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Chapter One





Angel wings and devil horns follow me into dark alleys, shooting ranges, schools. Shady bars that serve alcohol to minors. Sometimes the righteous spend their precious cash like they're tossing it into a fountain, just as the demons of the world find themselves underpaid and miserable for the sake of educating a generation or two that'll outlive them. 

I like this place because the bartender has a few more eyes than I'd usually see on a person working this dead-end job. I like that he isn't afraid to bend the rules. Why card a paying customer? I'd question if these walking angels existed only to serve me if I didn't see my parents as grotesquely as I do. Wet, wet eyes follow me wherever I go, even when they want to look away from their failure of a son. I can feel their gaze as I chug my bourbon.

"Another Shirley Temple for the little monster," a voice slurs from across the room. A man wraps his arm around his son's shoulders, and I watch the boy, clad in my old school's uniform, flinch. "You're a better aim than your old man these days, Robin. You deserve it."

"I'd rather just go home." He responds meekly, awkwardly twisting his symetrical face. "Actually, I might just... Get a ride back."

"You an' I both know you don't have the disposable income for that," the man snickers. "Hells, neither of us do. Be happy with your drink, Robin."

"...Okay."

He hits the power button on his phone, resigning himself to his father's whims. He's almost too human for my drunken brain to comprehend. Almost seems earnest to a fault, if a little too fixated on maintaining the only family he has left. Flushed cheeks on freckled skin. Two gray-blue eyes stick out behind the dyed red of his bangs, and not a single one more.

He'd be a spitting image of his father if he wasn't so pure. Even the artificial red of his hair matches the grotesque, crooked ram horns goring out of his father's forehead.

It's no wonder the old drunk can't aim like his son anymore. By the time you're carrying around a flask, it's over for you. A little impaired shooting doesn't hurt anyone, he says. I just needed a swig to get me going. You already know not to take after me. I'm a lost cause, kiddo. Just keep making me proud.

I watch the boy's feet hit the ground. He's going towards the bathroom at the back of the establishment. My hand itches.

It's taking everything in me not to follow him in there. He won't accept a ride from a shit-faced stranger, but he might take the twenty I have stuffed into my pocket. His beaten-up sneakers, a dull shade of pink, make finding his stall a goddamn breeze.

I wordlessly slip it through the stall crack, but I end up changing my mind by the time the bill drops to the floor. "Don't let your dad use it for booze," I warn. "You'd better call a cab."

I leave.




      ***

His name is Robin Rocki, and I've been studying him for a while.

My interest came fast and strong, even for a guy who takes to his interests like a black hole. On the surface, I had no real reason to find him so fascinating compared to anyone else who wears my old high school's uniform. I should have just looked up his name on their Facebook and left it at that.

I excused my actions with his accuracy. He's a terrific shot. Anyone on the range can see that for themselves. A guy like that knows a thing or two about guns, but so do I. There's nothing special about him beyond his aim.

Then his dad steps into the picture, reeking of booze and just enough cash to make gun collecting his hobby. I get to act like my intuition is right, save my ego from the embarrassment of watching a singular human too closely for no reason. Not that I would, anyway. If there was nothing about him that would help my goal, then I would just be wrong, and I could move on.

Is it odd that I'm excited about continuing my little study of him? He's not particularly interesting as far as humans go, not on the surface anyway. Perhaps I'm as bad as the kids in school used to say. I see a dude pull the trigger real good, and I conclude that we should be friends. My jumps make no sense, even to me.

At least I have an excuse to do this. The best kind, really. It has nothing to do with him, and everything to do with my dreams. My aims are neither just nor cruel. They are for peace of mind, and I've been eager to get started on them for a while. If I can't get the firepower I need legally, then I'll take it. By any means necessary.




      ***

He sets his rifle down and slips his earmuffs down to his shoulders. We're the only two out here today, making it easy to come over and approach him.

"Hey." I offer a simple word. He's heard my voice before, but I don't expect him to remember. "You're kind of a crazy shot, you know that? I couldn't help but watch."

Robin turns his head towards me, cool eyes lifting for a moment, then freezing in place.

"Okay," he utters, then turns his head back towards the table, hands moving faster than I can follow.

"My name's Dylan, by the way." I lower myself, wondering if it's my height that's throwing him off. "Dylan Sparre. As the name implies, I'm into one-on-ones. You wanna make this a little contest? I'd love to compare your skills to mine."

His eyelids flutter, a slight tremor to his fingers before he settles them around the body of his weapon. He glances back at me, then grabs his earmuffs.

"You should get back to your station," he suggests. "I come here to be by myself. Sorry."

He dismisses me with no uncertainty about his feelings on the matter. Teeth sink themselves into my lower lip as I walk away. If he's going to be like this, then my interest in him has never been more assured.

He'll get what's coming to him one day. Everyone will. I just have to catch him at the right time.




      ***

I get my next opportunity when I spot him standing in front of the vending machine at the front of the range. Approaching him is as easy as giving candy to a baby.

"What's your poison?" I'm already taking out my wallet, flipping out my card. "I'll get it for you."

Robin holds his breath, blinks, then flicks his gaze away, feet shifting but not taking any steps. He doesn't want to make it too obvious that he's uncomfortable around me.

"I-I was just looking." He clears his throat. "I don't actually want anything."

"What's the point of looking if you're not wanting?" I insert my card, then step aside, gesturing to the number pad on the side. He doesn't move, continuing to look away. "You were a freshman when I was still in attendance at Clark Keller, right?"

He lifts his gaze slightly, his lips frozen between a pout and a grimace.

"Not that I keep track of anyone who goes there, but it's hard for me to forget faces." I tap the machine again. "Be that as it may, the only looking I've been doing recently is what interests me out on the field. You've got skills, kid, and I bet the cafeteria's Wednesday special is as shitty as ever. Go on, take what you want."

Robin's mouth opens, then shuts, darting back and forth between the machine and me. Eventually, as I had suspected, his sweet tooth wins out.

E12. Peanut butter cups.

"Thank you." He grabs the candy from the dispense tray, swaying in place like he can't tell if he can run away or not. I take out my card, then toss it back into my wallet.

"My pleasure." I walk around him, heading towards the entrance. "Let me know if you ever change your mind about that competition. I've been itching for a challenge."

I leave him be as I sink through the shadows of the building.

Out on the range, I practice my aim. 7, 8, 7, 6. Too far, not enough, my shitty eyesight can only be blamed so much. I should really get prescription safety glasses.

Someone comes up and takes the stall next to mine. I lift my head, spotting a bit of red that sends my pulse racing.

It worked. A shitty little trick like that worked.

"You still want a competition?" Robin lifts his chin, lifting his earmuffs. "I'll win. You better not be a sore loser."

Ha. Cliché as it is, my heart is warmed. This may very well be the start of a beautiful friendship.

...At least, on my side. Something like that, I mean. I don't think I've ever had a friend before. It's about time I run into the right circumstances for it.

"You aim like you need glasses," I hear him mumble, mirroring him as he removes his earmuffs.

"I do." My shoulders sag.

"Why don't you have prescription goggles?"

Good question. "We weren't all raised at our local shooting range, Rocki."

"...You know my name?"

Another shrug.

You look suspicious as hell. He probably knows a thing or two about your reputation.

Yeah, I figure.

Then do something about it.

"I'm shit at forgetting people's faces. Shit at forgetting their names, too."

Look at how he's staring at you now. You deserve to feel like a fucking creep.

"Uh. Wording on that's... Kinda interesting." Robin furrows his brows, a light brown color that don't match the red of his hair.

"Yeah. Neurocognitive disorder. I'm gonna sound like a freak half the time, or like I'm smarter than everyone else in the room." I lay it out without worrying about his perception of me. This isn't going to work if I don't have an excuse for being the way I am. No amount of vetting my words and deliberating my choice of them is going to help me in forming a simple human friendship. "Admittedly, I'm usually better at maintaining an air of normalcy. I mean. I guess it's been a while since I've talked to anyone my age."

I watch as he tilts his head, considering his own words, for a change. I wonder if he goes over his own dialog as extensively as I do. "Oh, um. You didn't sound like a freak." Robin finally finds the words he's looking for. "Like, at all. Don't worry about it."

Easier said than done, eh?

He's just too nice. You lucked out.

Really, really... Just too nice. Maybe he pities me.

That'd get me somewhere. I know it would. What a shitty journey that would be, though. No destination is worth those sad blue eyes looking me up and down like a giant spaz.

Maybe I'm not dedicated enough for this.

The world won't destroy itself without you.

I know.

"You know. I think I just like knives better than these." I gesture towards my rifle, changing the subject with an abruptness that hits Robin like a punch in the face. "I've got a cool collection at home."

First a chuckle, then a small volley of giggles, his face lighting up with a smile. His eyes twinkle, fixing his attention between me and the gun at my station.

"Okay..." His brow is furled, but his smile remains firmly amused. "What're you doing here, then?"

What a good question.

"To make friends," I answer. "Thought a shooting range would be a more sociable place for people with a penchant for the dangerous. Chasing knife conventions around the world sounds expensive, and while I don't normally struggle with cash, I don't think my parents would support it. At least they know where I am here."

"Fair." Robin steps back from the stall, grabbing his water and drinking it as he leans on the wall. "What even would constitute as a knife convention?"

"True enough." I shrug and join him. "I get most of my collection from ren-faires. Thought about joining up with one of those too, but then I remembered I'd be living life out of a camper. My spoiled ass could never."

"I could see it, though." Robin looks me up and down, tilting his head to the side. "You'd blend right in. You're already dressed like the black knight."

That gets me. I laugh, high-pitched and squealing like a hyena.

Calm down. It wasn't even a real joke, just an observation.

Right, damn. I can't appreciate a little narc time, huh?

"I guess I do." I snap out my laughter and back into the cool, collected character I usually prefer. "That was funny. I was thinking that if I, uh, got a character at one of those, I'd probably be like, the king's evil advisor or some shit like that. Maybe a lawman who goes around handing out tickets to pedestrians who break traffic laws that I make up. Or maybe the Pope."

"You put some thought into this." Robin remarks. "What about me, then? What's my ren-faire character?"

Is this what friends do? Pretend to be online quizzes and tell each other what kind of snack they are?

Quiet. This is the most fun I've had in years.

That isn't hard. You think sitting in one spot still for hours is fun.

"You're too short to be a knight," I muse. "Maybe a page. If they wanted to incorporate all your charms, then maybe you'd make a good young Arthur. You've got the attitude for it."

"I don't know if I've got what it takes to pull a sword from the stone." Robin stares at his fingers. "That sounds fun, though. I've, uh, never actually been to a ren-faire."

"They're fun. Extra, but fun." I haven't been to one in a while. My parents have a penchant for leaving me to my own devices, taking advantage of me holing myself up in my room as reason to not extend me an invite to whatever eclectic activity they're doing. "Worth a trip if you like collecting knives."

"Figures," he responds, cracking another grin. "My dad's the collector between us. He's got... A lot of firearms. He's given me some from his collection, actually, for me to have when I get older."

Bingo.

"If I had to collect them myself... I guess I like revolvers?" Robin shrugs. "To be honest, I just like... Shooting, more than I really care about what I'm shooting with. Unless it feels like ass to use properly, and all."

"Makes sense." A teenager his age would only give a fuck about weaponry like that if he was planning something mad.

Or, maybe, he'd just be pissed about his wasted years of collecting knives instead, notoriously only good at killing intimately. Even better at cutting your own skin open.

"Y'know what?" I start with a laugh, grabbing my soda and swigging down some. My breath stinks of lemon lime. "You'd probably be fierce competition at those carnival games. Get a chick's attention in a heartbeat by winning her something, and show off your good aim in the process. If she even gives a damn about that aim."

He looks at me with a curious expression on his face, his cheeks darkening, too. I wonder for a second if I offended him.

"Can't tell if you're talking about getting piss on the toilet, or being able to find the hole." He scrunches up his brow. I let out a quiet sigh of relief when he matches my attitude better than I could've possibly hoped for. I really didn't peg him as the type. "My ex-girlfriend, uh... Wouldn't have given a crap about any of those, though. Hated guns. Left me for a guy twice our age."

"No shit?" He hits me with a surprise that has me grinning out of shock. "Damn. Maybe you're a worse shot after all, hitting your mark and still losing it to someone else."

"Pfft." Robin rolls his eyes, cracking into a smirk as he drops his water to his side. "Yeah, probably."

Aren't you going to press him? You're already on topic, you might as well go all the way.

There's a good chance he'll get scared off if I come on too strong with that stuff. I'm not going to wield my ideology like a baseball bat over his head.

"Girls are tough, man." I settle on the most milquetoast branch I can get my hands on. "I can't understand 'em a bit. Then again, I'm piss at reading the room anyway. Just one ex-girlfriend?"

"Just the one." Robin nods. "Um..."

Robin's mouth moves to speak, then holds himself back with a bite of his lower lip. He can't meet my eyes again, not that he's been doing so well with that anyway. I squeeze my fingers around the can, and slowly let go.

"They still spread those rumors about me at school?" I ask.

"Oh..." Robin fidgets in place. "No, I don't—I wasn't going to ask about anything like that."

Then what else?

"Alright." I drop the subject. "Then I guess that look in your eye is about something else. Like, say... Another round?"

I tilt my head towards the stalls, and Robin nods, his smile small but relieved. He has something on his mind that he wants to ask, but he's not willing to risk it right now.

Fear. Of all the human emotions, it's the easiest to read. Don't be afraid to keep him dangling on the throes of its design. If you're going to be tactical about this, you ought to ensure he's within the scope of your control.

You don't need to tell me that. I already know.

BANG! BANG! BANG!

You're not getting any younger, so stop shooting like a child.

"Not bad."

Robin's voice contrasts the critical whisper in my ear. If I've learned anything about Robin today, it's how unapologetically kind he is. What kind of guy runs away from the perfect opportunity to ask me about my time at school? I know he's curious. So why?

Too nice. Nicer than you deserve.

At this rate, I might actually feel like shit when I steal from his father.

Good. You're thinking rationally still.

It's hard when I feel like I'd rather be shooting with him than killing myself.

"How long have you been shooting?" There's a bead of sweat rolling down his forehead. He's done for the day, and I ought to join him in that. Not that I could give him a ride back.

His father's at the bar across the street.

Your luck gets this kid into a drunk driving accident before you can suggest giving him a ride without sounding like a total creep.

Don't I know it?

"Dylan?"

He said my name.

He said my name...

Why does this feel like an out-of-body experience? I know I'm not a walking, talking corpse, so why can't I handle Robin addressing the dead?

"Sorry. I space out a lot." I shake my head, wanting to shove myself into a locker for being such a tard. "Uh, to be honest, I only picked up the hobby recently. I mean, when I dropped out."

"Seriously?" He doesn't care about my fumble, or my decaying features. He can't see the person I am beneath the mask. "You're already pretty good, especially since you just started. If you keep practicing, you'll probably be better than my old man in no time."

"You think?" I grin, natural and wide.

You're blushing. Quit doing that, you look disgusting.

"I do." Robin smiles back. "So long as you don't space out and drop your focus. Careful how you do that, wouldn't wanna hit something that ricochets your bullet right back at you."

That would be just your luck as well.
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