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To J.A.O.—for giving these characters their voices.

Thank you!

ไก่เห็นเท้าของงู งูเห็นหน้าอกของไก่

“The chicken sees the snake’s feet; the snake sees the chicken’s breasts.”

~Thai idiom (mutual understanding of hidden truths)

Voicemails Kit→Silo

Voicemail #1

Silo...it’s Kit. I know you won’t pick up, and I know why. I’m not going to say I’m sorry, and you shouldn’t either. But when you get back to Bangkok, I’m coming to see you. We really need to talk.
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Voicemail #41

I don’t know if you’re getting these, but this one is different. I need your help with something. This is business, not personal. So, if that changes anything...call me. If not...yeah, nevermind.
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Voicemail #87: If I said this was for a case, and not just to hear your voice, would you believe me?

[image: ]

Voicemail #96: I know you said stop calling...but I can’t. I want to thank you. I know Nina didn’t get all the info we needed on her own. So...thanks.
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Voicemail #97

Merry Christmas, Silo. I don’t know what to say. I’m still here. Always.
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Voicemail #98

I made strawberry shakes today. No idea why.
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Voicemail #100

Silo? I’m so sorry. I need you. Please.
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1.  Anchor/Storm
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Bangkok, Thailand. September 2022.

Luca digs his hands into the edge of the table. “Run it again.”



“I have run it again.” Talay blows out a frustrated breath. “This past hour’s been like juggling durians on a longtail boat in the middle of a Bangkok traffic jam, while invisible chickens do Muay Thai in my curry pot!”


Luca blinks. Talay’s metaphors were his stress relief valve.



The crazier sounding ones took some getting used to. “And... that tells me what about the data extraction?”

“Everything, because there was no data to extract.” Talay turns his laptop around so Luca can see the black screen. “And we both know Zone knew exactly what he was doing, which means Rome wiped the drive before we could get to it.”


Zone’s a kid, but not sloppy. None of them are. Rome, though?



He plays chess while they’re learning poker.

It’s just the two of them in the office at the National Intelligence Agency of Thailand. Technically, Luca shouldn’t even be in here—he should be on a plane to Chiang Mai, helping Jet spirit his sister Mali away from the chaos that’s filled their lives for almost a year.

Except they’d gotten SOS texts to get to the NIA building now because Talay had practically begged for backup in his own unique way. The texts had been a flurry of frantic metaphors, painting him as everything from a caffeinated hamster on a runaway tuk-tuk to someone negotiating with invisible security guards.

Jet’s lips had twitched. “Only Talay can make an emergency sound like a slapstick comedy sketch.”

“You really think it’s an emergency?” Luca hadn’t bothered to hide his skepticism. “Sounds like normal Talay level panic to me.”

Jet had hesitated at the terminal, glancing at Luca with that half-smirk that never reached his eyes. “You know Talay isn’t just panicking for fun, right?”

Luca raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, because his idea of calm is waving a machete at a Wi-Fi router?”

“No,” Jet’s brow furrowed. “Because he only panics when someone’s actually three steps ahead of us. And right now... Rome is three steps ahead. Talay senses it, and that’s why he’s losing it.”

And now, staring at the blank screen in front of him, Luca hated that his husband had been right. They’d planned it so carefully this time: let Rome think he’s won, then take what mattered him the most, then move in and strike when he least expected it.


And the bastard had outmaneuvered them. Again.



“Does anyone else know about this?” Luca doesn’t exactly growl, but Talay still cringes.

“Not yet. Silo’s phone’s been off since last night, and I didn’t want to call anyone else with Zone in the bloody mess he’s in—”


“Is that literal or metaphorical?” Luca half hopes it’s the latter. “You didn’t know?” Talay’s mouth sets in a grim line. “While



you and Jet were spiriting Mali away, Zone was supposed to retrieve the Ouroboros data—”

“So Rome couldn’t manipulate the network, I know.” Luca’s patience thins. He doesn’t have time for long explanations. They’ve been living this nightmare for a year, and anyone new was already behind. “Give me the details I don’t have.”

Talay gnaws on his lower lip. “Rome had a contingency. He was waiting for Zone. Nearly killed him—would have if Kit and Silo hadn’t got there first. Only reason he’s not in a hospital is cause Rome could track him down and finish the job.”


Luca sucks in a breath. “How bad.”



“Not catastrophic.” Talay keeps his eyes on the screen. “Broken arm, couple of bullet grazes, knife wound. Bleeding was ugly but not the arterial, lights-out kind. That’s what Em said, anyway, and I figure RNs know when someone’s about to bleed out on their rug.”

“And you don’t want to call your wife a liar.” Luca closes his eyes and pinches the bridge of his nose. “So, let me get this straight—we spent months planning a precision strike, and Rome just... laughed at us the entire time?”

“Pretty much.” Talay exhales. “I don’t envy whoever gets to tell Silo.”

Luca smirks, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “Lucky for them, that’ll be me.”

Talay studies him. “You know none of this is anyone’s fault, right? We all trusted Rome. And he used that against us...like when we destroyed OmniVentures.”

OmniVentures—the corrupt company that started this shitstorm. Rome rebuilt it from ashes, renamed it Viora, and painted targets on their backs.
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“Bastard’s not going to give us a moment to breathe.” Luca’s jaw locks. “Anyone else shot? Dead? Emotionally manipulated?”

“Not so far as I know.” Talay’s gaze returns to the laptop. “But I’m still freaking the hell out.”


Luca’s chuckle is bitter. Laptop’s blank.

Doesn’t matter. Game’s not over. Not yet.



~~~~~~~~
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Leaving had been a bad idea.

But staying would have made it worse.



Silo had shown up at Kit’s after Zone stabilized. Kit was barely able to speak, smelling like bourbon and collapse.


Zone had nearly died. Again. Kit had unraveled.

And Silo—

Silo had let It happen.

Kit’s hands braced against his shoulders. Lips dragging from Silo’s mouth to his jaw. Murmuring in his ear:

Need you. Need you, Sy.

They didn’t go through with it. Silo pulled away first.

Or maybe Kit blacked out.



Silo spent the rest of the night on the couch while Kit slept off the bourbon.


Neither of them said anything much in the morning.

So now Silo has spent the entire day avoiding people. Specific



people.


He doesn’t want to think about last night, or talk about last



night, with anyone.


Especially Kit.



His phone buzzes. Silo almost decides not to answer it, until he sees the name flashing across the screen. “Luca? You’re supposed to be in Chiang Mai.”

“Change of plans.” Luca’s tone is clipped. If Silo was the paranoid type, he’d say Luca was on the verge of panic. “Jet and Mali went to Chiang Mai. I stayed here after we saw what was on the extractor drive.”

Silo’s fingers tighten around the phone. The data extractor—the one Zone used to pull all the information from Rome’s laptop.


Information on Ouroboros. “What did you find?” Luca’s voice is grim. “It’s corrupted.”



Silo’s heart lodges in his throat. “The hell is that supposed to mean?”

“Exactly what it sounds like, Silo. A bunch of jibberish shit and symbols that make less sense then than that damn list we had. Which means Rome knew what he was doing. The bastard deliberately screwed us over.” Luca takes a breath, like he’s grounding himself. “Look, I’m calling Jet, and you call Kit and his brothers. We need to do one of those extended family dinner things to figure out just how screwed we are.”

Silo exhales. “Right. Call me back once you get hold of Jet, and we’ll drive to Kam and Bel’s after.”


Luca hangs up without responding.



The street outside seems to be listening, waiting. Silo doesn’t notice until too late.


A sharp crack splits the night. Silo freezes. Instincts scream.



White-hot agony explodes in his shoulder. Panic surges through him, wild and primal.


Who? Where?



A second shot rips through his side. He stumbles toward a nearby alley, scraping hard against the bricks.


Warm blood soaks his shirt. Another bullet slices across his ribs. Then one under his arm.

The fire in his nerves gives way to a thick, drowning fog. A flicker of light.

A silhouette across the street. Standing still. Watching.

Rome.

Gun in hand. Face calm. No hesitation. No regret. Rome shot him.

The truth hits Silo harder than the bullets.
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The echo of the gunfire rings in his ears—

And then... nothing.



~~~~~~~~
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Kit waits until he’s in Kam and Bel’s driveway before he pulls out a cigarette. Zone had “confiscated” the carton earlier this morning, but Kit had managed to slide one into his pocket beforehand. He grimaces at the sour taste, but inhales anyway. His body feels heavy, sluggish—worse than it has in days. Maybe it’s the lack of sleep.

Maybe it’s the lingering aftershocks of last night—not just the confrontation with Rome, but everything after.

He glances back at the house, his gaze lingering on the window of the bedroom where Zone is sleeping. His little brother still looked so fragile—wrung out from pushing through pain to get the job done. And Kit had let him. Had helped him. He should be focused on helping Zone heal, making sure he doesn’t break himself trying to stand tall too soon. But instead, his mind drifts...

Fragments of memory drift through his mind. Em setting Zone’s arm while Bel murmured reassurances he didn’t altogether believe. Kam’s hands, helping Kit to steady Zone while their younger brother’s life hung by a thread. Zone’s blood on his hands, the burn of bourbon still on his tongue, and Silo—


Silo.



Silo had stayed. And they’d talked. Silo had called him his little hawk. Then Kit had asked him to stay and they had...what? Sat in silence? Fallen asleep? Held on? It blurs. He just knows they need to talk again. To find some sliver of truth in the mess they left behind.

Kit extinguishes the cigarette. It’s asinine to keep putting this off. There has to be some way to fix what’s broken between him and Silo. He doesn’t know what they’ll say, or if they can fix it, but Kit can’t keep running from it. Not tonight.

His phone buzzes. A message from an unknown number blinks at him from the screen. Kit’s thumb hovers over it, half tempted to shove the phone back in his pocket to deal with whatever it is later.

But something in his gut tells him to open the text anyway.

UNKNOWN NUMBER: I hear you’re a fan of poetry. Or at least, you used to be.


KIT: Who the hell is this?

UNKNOWN NUMBER: I’ve got a poem for you, KitKat.

Kit’s stomach hits the driveway.






It’s not just the name. It’s the timing.

The tone.



UNKNOWN NUMBER: You took my light. So I’ll take yours, one by one. The reckless one who won’t stay down. The ghost you loved once, who runs on loyalty, and never truly left. The king without a crown. The soft voice that steadies him. The soldier with a cause and a bullet with his name. The healer who won’t see it coming. The foreign flames who lie too well. And the girl who smiles like she’s safe. When I’m done, you’ll know what it means to burn.

Kit’s pulse spikes. Another text pops up on the screen: not words this time. Images.


Zone, posed by his Regera after Ratcha Inferno’s final race. Silo, caught mid-step leaving the NIA building.



Kam and Bel at Nightshade, framed in the amber glow of the bar lights.


Talay and Em laughing at their wedding.

Matteo leaning against his McLaren, chatting with Nina.



Iris in the hallway outside her apartment, keys in hand, looking over her shoulder.


Not surveillance images. Close ups.

Recent ones.

And in the same order as the poem. Kit’s lungs forget how to function.



He can only stare at his phone screen while the final text cuts through him.

UNKNOWN NUMBER: So tell me, Kit. Did you enjoy my cigarettes?

Kit’s eyes drop to the butt he’d just ground under his heels. At the time, the carton had been a gift—a celebration between friends that Kit had excepted without question.


Because he’d trusted Rome.

And stress outweighed suspicion. Until now.

“Hey.” Kam’s voice sounds behind him. “You good?”



Kit doesn’t answer. Can’t. His eyes are locked on the texts. His thumb hovers over the screen as if he can undo what he’s seen just by not looking away.


“Kit!” Kam’s voice sharpens. “What’s wrong?”

“I think...” Kit swallows hard. “We’ve got a problem.”
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“Define ‘problem’.”



Kit turns just enough to meet Kam’s eyes. “Where’s your phone?”


“Inside. Charging.” “And Zone’s?”

“Next to mine, last I looked.” Kam’s brow furrows. “Why?”



Kit shoves his phone into Kam’s hands. Kam’s breath hitches as he reads the texts. His expression tightens when he gets to the part

about the cigarettes. His thumb sweeps down the screen, scrolling until he sees the pictures.


“Kit...”

“I know.” Kit’s jaw locks.



“These...these were taken this week.” Kam looks up, eyes black holes of worry. “By Rome.”

“What gave it away?” Kit snatches the phone back, scrolling through his contacts. “He’s been watching. Tracking. Planning. The order—it’s a kill list.”


Kam stiffens. “And Zone’s first?”



“Not necessarily.” Kit presses his phone to his ear. Silo’s number goes to voicemail, once, twice. Shit. Don’t panic, don’t panic. “Get your keys. We’re going to Silo’s condo.”


Kam arches his favorite eyebrow. “You don’t want to drive?” “You’re tank’s full.” It’s a lame ass excuse, but Kit makes it



anyway. He shoves his hands into his pockets so Kam doesn’t see them tremble. They’ve been doing that for days, his hands—sometimes it’s more than a tremble. Sometimes it turns into uncontrollable twitching. His coordination isn’t trustworthy right now.

Kam studies him for half a second too long, then nods. “You’re going into more details on the way over, right? And what does Rome mean about cigarettes?”

Kit swallows the acrid taste in his mouth. Maybe bile. Maybe fear. Maybe something else he can’t think about right now. “I’ll fill in whatever details you like, just get your ass moving.”


Kam ducks inside to grab his car keys.



~~~~~~~~
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Silo should’ve been dead already. He knows it. Adrenaline and rage are the only things keeping him upright.


He has to find Kit.



He hesitates before pressing call, anxiety knotting in his stomach. The ringing feels like an eternity, each tone amplifying his uncertainty. After the seventh ring, Kit’s voice crackles through the line.


“Silo?” The worry is palpable, and Silo’s heart leaps.

“I need to see you,” he rasps, the words tumbling out in a rush. “Where are you?” Kit’s voice sharpens with urgency.



“I...I’ll send you my location,” Silo manages to keep his voice level. “Just get here.”

“I’m coming,” Kit replies without hesitation, and Silo can hear him moving, the sound of footsteps echoing in the background. “Just stay put, ok?”

Silo hangs up without answering. His pulse pounds with a mix of relief and dread.
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2. Mask/Mirror
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Kit keeps his eyes glued to his phone screen while Kam navigates the streets. Silo’s not anywhere near his condo, or the NIA building. He’s in Thewet, old Bangkok—where he used to go when they were at uni and he needed a place to think.


Even though the windows of the Range Rover are closed, the



stench of the river assaults Kit’s nostrils. The river stinks like fish guts and engine oil. The fans in an open air noodle shop stir the air without cooling it. Other shops are closed, shutters chained since COVID.

“The hell is Silo doing down here?” Kam mutters, turning onto yet another cobblestoned side street.

“It’s where he cleared his head back in uni,” Kit scans the area, hoping to catch a glimpse of Silo. “Everyone who knows him really well knew that.”


Apparently, “everybody” now included Rome.



Kit forces himself to breathe normally. His pulse pounds so hard his temples scream for mercy. Later. He can deal with the headache later.

The headlights catch something—a tiny movement near the rusted gate of a riverfront guesthouse. A man leans against the bars, his face half in shadow. Kam sucks in a breath, pulling over before Kit tells him to.

“Stay in the car.” Kit slams the door before his younger brother can protest, half running across the street toward the abandoned guest house. Silo’s posture is tense, his face pale beneath the flickering light, and something about the way he holds himself sends alarm bells ringing in Kit’s mind.


“Silo!”

Silo looks up. “You made it.”



“Of course I did. What the hell happened? You look—” Kit stops himself, catching the edge of his concern.

“I’m fine,” Silo replies, brushing off the question with a wave of his hand, but Kit isn’t convinced. There’s a tremor in his voice, a tension that doesn’t match his words. “Heard five shots. Just a bit of a close call, that’s all.”

“Fine?” Kit’s frustration flares. “Silo, you’re leaning against a guesthouse gate like it’s the only thing keeping you upright.”

Silo hesitates, the silence stretching between them. “Luca called.”

“Just now?” Kit stares at him. “I thought he and Jet took Mali to Chiang Mai.”

“He looked at the data Zone retrieved. Rome got to it first. Knew we were coming, just like before. Corrupted it.” Silo pushes himself off the gate, sways, and collapses back against it.


Kit steadies him. “Rome. That’s who the five shots came from.



Silo, he tried to kill you.”

Kit grabs Silo’s jacket, peeling it back to reveal the first wound on his shoulder. Blood has soaked through, darkening the fabric. Kit presses his fingers into it, hard.

Silo sucks in a sharp breath, eyes widening. “Damn it, Kit! The hell was that for?”

“One. Shoulder. Keep track, Silo,” The blood was bad, but Kit can feel the muscle resisting under his hand—messy, not instantly fatal. That mattered. “Where else?”


Silo grits his teeth. “In order?”

Kit keeps his gaze locked on Silo. “Tell me where it hurts.” Silo exhales sharply, irritation growing. “Fine, my side,



happy?”

He tries to lean away from Kit’s prying hands, but Kit is relentless, tugging at Silo’s shirt to reveal the second wound along his side. Kit’s touch is methodical, but his expression is all urgency. He presses down again, eliciting a harsh flinch from Silo.


“Ow! Motherf—seriously, Kit? You gotta press like that?” “Two. Side. Hold still,” Kit orders, his voice firm but edged



with the slightest tremor. “We need to find them all so Em knows what we’re dealing with.”


Silo’s expression softens at the mention of his younger sister. “And I need to stay awake, right?” Silo takes a breath, then



gestures vaguely downward. “Check my leg.”

Kit moves one of Silo’s hands so it’s pressing against his side, then kneels, fingers tracing the tear in Silo’s pants, exposing the third wound just above the knee. Blood oozes sluggishly from the gash, staining the fabric a deep crimson. Kit presses down, harder than before, and Silo jerks, his leg twitching in response.

“Shit, Kit!” Silo’s voice cracks. “Are you trying to make it worse?”

“I’m trying to keep you focused. Next time, I’ll slug you.” Kit cups Silo’s face, forcing him to make eye contact. “We’ve got two left. Where are they?”
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“Right...ok.” Silo blinks, his expression momentarily blank. “There’s...something else on my side. Feels off.”

Kit moves. The fourth wound is nestled just below the first one, blood seeping from the puncture in steady drips. Kit’s fingers

press in. Muscle resistance again, but this time, Silo doesn’t react with the same sharpness. His eyes flutter, his breaths turning shallow and uneven. Kit slaps Silo’s cheek, not gently. Silo’s head snaps to the side, eyes widening in shock.

“What the—?” Silo’s reaction is slower, less fiery, the fight draining out of him.

“Stay awake,” Kit insists, shaking him slightly. “You’ve got one more. We need to find it.”

“I’m...I’m tired,” Silo’s eyes flicker, a dazed confusion clouding his expression. “Kit...why are we still doing this?”

Kit squeezes Silo’s shoulder, trying to anchor him to the moment. “Because you heard five shots, Silo. And we’ve only found four.”


“Kit...” Silo’s eyelids droop. “I’m so damn tired...”

Kit’s pulse races as Silo’s weight slumps heavily against him.
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3.  Command/Collapse
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Kam dives out of the car, eyes wide as he takes in the scene. “Kit, what the hell’s going on?”


“Fifth wound,” Kit’s voice is strained. “I can’t find it. Help



me.”


Kam kneels down, his hands moving swiftly over Silo’s prone



form. He pauses, fingers pressing against the underside of Silo’s arm, near the back of his ribcage. “Here.”

Kit leans over, pressing his hand against the fifth wound, the pressure eliciting a faint, pained groan from Silo.


“Kit...” His words are barely a whisper. “I... love you.”



Kit’s heart clenches, the words hitting him harder than any slap or shove. He tightens his grip. “We’re not done. You’re not done.”

Silo’s breaths are shallow, rasping. Kit presses harder, feeling the slick warmth of Silo’s blood seeping through his fingers. Kam’s presence is a small comfort, but the tension in the air is palpable, each second stretching out like a painful eternity. Kit glances down at Silo’s face, searching for any sign of alertness, any flicker of recognition in those half-lidded eyes.


“Silo,” Kit slaps him. “You can’t sleep yet.”



Silo’s head jerks slightly, but his response is sluggish, a faint mumble that barely makes sense. “Just... five minutes, Kit. Just need... five.”

Kit’s frustration boils over. He slaps Silo’s face again, hard enough to leave a mark. Silo’s eyes fly open, glaring at Kit with a mixture of pain and betrayal.


“Stop... that. Hurts.”

“Good,” Kit shoots back. “If it hurts, it means you’re still here.



So stay with me, damn it.”

“Silo.” Kam is working fast, his hands a blur as strips off his jacket, tying it tight around Silo’s arm.. “Silo, listen to me. Listen. You have to stay awake. Talk to Kit.”

“Hurts... everywhere.” Silo blinks slowly, his head lolling back. “Can’t... can’t do this.”

Kam finishes packing the last wound, his hands slick with Silo’s blood. He meets Kit’s gaze, the gravity of the situation reflected in his eyes.

“We need to get him to the car,” Kam’s tone is urgent but steady. “I called Matteo. He’s meeting us back at mine and Bel’s. Rome’s not attacking anyone else tonight.”
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Kit nods, the reality sinking in. Silo’s head dips again, but Kit holds him upright. “Silo. Just hold on. I’ve got you.”

“Don’t...” Silo’s response is barely a whisper, a slurred, almost inaudible admission that sends a shiver down Kit’s spine. “Don’t...let go.”

“I won’t,” Kit swallows the lump in his throat, his grip tightening. “I’m not letting go.”

Kam swings open the back door of the Range Rover, and they maneuver Silo inside, propping him against the seat. Kit climbs in beside him, his movements frantic as he buckles Silo in, his fingers fumbling with the belt. “I called Bel, too. He’ll get Em back to our place. Silo, can you keep your eyes open for fifteen more minutes?”


Silo hums in response.



“I’m taking that as a yes.” Kam jumps into the driver’s seat, the engine roaring to life. The car lurches forward, tires screeching as they speed out of the lot. Silo’s head lolls against the window, his eyes barely open, the lights from passing cars casting fleeting shadows across his face.

The car hits a patch of traffic, the sudden stop jolting them all. Kam swears under his breath, slamming his hand against the steering wheel. Kit glances up. Cars are lined up, brake lights glowing like a river of red, stretching far into the distance. They’re boxed in, stuck between a sea of unmoving vehicles.

“Kam!” Kit’s voice is sharp, edged with desperation. “We can’t stop! We need to get him to Em now!”

“Gridlock!” Kam white knuckles the wheel. “We’re going as fast as we can, but this traffic is a nightmare.”

Kit turns his attention back to Silo, who is slipping again, his body slumping forward. “Silo! Don’t you dare check out on me now.”

Silo’s eyes flutter open, the pain and exhaustion etched into his features. “Feels... like... drowning. So... tired...Kit...just...stop...”

“No.” Kit shakes his head, his grip on Silo’s arm tightening. “No stopping, Silo. Not now. We’re too close.”

The traffic inches forward. Each centimeter is a victory. Kit talks. Urges Silo. Fifteen more minutes. Stay awake. Keep fighting. “Kit...” Silo’s gaze is distant, unfocused, but his lips move,

forming the faintest shape of a word. “...love... you...”

Kit’s breath catches. He squeezes Silo’s hand, his own voice thick. “I love you too, Silo. Now stay awake. Just a little longer.”

The car jolts out of traffic the moment Kam sees an opening—a sharp turn into a side street that leads back into Ari, toward Kam and Bel’s. He barrels through it, ignoring a honk, narrowly missing a fruit cart. Kit doesn’t flinch. Silo’s eyes are open but dull, his lips pale. The heat inside the car feels suffocating.

Kam hits the gate code with one hand while steering with the other. The Range Rover swings into the narrow driveway of Kam and Bel’s house. Before the tires even stop turning, Kit’s already unbuckling.


Silo’s body shouldn’t feel this heavy.



Kit’s knees buckle under the dead weight, slipping in the blood that’s soaked through Silo’s clothes and his. Silo’s face is slack with unconsciousness, breath catching more than it should, dark curls matted against his forehead. Kam’s on the other side, gripping Silo’s legs. They’re both drenched in sweat and blood, moving fast across the gravel of the driveway toward the open front door. It’s past midnight. The cicadas are shrill, but not shrill enough to drown out Kam’s shouts.

The door is flung open. Em’s already yanking the couch cushions away in the living room, clearing space, barking orders to someone behind him. Iris, maybe. Bel. Kit can’t tell anymore.


His vision is tunneling.



“Five bullet wounds,” Kam rattles off the locations while lowering Silo onto the couch. “No idea how many bullets are still in him.”

So far, they’d kept him alive by sheer pressure. A hospital had blood bags. They didn’t. But keeping Silo breathing another hour was all that counted. Rome could track them in a hospital. Less likely he could track them here.

“Didn’t have time to count.” Kit’s voice is rough. He drops to his knees beside Silo, grasping his hand. The other man’s skin is already cooling. Or maybe it feels that way because Kit’s burning from the inside out. Not with panic. With heat. An oily, crawling heat in his bones.


No, no, no...



Em’s there in seconds, already unzipping a trauma kit, shouting over her shoulder for saline and gauze. Kit helps her peel off Silo’s jacket, fingers fumbling at blood-slick fabric, and Em’s already cutting away the shirt underneath.
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Zone appears behind them—pale, broken arm still in a sling, face stricken and sweat-damp, with Iris at his heels. She cries out at the blood.

“Zone, Iris,” Kit fights to keep his voice level. “Stay back, just for a minute.”

“I can help.” Zone sinks to his knees on the far side of the couch, eyes locked on Silo’s face like if he stares hard enough, he’ll breathe again.

“Not right now. Not with this.” Kam puts a firm hand on his shoulder. “Iris, get him back to bed.”

Zone doesn’t move, not even when Iris puts an arm around him to pull him away. But he doesn’t argue either.


Silo’s not waking up.



Kit presses his fingers to the side of Silo’s neck. Fluttering. Shit. For a second, the room tilts. Kit blinks hard and the furniture rights itself.


“Shallow angles. Missed the lung. Mostly muscle tears.



Lucky—if you could call it that.” Em shoves gauze into Kit’s hands. “Pressure. Kit—hey. Pressure. On his ribs. Right now.”

Kit nods, pressing the gauze over the hole in Silo’s ribs. The fabric turns from white to crimson in seconds. Or maybe it just looks that way. He tastes metal at the back of his throat. His jaw locks.


“You don’t get to go now, Sy. Not when I just got you back.”



Above him, the door bangs open, then closed. Is that...Matteo’s voice? Em is yelling for more gauze. Bel surges forward, lifting Silo’s legs for better blood flow. Kit sways forward, hands slackening.


“Kit?”



The voice is sharp, but he’s not sure if it’s Em’s, or Bel’s, or Kam’s. Maybe it’s Zone’s.

He tries to answer. To nod. But something’s wrong—he can’t seem to sit back. His chest seizes. The heat rises again, molten under his skin, and the whole room lurches.


“Kit!” Definitely Kam’s voice. Loud. Alarmed.



The last thing he hears is the sound of Silo breathing—shallow, but still there.


Still there. “Silo...”
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4.  Steel/Smoke

[image: ]




Kam’s body moves, catching Kit before his head hits the ground. He’s breathing, barely. His skin is on fire, which makes no sense in an air conditioned room. Kam props Kit’s head in his lap, fingers to his pulse—rapid, erratic.

“Kam...” Zone’s voice is incredibly small, eyes blown wide with barely suppressed panic.

“He’ll be ok, Z.” Kam forces his own worry to stay under the surface. “Em, can you—”

“I’ve got it.” Em is already examining Silo. “Mostly muscular grazes. Messy, but not fatal. Bullet’s still lodged in his leg—”

“Let Zone take it out.” Matteo is braced in the doorway, soaked from the rain, but steady.


Em glances up. “Excuse me?”



“He’s done it before, but only once, and mostly on his own. Let him do it while you watch.” Matteo’s eyes are fixed on Zone. “Better now, with you watching, than later when he’s the only one left standing.”


Zone blinks at his best friend. “Matty...I can’t—”



“Yes, you can, Tiger. Practice. You’ll need it. Trust me.” Matteo turns back to Em. “Talk him through it so he doesn’t screw up.”


Em frowns. “You’re serious.”



Matteo nods. Zone swallows hard, glancing at Silo. His hands are shaking. But he doesn’t say no.

“Kam...” Bel’s checking Kit’s pulse, his pupils, his breathing. “This isn’t just exhaustion.”


No shit.



Kam’s mind backpedals over the last several weeks. The way Kit started getting quieter. Edgier. The tremors in his hands, the nausea, the irritability, the uncharacteristic fatigue...


Did you enjoy my cigarettes?



Rome’s text sears across Kam’s vision, tightening the iron band clamped around his chest. The cigarettes.

The fucking cigarettes Rome had handed to him at Zone’s first race in Chonburi, all faux-casual smiles and celebration. A congratulatory gift for Kit, he’d said. For Zone becoming a main driver. Kam had given them to Kit the day after...and Kit had been smoking them ever since.


Until Zone confiscated them yesterday, before his final race. Before they’d gone after Rome.
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“Zone.” Kam’s throat goes dry. “Where are the cigarettes? The ones I gave Kit after your first race. The ones you took from him yesterday morning.”


Zone blinks. “What?”

“The cigarettes, Z—where’d you put them?”



“I—I didn’t throw them away or anything. I put them in my Pocky stash. In the kitchen cupboard.”

Kam is on his feet before Zone finishes the sentence. His eyes flick between Zone, crouched over Silo with Em, and Iris, who’s darting forward with a light blanket and throw pillow. “Stay here.

Watch Kit. Help Silo.”


“Kam, wait—” Bel grabs his arm. “The hell are you going?” “I need those cigarettes.” Kam’s voice catches, then steadies



with force. “Rome gave them to me. To give to Kit. I didn’t even think. I didn’t—he just said it was a gift. And Kit’s been smoking them since.”

Zone chokes. Iris’ arms tighten around him. Bel sucks in breath. Em’s head jerks up, hands packing Silo’s wounds, but she doesn’t say anything.

“I’m coming with you.” Bel makes it a statement, not a question.


Kam shakes his head. “Stay with Kit and Silo.”



“Em’s an RN—she can handle it better than me.” Bel gestures to Iris and Zone. “And she’s not exactly alone here.”


Kam hesitates.



Bel grabs his keys. “You’ll cause an accident if you drive in the state you’re in, dumbass. Let’s go.”

~~~~~~~~
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The smell hits Iris first—copper and scorched meat. Silo lies motionless on the couch, stripped to the waist, towels underneath him to try and keep the cushions clean. Em kneels beside her brother, applying antiseptic to the wounds while Zone pulls a scalpel from Em’s medkit.

“Iris.” Em keeps her eyes on Silo, one hand braced against his shoulder to keep him from thrashing. “We need you. Glove up. Box on the table.”

Iris’ hands move before her brain can catch. The gloves feel too big. Latex snaps against her wrist.


Zone glances over. “Iris, you don’t have to—”



“I want to.” Iris drops to her knees, forcing herself to look at the wound, the blood. “Tell me what to do.”

Em nods. “Hold Silo still. If we ask for anything, you pass it with a clean hand. Zone, are you sure you want to do this?”

Zone’s nod is a quick jerk of the head, hand clenched tight around the medical tweezers. Silo moans, low and wet in his throat.


“Just take it slow,” Em murmurs. “You can do this, Zone.



Probe first, so you know where the bullet is.”

Heat builds behind Iris’ eyes. Don’t cry. Don’t flinch. Don’t shake. She tightens her grip just before Zone inserts the end of the tweezers into the hole in Silo’s leg. Silo jerks.

“Angle him more toward Zone and the light.” Em’s voice is calm. “He’s going to need a clear view. Zone, talk me through it.”

“Lower leg, clean hole. I think.” Zone’s voice shakes, but his hands are steady. “Em, there’s a lot of blood.”

“Doesn’t matter right now. Focus on damage. Entry wound’s small. Exit?”


Zone shakes his head.

“Then we dig.” Em adjusts the light. “Iris, don’t let Silo move.



You’re both doing great.”

Iris swallows. She bites the inside of her cheek when Zone peels back skin and something dark pulses up. “He won’t wake up.”

“He will,” Em reassures her. “Once we help him. Slide under first, Zone. Don't grab the tissue.”


Silo’s legs twitch.

Zone flinches. “He’s seizing.”



“No. Just a pain reflex.” Em’s voice doesn’t waver. “Breathe, Zone. You’ve got this. Iris, can you feel his pulse?”


Iris presses two fingers to Silo’s neck. She nods.



“Good. Keep count in your head. One-Mississippi style. Tell me if it drops.”

Iris nods again. Starts counting under her breath. “One... two... three...”

The blood looks darker than it should. Almost black. Iris stares at the soaked towel beneath Silo’s leg while something cold snakes up her spine.

Zone looks sick, but his hands stop shaking—pushing past panic into something colder. Iris shifts position slightly, knees cramping, still whispering numbers.
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Silo groans in his sleep, or dream, or wherever he is. A part of Iris wants to grab his hand, reassure him, but she doesn’t move.

Doesn’t look away.


Zone’s jaw clenches. The muscles in his forearm twitch.

There.” His voice is hoarse. “Got it. I think—yeah. I see the edge.” “Good,” Em murmurs. “Back it out slow. Don’t jerk. You



don’t want to tear anything.”

There’s a soft, sick sound as the bullet comes free—like tearing into wet cloth. A small, metal shape glints in the light. Iris doesn’t realize she’s been holding her breath until her lungs burn. Zone leans back, smearing his arm across his forehead, painting a red streak there.

Em takes the tweezers, drops the bullet into a tray. “Good. Gauze. Pressure. You’ve got maybe a minute before shock sets in.”


Zone doesn’t move. Just stares at the blood on his hands. But Silo’s still breathing.

Still alive.

Iris’ smile feels forced. “You did it.”

He doesn’t look at her. “Almost threw up, too.”



“But you did what needed to be done.” Em presses fresh gauze against Silo’s leg. “You saved him.”

Iris realizes her face is wet—with tears, sweat or both. She gets to her feet, grabbing the wall for balance. Zone looks over at her. He sinks down the wall like something unplugged. She doesn’t know whether to reach for him or run for the bathroom.

~~~~~~~~
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Bel drives like his Mazda’s on fire. Kam used to tease him for driving a mid-tier commuter, until he found out it used to be Bel’s dad’s. He doesn’t hate the car—just wishes Bel would want better for himself.

Bangkok at night blurs past the windshield—neon signs, shuttered restaurants, ghost-still streets. The silence in the car is louder than the engine. Bel’s hands are locked on the wheel, knuckles white. Kam’s heart punches through his ribs like it’s trying to warn him he’s too late.


Bel doesn’t speak until they get to Thonglor. “Details, Kam.



Right now.”

“It’s the carton Rome gave me when we went to Zone’s first race.” Kam exhales through his nose. “I had no idea how Rome knew Kit’s brand. Didn’t even ask.”




“And Kit’s been smoking them since?”

“Probably. He’s been spiraling. Tired all the time. Headaches.



Night sweats. Mood swings. Muscle weakness. I thought—” Kam bites the inside of his cheek. “I thought it was just stress. Just fallout from everything with Silo and Zone and Ouroboros.”

Bel doesn’t ask for clarification. Ouroboros. The network their fathers had built together—a pilot program for communication and collaboration between international intelligence agencies. Only it had never been made official. First Bel’s dad, then Kam’s had been killed, and targets had been painted on all of their backs. By Rome, who wanted Ouroboros for himself.


And was going to eliminate anyone who got in his way.



Bel flies through a yellow light, ignoring the protest of a tuk tuk attempting the same thing. “You think Rome laced them with something?”

“Not think. I know.” Kam’s jaw flexes. “Arsenic or something like it.”

Bel presses harder on the gas pedal. “Then we sure as hell better find them.”

The condo greets them like a tomb—dim, still, too quiet. The air smells faintly of strawberries, the plants Mami still insists on sending from Milan, bergamot and ash. Kit.


Kam’s stomach tangles.



He snaps on the lights, bathing the kitchen and front room area in clinical white. Bowls of the mini strawberry KitKats his older brother likes so much mock him from the kitchen island and the coffee table. A snap of rubber makes Kam turn back toward Bel, still standing in the doorway.


“Really? You brought medical gloves?”



“I’d rather not be Rome’s next victim, if it’s all the same to you.” Bel closes the door, snaps a blue rubber glove on his other hand, then holds out a second pair to Kam. “It’s called preparation, babe.

Say thank you.”

Kam gives him the finger instead. But he puts on the gloves. For the next few minutes, the only sounds are the sliding of drawers and slamming of cupboards. Kam grinds his teeth, wishing Zone had been more specific about which cupboard held his Pocky stash. He levers himself onto the counter in order to reach the last cupboard.
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Pocky in every flavor imaginable—some half eaten and some still full—line the top shelf, stuffed between several tins of that loose blue butterfly pea tea Zone likes so much. And tucked in the farthest corner—

Kam’s fingers close on a sleek, black carton. Same brand he’d handed Kit weeks ago. He flips it open.


Three cigarettes left. “Bel!”



“On it!” Bel grabs a ceramic dish from the drying rack and sets it down on the island, His blue-streaked hair falls forward as he leans over, eyes narrowed. He lifts one cigarette free, pinching it gently between gloved fingers like it might detonate, then cracks the paper open.


A thin trickle of tobacco spills out, dry and golden. And then—



“The hell?” Kam leans toward the dish, squinting at the crystalline dust that clings to the paper. “That’s not tobacco.”

“It’s not arsenic either.” Bel lifts the paper carefully toward his nose and sniffs. “Smells like fish. Or garlic. Arsenic doesn’t smell like that.”


Kam’s brow furrows. “How do you know?”



“I’m pre-med and my friend’s an RN, dumbass.” Bel digs around in another drawer, pulls out a plastic bag, and wraps the dish in it so the top stays covered. “And I can Google ‘what does arsenic smell like’ and the result won’t be ‘fish’.”

Kam rolls his eyes, but pulls out his phone, praying that Em’s got hers close.


KAM: How are they?

EM: Silo’s stabilized. Zone got the bullet out all on his own.



You should be proud of him.


KAM: What about Kit?

EM: Still unconscious. Fever’s climbing.

KAM: I think I know why. Bel and I found the cigarettes.



They’ve got weird stuff in them. Not tobacco. Bel says it smells like fish. I think Kit’s been poisoned.

EM: Shit. Ok. I have a friend in the toxicology unit. If I call in a favor tonight, he can meet me at the lab. Tell Bel I’ll text him the address and we’ll meet him there.


KAM: How long until you get results? EM: Two hours minimum. Possibly longer.






KAM: And if Kit doesn’t have two hours? EM: We’ll figure this out, Kam. Trust me.



Kam growls, sliding his phone back into his pocket. Bel is standing at the door, bag in hand, waiting.

“Em’s going to text you an address.” Kam sucks in a steadying breath. “Drop me off at the house, then meet her there. Results in two hours.”


Bel nods. “We caught it in time. It's going to be ok.” Kam doesn’t feel like it.

Not when Kit’s unconscious, his body burning itself alive.



Not when Kam’s the one who gave him those damn cigarettes in the first place.
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5.  Salt/Ash
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Kit exhales, too hot, too heavy. The world narrows to noise and light. Then silence. Somewhere, salt wind curls through lemon trees.

Someone laughs, soft and familiar... Not real. Memory—or maybe a wish. He clings to it anyway.

Kit darts between the stalls, navigating the cobble stoned streets like he’s done a thousand times before. Small-town markets always looked a bit the same—but instead of grease smoke and neon signs, the atmosphere was one of sun bleached stone and linen canopies. Vendors call out in lilting Italian rather than Thai. The clang of spoons on moka pots replaces the hiss of woks. Stalls are filled with ceramics, pasta and limoncello. The laughter was almost the same, too. Like home, but louder. It’s slower here, dreamier. The sun’s too bright. Like it’s trying too hard.

“I forgot how good the air smells.” Silo’s voice is slightly muffled by the sea wind and conversations mingling around them. “Like—”

“—five different kinds of sunscreen?” Light from the morning sun catches on Kit’s teeth when he smiles. “Maybe eau de bug spray?”

“Lemongrass.” But Silo is smiling, too. “And pesto and tomatoes. Maybe a little bit of that creamy cheese they put in those cannolis you like so much.”


“Ricotta?”



“Is that what it’s called?” Silo hefts his bag higher onto his shoulder. “Get your stuff. I’m not carrying more than one bag unless it’s mine.”

“That’s...fair.” Kit lifts a blood orange—already peeled—to his mouth. Pauses. He doesn’t remember peeling it. “So long as the cranky naga who replaced my boyfriend will disappear before we get to the hotel.”

“I just spent seventeen hours in the air and two hours on a train,” Silo points out. “You’re lucky I didn't bite your head off for making me walk the rest of the way.”

“I thought you wanted to stretch your legs.” Kit tosses another blood orange at Silo’s head. Silo catches it without looking up. “At least all that sitting didn’t ruin your reflexes.”

“Oh good. Something to be grateful for.” Silo deadpans. “Nothing screams ‘tourist’ like two guys hauling big ass bags around an Italian street market on the way to their hotel.”

“You’re just upset we didn’t get private transport from the airport.” Kit slings an arm around Silo, nearly knocking them both into a nearby stall. “I thought you wanted to be normal this time around. No special treatment.”


Silo snorts. “You first.”



“I’m incredibly well adjusted.” Kit’s eyebrow shoots toward his hairline. “Considering what I do for a living.”

“Last week you chased a guy across three rooftops in your stocking feet.” Silo’s hand brushes against Kit’s—quick, casual, public.

“And caught him.” Kit takes a bite of his orange. His mouth tastes like smoke and metal. “You ever wonder if we missed something?”

“Like what?” Silo plucks a lemon from the stall they nearly toppled, paying the vendor with a slightly apologetic smile.

“I don’t know.” Kit adjusts his bag, gaze drifting toward a little boy begging his mother for one small scoop of gelato. “A life where he didn’t have to lie for a living.”


“You’d be bored in a week,” Silo chuckles. “And it’s not lying.



It’s...adjusting facts. Withholding information on a need to know basis.”


Kit rolls his eyes. “That’s the very definition of lying.”



Silo doesn’t argue, just tucks the lemon into his bag. They weave between sun-hatted tourists and locals with armfuls of bread and fresh produce toward the hotel nestled at the edge of a cliff.

Kit used to come here as a kid, with his parents and younger brothers. Growing up, it had felt like one of the few places he could breathe. He didn’t have to see the deep lines around Dad’s eyes that he didn’t understand, or watch Mami’s mouth curl into a knot of worry. Both Mami and Kit knew what Dad did for a living, but Kam and Zone had initially been too young to understand. And when they got older, it just seemed easier not to say anything. If Dad wanted to tell his younger sons that he worked for Interpol, that was Dad’s business. Kit wasn’t going to force him. He didn't have a right to anyway.

“I get it, though.” Silo’s voice breaks into Kit’s thoughts. “Sometimes, I just want to throw my phone into the ocean, make ravioli and gelato all day, and not worry about anything except high tide.”


Kit snorts. “You know how to make ravioli?”
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“I would if my Thai-Italian boyfriend would teach me,” Silo counters. “I’m very good at following directions under duress.”


“No, you’re not.”



A smile tugs at the corner of Silo’s mouth. “It’s one of the reasons you love me.”

The market hums around them—carefree, golden and alive. A breeze from the beach stirs Kit’s dark hair before tangling in Silo’s. He’d bleached it again earlier this year—whether for a job or just for fun, Kit wasn’t sure—but it was growing out now. It looks a little like the cliffs behind them, mahogany bleeding through the blonde.

“You look like a seaside villain in a cheap movie.” Kit runs his fingers through Silo’s hair like he’s trying to smooth it back, rather than what it really is—another excuse to touch him. “All you're missing is the mustache and the cigar. Maybe a vendetta.”

Now it’s Silo’s turn to snort. “I can’t grow a mustache, and you’re the one with the smoking problem.”

“Only when stressed,” Kit corrects him. “What about the vendetta?”


“Still pending.” Silo’s lips twitch.



The hotel isn’t far now—a pale stone building wrapped in ivy, sun-worn and half-asleep in the late morning haze. Kit’s shoulder is screaming for relief from his bag, but Silo isn’t even panting. Kit sets his teeth. He’s not about to let his boyfriend show him up.

“So how did you manage to book a room, anyway?” Silo’s arm brushes against Kit’s when he trips over a loose cobblestone. “It’s peak tourist season.”

“Called in a favor.” Kit shifts his bag to the opposite shoulder, pausing to let a Vespa cut across the street before approaching the hotel.

“Meaning your mom took care of everything.” Silo makes it a statement, not an accusation. He’s smiling.

Kit smiles back. Mami is one of the most visible fashion designers in Europe, something Kit usually hates to spin to his advantage. But Mami hadn’t asked or offered, just volun-told Kit to take his boyfriend to the Italian coast for a much needed vacation. Kit had known better than to argue.

“Yeah, and she probably got us the best room the place had to offer, so don’t go complaining about a free vacation.”


“I’m not complaining,” Silo mutters. “Jet lag is real.”



Kit chuckles as they crest the last hill to the hotel. Shadows from the stone archway casts lilac shadows across their faces. Kit pauses, glancing up at the building in front of them. “You think they’ll have one of those weird fish murals on the wall? The ones with the eyes that never stop following you?”

“Oh absolutely.” Silo sounds amused. “Places like this never redecorate. They just...age into themselves.”


Kit glances at him. “That’s a hell of a way to put it.” “It’s true.” Silo shrugs.



The sounds of tourists chatting over cappuccinos and old women haggling over olives fades as Silo and Kit enter the lobby, where they are greeted by the concierge standing in front of a giant fish mural.


Silo turns his snigger into a cough.

Kit barely stops himself giving Silo the finger. The mural fish blinks. Just once.

Kit turns to tell Silo—

—and gasps awake. Or tries to. But there’s no air.

Just heat. Blood.

Kit shouts Silo’s name.

And darkness, again.



The sound returns first—rubber gloves snapping, Em barking orders, Kam’s voice pitched somewhere between fear and command. Kit’s skin feels wrong, body humming like a furnace.

“Kit?” That’s Bel. Or Kam. Or maybe Zone. Someone. Too many voices. Too loud.

Kit clings to the warmth of lemongrass and Silo and blood oranges—because if he lets go, he’ll be nothing but ash.


He doesn’t wake.

But he doesn't stop fighting.



~~~~~~~~
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Kam’s counted six shifts, four sighs, two curses in Italian and one in Thai in the past twenty minutes. And all that noise is coming from Zone. Now, his youngest brother’s blanket rustles. Again.
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The two of them haven’t moved from the guest bedroom since Kam returned from Kit’s condo. Kit still lies on the bed, fever patches plastered to his head, neck, wrists. He mumbles things that don’t quite make sense—something about a beach, and then Rome’s name, followed by Silo’s. Sometimes in Thai, sometimes in Italian, sometimes a mix of both.

Zone has planted himself at the foot of the bed, blanket around his shoulder in spite of the heat, cradling his broken arm in his good one, and watching Kit like his older brother will disappear if he looks away.


Two hours, Em had promised. It’s been four.



“Kam...” Zone exhales through his nose—a little too slow, like he’s trying to pass it off as casual. “My arm hurts.”

“Yeah.” Kam sticks another ice pack under the covers, hoping just one more will bring Kit’s temperature down. “Broken bones do that.”

Zone doesn’t answer. Just shifts, careful not to jar his bandaged

arm.

Kam squints at him. “You took pain meds an hour ago. They


should have kicked in by now.” “They did.”

Kam is quiet. Then: “You want to lie to me again?” “Painkillers dull pain, and they did. Kinda.” Zone hesitates at



the look on Kam’s face. When he speaks again, it’s smaller. “You think he’s going to wake up?”


“Who?” Kam glances toward the front room. “Silo? Or Kit?”



Zone doesn’t respond. Just crawls further onto the bed so he’s pressed up against Kit’s burning shoulder. He rubs one finger across the fever patch on Kit’s forehead, then across his cast, then back to the fever patch. “Come on, Hia. Come on.”

Kam looks at him—at the tension in his younger brother’s shoulders, the way his breath stutters every time Kit shifts. Zone only recently started addressing Kit as “Hia”—“older brother”. It’s fitting, somehow. Kam wants to say Kit’s strong. That Kit’s survived worse. But they both saw the tremors that Kit can’t control anymore, the way his skin’s gone grey-yellow and paper-thin, how the whites of his eyes looked when they rolled back in his head.

Pieces of conversation and other sounds float in from the front room. Iris fighting back panic, Bel and Matteo comforting her and trying to keep Silo stable. The shifting of the couch cushions when Silo stirs. He hasn’t regained consciousness either.


“Hey, Z.”

Zone doesn’t look up.



“You remember when Kit convinced you there was a water demon in Mami’s fountain?”


Zone lips twitch. “He was convincing.” “He was full of shit.”

“Language,” Zone’s mutter is automatic.



“That’s you, not me,” Kam reminds him. “You wanted Mami to drain the fountain and turn off the house water supply.”


“I thought the water demons were going to come drown me!” “Right.” Kam snorts. “Because death by water droplet is a



thing.”


“It could be.” There’s a flicker of a smile. Barely there. But



Kam catches it. Until Zone turns away, voice barely audible. “What if Kit doesn’t wake up this time?”

Kam stares at the ceiling a second. Then nudges Zone’s foot with his own. “So, there’s this cursed ocean. It’s called ‘Searing Sea of Historical Inaccuracy’, and you have to cross it to find the Lost City of Prawnaganda.”


Zone stares at him. “What are you doing?”



“Just listen.” Kam shifts to a more comfortable position. “Everyone says ‘Don’t cross the Searing Sea of Historical Inaccuracy, cause you’ll get swallowed by plot holes and time paradoxes. But there’s a pirate named Luffy who—”


“That’s One Piece,” Zone groans.



“I know.” Kam scowls. “Don’t remind me. That bastard fought at Trafalgar in the wrong time period. I swear, when Bel gets volume two hundred fifty—”

“There’s only one hundred eleven,” Zone corrects him. “Maybe I should get him Daomu Biji for his next birthday.”

“Great, then he’ll spend six months trying to convince me blood zombies are real and that some immortal tomb guardian named Zhang Qiling should replace Silo as my best friend.”


Zone stares at his older brother. “So you have read those.” “Jet gave me one while I was freezing my ass off in the UK.



Said it’d keep me from wanting to shove my head up a tailpipe while I defended my thesis.”
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“And?”



“And...it was fine. I asked him to send me the rest and read them so much I tore the covers off. Figured blood zombies were less terrifying than my advisor. Not the point.” Kam huffs. “Ok, fine, the pirate’s name isn’t Luffy. It’s...Enoz.”


Zone’s mouth twitches.



“And one day, Enoz is sailing with his brothers, when a sail breaks and one of the brothers gets amnesia and thinks he’s Tik the Koi Fish, and is also poisoned by a sea witch who smokes cursed seaweed. The most suspicious kind. Smelled like menthol.”

“Sooo, I’m a pirate sailing with you and Kit until Kit’s been poisoned by cursed seaweed?” But Zone is smiling.

“Shut up, the story’s not over. So Enoz goes off with his other brother—”


“Tock?”



“Mak.” Kam glares, but there’s no heat in it. “Enoz and Mak go to find the Healing Coral, but they keep getting lost, because their magic compass keeps pointing them to Siam Paragon.”

Zone snickers. “Not ManiratInfiniteDrift? That’d be more helpful.”

“Healing Coral doesn’t grow around cars, asshat.” Kam flicks his younger brother’s forehead. “Anyway. Enoz is the one who eventually finds the Healing Coral, which glows when you’re near someone who needs you. Mak and Enoz take it back to Tik, and the Healing Coral glows so bright, Tik wakes up, and the three of them go on another adventure to find...The Emerald Barge of the Skybound Prawns.”

Zone’s laughing quietly now, still hunched, still hurting—but laughing. “That was awful.”


“But you’re laughing,” Kam points out.

“Only because you barely changed our names and you hate



One Piece so much it’s personal.”

“It is personal.” Kam rolls his eyes. “Do you know how many people think you can just—never mind. Point is, Kit’s gonna be okay.”

Zone is quiet for a minute. “What happens when they find the Emerald Barge of the Skybound Prawns?”

“Enoz learns to swear.” Kam tilts his head. “In three languages—Italian, Thai, and...Fishese.”




Zone chuckles, leaning his head on Kam’s arm. Kam stays still.



Grounding him. Like Kit used to ground them both. Kam lets the silence settle, warm and drowsy, like they’ve got time.

Until the front door bangs open. Footsteps—quick, deliberate. The low thud of boots on tile. A sharp rap on the bedroom door. Zone flinches.


Bel sticks his head in. “Em’s back. Kitchen. Now.”



Kam gets up without a word, blanket slipping off his lap. Zone stays curled where he is, still watching Kit, but his eyes track Kam’s movement like he’s afraid to blink.

The weight of responsibility presses down on Kam. Middle brother. Thai, Chinese, Italian. He’s always been the one caught between chaos and order, the one who keeps everyone from tipping over the edge. In his family, the middle brother doesn’t hesitate. The middle brother holds the line. Someone has to act.


It’s my role. It always has been.



Kam casts one more look back at Kit—still burning, still breathing—and pads barefoot after Bel into the kitchen. His eyes flick to the couch as he crosses the front room. Silo’s unconscious, Em’s bandages staunching the worst of the bleeding. Iris readjusts the blanket she’s draped over him. He doesn’t stir.

Em is already in the kitchen, spreading the contents of a file folder across the table. Her usually steady presence carries an edge—something brittle beneath the surface. Matteo leans against the counter, flanked by Fon and Luca. Fon is quiet, his jaw clenched. Luca looks like he’s been chewing through rage.


Bel drops into one of the chairs. “You got results, yeah?” Kam crosses his arms. “Took you long enough.”



Em doesn’t take the bait. She taps one of the papers on the table. “The cigarettes were laced with pyridine.”


Matteo frowns. “The hell is that?”



“Arsenic’s cousin.” Em elaborates. “Chronic exposure can cause tremors, muscle weakness, cognitive impairment, liver damage, hallucinations—”


Kam feels the floor tilt underneath him.



“—and seizures,” Em finishes. “He wasn’t just smoking poison. He was being microdosed. For weeks.”


Silence clots the air.



Luca breaks it. “That’s why he collapsed. Why he’s been so...off.”
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Kam’s mouth dries out. “Rome gave me that carton. I handed it to Kit. I didn’t think—”

“This isn’t on you.” Em reassures him. “Rome knew exactly what he was doing. And exactly how long it would take to break him.”


Fon runs a hand through his hair. “So what now?”



“Detox protocol—IV fluids, charcoal binders, vitamin therapy. It’s going to take time. He’s not out of the woods. But he’s fighting.”


Kam closes his eyes. Fighting.

Of course he is.



Bel exhales shakily, bracing his hands on the counter. “What about Silo?”

“Bleeding slowed.” Iris’ voice sounds behind them. “He could wake up soon. I don’t know if that’s better or worse.”


From the guest room, a soft voice floats down the hallway.



Zone’s voice. Steady. Quiet. Telling Kit some story in a whisper meant for them alone.


No one else speaks.



Just the low hum of the fridge, the tick of the clock, and the weight of everything they now know.

Finally, Luca exhales. “We can’t stay here. Not with Rome painting targets on all of our backs. My parents have a place up in Chiang Mai. Jet and Mali are already there. It’s remote, safe—Rome won’t find us that far up.”


Kam shakes his head. “Rome will be watching every airport.” “For you, yes.” Fon agrees. He pulls out his phone, fingers



flying over the screen. “But he won’t be watching for a French tourist chartering a private plane. If I book now, we’ll be in Chiang Mai by sunrise.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
OUROBOROS

An Ouroboros Novel

Chelsea Frandsen





OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





