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        To my quill, my sword, my shield.

        To every Jane and Emily Doe who waited for a hero that did not show.

        For the voice that goes silent, not in fear, but in shame,

        My quill knows your name.

      

      

      

      
        
        For the knowledge that we can handle it, but they cannot, we swallow it down.

        You are fragile. You are strong. You are brave. You are not broken.

        And we hear you, though you do not make a sound.

        Your story remains unspoken.

      

      

      

      
        
        The casualty of a system flawed,

        We write, we hurt, we heal.

        The darkest fiction, printed in truth,

        We flinch away,

        We tell ourselves it isn’t real.

      

      

      

      
        
        For every silent sorrow swallowed, screams an infinite pain.

        For all the voices hollowed, that spoke only in vain.

      

      

      

      
        
        For you, my quill bleeds across the page in tragic, truthful rage.

        My quill. My sword. My shield.

        The fictional beast I slay,

        The monster we know is real.
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      Callan’s teeth clacked with a horrid smack. Precise pain exploded behind his eyes as a fire bloomed under his stinging skin. His face caught the brunt of the assault, flesh splitting and bones throbbing with familiar distress. Thick blood mixed with sweat as rivulets poured down his face.

      He spit onto the cement floor and waited for his vision to clear as the beast of a man pounding him like raw mince shuffled back to catch his breath. The buffeted sound of the crowd returned, their hungry cries surrounding the makeshift ring from all angles.

      Callan’s throbbing ears siphoned the droning noise in and out to the rapid tempo of his heart. Womp—womp—womp—womp… His skin pulsed to the beat.

      His head snapped back. Another blast to the skull. Blood gushed behind his nose, choking off his airway, drenching everything in the metallic flavor of defeat.

      Tripping over his feet, he forced his knees to bend, rewarded by several knocks to the ribs. Voices collided in a drunken slur of bloodthirsty chants.

      Launching forward, he dodged a fist and blasted a punch into the tender solar plexus of his assigned enemy. The blood-drenched tape over his knuckles did little to protect his hands, each crushing hit pulverizing his brittle bones and weakening his wrists. At this point, they swung like numb ham hocks.

      Adrenaline thrummed through his veins. He bunched and bounced like a bobbin on a spool, tethered by a thread to the unknown outcome of the match, prepared for anything—even death.

      Heart hammering like a bodhrán, he maneuvered closer, blinking through the opaque film of blood and sweat coating his eyes. No time to wipe it away. Even blinking cost him.

      His head snapped back, jaw vibrating, as pain exploded in his ears. The sharp burst spiked through his brain, blowing open his sinuses, and drilling to the base of his spine—tripping him on thin air.

      He spit again, never taking his eyes off his opponent.

      The dank air mixed with the tang of whisky and desperation. Boarded windows kept the moonlight out and a stale scent of abandonment in.

      Everyone in that deserted mill had something to lose. Or everything to gain. But no one had more riding on this than him.

      No guarantees. Win, lose. Live, die. So long as the right people got paid, no one gave a fuck who got hurt.

      A hasty lunge and a miss—bad timing on his part. A solid fist to the ribs whacked the wind from his lungs. It was the only warning before a storm rained over him. His opponent pelted him with fists, caving in his chest and hemming him to the line.

      While he’d always been a notably large man, his rival was fucking huge.

      They loved to do this, to cut off his oxygen, hoping he’d black out. If they couldnae get the knockout, they’d go for a collapse. But his ability to take a hit—the sort of hit that would drop an average man—had made him a legend.

      Stumbling. Battered. Breathless. He let his rival—and the crowd—assume he was done. The roars of excitement echoed every hit as they fell in a flurry.

      The enemy weakened with each blow, slowed with each swing. Callan gasped through it, wearing his opponent down as he gathered his strength like a tidal wave sucks into the ocean before letting go.

      The abuse chiseled away the man until only an animal remained. And then…

      Snap.

      Like a phoenix of rage, he rose from the ashes. Nimble, with unexpected agility, he drew back, wheezed in a breath of blood and hate, and hurtled forward, rushing his rival and lobbing his ravaged knuckles into his meaty face.

      When a man had nothing to lose, he’d do anything to win. No longer shackled by strategy, Callan unleashed.

      His skull throbbed with the beat of his pulse. The bastard tumbled into the crowd, tripping over his own feet, only to get hoisted back into the action.

      Tasting victory, Callan bared his bloodstained teeth like the devil about to take his prize.

      Something dark and inhuman shifted inside of him. Limitless. Unredeemable. Hungry. He cleaved into the enemy, throwing haymakers, ballistic and desperate. It’s him or me.

      A blow cuffed his ear, delivering a stunning swirl of black behind his eyes as the roar muffled. Swarming figures blurred.

      From the depths of his pain, buried beneath every ache and injustice, he scraped the filthy floor of his soul for every jagged piece of broken determination he could find. He unleashed everything.

      “He’s done!”

      “Knock him oot!”

      Jumbled chaos scattered his thinking like sparks flying from a blowtorch.

      “Finish him!”

      A calm stole through him as his civility disintegrated, sinking into the dark abyss of his soul where he dinnae like to dwell. Barbaric determination took savage hold of his actions, demanding he finish this.

      “MacGregor, destroy that scunner!”

      His family needed this win. But they also needed him.

      Gavin’s elfin face wavered in his mind, too gaunt for a boy of ten, but so hopeful. Innis’s beauty shined like a beacon, her ebony waves framing the delicate angles of her ivory face.

      Incarnate hate for every suffered uncertainty spewed from him in a primal rage. The body beneath him slackened and stopped flinching.

      “MacGregor, yer gonna murder him!”

      The hushed shock of the crowd’s alarm penetrated his haze of savage fury, and his arms slowed. When nothing came at him, he staggered back, his heaving sides pumping like a bellow feeds wind to a flame, only the fire in his opponent’s eyes had died.

      He swayed back, panting and confused, as the world took a moment to spin to a stop. The other man lay bloody and still. Callan’s panic and paranoia churned into a frenzy of doubt, waiting to see him breathe.

      Balanced on the sharp prick of a needle’s edge, his existence teetered on his opponent’s breath. Though they were enemies in the ring, outside, they were the same.

      Unlike the spectators, they came from nothing and would do anything to survive. But if that breath dinnae come, Callan would have to live with that sin for the rest of his life.

      The gurgling rise of the man’s chest released Callan’s detained breath, and the crowd screamed.

      “MacGregor wins!”

      Disembodied logic gradually returned, each coiled muscle too tight to unravel, needing time to unwind. Over. It was over.

      Relief hit with the hardest punch that night. He shut his eyes, thanking Christ it was done.

      The medics rushed to the man on the floor, waving salts under his bloodied nose. Rhys pushed through the encroaching mob, shouting at those in his way, “Give us space!” He unzipped his backpack and hosed down Callan’s face with cool water. “You were fuckin’ magnificent.”

      Callan groaned, panting with shallow breaths, each one wheezing past his parched throat. His mate tended to the most urgent injuries, frowning as he examined the gusher above his brow.

      “Aye, yer gonna need some stitching.”

      Callan shut his swollen eyes as Rhys got to work. “Was it a good purse?”

      “Aye. And ye earned every pound. They’re all waitin’ te congratulate you. Already talkin’ about who ye’ll clobber next.”

      “No more for a while—if the money holds out.”

      Rhys paused from winding gauze around Callan’s ribs and gave a gapped-toothed grin. “Good luck tellin’ them that. Greedy bastards are already hankering for more.”

      It dinnae matter what they wanted, only what his family needed. He dinnae fight because he enjoyed it. Violence went against his nature. Or perhaps it was more honest to say violence was the part of his nature he’d rather ignore.

      Callan fought because nothin’ else paid as well. His pain bore a worthwhile profit, as a wealthy man’s crumbs could be a gutter rat’s feast. And he would feed his family well tonight.

      “You’ll need te ice those fists soon as ye get home,” Rhys warned, carefully peeling back the ruined tape from his swollen, split knuckles. The raw flesh seemed to tremble over the bone.

      “Help me up.”

      Rhys took his arm and pulled. As his cracked ribs pushed painfully against his chest cavity, he winced and tried to offset the pain with softening knees.

      The moment he was upright, the spectators assumed he was fair game. “Bugger of a fight, MacGregor.”

      Gazing at the blurred figure, he only recognized the faint and fuzzy outline of a man. “Aye.”

      “Bring yourself by the pub later, and we’ll get ye a pint on the house.”

      Money could buy a lot of things but not his trust. With the push of gravity came the rise of bile. He tightened his lips and turned, vomiting a mix of bitterness and blood, hardly missing a set of leather shoes.

      He dragged his forearm over his wet lips and groaned. Rhys shoved a water bottle into his swollen hand.

      Callan swished the pungent taste away and spit. “Get me out of here.”

      “Aye.”

      Taking pay for voluntary acts of violence tarnished a man. He’d done such vile things inside this mill, even the polis feared approaching him. But it was all a means to an end, the cost of peace of mind.

      What a flowery crock of shite. As if his morality could be somehow spared. Sooner or later he’d either kill a man or get himself killed trying to win.

      Crushing Rhys with his weight, he leaned heavily on his mate as they navigated the crowd.

      The so-called gentlemen that ran these fights capitalized on pain. He hated and respected them. Lost a wee bit of respect for himself each time he fought, too. But at least he had a choice. His choice.

      Rolling his shoulders, he gingerly straightened his spine. A river of shame washed through him at the sight of winners celebrating the utter thrashing of another man. His gaze sifted through the throng, seeking the payout area. Those hollow holes left by rage would be patched with the money earned, money his family needed.

      “Another stellar win, eh, MacGregor?” As the high waned, the slightest pat on the back landed like a sledgehammer to the spine. Rhys saw it in his eyes with every wince, but couldnae force the crowd to move any faster. They all wanted a piece of the glory.

      Sucking his swollen lip between his teeth, he grunted at the renewed taste of blood. Tomorrow, he’d be painfully stiff and equally tender.

      “I dinnae think ye had it in ye, but ye came back like ye always do,” a man with sharp eyes and a glinting diamond earring praised. “Yer a machine.”

      Even nodding cost him.

      Finally, they approached the payout table. “I’ll be takin’ my money now.”

      “Aye.” The bookie’s eyes measured him. “Yer not one for talkin’, are ye?”

      His stony silence was answer enough.

      Rhys handed him his jacket, but he was still too warm to put it on, and dinnae want to move his body more than necessary.

      Registering the sum of his wounds, the man slid his money across the table. “I knew it’d be a close fight, but well worth the pay, aye?”

      Callan briefly examined the contents of the envelope and stuffed it in the pocket of his jeans. “Let’s go.”

      “Ye’ll be hearin’ from us again real soon, MacGregor.”

      Disenchanted, he silently admitted, aye, he’d be back.

      His wounds would hardly have time to heal before he returned. That was the way of it. His family needed money for food and shelter. His siblings needed school fees. Sooner or later they’d have enough to buy a house in a safer area.

      The cost to his health and conscience dinnae matter. It never had.

      Violence was a stubborn cancer of the soul, and the profane brutality of such a vicious fight did not easily wash away. Every time Callan unleashed his temper, the gaping hole inside of him grew grander and filthier, like a tarnished cup marking his ill-gotten victories. Trophies of shame collected in the shapes of scars.

      As they trudged the unlit streets, neds, junkies, and thieves loitered in every darkened alley. Brooding clouds snuffed out the glow of the moon. Soon the reddening dawn would come, and the world would awaken while sinners slept. A time to repent. A time to forget.

      The weight of a thousand pounds planted in his back pocket hustled them past the drunkards in the streets. Callan retained his threatening presence, but tonight’s fight had wrung him out, and he had little strength left to defend himself if anyone approached.

      Watchful eyes glinted like windowless souls. He’d fought damn hard for the money in his pocket. He was grateful for Rhys’s gun—an unlicensed relic of a pistol he’d won in a card game and never fired to see if it worked. In a pinch, neither of them would have the bollocks to pull the trigger, but it was a good scare tactic. Strip away the undefeated reputation, and they were just boys trying to be men.

      Rolling his shoulders in an effort to uncoil the tension, he sought a sense of satisfaction.

      The stitch on his eye wasnae holding. Squinting through a trickle of blood, he dabbed the swollen, torn flesh. “I need a rag.”

      Rhys glanced over his shoulder and stopped walking. Reaching in his bag, he pulled out a roll of tape and tore off a strip with his teeth, doing a quick examination of the gash.

      “We gotta pick up the pace. Ye got a real gusher. I shouldae done more than one stitch before we left.”

      Callan winced as Rhys pulled away the ruined suture, pinched the wound, and pressed fresh tape tight to his skin.

      “If I let ye stitch me up all the time I’d look like Frankenstein’s patient.”

      There weren’t any beauty pageants in his future as it was, but Rhys sucked with a needle and thread, and he’d rather risk bleeding out on the way home than let his mate sew him up like a voodoo doll. Once they got home, Innis could do it nice.

      Rhys’s green eyes flashed as they dropped from studying the gash to meet his stare. “Aye. Well, I’m sorry if I don’t have the delicate touch of Innis. She’s got those wee female hands.”

      Any mention of his sister’s body—even her wee hands—earned a scowl. Innis was undeniably beautiful. Even blind men knew it for a fact. But it wasn’t something they spoke about.

      As her older brother and caretaker, he’d always been overly protective of her. She was too damn pretty, too damn innocent, and too damn fragile.  And wee hands or not, the girl should know how to throw a punch. He tried teaching her, but she always laughed his concerns away.

      He bet she forgot to lock the damn door again. That’s how seriously she took his warnings that the world was a dangerous place.

      Their da had been a monster. But Innis had been too young to recall much from that time. Callan had often made a game of quietly hiding with her whenever their da had been on a tear. Sheltering her, even then, from things that went bump in the night.

      He winced as a sharp zing pinched his eye. “Don’t fuckin’ squeeze it!”

      “I’m tryin’ to tighten this stitch. It’s comin’ apart.” He let go, and warm blood trickled from his brow. “She’ll have to fix it when we get there. She’ll be up.”

      Most of the time, Rhys and Innis bickered like children, but they were no longer kids. Innis, now a seventeen-year-old young woman, could not afford to be naïve. And Rhys couldnae afford the thrashing Callan would unleash if he ever put his hands on his baby sister.

      “Stop scowling. Yer makin’ it bleed more,” Rhys fussed.

      “How is it ye know when she’s up and when she’s sleepin’?”

      His mate paused, his gaze shooting to the road. “I’m sayin’ she’ll be up soon enough. It’s a school day and almost dawn.”

      Rhys might care for her in a tender, harmless way, but Callan dinnae want him confusing things for her. “Don’t be an obstacle blocking her future. I want more for her.” It was a hard but honest truth.

      Like the wasted moments of deafening clock bells, they were just marking time for her. She was destined for a better life. And Callan wouldnae let anything—including his best mate—stand in her way.

      “Aye. I want better for her, too,” Rhys agreed.

      Their life had been a culmination of hollow joys and dense tragedy, but their bad luck was coming to an end. His soul thirsted for a home. Not a ramshackle dwelling surrounded by the scent of rotting potential, but a true home, a place to bury bleak regrets and sew honest dreams.

      Once they escaped their impoverished start—which they would—he’d repent for his sins and start anew. No more violence. No more pain.

      Gavin would grow into a fine young man and Innis could attend uni, fall in love, raise a family—all the things their mother never mastered.

      The fading memory of their ma brought only a whisper of grief. Life got harder after she died, and mourning seemed too indulgent for three wee kids trying to keep a roof over their heads, shoes on their feet, food, heat, and everything else that always just appeared.

      He’d never resent his mother. Through all the depression, addiction, and abuse, she still managed to deliver the necessities. But love … love was a luxury.

      By the time Gavin was born, she dinnae have it in her to hold the baby. Luckily, Innis possessed a maternal heart.

      Maternal, and never squeamish—thank God, because his eye wasnae lettin’ up.

      The first time she stitched him up after a fight, she argued that she had no experience sewing people, only fabric. He gave her a few slices of ham to practice on, and since then she’d been a regular medic.

      They cut across an empty pathway to a sundry of vacant buildings. The metallic tang of blood faded as the cool morning fog misted his face.

      Not much in this section of Glasgow as far as commercialization. It resembled a modern-day apocalypse. Lifeless structures, once beautiful but now soulless, hung on the abandoned streets like prostitutes on their last fuck. The far-reaching decay of this place infected more than the vacant buildings, and he ached to escape.
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      The house was dark when they arrived. The rotting porch creaked under their combined weight.

      Sliding his key into the lock, he jerked the deadbolt free. A wave of satisfaction hit when the inside chain caught. Dim light caught in the eyes of a scraggly dog slumbering in the corner, slightly sheltered from the misting rain.

      “What the fuck is that?” Rhys shifted behind Callan.

      He shook his head. “Innis keeps feedin’ it. We barely have enough to feed ourselves. She’s probably lettin’ the bloody thing inside when I’m not here.”

      “It’s ugly as sin.”

      Callan grumbled and hissed through the cracked doorway, “Innis.”  He tried not to wake Gavin who likely slept on the sofa closest to the fire.

      The dry-rotted awning did shite for shelter against the damp Scotland climate. Rhys’s shoulders bunched against the cold mist as he impatiently crowded the stoop to get out of the rain, his untrusting gaze shooting back to the watchful dog. He probably worried the stray might take his place.

      His sister’s willowy form approached the other side of the door like a silent shadow, and the chain slid free. They bustled inside, kicking off their muddy boots and relocked the door.

      “Fuck, it’s bloody freezin’ in here,” Rhys complained, immediately moving closer to the fireplace. “Warmer outside in the rain.”

      Innis ignored him and assessed Callan’s face. “Yer late. And you look like shite.”

      “Ye should see the other guy.”

      “Did ye win?”

      Pulling the money from his pocket, he dropped it on the table with a thump. “Aye. Put that in the tin, will ye?” He moved closer to the fire and hauled the sofa back from the hearth. “Innis, ye cannae let him sleep so close to the flame. An ember catches in the blanket, and he could get hurt. The whole place could go up.”

      She pulled the corner of the blanket over Gavin’s scrawny shoulders. “Yer eye looks atrocious. Is that sad stitch supposed to be doing something?”

      “It was a temporary fix,” Rhys said defensively. “The patch is doing most of the work.”

      She clicked on the lamp, already sorting through her little box for a needle and thread. “Come have a seat then, and let me see what I can do.”

      Callan pulled out a chair from the table. “Do ye want me te wash up first?”

      “That’ll only start the bleedin’ again. We’ll clean ye up when I’m done.” She tsked, getting another glance at Rhys’s shoddy work. “I dinnae ken why ye let him by yer face with a needle. He’s only addin’ te yer scars.”

      Unaffected by her insults, Rhys warmed his hands by the fire. “Why’s it so cold in here?”

      “I couldnae get the storage heater on. The timer’s shot and I was too frozen te keep messin’ with it.”

      Callan took the hint and stowed it away with a sigh. It had to be damn near freezin’ for Innis to complain. She already put up with drafty, uncovered windows and bare floors. When it got really cold, she’d fill a glass bottle with hot water from the kettle and wrap it in a towel to keep warm. But she wouldnae tolerate a broken storage heater as well.

      Two grimy bare feet dangled from the sofa. “Is Gavin warm enough?”

      “He’s too young te mind the cold. The fire’s enough for him.”

      “I’ll take a look at the heater when yer finished stitchin’ me.”

      “You’ll not do anything until ye get those hands in some ice.” She disappeared into the kitchen, returning a minute later with two buckets. She set them down and tsked. “Look how swollen. You shouldae tended to them sooner.”

      He gingerly submerged his hands, and his shoulders flinched as the cold cubes ground against his torn knuckles and swollen fingers. The brutality of the evening stayed with him like a foul stench.

      Using a match to sterilize the needle, she then snapped off a length of heavy thread. She and Gavin were too desensitized by the regular sight of blood. Guilt churned in his gut, reminding him this wasnae how normal people lived.

      “We made a good profit tonight,” he said as a way to ease the guilt.

      Innis tsked, her eyes focused on threading the needle. “A profit at what price? Where else are ye hurt?”

      “Nowhere that willnae heal on its own.” Her worry cost him in ways he couldnae afford. He wished Rhys was a better medic, wished Innis dinnae see him directly after a fight.

      He sat silently as she worked, his eyes watching hers as they focused on the task. Rhys settled in at the table with a mug. “Drop of whisky te warm yer blood.”

      Callan eyed the cup. He’d wait until Innis finished stitching his eye to have a nip. “Anything happen tonight?”

      She pulled the needle slowly, closing a neat seam along his torn flesh. “Spent most the night fussin’ with the heater.”

      The poor condition of their house played as a constant reminder of all they’d suffered and continued to sacrifice. Still, it was better than living on tick and falling deeper into debt.

      They dinnae have much, but what they had was theirs. And the tin in the kitchen hid enough notes that they’d soon be rid of this drafty gaff for good.

      “I’ll fix the heater,” he promised, taking one worry away from her for now.

      “Good.” She pushed the needle through the tender edges of his tattered brow, dragging the thread slowly, so as not to rip the skin. He remained still and tried not to wince.

      “Doctor Innis. It’s got a nice ring to it,” Rhys teased. “No clue how ye keep yer hand so steady.”

      “Ye just shut everything else out—includin’ chatterboxes who cannae respect a peaceful silence.” She glanced over her shoulder at Rhys then back to Callan’s gash. “Stay still. Almost done.”

      Innis had been bullied, so he transferred her and Gavin to private school. But to see her now, one would never know she’d been a victim. Fragile but fierce. She was his masterpiece, the beneficiary of all his sacrifices. She and Gavin were the sum of his pride and the whole of his heart.

      “There.” She clipped the thread with a pair of shears, cleaned the needle, and tossed the items back in the box. “I’ll get a damp rag and clean you up.” Closing the sewing box, she disappeared into the kitchen.

      Callan longed to fall into his bed and sleep for days. Rhys looked ready to pass out as well. “Feel like helpin’ me take apart the heater te see what’s wrong with it?”

      Tired emerald eyes flicked to him. “Hardly.”

      Callan stretched, his shoulder adjusting with a pop. “You’ll help.”

      Innis returned with a steaming rag and wiped the dried blood from his face. “You’ll be a picture once these bruises darken.”

      “I like te think my beauty’s in the flaws.”

      She scoffed out a laugh. “Beauty? Yer nose’s been broken so many times it’s no wonder ye cannae smell the bullshite yer spewin’. Yer skin’s nothin’ more than raw mince. It’d be nice if ye gave yourself time te fully heal for once.”

      She was right, but he couldnae make any promises. Too late anyway. While Innis was great at stitching up wee nicks, his face had paid a hefty, permanent toll for so many victories. After the bruises faded and the swelling went down, he’d still be ugly.

      “Brat,” he teased, knowing she regretted the irreversible damage he’d done to his face. But if they couldnae laugh about it, there was no sense in mentioning it at all.

      He stood and stretched, wincing when his ribs reminded him to move a wee bit slower. He followed her into the kitchen. “Have ye seen my tools?”

      Rinsing the bloody rag in the sink, she gave him a stern look that reminded him of a natural born mother but nothing like their beaten down ma. “Rest first. I know yer exhausted, Callan.”

      Ignoring her concern, he found his screwdriver in the pantry from when he fixed the latch. “I think I left the rest of them in the basement.”

      Worn floorboards creaked as he took the stairs, and his battered back envied the soft groans.

      Simple acts like mending a broken hinge or tightening the faucet helped him rein in his unraveling sense of self. His humanity slipped further away with each fight, but doing things like fixing the heater for his siblings felt normal, grounding. Vigilance kept his mind rooted, even when the violence sometimes let his innate nature dangerously loose.

      Their father had been a nasty bastard, and Callan felt him in his DNA. While every man was capable of vile acts, not every man had the genetic makeup of a monster.

      He did.

      But the fights were a temporary solution. One he hoped to be through with soon. It was best to not think of what was. Survive the present. And when the time came to sever the now from the then, he’d start anew.

      There was no salvaging the heater. By the time he’d given up trying to fix it, Gavin had woken. Innis set him up with a bowl of beans, hot off the stove, and went upstairs to dress for school.

      “I knew you’d win,” Gavin announced, laying out the paper notes and handling each one with awe in his wide eyes. Money was a respected thing in their household—rare and respected.

      “Aye. And I asked yer sister te put tha’ in the tin. Why don’t ye put it away when ye wash yer bowl? It’s gettin’ late.”

      Gavin’s wee fingers clutched the bank notes in two hands, counting them out in manageable piles. “Do ye think we’ll finally have enough?”

      Though Gavin never complained about their circumstances, Callan made sure the boy believed things could always improve. “Soon.”

      His brother’s youth limited his experiences and narrowed his view of the vast world. Callan told him tales of a better life, a faraway home they would someday own. And Gavin gobbled up the fantasies like children cling to the magic of Saint Nick or Superman.

      Callan savored the last of his brother’s childhood years. Soon enough, Gavin would mature into a mouthy teen, and all that trust and innocence would fade. He wasnae ready. They needed a wee bit more time, and then Callan could set them up in a better area where a boy wouldnae be surrounded by so many bad influences and a girl wouldnae be surrounded by as many bad boys.

      He tossed another log on the fire and collapsed on the sofa.

      “Gavin!” Innis appeared, dressed in her uniform for school. “I told ye to get dressed as soon as ye finished breakfast. That was forty minutes ago.”

      Gavin rushed up the stairs. Innis sighed and bent to gather the scattered money.

      Rhys watched her from the chair by the fire. “You look nice, Innis.”

      Callan frowned, wincing as his stitched brow pinched.

      “What is it yer after, Rhys?” Innis’s clipped tone echoed with suspicion.

      “Just payin’ ye a compliment.”

      A distrustful laugh burbled out. “You don’t pay anything without expectin’ somethin’ in return. Did ye not have enough to eat?”

      There was never enough to eat, yet somehow they always managed to feed Rhys, too. Innis seemed to take pity on him, like that scraggly, old, stray dog.

      “There’s nothin’ I’m after. Just bein’ gentlemanly. Can a man not be nice once in a while?”

      “A man can. You cannae.”

      The two of them were making his headache worse. His fingers pressed to the bridge of his swollen nose, and he groaned. “Hold yer wheesht, the both of you.”

      “He started it.”

      “I was bein’ nice!”

      “I know exactly what ye were doin’,” she argued.

      Callan growled and snapped, “Christ, Innis, he was payin’ you a compliment. And Rhys, find another girl te look at before I rip out yer eyes. Now, both of you, shut the hell up so I can rest.”

      That did the trick. The den quieted, and he sank deeper into the thin cushions of the couch. The heat from the fire finally penetrated the chill in his bones, and his concern over their bickering disappeared.

      Resting his eyes, his mind slowly drifted like an unanchored ship at sea. Placid calm consumed him, and his aching body seemed to exhale one tired muscle at a time.

      The cool press of lips to his brow had his eyes wrenching open, the tight skin pulling under his stitches. Gavin grinned, his childlike breath a fragile tease over the stubble on Callan’s jaw.

      “Bye, Callan. Love you.”

      “Ye have all yer books?”

      “Aye,” Gavin whispered.

      Callan cupped his small face, the contrast of his delicate features thrown into stark relief against his battered knuckles. “Love you.”

      Rhys snored softly from the chair as Innis buttoned her jacket at the door. She nudged Gavin out of the house. “Go back te sleep.”

      “Have a good day at school.”

      The moment they left, the house seemed too still, as if the circulation was cut off at the foundation. A fresh draft seeped into the emptiness left in their absence.

      He preferred when they were all together, but knowing they’d be at school meant he could rest easy for at least a few hours. Easing back into the sofa, his body quaked with relief, muscles throbbing.

      He longed for the days when he’d only know tiredness, not this chronic, bone-aching exhaustion he battled now.

      Drawing in a slow breath, he released the last of his fraught strength. But he never fully unloaded it. And knowing, after all he’d been through, that he still banked a reserve of strength, left him unsettled in ways he couldnae explain. Ways that gave him a healthy fear of himself.
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      “The payoff is ten thousand pounds, Callan. That’s more than you’ve ever made in a fight.” Rhys paced through the kitchen as Callan pieced together a sandwich and took a bite.

      “It’s crooked. I might not have a dignified job, but I have my dignity.”

      “Is this about keeping yer undefeated record?”

      He scowled, the pith of his abilities sheered down to naked purpose by even his best friend when the right price sat on the table. “I dinnae give a piss about the titles those twats pin to my name. I just care that they pay me on time and that the fights are fair. Being undefeated keeps me in demand. It keeps food on the table and a roof over our heads.”

      “You’d still be in demand. They bleedin’ love you.”

      “They dinnae fucking love me,” he sneered. “I’m nothing to them but a dog in a fight.”

      Rhys shoved into the empty chair, green eyes crazed with greed. “Then why not take the payoff and be done with them once and for all? Ten thousand, plus what ye already have saved, could get us all out of here.”

      His stature was damn tired, crippled by the weight of his responsibilities. Rhys sometimes climbed onto the pile, forgetting he could make his own way.  “I’m not a fuckin’ sponge to squeeze. I’ll fight for a fair purse, but I’ll not tarnish my integrity. And fuck you for suggestin’ I do. It’s my name out there, not yours.”

      Genuine hurt flashed in his friend’s face, and he drew back. “I love ye like a brother, man. I’m only delivering the message, letting you know what they’re offerin’. It’s one fight, Callan. One fight and ye could score enough to never fight again. I promise, my thinking is only about you and Innis and Gavin. I dinnae give a fuck about those setting up the matches. I’d never betray ye or cross ye. Tell me ye know that.”

      He believed Rhys wanted to believe that, but the older Callan got, the harder it was to trust others. Sometimes people did fucked up shite whether they agreed with it or not.

      “I trust ye dinnae want to betray me.”

      “I would not. Not ever.”

      He finished the last of his sandwich. “I’m not takin’ a payout. If they want a fight, that’s fine, but it’ll be an honest one.”

      Rhys’s shoulders hunched, perhaps in disappointment, but he accepted Callan’s decision. “You know, there’s a chance he might wallop you. The Mountain’s a fuckin’ beast. Merciless.”

      Callan knew the guy’s reputation. He was a foot taller than his six feet, and a good five stones heavier. Of course he had a chance of getting his arse crushed.

      The man hailed from the travelers, a batch of lawless gypsies even the lowest of neds had the common sense to avoid. They stuck together, like bees to a hive. To them, life was about savage survival and clan pride.

      The Mountain had been known to bite off men’s ears, lips, and noses in fights, and swallow them whole. They said he did it to mark his victims, leaving nothing to be sewn back on.

      “There’s always a chance I’ll get beaten.”

      “They say the last sorry bassa lost an eye.”

      One did not fight The Mountain without understanding the risks. He wouldnae leave the ring unscathed, whether he won or not.

      The men who trained him and traveled with him also sanctioned deathmatches. Deathmatches led to bodies, legal hang-ups, and pricey cover-ups. They might have very few rules in the ring, but no one ever died under Callan’s fists.

      He wasnae a killer. That needed to stay true for his sanity to stay in check. But fighting The Mountain might very well destroy him, leave him in a way that death would be a blessing.

      He should turn down the fight. Take the smaller ones and keep squirreling away his nuts. But inescapable leverage came with booking a dangerous fight—fixed or not.

      “I’ll accept no less than thirty-five hundred for the win.” It was less than the payoff to throw the fight but much more than an ordinary purse. They’d hear that number and know he would deliver a fight worth witnessing. Sort of a fuck you to whoever thought they could buy him off and a taunt to The Mountain at the same time.

      Rhys balked. “They’ll never pay tha’.”

      “They will.” Once he said it, he felt it. Vile curiosity would insist they made it happen now.

      “If ye want that much, why not just ask for the whole ten thousand? At least then you’d be guaranteed to walk away, just take enough lumps to make it look real.”

      “Because I’m not gonna throw a bloody fight. Thirty-five hundred to the winner. They can take it or leave it.”

      The crowd for a fight between him and The Mountain would be huge. The price wasnae too improbable.

      Rhys stared into his eyes, his concern working out like a math problem across his face. “Do ye think ye can actually beat him?”

      “I think I’ll try my best and that’s the best I can do.”

      Honestly, he wasnae sure. The offer for a payoff to throw the fight—though from an outside party—made him wonder how many other opponents The Mountain had beaten fairly and how many were paid off. Perhaps his record wasnae a true measurement of his actual abilities in the ring. But Callan’s record dinnae lie.

      “He’s a fuckin’ beast,” Rhys muttered, rubbing a hand over his face.

      “We’re all beasts.”

      Any man that stepped into that ring understood that. Being nearly bludgeoned to death on a regular basis had a way of stripping down a man and revealing the animal within. Strip them enough and the skin never truly grew back.

      The unsettling truth that he’d been doing this too long and had been stripped to muscle and bone too many times told him everything he needed to know.

      The Mountain might be a son of a bitch, but the darkness shackled by Callan’s bones, that shallow puddle of strength even he never wanted to dredge, that was worse. Whatever lived inside of him could win this fight. If he needed to, he’d wake it up and let it off the leash.

      “Book it. Thirty-five hundred one week from tonight.”

      Rhys got on the phone and made the arrangements. Within one hour they took the offer, realizing a high stakes fight might be just as good as a fixed one.

      The seven days that followed revolved around high protein, portion controlled meals, grueling circuit training, and rest. Some days he’d spend hours simply meditating, trying to get his head into the game and clear away the stress of life. Others he’d spend sweating out his worries.

      Innis and Gavin always fretted before a fight, but never tried to talk him out of it. But this time, once Gavin saw a picture of The Mountain, his unflinching confidence visibly shook.

      “He’s a tree, Callan.”

      “And I’ll be yellin’ timber! when I drop him like an oak,” he teased, exaggerating his self-assurance to bolster his brother’s.

      He dinnae have room for doubt. Doubt invited other negative thoughts, like maybe he should have taken the offer to throw the fight, guaranteed an outcome, and secured a sure profit.

      No.

      There was still a chance he could win this way—dignity intact. He’d be able to look himself in the eye, no matter the victor. Though he might be a little disfigured and hard to recognize.

      The day before the fight, Rhys pushed him to the point of exhaustion. He got a full eight hours of sleep and, once he woke, his heart pounded ahead of normal speed.

      Anxious to get the match over with, he said goodbye to Gavin and Innis and reminded Innis to lock up after him.

      “I will.” She poured some chopped vegetables into the broth warming on the stove.

      “I mean it. Do it now, Innis. I willnae be back until late.” And who knew what condition he’d be in.

      She rinsed the cutting board and counted out potatoes to peel. “As soon as I’m finished starting the soup.”

      He gritted his teeth and pressed a kiss to Gavin’s head. “Mind your sister.”

      “Can you bring me back a lock of The Mountain’s hair?” he asked excitedly, earning a scowl from Innis.

      Callan dinnae know how to outwardly respond to such a request. Inwardly, he cringed, hating how desensitized Gavin had become and how easily he requested the maiming of another living soul.

      “Say yer prayers before bed.” Leave the Almighty to field that one.

      On the long walk to the mill, his lungs seemed steadily short of breath and his steps sluggish. His ribs still werenae completely healed from the last fight, but his range of motion had recovered.

      His strategy tonight would be speed. Like a bullet, he’d plunge in with force, attacking every vulnerable inch he could reach, and then pull back like a slingshot only to unleash again. If he kept his motions precise and unpredictable, the fight shouldnae drag too long.

      The sight of bodies overflowing from the main entrance had both him and Rhys slowing their steps.

      “Jesus.” Rhys’s eyes widened as the roar of idle chatter reached a deafening rumble.

      Callan’s heart vibrated up his neck into his skull. The place was fuckin’ mobbed. “Come along. Let’s get my hands taped.”

      As they cut through the crowd, men and women turned to stare. Once they were recognized, the excitement built like a wave, a growing tsunami climbing and sucking everything out of its wake and clearing their path.

      “This is new,” Rhys mumbled, a deep S curved along his forehead as he raised a brow at all the fuss.

      A definite sense of importance floated in the air, making this fight more significant than all the rest. “We should have asked for more money.”

      Rhys laughed. “Bastards. Who knew this many people would show?”

      Someone knew. That’s why they wanted it thrown. Someone hoped to score a fine payout at the expense of their pounded flesh and spilled blood.

      The swollen crowd had his ego clawing to the surface. Their chants and excitement for the coming fight infected him with a mix of shame and glee. While he loathed the idea of thrashing another man, he was human enough to desire the win. But no matter who won, they’d never be on the same level as those in this room.

      They slipped into a private room, and the noise muffled to a distant drone. Using his meditational practices, he quieted his thoughts and let Rhys take charge.

      Layers of clothing slipped off, and his laces were tightened. Water and fruit were shoved in his face, and he drank, taking intermittent bites.

      “Ye gotta move around,” Rhys said, once all the prep was done.

      Callan paced over the cement floor, his head down and eyes unseeing as he psyched himself up for the battle. Rhys left to check the start time. As the door swung behind him, the echo of anxious spectators chanting something seeped into the private space.

      It was too muffled by other noise to tell if they were shouting Mountain or MacGregor. Probably a mix of both.

      The air thrummed with anticipation and promise. His flesh drew tight, damp with sweat, taut over muscle like the skin of a drum.

      Rhys returned, opening and shutting the door with another wave of muffled sound. “Holy shite, there are so many people here.”

      “How long?”

      “Ten minutes.”

      Time to check in. “Give me yer phone.”

      Rhys handed him his mobile and Callan dialed his sister. The service in the mill was shite, so he shifted closer to the broken window. Wind cut through the glass, regardless of the hole.

      “Hello?”

      “I’ve got about nine minutes. Just called to check in.”

      “We’re fine. About to eat.”

      He let out a breath. They were why he did this. They were worth it.

      Sensing his tension, she clucked. “You’ve got this, Callan. No point in givin’ up yer cockiness now.”

      He grinned. It was her way of calling him dramatic. “Aye. I suppose not. Let me speak to Gavin.”

      “Come home to us in one piece.”

      “Aye. Love you.”

      “Love you, too. I’ll get Gavin.”

      The certainty in his sister’s voice dropped his anxiety a few notches. A dangerous cocktail of doubt and fear mixed in his gut. But Innis was right, he did better when he was cocky.

      “Callan?” The sound of Gavin’s wee voice stifled his fear.

      “I’m about to go in, but I wanted to tell ye to expect a win.”

      Gavin laughed. “Really?”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “Destroy him!” His baby brother yelled with enough hero worship and blind faith to shove the last of Callan’s doubts out of reach.

      “Consider him destroyed.” He ended the call, and his heart bounced with impending energy. Time to let some of this lightning out of the jar. “Let’s get this over with.”

      Rhys grabbed his bag of medical supplies and a few water bottles as they headed out. Additional lighting had been brought in, and a long banner with a picture of The Mountain hung down the rotted, far wall.

      “We forgot to do your photo shoot,” Rhys teased.

      Callan frowned at the level of promotional material flung across the decrepit walls. Who was endorsing this? Typically, these fights came with a how do you do and nothing more.

      “MacGregor!”

      Identified, the crowd again parted, making a clear path between him and the ring.

      “MacGregor, I need a word!” An older man approached, panting for breath. “I was told to deliver this to ye.” The man’s eyes bounced under the brim of his hat, his motions sketchy.

      Callan frowned and took the thick envelope. Cracking open the seal, he peeked inside, spotted a hefty stack of bank notes. “Who gave this te ye?”

      “I’m not te say. There’s ten thousand there.”

      Aggravated, he flung the envelope at the man’s chest. “Tell whoever gave this to you I’m not interested. See it gets back te him.”

      The man lifted his cap and wiped away the gathering sweat on his brow. “I strongly suggest ye take it.” His rotted teeth delivered each word with a cutting stench.

      “I strongly suggest ye get the fuck out of our way,” Rhys snapped, in full guard dog mode.

      The man glanced over his shoulder and Callan did a quick scan of the area. Whoever gave him that envelope was in the crowd.

      Rhys gave the man a shove. “Get.”

      With a final huff, he turned, and the mob swallowed any trace of him.

      “The pay off?” Rhys asked.

      “Aye. I thought ye⁠—”

      “I did,” he said, hands up defensively. “Tenacious bastards.”

      Rolling his shoulders, he shook off the incident, but Rhys held on.

      “Stupid tits. Do you know what this means? It means whoever they are, they’re scared.”

      Callan dinnae care who they were. People who tried to fix fights werenae decent people, and he wanted no association with them, mistaken or otherwise. “Let’s get this over with.”

      The conciliator greeted him, going over the general rules and verifying the thirty-five hundred pound purse to the winner. Everything had been arranged.

      Callan paced, waiting for his opponent to show. The crowd erupted, and he turned, certain The Mountain finally arrived, but not yet able to set eyes on him. He dinnae have to wait long.

      Speakers, that were not typically present, pounded from brackets on the wall. Heavy drums and screaming metal guitars built in a crescendo, announcing the start of something unstoppable, promising the delivery of an unforgettable thrashing.

      It might have looked like it was for the crowd, but Callan felt it in his spine, tingling through his gut. This was a gift from his opponent to him, a method of intimidation. It was working.

      Gritting his teeth as tight as his fist, he ignored the propagated display, blocking out the music and roaring crowd. He wouldnae be distracted. A switch went off inside of him. Physical preparations had been made. It was time to mentally get in the game.

      Then he saw him.

      Towering two stories above the masses, The Mountain’s black eyes shone flat like the surface of a lagoon. His hungry stare latched into Callan with a physical chokehold. Depthless, soulless eyes.

      A socket of a mouth. A neck the size of Callan’s thigh. And shoulders the breadth of a man.

      Veins crowded his flesh, forming canyons on swollen muscle. Tattoos belted his bare stomach, twisting with sinew. Twin gutters angled down his carved hips, interrupted by a blue kilt with a bold white X. Scotland’s national flag.

      Legs, thick as logs, bunched with strength as his bare feet ate up the distance between them.

      Callan swallowed, his gaze encompassing the entire beast of a man. The patch of hair twisted atop his bald skull was a blatant fuck you. That knot represented confidence. No one could touch him.

      Rhys swore, but the precise curse disappeared in the thunder of the crowd. The Mountain spread his arms wide, like a peacock flaunts its feathers, and circled the sparring area, fists thumping his inked chest as if this was his show.

      Callan waited like a lamb before the sacrifice, as inconsequential as an appetizer before a feast. And when his opponent’s soulless gaze latched onto him again, he flashed a grin of rotting teeth, snapping as if he could taste the blood before the meal. The crowd exploded at the taunt.

      Callan handed off his water bottle to Rhys and shoved past The Mountain to the center of the ring. He dinnae come to perform. He came to fight.

      A priest approached with the conciliator, pinching a rosary cross between two fingers. The Mountain crowded in, breathing hard and rolling out any last kinks of muscle before the bell sounded.

      The Conciliator yelled so they could hear, “No biting. No finger snapping. No throat punching. No hits to the bollocks. No shoving into the crowd. When the fight’s called, you stop and back off. Understand?”

      They both nodded, and the priest took over, lifting a hand and holding out the cross. “In nomine Patris et Filii et Spiritus Sancti.”

      Callan dropped to a knee and bowed his head, never one to turn away a free blessing. When the priest called amen, he sprang to his feet and clenched his fists until his knuckles popped.

      Those precious seconds before the bell narrowed his focus to the point of a pin, rendering him momentarily deaf as everything in his peripheral vision disappeared. His heart thundered like a steady tribal drum, and then the bell clanked, propelling him into action, flinging him at his enemy.

      The rush of noise slammed through him with physical force, roaring loud enough to thicken the air. Callan MacGregor no longer existed. There was no him, no ego, no hunger, no thirst. Only the necessity of survival and animal instinct to conquer The Mountain.

      He threw the first punch, jarred by the solid, meaty wall of flesh that greeted his fist. The Mountain laughed, and Callan braced, drawing back and keeping his footfalls feather-light as he skirted his opponent’s first heavy blow.

      He jabbed, landing another punch in The Mountain’s solar plexus. He might only be able to land quick jabs, but if he peppered him with strategically placed hits, striking critical zones, he could weaken him and go in for the metaphorical kill. Hit just right, he could contract the diaphragm.

      He dropped a spattering of wisely placed jabs, thinking he’d made progress. But The Mountain tolerated him like the Queen’s guard would ignore a fly.

      Then The Mountain’s fist slammed into his temple, jostling the world out of focus and throwing him to the ground. Gravel and soot scraped under his palms as he blinked his eyes back into focus.

      The kick to his stomach lifted him off his hands and knees, tossing him to his side with a thud as he gasped for breath. Fire burned through his constricted lungs like fire.

      Screams of excitement were the only thing that brought a reprieve. The Mountain was a bit of a crowd pleaser, and couldnae resist parading about whenever his fans applauded.

      Callan’s arms shuttered close to his sides as he shoved to his feet and charged. He launched himself at the other man, climbing onto his back like a wild animal and using all the strength in his legs to constrict his breathing. He locked an arm around The Mountain’s thick neck, sealing his wrists in a tight hold, and squeezed.

      Punches rained over him as The Mountain tried to knock him off. He flailed and scratched, but Callan’s body had become a vise. Just a few more seconds and he’d pass out, and it would be over.

      The Mountain staggered, and the crowd roared. Like an ancient oak, he teetered and swayed. Then … timber.

      There was no amount of bracing to protect Callan from the impact. The Mountain dropped, his full weight smacking onto the ground with a booming clatter of meat and bone, trapping Callan underneath. But it wasnae over.

      The second he loosened his grip, The Mountain had him. Callan couldnae throw him off or grapple across the floor. Crushed under the immense weight, his lungs fought for breath, claustrophobia setting in.

      His jaw locked as meaty fists reached back and closed around his throat, tightening like a tourniquet. Gravel clung to his sweaty arms. His legs flailed, his hands clawing at those strangling him.

      Circulation cut off. Blood rushed from his gashed eye, the old wound reopened by The Mountain’s punishing fists.

      His face bulged under the building pressure, his eyes protruding, and his hearing winking in and out. The fucker was gonna rip his head off with his bare hands.

      “He’s got him now!”

      Numbness teased his fraying consciousness, the roar of spectators fading to a low drone as his vision tunneled and flickered with blotches of black.

      “MacGregor! Get up, you cunt!” The screams sounded miles away.

      If he blacked out it would all be for naught. His palms slid over sweaty sinew as heaviness compressed his trachea. His ears popped and his eyes bulged from their sockets.

      Pinned beneath the heft of his weight, his upper body useless, he kicked and twisted his legs. Crushing weight slammed down on him, knocking the wind from his lungs until they contracted around hollow nothingness.

      Callan clawed for breath in a frenzy. The Mountain slammed down again, emptying every crevice of air until Callan heard death trying to slip through his dry throat. His thoughts spiraled, and panic choked him as his brain fought for oxygen.

      Drowning on arid, breathless nothingness, he struggled to break free. His need for oxygen was so frantic and overwhelming, he couldnae finish a single thought beyond the need to breathe.

      Fire burned in his hollow chest cavity as three hundred pounds of solid muscle crushed the literal life out of him, and his vision flickered more black than alive.

      His flailing limbs slowed, and his palms tingled, heavy and weak. His unhealed ribs splintered with every crushing slam.

      It was over. He was going to lose. He couldnae hold on, and the ability to tap out seemed to have escaped his flimsy control.

      Sliding his hand free to reach for the ground, he stilled, as his fingers caught on the knot of hair atop The Mountain’s head. Gavin’s words flickered through his oxygen-starved brain. The task of closing his fist seemed impossible.

      One finger at a time, he locked down his grip. And once he had ahold of his sweaty strands, he jerked with the last of his strength. Hair split from the root, tearing with a shredding pop of snapping follicles and punctured flesh. The Mountain released an unholy growl and spun off of him. But Callan wouldnae let go.

      The first gasp of air gave him the strength to roll to his side and protect his battered front. Wheezing in a lungful of air, he blinked hard, forcing his vision to clear.

      Fire corroded his airways, and his throat burned as if sliced by a thousand razor blades. A strange crackle filled his lungs, fluid choking him from places he couldnae cough up. Punctured lung? Not enough time to think.

      The Mountain screamed. Callan staggered to his feet, crumbling under his own weight. He needed to turn, to protect himself. Gasping for oxygen, he tried to find his opponent, tried to find balance.

      Gravity threw him like a tornado spawns wind. He gripped the fenced walls of the ring, his fingers the strongest appendage at his disposal. A horrid sound ripped through him as he forced a lungful of air down.

      The screams. Loud. Deafening. Pained. Gasping and panting, he clung to the fence and coughed hard.

      The Mountain flailed, marching and clutching his bleeding head, howling in delirious pain. Only then did Callan feel the tickle of hair knotted within his fist.

      Bellowing as crimson tears beaded on the surface of his head, the gigantic man cradled his skull and wobbled from heavy foot to heavy foot. It was now or never. Callan had no choice but to see this to the merciless end.

      He charged and unleashed like an automatic weapon, letting off punch after punch until the towering giant fell like Goliath, shaking the earth in a crash that vibrated the world with shock.

      In the brief silence of awe, Callan recognized his own surprise, but dinnae let it distract him. He pummeled flesh until bone lost shape and nothing but a sack of meat slapped under his fists.

      Wet punches landed, again and again, relentlessly stealing the victory. He couldnae stop until he’d ensured it was over.

      The announcement came like a whisper at the fringe of his mind, scrambled by rage and speckled with the beating sound of his fists. The Mountain was a slap of blood and tenderized muscle bleeding beneath him, but he couldnae stop.

      A bell rattled like a rushing freight train, and the conciliator caught his arm, flinging it into the air. “MacGregor wins!”

      Labored breaths sawed through his lungs and spectators poured forward, crowding and congratulating him. Shaken by the rushing need to survive, an unfit rage peeled through him, making him flinch away from the slightest touch.

      Too many people. Too many strange faces. He jerked into a corner, but more people crowded him, touching and congratulating.

      “Rhys?” He searched the sea of strangers, seeking familiarity.

      Blood slicked down his arms, coating his knuckles and crusting into his fingernails. Blood of another man.

      “Rhys!” Why was he not rushing to his side?

      “MacGregor the Conqueror!” Voices called, victorious excitement punctuating their praise.

      Panic welled up inside of him. The crowd made it impossible to see The Mountain. Was he alive? Had he killed him? “Rhys!”

      “Callan!”

      He spun, eyes as frantic as his rapidly beating heart. “Rhys?”

      “Callan, over here!”

      Spotting him, Callan shouldered off the hands stroking down his bloody arms and back. “Move!” He needed space.

      Rhys’s wide-gapped grin greeted him, a wild mix of thrilled shock on his face. “You were pure dead brilliant! Un-fucking-believable! I thought ye were done and then this animal came out of ye!”

      He gripped his shoulder. “Get me out of here.”

      “Ye destroyed him, ye magnificent beast!” He laughed in an almost maniacal, disbelieving way. “They’ll be talking about this for years!”

      His grip tightened, and he hauled him close and hissed, “Get the money and let’s go. Now.” Intoxicated by relief and joy, his words werenae penetrating Rhys’ euphoric haze. “Innis can stitch me up when we get home.”

      Rhys shook his head. “Callan, you daft cunt, there ain’t a mark on you!”

      He glanced at the rivulets of red sweating off of him. Not his blood.

      His ribs were going to need time, but… He glanced at his fists and stilled. Locks of hair still tangled between his battered knuckles. Jesus.

      “The money.”

      “I hear ya. Come along.” Once they were moving, Rhys looked back. “Would it kill ye to be a little happy about the win?”

      He’d be happy once he had that thirty-five hundred pounds in his hand. Got it home and into the tin. They might finally have enough for a down payment on a house, enough to start over.

      Then the rest would come. He wanted to remember what it felt like not to physically ache from fighting. It would feel damn good to declare tonight as his last fight—go out the undefeated champion.

      “Outstanding show tonight, MacGregor!” A hand clapped down on his back. “I doubt anyone will have the bollocks to fight you now.”

      He tasted the words before pushing them out. “Tonight’s it. I’ll not be fighting anymore.”

      Rhys pivoted, another look of shock stealing over his face, this one robbing him of his smile. “What?”

      “I’m through. But I’ll be thankin’ ye for my money.” He held out a hand, and the startled clerk slid the heavy envelope into his palm.

      “Are you certain? Maybe ye just need a break.”

      Having heard the words out loud, he never wanted to pull them back. It was the first time he truly admitted how deeply he hated the violence he’d welcomed into his life. He wanted simplicity and peace. He wanted to have the time and normalcy to know a woman and a soft touch, things his circumstances hadnae allowed so far.

      “If I never have to fight again I’m certain I’ll be a satisfied man.”

      “What the bloody fuck does satisfaction have te do with it?” The clerk scowled. “You want te be satisfied, find a whore te fuck. Then come back here and do what God intended you te do.”

      Callan glared at the man. Leaning close, he hissed, “Don’t assume to know anything about my God and His intentions for me.”

      They wouldnae be satisfied until he wore a mask of disfigurements and spoke in slurs. His life needed to be worth more than that.

      Rhys grabbed his arm, tugging him away from the clerk’s desk. “Come on.”

      Good thing, because fury still boiled close to the surface. He snagged the envelope and shoved his way outside.

      The second they made it away from the smothering crowds his friend turned on him. “What the fuck, Callan? You’re already tellin’ people you’re never fighting again? Maybe wait until yer head clears.”

      “This is it. I’m done.”

      The incredulous look on Rhys' face wasnae worth the small commission Callan shared with him. “Were ye plannin’ on telling me before ye told the world?”

      “No, because it’s not yer decision and I willnae be talked out of it.”

      He shook his head. “Callan, ye just destroyed the most renowned fighter out there. Ye took the bloody title, and now you’re just gonna quit?”

      “Think of it more along the lines of retirement.”

      “You’ve lost yer mind. You’re in higher demand now than ever before. They’ll pay whatever you want.”

      “I dinnae enjoy having the pulp beat out of me. Nor do I enjoy hurting other men. This isnae the life I want.”

      “But Callan⁠—”

      “I said no,” he snapped. “I’ve said my piece, and tha’ is the end of it. You dinnae ken what it feels like te split someone’s flesh open with yer bare hands night after night, te taste their blood on your lips and breathe it in for days. Ye cannae imagine the feel of having yer eyes nearly pushed from the sockets. I’ve done what I’ve set out te do, and it’s over, Rhys. I want te live a life I can be proud of, a life where Innis and Gavin dinnae have te hide behind locked doors or fear I’ll come home bludgeoned out of my mind. I’m through living in the shadows. Do ye understand?”

      He looked like a petulant child who just lost his balloon. “Aye.”

      Though they walked home side by side, they seemed to experience polar opposite journeys. Callan felt ten stones lighter, as if he’d been given an insurmountable gift. Rhys seemed to be traveling the last mile of death row, carryin’ the weight of the world on his shoulders.

      Callan’s head was clear. So clear, even rogue thoughts lacked purchase and flitted in and out without tamping down in the hammock of his mind. His worries seemed to be mentally lounging for what felt like the first time in a long time.

      Then something caught in the damp air, a fizzling tinge that dinnae belong. His nose twitched, pulling him out of the comfortable nothingness and luring his glance to the darkened roads ahead.

      Smoke. It billowed in a black funnel, camouflaged by the navy blue sky. A glow of light wavered low to the ground, hidden by buildings, but illuminating the black clouds billowing like heavy smog about the moon.

      The scent burned so strong the taste of blood in his sinuses disappeared. Rhys’s concern mirrored his own, and their pace doubled.

      Callan’s blood caught a chill. “Jesus.” His tired legs were suddenly running, racing down the familiar blocks that lead to his home.

      His knees pumped. A foreboding, errant thought drifted through his mind, this time anchoring down hard, but Callan dinnae want to think it. Couldnae think it.

      “Callan, wait!” Rhys raced after him, but the crackling air called like a siren and Callan couldnae slow his steps.

      His worst nightmare spilled out before his eyes as he turned the corner. Enormous flames clawed at his home, licking and swallowing the walls with such intensity the place was almost unrecognizable.

      “Innis! Gavin!”

      Flames beat over the walls of his house, engulfing the peak of the second floor and billowing out of every window. The noise was like nothing he ever heard, hissing and spitting like roaring hellholes hungry for life.

      He shoved his way through the people gathered on the road. Why was everyone just standing there?

      “Innis!” He searched the neighbors, jerking women to face him and shoving every unfamiliar face away. “Gavin?”

      The stench and heat beat at his back. Faces deformed under the flicker of red and orange. They werenae there.

      “Have you seen my brother and sister?” His gaze hunted through the crowd “Gavin! Innis!”

      Sirens blared, as lights smeared the houses in a hideous blend of glowing reds. Rhys raced to his side, more frantic than Callan had ever seen him. “Where are they? Where’s Innis?”

      “I can’t find them!” Callan screamed for them until his voice broke. He raced onto the front porch, immediately pushed back by the intense heat.

      Firefighters dispersed, falling into action and hauling him back from the burning house as they readied their equipment. Not fast enough.

      “My brother and sister are in there!”

      “Stay on the street!”

      He shoved them off, yanking his arms free and planting his feet on the ground. “I have te get te them!”

      “You need te get back!”

      Hoses snaked onto the yard and aimed at the house. The roof on the left collapsed, the frame melting into the flames. The fire moved so fast and the men so slow.

      “They’re in there!” Unthinking, he lunged past the men and raced into the heat. Shielding his face, he squinted through the smoldering clouds, his eyes cooking out of his skull.

      “Callan, no⁠—”

      Flames scorched his face. His crackling lungs heaved and coughed. Thick, black smoke choked the breath out of him.

      “In—” He hacked through her name. “Ga—” His voice scraped past his vocal cords in a painful scratch. “Gavin!”

      Dropping low, he tried to escape the clawing smoke, but there was no dodging it. It was everywhere, hot and dirty. Creeping death and blinding heat.

      He grabbed a doorknob and jerked back, the metal white hot and blistering his palm. Water hissed like steam, raining into the flames as if angering them. The smoke liquefied into muddy tar. Pain grabbed him, eating through his clothes, searing into his flesh.

      Delirium. So much pain. Scalding, agonizing, overbearing. The worst enemy he’d ever fought, and it was swallowing him whole.

      “Innis! Gav—” Choking, he spewed out blackened phlegm. His eyes were on fire from the heat and his ears deafened by the screaming flames and whining structure melting around him.

      Everything happened so fast. Water doused the inferno. He searched for any sign of them. Did the fire tip over the chairs? Why was the door to the basement broken? Scorched, in the middle of the charred floor, was the tin where they hid their money.

      “Innis! Gavin!”

      Hacking painfully, he collapsed. No choice but to cover his head and suck filthy breaths. The heat was inescapable, everywhere.

      His entire universe shrank to a delicate fleck of burning dust. Eyes closed against the burn, he watched his world blow away like ash.

      Tears burned his skin as he wept for them, calling in silence, unable to make a sound no matter how hard he screamed.

      Angry flames climbed the walls, melting the wallpaper and lifting the charred curtains. The power and wind of the fire held him down. The stairs creaked and collapsed without warning. The whole house would fall, but he couldnae leave without them.

      He rolled to his side, needing to move. The moldings bubbled. He mouthed their names. His last illusion of finding them crumbled to unchartered depths as the ceiling collapsed.

      Flashes of his sister as just a wee girl racing down the hall stole through his mind. The ground burned his back, the fine fibers of his clothes melting into his skin.

      Barren regrets ripped from his heart in a brutal harvest that promised nothing else would ever grow. They’d been so close. The bitter taste of loss choked him as much as the smoke and tears.

      He surrendered to the merciless heat. He cupped the collar of his shirt over his mouth, sucking in a long draught of thick, hot, polluted air. He wanted to give in, but he couldnae. Not until he knew they were safe.

      “Ga—vin!”

      Hacking hard, he covered the back of his head. The flames were so hot. Too hot. His flesh would soon melt from the bone. How could anyone survive this pain? There was nowhere to hide.

      The smoke overtook every crevice, creeping up from the floorboards, in from the walls, and pressing down from the crumbling ceilings.

      “Innis!”

      A crash and explosion of raging flames. Unbearable heat burst around him and something heavy crushed his legs.

      Flames caught at the frayed cuff of his jeans, biting into his skin, on him, gnawing, but he couldnae roll away. He screamed in agony, his heart tearing in two.

      Lost in the delirium of pain and grief, there came a humming stillness, a moment of isolated time when he realized this was how he would die.

      Blackened flecks of cindered ruins feathered through the flames and he could no longer draw in enough breath to call for them or feed the need to cough. His throat collapsed, crumpling like a crushed can and the pain existed as only excruciating numbness. He gave in, embraced its vicious power, let it take him from this place.

      His lungs filled. Black blood sputtered over his lips. Tarnished sweat colored his arms as he twitched and thrashed, but there was no escaping the pain. Blistering agony, inescapable torment. Scared and alone.

      Trapped in a burning coffin of fire, he roared as the rubber soles of his boots burned into his feet. Even kicking frantically, there was no evading the agony. It was so intense, so overwhelming, he went mad.

      Something grabbed hold of him, and he fought. Claws digging into flayed flesh, tender and blistered, skin falling away at the touch.

      Blind. Deaf to all but the pain. Chaos ripped into his mind. A merry-go-round of images that made no sense.

      His da smiling at him kindly. His mother’s praising grin. The first sight of Innis wrapped in a baby blanket. The scent of her hair. The feel of Gavin’s fingers locking around his thumb. The first time he saw his da hit his ma. The second time. The twentieth. The way his da looked at him like a stranger the day he left. The sight of his ma leavin’ their home in a black body bag. The inconsolable way Innis had cried when she understood there was no reversing death. The sound of his promise to always protect them. The crack of his heart breaking with that vow.

      The agony of too much hurt flooding in…
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