. “You can’t even say the word can you?” 
 
    “Do you want to die?” he growled, a subtle heat seeping into his voice. 
 
    David knew his cues by now, his triggers, his moods. But in spite of his bristling, David knew that he wasn’t really upset. He had grown better at controlling his emotions, it also helped that David had been accepting of his quirks without putting pressure on him. He still rebelled, sure, but David’s own indifference was something which drew him back time and again. It was a matter of psychology, the most basic tactic there was. It helped that David knew how to control his own emotions well enough that they would not backfire on him, letting him tag along at his own pace. Yes, this was not something everyone could do. 
 
    David knocked his arms away and restrained him, pushing him against the wall. He gasped as he hit the wall, lips parted, eyes glazed, breath faster, looking up at David with near surprise. 
 
    “It’s so unlike you to be so pliant,” David taunted. 
 
    “Shut up, or I’ll kill you in your sleep.” 
 
    “You’re not fighting me.” He punched his ribs, but David was already prepared for it. It was not their first rodeo. “I think you’re turning mellow in your old age.” 
 
    He snarled but made no attempt to move, he was not fighting against David’s restraints either. He needed it, it was one of those times. There were moments when David wanted to embrace him, but he did not push it. David noticed the tremble in his right hand and wrapped his fingers around his wrist. 
 
    “Another seizure?” He frowned but did not speak. They had grown more frequent, the stress and exhaustion taking their toll on him. “Come. You need rest.” 
 
    “Don’t coddle me like this,” he snarled. The trigger had been pressed, his lid burst all of a sudden. 
 
    Nuances. Timing. Being around him was like constantly defusing a bomb. David did not feel hurt or rejected though, this was who he was, he had known that for a long time and embraced that. 
 
    David let go of his hand but still kept at his side until they reached the extensible sofa in what served as both bedroom and living room. He sat on the bed, staring at the other corner of the room, lost for a moment. 
 
    “I’ll look for a doctor again in the morning,” David said. It had been difficult to find somebody discreet. It was already difficult maintaining his supply of pills without drawing too much attention their way. It was a juggle each time, making sure to cover their traces, diversify their sources, never draw too much suspicion. Interpol and Petrov’s eyes and ears were everywhere. One wrong move could doom them. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” he replied harshly. “It won’t kill me,” he then added a little mellower.  “I won’t die until I’ve killed that son of a bitch with my bare hands.” 
 
      
 
    - To be continued -  
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