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      Dane played with the crucifix between his fingers, the chain pulling against the back of his neck. In his other hand the keys shook just a short distance from the lock.

      He blinked away the tears, summoning his courage. No matter what happened tonight, he would not give Him the satisfaction of seeing Dane cry. Would not see that smug smirk on his face when he realized the decision he had forced Dane to make.

      Dane let go of the cross. He took a slow breath and twisted the key in the lock. He moved before his mind could stop him, slamming his shoulder into the door and working his way swiftly up the stairs.

      “Honey? Is that you?” His mother’s voice, already sounding weaker than it had just a few weeks ago.

      Dane bit his lip, taking the steps two at a time. He practically skidded into his room, finding little comfort in closing his bedroom. He had never known true privacy. The door wasn’t a barrier that kept the outside world where it belonged. It was the thin skin of a bubble waiting to pop at the merest suggestion of his father’s outbursts.

      “Dane?” His mother at the bottom of the stairs.

      Tears threatened to spill again. The room was unsteady, as though he was navigating it through a fun house mirror. On the walls were warped posters of late-night obsessions: films he loved, celebrities he admired, a single ‘Keep Calm and Carry On’ poster with an image of Darth Vader throwing a casual thumbs up. On the bed was a smattering of assorted items that marked puzzle pieces of his life.

      It was these items that he rifled through after pulling the duffel bag from beneath the bed, tossing in whatever spare clothes he could get his hands on. He scooped notebooks and pens, paperbacks, old comics, Tylenol packets with only a single pill still capsuled, mind all over the place, unsure of what the next chapter held but knowing that anything had to be better than this.

      A knock on the door.

      Dane froze. His blood turned to ice.

      “Darling?” A soft wobble to his mother’s voice.

      Dane wanted to answer, wanted to tell his mother, ‘Sorry,’ and ‘It’s not your fault,’ but what came out as his tongue passed over the latest in his collections of ulcers was a simple, “I’m fine.”

      He gave a quick, final glance around the room for anything he might have missed. There was so much he wanted to take with him, but no way to carry it all. Keegan promised him a place on his couch. He could hardly bring his whole life with him.

      Besides, wasn’t it this life he was trying to get away from?

      Dane felt for the crucifix, finding small comfort in the gift that his mother had given him, promising him once that his faith would keep his hope. Would make everything better.

      Yeah, right. Thank you, Lord, for all the gifts you have bestowed upon this family. Your hard work is much appreciated.

      Another knock.

      Dane’s blood raced. He pinched the bridge of his nose, urging the tears to go back in.

      “Dane, honey…” Her voice was so weak. “Your father is worried about…”

      Dane opened the door, duffel bag slung on his shoulder. His mother stepped back, surprise on her gaunt face, quickly followed by dawning realization. Dane held her stare, despite how difficult it had become to look her in the eyes since her first treatment, the day that she had pulled at her own hair and adopted the blue and white Mandela scarf that covered her head.

      “No…” Her words whispers.

      Dane pressed his lips into a thin white line. He didn’t reply, only gave a slight nod. It was all he could muster.

      His mother placed her hands on his shoulders, speaking so softly Dane had to close his eyes to hear them. “Please, sweetie. We can get through this. He’s getting better. He’s been better. You can’t leave, not now.”

      Dane steeled himself, his mind already made. He couldn’t continue living there. It was too much. It was all too much. First, the embarrassment of arriving at the video store to find they’d already replaced him with another worker, his meager belongings packed and ready to present to him the moment he arrived. Then, the agonizing reality of watching his mother fight a battle that she very well may not win, alongside a monster living in the house who cared more about his own needs than that of his ailed wife.

      Dane was only sixteen, for Christ’s sake. Shouldn’t he be out in the world playing soccer or video games with his friends? (Yeah, right. You need friends for that.) Nobody should have to live the misery of this kind of existence, under the thumb of a father who ruled with an iron fist coated in rusted nails. Nobody should have to work a full day at a job that earned them peanuts only to then cook for the family and be told with a swift hand that he’d overcooked the steak…

      He was done.

      His mind was made up.

      It was the hardest thing Dane had to do to pull away from his mother. He couldn’t even offer an answer. Couldn’t give her the kiss or the hug that he wanted to. Instead, he ran down the stairs three at a time, gravity assisting his speed, almost making it to the front door before the shadow crossed his path and a welt of pain exploded in his temple.

      Dane blinked, wondering how he ended up on his back on the kitchen floor. His father towered over his feet, his wide frame almost filling the doorway behind. He reeked of smoke and booze; the cigarettes having stained his skin a permanent yellow and brown.

      “Going somewhere?” his father croaked, a snarl on his face.

      A creak on the stairs behind him as his mother slowly walked down, folding her cardigan about her thin frame.

      “No,” Dane replied, hating how weak his voice sounded.

      “Liar.”

      Dane winced as his father’s booted foot struck his ankle. He never understood why his father didn’t take them off in the house. It was yet another of his rotten scents to add to his personal cologne.

      His father’s shadow darkened over Dane. His teeth were yellow, eyes matching, as though Dane was staring into the eyes of a snake or a demon. “Doesn’t look like you’re planning on cooking any dinner tonight, does it?” Another kick, this time in the ribs. “Where were you planning on going?”

      This time Dane remained silent, paralyzed. Behind him, his mother whimpered.

      His father rose suddenly, eyes blazing. “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Shel. Keep it under control. I’m dealing with it.” He turned back to Dane. “Talk to me, boy. Has this got anything to do with you being kicked out of the easiest job on the fucking planet?”

      Dane’s eyes betrayed him.

      His father laughed. “It is, isn’t it?” He blew air between his lips. “Jesus Christ, son. Just when I thought my estimation of you couldn’t get any lower. All you had to do was rent videos to pimpled teens. How the fuck could you screw that up?” He clapped his hands loudly in Dane’s face. “Your mother is sick, kid. Or have you already forgotten that? My social security check can only take us so far. You want her dead? Why don’t you just grab a knife from that drawer and just get it over with.”

      Dane’s chest burned. This was the last place he wanted to be, the cruel disappointment of his father raining down on him. He tried to sit up and grunted when his father’s heavy hand pressed on his shoulder.

      He knelt by Dane’s side, picking a cigarette from the pocket of his stained shirt, taking his time in lighting the tip. He inhaled a lungful of smoke, that familiar rattling cough choking his throat until he managed to get it under control. Dane couldn’t help but think that this was the very reason his mother was sick. Second-hand smoke, the silent killer. And yet, here was his father, as usual, taking it out on others. Unaffected by the devils in those sticks.

      “Here’s what’s going to happen,” his father crooned, eyes calculating. Calm. “You’re going to go upstairs and unpack your bag. When you’re done, you’re going to come down here and make your mother and I dinner. If you don’t…” He plucked the cigarette from his lips and held the hot cherry against the crucifix on Dane’s collarbone. The metal conducted the heat, the cross burning into his skin. “Well… Let’s just say you’ll need more than the powers of Jesus to save you.”

      Another whimper from the stairs.

      Dane’s father whipped around, eyes blazing. “Shut up, Shel! The boy needs discipline, not tears. Useless little shit can’t even hold down a job⁠—”

      His words transformed into a grunt as Dane sat up swiftly and shoved his father off-balance. The old man sprawled on the kitchen floor as Dane jumped to his feet and shouldered his duffel. He ran to the door.

      A hand grabbed his ankle.

      Pain flared in Dane’s face as he tripped, nose hitting the stained linoleum. Blood sprayed in front of him, and he was pretty sure he’d chipped a tooth. He was only aware of that for a second though, as his gaze had been fixed on his mother as he fell, and the look of fear in her eyes.

      “You ungrateful piece of shit,” his father growled from behind, dragging Dane back.

      Dane’s fingers clawed uselessly at the linoleum. His father’s grip too tight.

      “You’re nothing, kid,” his father bellowed, fury unleashed. “You know that don’t you? You’re nothing but a talentless, little worm. If it wasn’t for me, this family would have sunk a long time ago, and this is the thanks I get. You wouldn’t make it three days out there in the real world. You’ll get eaten alive and then crawl back to Papa, praying I’ll fix all your problems.”

      A deranged glee painted his father’s face as he pulled his son toward him. With his free hand, he turned on the stove, hot blue flames circling the ring as his father grabbed a metal spatula and held it over the flame.

      Dane’s mouth dropped open, sensing his father’s intention. He kicked as hard as he could, catching his father in the stomach and winding him.

      It was enough.

      Dane shoved himself to his feet, now closer to the front door than his father was. He made a break for it, all hope almost dropping when he found his mother standing in his way. He paused, long enough for his mother to give him a resolute nod before stepping aside and slipping a piece of paper into his hand.

      She would pay for that later.

      His father’s cries of frustration were mingled with the clattering of pots and pans that had fallen off the side in his rage.

      Dane pulled the door open wide. He lingered for only a moment as he locked eyes with his father, who muttered the final words they would share in living memory.

      “Go on then, kid. Run. Run away from it all! But remember. No matter where you go, I’ll find you in Hell.”
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        Six years later…

      

      

      

      The world sprawled out beneath Dane as he stood by the floor-to-ceiling windows and stared down at his empire.

      He adjusted his tie, his crisp blue suit pristine with geometric creases. A smirk reached his lips as the sun brought with it another glorious day to be alive.

      Life looked good from the seventeenth floor. The McKinley & Shaw building towered above the little people, the multi-million-dollar skyscraper a single jagged tooth of glass and metal that bit the sky.

      Below crawled the ants. Hundreds upon hundreds of humans scuttling around the city’s arteries, struggling to make ends meet as they raced the clock, punched in, earned their pittance, then returned to the hovels they called home.

      If only they’d made better choices. Perhaps life would be as sweet for them as it was for Dane…

      “Look at me now, Father,” Dane muttered, lips barely parting as he completed his morning ritual and made his way toward his desk.

      He strode briskly through the office, co-workers already frenzied and frantic, trying to hit their deals for the day. Men and women waved papers over their heads, clamped telephones to their ears, shrugged on their jackets as they raced out to meet clients and make their daily bread.

      This city may sleep at night, but the world didn’t, and McKinley & Shaw Investments was all international, baby.

      Dane’s eyes reflexively looked for the large LED screen that swallowed the entire back wall as he reached his cubicle, gaze scanning and hunting for the numbers that would tell him what he already knew.

      Before he could, someone blocked his view.

      “The prodigal son returns!”

      Dane glanced down at the beaming intern.

      “Another day, another dollar.”

      He stepped to the side, trying to see the screen. The usual stink of corporate sweat, last night’s takeout containers, and freshly brewed coffee reached his nostrils, oozing from the boy in front.

      “Don’t be stupid.”

      “You’re too modest, Mr Creed.” The intern gushed, clutching a stack of manila folders to his chest. “Can I get you anything at all? Coffee? Boba? There’s an amazing place around the corner that does these square cinnamon croissants⁠—”

      “Get me three,” Dane said, his stomach not ready to eat but keen to get the doe-eyed intern out of his way.

      “You got it!” The intern flashed a smug grin at his nearby peers, all fawning over their own superstars before dashing off for the gilded golden elevator.

      His vision no longer obstructed, Dane leaned against his cubicle wall and studied the numbers.

      The LED screen was more like a sports league scoring board than anything he would have pictured in a corporate investments office, but over the last two years it had become his best friend: the first thing he looked at when he walked into the office an hour ahead of his competition, and the last thing he grinned at before he was the last to leave at night.

      Bright lights illuminated a table that displayed the names of the top twenty earners for McKinley & Shaw. A live dashboard, screen constantly flickering and updating, numbers beside the names always increasing, ever going up as the superstars of the office brought home the bacon.

      A legend was written in the corner, all in silver, the words: McKinley & Shaw: FTSE 100 Company of the Year.

      At the beginning of each quarter the board would reset, displaying a fresh array of bright and offensive colors from a design team that lived in the lower floors and were never to be seen. (Dane wasn’t convinced that the executive bods didn’t just outsource the work to cheap labor overseas). No matter when the numbers were brought back down to zero, one thing had been consistent for the last eighteen months.

      Dane was always number one.

      He took his seat at a desk that was hermetically clean. The only signs that somebody had accommodated this desk for the last two years was a pair of headphones, and a small photo frame with a picture of a younger Dane and his mother beaming as Dane rowed them in a boat down a river carpeted with algae. His mother still wore her headscarf, but the light was back in her eyes. The hollows of her cheeks were a little plumper. There was color in her lips.

      A soft smile played on Dane’s face as he woke up his computer and looked into his mother’s eyes.

      It had been a simpler time. Dane had taken his mother out for a day in the country, only a few weeks after his father’s passing. It had been the first time he’d seen her since the day that he had left (not that he hadn’t been desperate to reach out to her for years).

      She had been in remission for almost a year at that point. Dane had hired the boat and taken her out for the day, the two of them laughing and smiling for the first time in as long as he could remember. Without the weight of his father pressing down on them both, things were different. The grass was a little greener. The water more blue.

      Dane, eyes glassy with tears, apologized for leaving his mother in her hour of need.

      Under the canopy of a large willow, she’d forgiven him. Told him she’d understood.

      They hugged.

      They cried.

      And so came the greatest year in Dane’s memory. He lived with his mother for that time, in the house that he grew up in. Life was good. Life was simple.

      Until one morning, Dane saw the flecks of blood around the edges of the porcelain sink.

      One appointment later.

      One letter of confirmation.

      And they were right back where they started.

      Dane couldn’t afford the medical bills. Since his father’s passing, the pair had been living off his father’s inheritance—meager, but nowhere near enough.

      It would come as the strangest coincidence in Dane’s life that the second most life-changing letter would come slipping through his mailbox: a small flyer, designed in a fashion to look like a weathered piece of parchment. With elegant, printed cursive.

       

      
        
        MCKINLEY & SHAW

        Private Capital. Unmatched Opportunity

         

        Not everyone inherits fortune.

        Some inherit responsibility.

         

        We understand the weight that comes with doing what’s necessary—for yourself, or for someone who once did the same for you.

         

        Our summer internship program offers:

      

      

      
        
          	
        Immediate exposure to high-value portfolios
      

      	
        Access to elite mentorship and client networks
      

      	
        Competitive compensation designed to make a difference
      

      

      

      
        
         

        For those who carry more than their own future.

         

        Applications now open. Some burdens become blessings.

      

      

       

      Dane’s hands shook when he read the flyer.

      It was too perfect. It was exactly what he needed. High income and high acceleration in an industry known for riches.

      Four weeks later, Dane walked through the gilded gold and glass doors in a shabby thrift store suit and began his ascension to the top.

      “Uh-oh. He’s getting close.” Elijah Briggs, Junior Risk Strategist, grinned down openly at Dane and wriggled his eyebrows. His blond hair was neatly divided into a side part, fluorescent overhead lights shining down upon him like he had a gods-honest halo. “Careful you don’t get knocked off that top spot, my friend. There are plenty of sharks in these waters. Gotta keep swimming.”

      “You one of them?”

      “Ha! Hardly.”

      Dane glanced up from the picture of his mother and examined the leaderboard. Elijah was right. Where Dane still very much sat at the top, a second name that he had grown familiar with in the last three months of his employment haunted his shadow.

      Lucas Carver.

      A burst of cheer exploded from across the office. Dane glanced over to where Lucas was surrounded by a group of eager sycophants, watching as he typed away at the keys, scrolled the pages, and hunted for his next client. He wore a crisp silver suit that hugged every inch of his sleek frame. His hair was immaculate, and when he grinned there was a cartoonish glint to his unnaturally white teeth.

      Another bout of cheering and laughter sounded as Dane looked to the board and saw Lucas’s numbers creeping ever higher, gaining traction on the lead it had taken Dane all night and morning to secure.

      Dane placed on his headphones, preparing to focus on his screen. As he zoned in, a hand waved in front of his face.

      Dane growled and slid the headphones around his neck. “What?”

      “Did you know that it’s one of the intern’s birthdays today?” Elijah said.

      “So?”

      “So… There’s cake in the break room.”

      Dane sighed. “And?”

      “I think one of them is chocolate. One is definitely carrot cake. I heard Dana saying something about a gluten free option, but who’s got time to watch⁠—”

      “—Look, as you so rightly pointed out, I’ve got work to do. So, if you don’t mind.” His eyes flickered to the LED screen.

      To Dane’s irritation, Elijah chuckled. “Impressive, ain’t it? Guy’s been here since six o’clock this morning. Like, who even does that? He knows he’s just a number, right? Makes one slip-up and he’s fired by the board. Never to be seen again. Like Oscar. Or Tilly.” He shook his head. “Poor, poor souls, just more bodies to be tossed down the river Styx.”

      Dane glared at Elijah, unsure whether Elijah was being ironic in saying this to the current cream of the crop.

      “All I’m saying,” Elijah continued, “is that this place, it’s not the be all and end all, you know? There’s more to our time here than just crunching numbers and tickling balls to serve those faceless demons on the board. I mean, what do they even do up there on the top floor all day? They’re just puppeteers pulling our strings for cash. I’m not even sure they’re human. I mean… Take your girl, there…” He motioned to the photo frame.

      Dane’s cheeks flushed. He slammed the frame face down. “First, that’s my mom. And second, don’t you have your own shit to get to? Or do you make your living just flapping your gums until people have to pay you to leave?”

      They locked stares for a long moment, Dane’s heartbeat in his ears.

      Elijah gave him a pitiful look. “All I’m saying is that life is short. And as much as I’ve seen you bluster and pin your attention on that screen for hours on end, you know that everybody needs a friend sometimes. I’ve seen too many people walk through those doors and leave in a stretcher—stress, anxiety, high blood pressure. All for some fat cats in their plush chairs to grin and claw at the coins they wouldn’t even place on the dead eyes of their own kin.”

      “Why do you do it?” Dane asked.

      Elijah fished out a battered looking photo from his wallet, handing it to Dane. In the frame was Elijah with a round-cheeked woman and three beaming children. “For them. I clock in, I do my work, I clock out. It’s out there I live my life, man. In the real world.”

      He pocketed the picture, then rested a gentle hand on Dane’s shoulder. “I’m here if you ever want to talk or go for a drink. Life is more than numbers.”

      Dane remained silent, watching as Elijah set off through the cubicles, stopping near the golden elevator to speak to Cassandra Wu, Board Liaison Assistant, about something that Dane couldn’t catch, nor deigned to care about.

      Turning his attention back to his desk, Dane brought the photo to its correct place. A lightning bolt crack zagged across the glass, stirring the irritation that boiled in his gut.

      He picked up the picture to examine the crack, dragging a finger along the jagged line.

      Eli flinched.

      Yellow eyes leered back from the reflection in the glass, followed by a waft of cigarette smoke.

      He gasped, dropping the frame. Glass shattered on the tiled floor. Blood rose lazily to the tip of Dane’s finger, deep red and thick.

      A few heads turned, then quickly turned away.

      Dane took a few slow breaths before collecting the frame and sweeping the glass under his desk with his immaculate shoes. The cleaners would get to that later. Dane had work to do.

      He shook his head. Blinked. Placed his headphones on and allowed the binaural composition playing through the speakers to put Dane into the only true meditative state he had ever known.

      Sure, maybe Elijah was right. Maybe there was more to life than the numbers. But, right now, the numbers were doing a great job at lining his pockets with cash, paying for his mother’s medical support, and buying enough distractions that he never truly had to think about his father or the stain he’d left on his memory.

      Click and drag into that column.

      Type numbers into that one.

      Dial the client’s number.

      Stroke the client’s ego with hollow words.

      Another six-figure drop into McKinley & Shaw’s bank account, marginally increasing Dane’s lead against Lucas.

      Yes, today was going to be another good day.

      And, in a way, it was.

      Until it wasn’t.

    




OEBPS/images/drp-logo-final-transparent-tall-copy.jpg
o)

,/AL\%
DEVIL’S





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.




OEBPS/images/deal-final-kindle-cover.jpg
TWISTEDelA L ES

A

)
= »:V

HOWLEY &
WILLCOCKS





OEBPS/images/favicon.jpg






