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      This novel is a police-led crime story set in Cork with a strong focus on sextortion and the fallout of sexual privacy violations. It includes discussion of nude images and transactional sex, but intimacy is generally implied rather than graphically described.

      Violence is present and sometimes explicit: suicide by hanging is depicted and revisited, and there are scenes with forensic/autopsy detail. The story also engages heavily with grief, trauma, and coercive psychological behaviour, including confinement.

      Language includes Irish profanity and occasional misogynistic slurs in the context of harassment.

      Suitable for adult readers comfortable with these themes.
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      Thursday 31st October

      Laughter cuts through the night—shrill and drunken. Somewhere below, a bell clangs like a warning. Music blares, warping through the thick pane of glass—thank God for whoever invented double-glazing. Mason doesn’t look up from his monitor.

      Wheeeee… Boom!

      A gigantic bloom of fire bursts open in the sky—green and gold, bright as stained-glass. For a heartbeat, the attic is bathed in holy light. Mason tilts his head up, catching the tail of the explosion. Ash drifts like snow, the embered remains of something beautiful already fading…, dying.

      …and it’s gone.

      “Whoa! That looks like a big arse!” says a larger-than-necessary voice coming from Western Road in front of his house.

      “Pumpkin! It was a pumpkin!” another voice says.

      Screeches and laughter follow.

      Was that funny? He missed the joke. Mason raises his mug to his lips. Ah, tea’s gone.

      He peels himself from the chair, spine cracking, and stretches until his ribs groan. The main light clicks off, plunging the attic into shadow and street-glow. He crosses to the window, close enough to fog the glass, and waits—eyes skywards—for the next riot of colour.

      But the sky holds its breath.

      Fine, soft rain dusts the black night—not enough to drown the revelry below, just enough to smear it.

      Still nothing.

      With a sigh through his teeth, Mason turns away. The room behind him is a blur of pale, borrowed light and corners that shift when you’re not looking. He crosses to the far end and flicks the kettle on.

      Wheeeee… Boom! Crackle, crackle, crackle.

      Would you look at that, this one has glittering diamonds cascading out!

      The whole apartment lights up in red and green, soaking in the colours of the spectacle. Mason dashes back to the large southern window and waits for the next explosion. Why is it that when he’s watching for it, the firework doesn’t come but as soon as he turns his back, the sky lights up like a kaleidoscope?

      Clank!

      Mason’s eyes slide to the front gate below. The black wrought iron swings back with momentum, like someone’s given it a shove but can’t be arsed to close it properly.

      Could be anything. There’s noise enough out there.

      Hapes of people drift past in get-ups that only half make sense. A devil with cheap plastic horns walks beside a lad in a lab coat, and behind them a woman in yoga gear swans along as if Halloween never existed. All of them funnelling towards UCC, drawn by whatever party’s kicking off inside. Mason watches them for a moment, not quite sure what he’s waiting to see.

      Wheeeee… Boom!

      No, he missed it again. Mason groans inwardly, tilting his head to a purple bloom, high above the Den opposite.

      It’s the same every year—on the night of the 31st of October, Cork comes alive.

      Fifteen minutes later

      Slam!

      Mason jerks upright, tea sloshing across the keyboard in a hiss of heat and panic. He swears under his breath, shoves the mug aside. That’s the front door—ground floor. Loud enough to shake the pipes.

      He didn’t think anyone was in. The others—student tenants—would be off drowning themselves in cheap drinks and terrible jokes, scattered across the pulsing mess of the city centre.

      He flicks a glance at the corner of the screen. 22:22.

      Reaching down, he drags his jumper from the floor and yanks it over his head, the wool damp with old chill. He crosses to the window, drawn by habit more than hope. Mist still drapes the city like a veil, soft and persistent. The kind that gets into your bones.

      No wonder it’s bloody freezing.

      He presses a hand to the glass, hoping the rain doesn’t get much heavier—it’s a horrible night to have to go out. People in high spirits and plastic fangs are crawling every inch of Cork.

      Thud! Thud! Thud!

      A ruckus comes from the floor below.

      Unusual.

      His tenants this year and last—he’s quite sure they’re the same group of people—are generally quiet. But students get smashed on Halloween, it’s customary.

      Mason gets up to do a full round of stretches before popping the kettle back on. The mist picks up and becomes a shower.

      Then rain.

      Then real, lashing rain.

      By the time the kettle boils, the sky is pissing down on him. Well, he’s indoors, but it feels like the sky is pissing down on him. Mason glares grudgingly at the window. The glass throws back a faint smear of his own reflection, hollow-eyed and annoyed.

      But this is Ireland, there’s no point getting thick about rain, it’ll change in five minutes. Mason pours himself a cuppa while waiting in line for App Store Review.

      He’s been slacking on his duty lately. Ever since Arty got put away, he only goes out when it’s been lashing down for half the night. It’s not laziness. It’s fear, plain and simple. His safety net’s gone.

      What if he crashes again after talking to Judas, the way he used to? There’d be no one to run to. No one to drag him back from that edge or make him forget Judas, or Matt, or Mam.

      So he’s carved out a balance of sorts. A narrow little path where he can still do his duty without letting it hollow him out. A way to stay steady—sane enough, at least—to keep moving.

       

      “…everything. Thank you for your help. Bye.”

      Mason puts down the phone and glances at the window, then at the clock on his monitor. ‘Five minutes’ have gone many times over, and it’s still lashing down. He sighs. His eyes catch the empty gaze of the skull sitting above his monitor.

      Matt’s right. Better go out there—it’s going to be a wild night.

      Two blue flasks and double-strength black coffee. No food in the fridge. Grand. Mason slips on his jacket, tucks the flasks into his oiled canvas bag, and pulls his green baseball cap over his stark grey hair. Then he steps outside with all the enthusiasm of a chicken.

       

      The narrow metal staircase clings to the west wall of the house. Steady drizzle taps along the rungs.

      Mason goes down in soft, careful bounces, his footsteps lost to the damp hush. The air’s full of wet stone and that faint metallic note—like the city’s bitten its own tongue. He drags his hood low, shoulders tight. Unease sticks to him thicker than the rain.

      He’s been lucky living in this house—lucky in the way a loner measures it. He’s never once run into a tenant for long enough to make an acquaintance. Just the occasional nod from a stranger whose name he never catches, whose face he forgets by the time the door clicks shut. No one’s stayed long enough to leave an imprint. Except once. And that doesn’t count.

      But on this soggy and squashy night, someone is waiting for him.

      A shape blocks the foot of the stairs—a man, big and hunched, as if grown from the wet pavement. Mason halts two steps from the bottom, breath caught in the damp throat of the night.

      Judas.

      That unmistakable tangle of ginger hair spills from beneath the hood of his sodden jacket, the rain darkening it to a filthy rust. His beard drips, curling in chaotic copper coils. And his eyes—those mad hazel eyes—catch the streetlamp with a glint like broken glass. Rain traces crooked paths down his face.

      He looks up.

      “The ghost! The holy ghost!” Judas howls, his voice cracked and trembling.

      Mason stiffens. Cold water runs down his back, and not just from the rain.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” he says, each word hard-won, ground through clenched teeth.

      Judas thrusts forward, wild-eyed. “The ghost must keep his promise!”

      “I don’t owe you anything!” Mason shouts over the downpour, but even as the words leave his lips, they ring hollow. Useless. He can’t quite meet the weight of those eyes—yellowed, sickly hazel, brimming with rage and something worse.

      Accusation.

      His hand shakes. He yanks open his bag and thrusts a flask at Judas’s chest. A promise fulfilled—not by half.

      But Judas doesn’t take it. He grabs Mason’s wrist—vice-like, foul fingers digging into flesh. Mason flinches. Those eyes bore into him—too close. Too bright. They gleam like the polluted swamp that is his heart. Then Judas rips the flask free and twists the cap off with a snarl.

      Wheeeee… BOOM!

      A firework rips the sky apart.

      Crackle, crackle, crackle.

      The night explodes in molten silver and blinding white. It sounds like bones snapping and stars bleeding. Thunder on fire.

      Clonk! Clonk! The flask slips. Hits the stairs hard. Metal on metal—a brutal clang that echoes up through Mason’s spine. It tumbles, rolls, spins—thump—off the last step. Hot, dark liquid spews across the slick, paved ground like a spill of blood.

      “What the—” Mason breathes, exasperated, but there’s no breath left in him.

      Judas is no longer shouting. His voice drops—thin and strangled, a boy’s whisper in a man’s throat.

      “Ma… Matt. I’m sorry, Matt.”

      His face, under the vicious glare of white and gold firelight, has turned corpse-pale. His wide hazel eyes bleach to grey, the colour leached out like ink in rain. He stares, fixed and frozen.

      Mason follows the gaze, heart lurching in his chest.

      There—through the ground-floor window beneath the fire escape.

      The firework flares again—a golden blossom clawing the sky—and its light reflects in the pane, casting frantic, flickering shadows across the brick. The glass burns with false beauty.

      And in it—a figure.

      Suspended.

      A witch.

      The slim shape cloaked in black, her dress like smoke caught mid-twirl. Raven hair thrashes against gravity. Her head tilts at a sickening angle, her bulging eyes wide with fury—unnatural, unblinking. They shimmer with the firework’s glow, like coins sunk deep in dark water.

      Wheeeee… Boom!

      Her black-clad body glints in defiance; a shard of light pierces his eyes. The witch drifts back and forth as if she isn’t yet done with life.

      Around her, a shadow churns—writhing. Hungry. A spectre, all teeth and wrath, circling like a vulture with no body. It swallows her in swathes, inch by inch.

      Judas begins to weep.

      Clank!
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            BRIA

          

        

      

    

    
      Two months earlier, at the end of August

      An old blue hatchback screeches into a parking bay like it’s been flung from the jaws of hell. It jolts to a halt outside Cork Prison. Bria steps out, slamming the car door so hard it shudders on its hinges. Her boots thump a quick tempo across the tarmac as she barrels through security—bag scanned, ID checked, patience thinning by the second.

      A prison officer meets her on the other side and guides her down a corridor that reeks of bleach and despair.

      “Has he been hurt?” Bria asks.

      The officer snorts. “What are you saying? We don’t do that kind of yoke no more.”

      “What?! I didn’t mean—bloody hell, you know yourself.”

      The officer chuckles and says, “Relax, he’s grand. Your remand prisoner might be a bit bruised though. He wouldn’t let go. We could’ve prised him off with a crowbar, but yer man Armitage said we should ring you.”

      They stop at a plain metal door. The officer opens it.

      Bria steps in.

      The room’s the usual miserable box—table bolted down, plastic chairs abandoned in a corner, an officer leaning by the door with that bored, don’t-start-anything stare. But none of that is what slaps her.

      It’s the pair on the floor.

      Arty’s slumped against the far wall in that vile blue tracksuit, legs sprawled. One knee’s jammed against the underside of the table, awkward and ridiculous. And curled into him, tucked between those outstretched legs like a child seeking shelter, is Mason.

      Mason. Face buried in Arty’s chest, silver hair dampened and mussed, arms cinched round his waist in a grip so desperate it makes her teeth grind. He clings as if releasing that bastard would cost him breath.

      Arty looks up, all smug ease. Prison’s knocked a few feathers out of him, sure, but the swagger’s alive and kicking. “Hi, Brianna.”

      She bites down on the first swear that comes to mind. “You know you’re breaking visiting rules. They could end this right now.”

      He only shrugs. One hand strokes the back of Mason’s head in slow, claiming passes; the other drapes over his thigh like he’s holding court.

      Mason tightens his hold at that—his shoulders drawing in, fingers clawing deeper into the fabric of Arty’s top. The movement is small, but Bria sees it. Feels it.

      And it makes her want to tear the whole bloody room apart.

      Instead, Bria levels her tone. “What’s going on?”

      “He’s not coping,” Arty answers, gaze softening. “Not on his own.”

      “And why’s that? What’ve you done to him?”

      “Why d’you always assume I’m the bad guy?”

      Bria opens her mouth before she can stop herself. “Probably because you murd⁠—”

      Her eyes catch on the back of that silver head—small and bowed, nuzzled fiercely into that bastard’s chest—and the rest of the word dies on her tongue.

      She exhales sharply. “Why did you ask for me?”

      Arty leans back, all lazy elegance. “Thought maybe you could get us a room. Some privacy, you know?”

      A vein pulses in her temple. The psycho’s winding her up, and she knows it. “Not a chance in hell. Whatever you’re doing to him, quit it.”

      “What do you think I’m doing?” Arty gestures vaguely. “I’m under surveillance twenty-four-seven. I can’t even take a dump without an audience.”

      “We don’t watch you taking a dump. You’re being paranoid,” the officer says, deadpan.

      Arty mouths the words with exaggerated lips, miming, “That’s what they all say.”

      Bria pinches the bridge of her nose. Inhales. Exhales. Don’t kill him—she chants in her head. “You only have yourself to blame. Now, let him go. And stop whatever it is you’re doing to him.”

      “I’m not doing anything. He’s going through withdrawal symptoms.”

      She rolls her eyes so hard it nearly hurts. She shouldn’t indulge a single second of his theatrics, but the words slip out anyway. “Oh, Christ. From what? You?”

      “Exactly.” His smile softens into something disturbingly gentle. “There aren’t many yokes that make you feel so deeply, so completely loved you’ll forgive yourself for a while. You know?”

      She keeps her mouth shut. Refuses to give him the satisfaction.

      “And trust me, out of them yokes, I’m the kindest one.” Arty bends and presses a kiss to the silver plume.

      His wrist, propped on his thigh, rolls outwards—slow, deliberate—forcing her eyes down to it.

      Bria’s stomach knots.

      She hadn’t noticed before: the thin lattice of track marks, the mottled bruising, that tell-tale collapse along the vein. Faded now, but unmistakable to anyone who’s seen the damage heroin leaves behind. The kind of history you don’t earn by accident.

      He’s showing her. On purpose.

      A warning. A threat dressed as vulnerability.

      Bria drags her eyes back to his and says, “Mason. Are you alright?”

      Mason shakes his head, or it could be a nod. Hard to tell. At least he’s listening.

      “Mason, you need to stop this. They could ban you from future visits.”

      “…can’t,” says the muffled voice.

      “Yeah, we can. Consider this your official warning,” the officer says.

      “Mason. Let’s not test his patience. Come on, I’ll take you home,” Bria says.

      Reluctantly, Mason peels himself away from Arty. The officer steps in to pull him up, but she stops him.

      “Just give him a bit of space,” she says.

      Mason stands up without glancing back at Arty. No lingering handhold. No tearful goodbye. He doesn’t forget what Arty did to the woman he loved. Mason follows her out without a word, barely brushing the officers with a mumbled apology.

       

      Outside, Bria unlocks the car and nods towards the passenger seat. Mason slides into the back instead, curling up like a kicked dog.

      Message received.

      He doesn’t want to talk to her.

      She gets behind the wheel and pulls out her phone.

      “Hey, it’s Friday. You remember what I asked last week? Can I bring him now?… Brilliant. Five minutes? Sound. Thank you, Sensei.”

       

      Bria ends the call and sets the phone beside her, then glances into the rearview mirror. Mason’s hunched shape fills the back seat, head bowed, trying to fold himself out of the world.

      He’d seemed alright last week at Cassandra’s funeral. Quiet, yes, but not shattered. Tim had said Mason was nervous, frightened. She’d assumed that he was afraid of Arty.

      And yet here he is now, one soft whimper away from crawling straight back into that bastard’s arms.

      She’d told Tim that grief doesn’t follow logic. That Mason’s choices weren’t rational, and he just has to accept it. But she’s having a hard time accepting this herself.

      Arty’s words echo in her skull.

      Addicted.

      That’s what this is. Not love. Not guilt. Addiction.

      And what grates most is that Arty—of all bloody people—had a point. Mason is addicted to him.

      Why else would he have asked the officer to call her? He knows it changes nothing; Mason isn’t his legal dependant, and Bria has no official role here.

      No. He asked for her because he knew she’d look after the lad.

      Because he knew she’d come.

      Because he knew she’d feel responsible.

      He’d even staged the whole pathetic display to tip her into guilt if she tried to walk away. Now that she’s put the pieces together, it’s infuriating. Manipulative, calculated, and exactly his style.

      She hates doing what Arty wants. But she’s going to do it anyway.

      So be it.

      Bria turns the key and pulls out onto the road, heading back towards St Luke’s, north of the city centre.

      She’ll do what Arty wants.

      She’s going to wean Mason off that murderous psycho.
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            MASON

          

        

      

    

    
      End of August

      The dojo breathes with stillness.

      When a pair of shoji screens—slender wooden frames stretched with translucent paper—glide open, a mild, earthy scent like dry leaves in autumn seeps into Mason’s lungs. He exhales.

      The space opens up before him—not vast, but calm and ordered. A room large enough to be called a hall, but the quiet intimacy of it shrinks the word. To his left, the wall is plastered in a raw-cotton hue. Between the wooden columns, parchment scrolls hang, each adorned with flowing, foreign calligraphy. To his right, a glass wall faces out to the city, but the shoji screens that line it inside catch the light and turn it gentle, filtering Cork’s chaos into silence. The ceiling is walnut-dark and placid, embracing the room with the weight of stillness. Below, rectangles of tatami mats repeat in quiet precision, stretching to every edge.

      Mason steps onto the mat, slow and careful, toes testing the give of it. The coarse weave of dried grass bites faintly through his socks, grounding him. So that’s the smell from when he walked in—warm, organic. Like the old backyard when he was small. Safe. A place with no sharp edges.

      The tremor in his gut—constant since the funeral, threatening to erupt and swallow him up—eases by a fraction. He pulls in a breath. It’s not perfect, not full. But it’s the closest he’s come in days.

      A wooden door at the far end creaks, the sound soft enough not to disturb the calm settling over his skin.

      A man steps out—about Mason’s age, wrapped in a white judogi, black belt sitting neat at his waist. His hair hangs in dark, silky strands that move when he moves. Not much, just enough to show he’s gentle with the air around him. His eyes skim the visitors, steady and quiet, as if he’s checking the room’s balance rather than the people in it.

      Mason watches the way he crosses the space—measured, tuned to whatever peace lives in here. He doesn’t take up room; he blends with it.

      The man stops before them. He and Detective Friday bow, the motion smooth, unhurried—like long grass bending, under a breeze.

      “Riku-sensei. This is Mason, and he needs your help,” the detective says.

      Riku turns to him and bows—same calm depth, same quiet respect he gave the detective.

      Mason bows back, or tries to. His spine locks, shoulders jerking forward. He looks like a lump of Japanese knotweed in winter—bent because it has to be, not because it knows how.

      Riku doesn’t seem bothered. He gestures with a small, open-handed sweep, inviting him to sit on the tatami.

      Mason pads across the floor and sinks down, knees creaking. The straw smell rises, earthy and clean. Detective Friday murmurs a quick goodbye and slips out, the shoji screen sliding shut with a soft wooden sigh.

      Riku kneels on the tatami, his legs folded neatly beneath him. Mason attempts to mirror him, but his ankles rebel.

      “Please sit however is agreeable to you, Mason.”

      Mason steals a reluctant glance at him and folds himself down, legs crossed at the front.

      He’d noticed it earlier—that odd pleasantness in the way Riku-sensei looks at him. At first he put it down to the man’s eyes: long, quiet lids, shielding a dark, steady iris.

      But that’s not it.

      It’s where Riku looks. Not at Mason’s face. Not trying to read him or pin him down. His gaze sits somewhere around Mason’s shoulder, soft and undemanding, giving him a buffer of space that feels… safe. A small mercy that lands huge.

      Mason lets his own gaze drop to match it. A line of sight he can breathe in.

      “What can I do for you?” Riku says.

      Mason clenches his fingers over his stomach, holding them tight, trying to stop the shake creeping into his voice.

      “Can you make me forget?” he asks. The words scrape out.

      Riku’s gaze drifts to the calligraphy on the wall, following the brushstrokes as though the answer might be tucked between them. He lingers there, weighing the question with a kind of solemn care.

      Then he says, gentle but certain, “No. I can only teach you judo.”

      “I’m not a fighter.”

      “Everyone is a fighter. There is no opponent greater than oneself, and every day that you strive to be a better version of yourself, you are fighting.”

      “I… don’t strive.”

      “What do you do then?”

      “I just… stand as still as I can,” Mason says. His voice slips out quiet, like he didn’t mean to let it be heard. “I’m holding on by a thread, trying not to… disappear. I can’t picture a different me. Can’t see past whatever’s crawling up behind.”

      “Do you want to stay where you are?”

      “I don’t know. But I need to be here.”

      “I understand.”

      People say that phrase all the time—I understand—as if it’s a polite reflex. But when Riku says it, it doesn’t feel hollow. The sincerity in his eyes makes the words feel solid and real.

      Mason’s hand relaxes its grip on his stomach. Sometime during the conversation when he wasn’t paying attention, the trembling in his stomach subsided. It’s still there, hidden inside him. But for now, his cooling breath can reach the smouldering depth, bringing with it some much-needed relief.

      Curiosity isn’t in his nature, but in this tranquil space, he finds himself out of his character. Mason says, “Do you practice judo often?”

      “I don’t practice judo. I live it. Judo is a way of life, the gentle way, it translates to.” Riku doesn’t smile in a physical sense, but the uplifting feel in the tone of his voice is unmistakable. He’s smiling.

      “You know what I’m talking about.” Mason lets out a small laugh. “The training. Do you train often?”

      “I run classes for An Garda Síochána, which leaves me with little time to train by myself. I also have other pursuits.”

      “Like what?”

      “Photography.”

      “That… sounds surprisingly normal.”

      Riku lifts an eyebrow. “Dare I ask what you thought of me earlier?”

      “Would you have time for me then?”

      “I will make time because I believe I can be of use to you.”

      “In case you’re picturing me as some brilliant fighter in the making, I should warn you—I’ve got a gammy leg, and I’m rubbish at sports.”

      “Shall we see?” Riku rises onto his feet in one fluid movement.

      Mason clumsily unfolds his legs and scrambles up after him.

      “Which is your weaker leg?” Riku says.

      “The left one.”

      “Then hold your stance like this with your right foot forward.”

      Mason mimics his stance—front foot forward, back foot angled out.

      “The natural stance emphasises balance, flexibility and adaptability.” Riku nudges him with one finger and that’s enough to make Mason roll on his foot and tumble sideways in slow-motion.

      “What? I wasn’t ready.” Mason protests from the mat.

      Riku offers a hand. To his own surprise, Mason takes it and hauls himself back up.

      “We’re all carrying pain, somewhere or another,” Riku says—gently, like a truth shared rather than a lesson taught. “It’s good that you know yourself so you can compensate for it. Now, try the stance again. This time, bend your knees a little more to lower your centre of gravity and shift your weight to the stronger leg. This will limit some powerful moves like the throws but again, you can adapt your strategy to fit with your circumstances.”

      Mason follows the instruction faithfully. When Riku-sensei gives him a shove with his elbow, he’s ready this time—roots himself, doesn’t budge an inch.

      Then Riku takes him by both shoulders and spins him in a full circle. Mason fights for balance, feet skidding, then finding the floor again, weight sinking low until he steadies. He’s still standing.

      Something unfamiliar unfurls in his chest. Is this pride? It’s close enough to feel risky. Mason nearly floats.

      “How is it?” Riku asks.

      “It’s grand. I think I found my stance.”

      “So you have.” Riku’s lips curl in a quiet, unmistakable smile for the first time. “Mason… judo can’t help you to forget, but I hope one day it might help you make peace with your nightmare.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            MASON

          

        

      

    

    
      Friday 27th September

      Twenty-seven, twenty-eight, twen…

      Ah, feck it.

      Mason crashes onto the timber floorboards of his attic apartment, limbs flung out like a man-shaped crime scene. Sweat slicks his skin. His lungs heave. Body weight training, they said, was simple. Simplicity, he’s learning, is its own kind of torture.

      Riku says judo is a full-body martial art. A strong core and upper body can compensate for his weaker legs. And so, every cursed morning since September crept in, Mason’s been brutalising himself with planks and push-ups from half six sharp. Finally, he was enlightened—masochism is for the disciplined.

      He drags himself floorwards towards the bathroom; a slow, pitiful crawl. At this rate, snails would pity him.

      At seven-thirty every weekday, like clockwork, he meets Tim at UCC for a jog. Tim, the patron saint of cardio, hasn’t missed a day in years—except for that one jaunt to a conference in Paris. He’d asked Mason along, bright-eyed. But Mason, at the time, was steeped in shadow. It was the week after Cassandra’s funeral. Couldn’t picture Paris. Couldn’t picture morning. He’d said no. Now, he almost hopes Tim gets sent off again—anywhere. Paris, Prague, Portlaoise—he wouldn’t mind. The idea of breathing outside this fog appeals.

      Mason hauls himself upright at the basin, arms trembling with fatigue. The T-shirt comes off in a sodden heap, boxers not far behind. He’s already soaked through, and will be again by the time the jog’s done, but there’s dignity to salvage. He’s not letting Tim see him looking like a half-soaked stray fished out of the River Lee.

      The shower hisses to life.

       

      The semester at UCC is two weeks old, and campus is swollen with new faces, all nerves and dreams and too-clean shoes. But not at this hour. This early, the place belongs to ghosts and the dogged.

      Mason cuts across Alumni Bridge, breathes deep the scent of damp leaves and something faintly fungal. Cork in autumn is a poem—decay dressed in glamour. Past the veil of weeping willows, he’s met by a riot of colour: Sweet Gum leaves burning crimson, Rowan rusting with pride, their berry-clusters like blood offerings. Deeper in, a Japanese Maple blushes its way towards scarlet.

      He loves autumn, mostly. But the season’s beauty is just a herald for what follows: the slow descent into rain and bone-deep cold. The grey siege of an Irish winter.

      A brilliant yellow ginkgo leaf riding on the chilling wind slaps at his face and pastes itself on with the wetness it picked up during its travel. Mason peels off the soggy leaf and releases it back into the wild.

      Since he came back to Cork, winter’s been challenging. Most nights, he’s hunted the past. Looked for Judas. Sat with him in the rain over coffee that tasted like burnt earth, letting memory grind between their teeth. Mason says he wants justice—but the kind he wants doesn’t exist. He says he wants answers—but deep down, he’s known them all along.

      What he truly wants is someone to bear the weight.

      And he found Judas.

      He pasted himself on like the ginkgo leaf, not letting go.

      Judas is his prisoner. But if he looks from a different angle, he realises the bars don’t just cage Judas, they cage him, too.

      “Mason!” The voice he hears more than his own pulls him from the shadows he’s sunk into.

      Tim comes pelting up the path from the Quad, waving like he might overshoot and crash straight into him. He’s wind-ruffled, wrapped in a new tracksuit—thick, soft fleece, the sort you could vanish inside.

      Mason stares a beat too long. Wouldn’t mind sliding in under that zip with him, close and warm. Christ above. He drags the peak of his cap down before the not-so-platonic thought leaks onto his face.

      “Hey, you alright? You look flushed before we’ve even started,” Tim says.

      “Ah, no. I’m grand.”

      “Let’s go. I’m in a bit of a rush today, sorry about that. Bloody students—why do we need to have them here?”

       

      By about a quarter past eight, Tim would cross the bridge back to his place in Castlewhite to get ready for work. Mason’s never been to Tim’s room. If he kept a bucket list—which he doesn’t—that’d probably be on it.

      Not Tim’s room specifically. Just… a friend’s room.

      He’s never had one before. Not really. Arty was the closest thing, and even then, Mason was only ever allowed into the treatment room. Never upstairs. Never anywhere that counted.

      That was as close as he ever got to Arty.

      Now, with the death of Cassandra, he keeps having to remind himself Arty is the murderer. The one person he trusted with everything has confessed to killing her… and he lost a friend.

      After Mason parted ways with Tim, he would meet up with Finn at Café Oasis for a quick breakfast before she had to go off to class at nine. And that would be his weekday routine.

      “Mason, do you want overnight oats? There’s only two left!” Finn shouts from the fridge when she sees him walking in.

      “Yes, thank you. I’ll get the tea,” he says.

      “It’s so cold today, my nose’s frozen,” Finn says once she’s sat down opposite him with a hot cup of tea in her hands. She blows the steam onto her nose, making it red and damp. “And I’m so tired, I was up till two last night trying to draft a chapter on my experimental method. My supervisor is fierce cruel, he said there will be a reckoning if he doesn’t see it by the end of October. Doesn’t he know how hard I work?”

      “How long does a Master’s take?” Mason says, taking his cap off and fluffing up his damp hair.

      “Typically, two years.”

      “You’re in your second year?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you’ve written two chapters out of six?”

      “Yes.”

      “Took you four months?”

      “Yes?”

      “And it needs to be finished and proofread by May?”

      “April, preferably. What is your point here?!”

      “Erm, no point. I’m pointless.” Mason props his chin on the table.

      “Don’t say it with a stroppy puppy voice. I’m the victim here!!” Finn yells.

      “Cool it, girl. What’re you whining about now?”

      The voice is bright, teasing—close enough that Mason jolts, pulse jumping. Someone steps into view and drops onto the bench beside Finn, all casual like she hasn’t just startled the life out of him.

      “Tara, isn’t Professor O’Connor a slave driver?” Finn says, voice gone all sugary, angling for sympathy.

      “He’s alright. Said my draft was good enough to keep going,” Tara says, peeling the foil off her yoghurt.

      Mason—head still planted on the table, playing dead and praying they forget he exists—watches her fold the foil into a tidy little square. Perfectly manicured fingers, clean and glossy.

      Just like Cassandra’s.

      “Which chapter have you got to?” Finn says.

      “Three. I’m writing chapter four at the moment.”

      “That’s so unfair. You’re mighty chill and get everything done while I’m a total mess on the brink of disaster!”

      “Aww, you are a mess, Finley.” Tara pokes her beautiful finger, tipped with luscious plum polish, at Finn’s just-out-of-bed head.

      “My name is Finola. Argh, I hate you!”

      “You love me, Finley.” Tara winks.

      “Maybe,” Finn says, blushing lightly. “This is Mason, by the way.”

      “Hi, Mason. I’m Tara. Love the hair.” She reaches towards his head.

      Mason jerks back on instinct, one leg shifting, ready to bolt off the bench and leg it. He forces himself to freeze. This is normal. People do this. It’s fine.

      “Er—sorry. I’m… sweaty,” he mutters, eyes fixed somewhere near her elbow.

      Tara breaks into a carefree laugh. She says, “Great colour, and you keep the shine. How’s that possible?”

      Mason stutters, throat pinching tight.

      Human interaction is important, sure—but why does it always have to be about his hair? He should change the subject, but that requires initiation.

      Small talk. Cassandra drilled him on that. He can do it. Probably.

      He swallows hard. “I, er… I like your… nails.”

      “Why, thank you. I did them this morning.” Tara holds up both hands to show him. “Hey, you have lovely long fingers yourself. Wanna try? I’ve got one that would suit you.”

      Tara rifles through her oversized handbag and produces a tiny glass bottle in absolute black.

      She wiggles it in front of his face and says, “What do you think?”

      He nods and puts his hands flat on the table. Tara slicks on the thick, glossy liquid, which dries to a matt finish on his nail.

      “Looks deadly with your silver hair. Do you like it?” Finn says.

      “Yeah, pretty. Like it sucks up all the light,” Mason says.

      “Tell you what, you can keep this one.” Tara finishes with his right hand and props the bottle in front of him. “I’m going to get myself a new black with glitter for Halloween.”

      “Thank you.” Mason stares at his hand and wishes she had done the left one for him, too. He glances up at her face for the first time.

      Tara looks like she belongs at the top of the food chain—one of those people who perches on a café bench like it’s a throne carved for champions. She’s tall, unapologetically feminine—alright, she’s voluptuous and owning every inch of it. He’d say sexy, but he doesn’t bend that way.

      Her raven shag cuts sharp lines around her face, glinting blue where the sun hits it. It falls down her back like it practises in the mirror. She flicks it over one shoulder with a bit of a flourish, and heads actually turn. The whole café tilts with her, like she’s got her own gravity.

      Her make-up is sculpted to perfection—less Cover-Girl, more Gothic Gazette. Lips inked deep, skin pale as chalk, eyes piercing. She dresses like she knows people are watching. And she’s grand with that. Might even feed on it.

      Mason lets his gaze wander the café, just to check he’s not imagining it. He’s not. Fellow students greet her with nods, smiles, the occasional wave. Their expressions bloom with something close to reverence.

      “Yeah, the gorgeous Tara who sails through her studies and handles her club president duty like a breeze. God is unfair!” Finn whines after catching Mason staring at her.

      “It’s not like everything is easy. I haven’t a clue what I’m going to do for Halloween night this year,” Tara says.

      “Aren’t we going to join the film club, like last year?”

      “After what they did? No way.”

      “Declan was sorry. He went to have a word with their club president.”

      “I didn’t ask him to! Anyway, the new prez sent me an email asking about a joint display. The nerve!”

      “Who’s the new president?” Finn asks.

      “No idea. Don’t know him.”

      “How do you know it’s a him, then?”

      “Would anyone from the superior sex use the email name ReelAddict?”

      “Oh, Reel, like a nostalgic nod to a spool of film?”

      “Yeah, obviously.”

      “I thought it’s class,” Finn says.

      Mason nods quietly in the background.

      “You dope. Never mind that. Do you know why they want to join us?” Tara flashes a shrewd smile at Finn.

      “Why?”

      “This year, our photography club—meaning me—took the liberty of submitting a proposal to the event committee to use the area around the Crawford Observatory to ‘promote the role of art and science in ethical society.’” Tara throws in the air-quotes, clearly delighted with herself.

      “You’re kidding? And they actually gave you the observatory?” Finn’s voice jumps a pitch. “Savage!”

      “You know, I can be extremely persuasive.” Tara whips her midnight hair back—full Hollywood, pure stardom energy.

      “But what has the ethical society got to do with Halloween?”

      “That’s why I haven’t a clue what I’m going to do! I put that forward because I wanted to rub it in the metaphorical face of the film club. Think, Finley—what are we going to do?”

      “I can’t think of anything else beyond Professor O’Connor telling me in a rumbling voice that my end is nigh. Like, October nigh. Sorry.” Finn is close to wailing.

      “You’re no help,” Tara laughs, utterly unbothered. “Don’t worry, I’ll come up with something last minute. That is, if I ever get a good night’s sleep.”

      She demonstrates how to yawn like a supermodel then scoops a spoonful of yoghurt into her mouth.

      “Are you not sleeping well?” Finn asks.

      “I haven’t been, no. There’s this loner who lives upstairs from us. I don’t know what’s got into him, last term he was quiet as a mouse. We were worried at one point that he was dead. But since the start of September, he’s been up ridiculously early doing God-knows-what in his attic room. We’re talking six in the morning here. I wonder if he knows how creaky his wooden floorboards can be.”

      “What’s he even doing at that hour?” Finn says.

      “Nothing decent, I’ll tell you that.” Tara leans in, wicked grin in place. “The floor goes creak, creak, creak every morning for a solid half-hour. Nothing adventurous—just a very boring… rhythmic boring.” She rolls her shoulders in a slow, suggestive rhythm.

      Finn snorts, then both of them collapse into giggles, pure teenage glee.

      He was doing push-ups. Just push-ups.

      No boring of any variety.

      Mason drags his green cap over his head and hides his scarlet face behind the peak.
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      Friday 27th September

      St Luke’s clings to the hillside, its houses stacked tight as bones in a grave. The streets curl and knot—narrow things built for hooves and ghosts, not cars. Mason walks alone, his boots thudding dully against the footpath. Below him the city spills out in crooked lines, grey roofs tumbling southwards down the slope.

      The air’s heavy here. Damp with the breath of old brick and moss-choked drains. Even this close to the city centre, a hush hangs over the hill—a muffled quiet you don’t get anywhere else in Cork.

      He turns down a narrower street, flanked by apartment blocks the colour of wet slate. Concrete shoulders, boxy and severe, loom over him. On the ground floor of one, a glass door gleams. Above it hangs a slab of wood, raw at the edges like it’s been torn from the earth. “Ueno Dojo” is carved deep into its skin, the black paint sunk into the grain.

      Behind the glass, a waiting area lies still, the air carrying a faint mix of varnish and old sweat. Plain wooden benches line the walls, conjuring the memory of a school locker room.

      He’s been showing up here twice a week since the start of September—Wednesdays and Fridays, one hour, no excuses. The rest of the time, Riku-sensei arms him with a schedule to follow on his own. A list of drills and routines, brutal in their simplicity. And he sticks to it. Religiously.

      There’s comfort in the structure. In knowing what comes next before it even happens. It means he doesn’t have to think too hard—especially not about himself. Just tick the boxes, move the body, keep the mind quiet. Routine doesn’t heal anything, but it keeps the chaos at bay. And some days, that’s enough.

      And when the routine is rigidly fixed like a carving in wood, even someone like him remembers the faces of the people who tend to be in the waiting area—the judo students who come before or after him. But today the face sitting behind the glass is not familiar.

      A woman dressed in a smart trouser suit in khaki is sitting on the bench typing away on her laptop. Her face is soft, almost gentle, but the black-rimmed glasses give it edges. She frowns at the task in front of her, like it’s talking back. A shiny strawberry-blonde in long, flowing waves frames her youthful face. Mid-twenties, if he has to guess. No older than him, in any case.

      Mason dips his head as he steps into the waiting area, the quiet wrapping around him. [Riku] insists on respect in his dojo—always, without exception.

      The woman seated inside looks up, offering him a small, timid smile. Mason continues on, slipping through the wooden door to his right into the changing room.

       

      Riku-sensei gave him a set of judogi. Said it was his now. Mason didn’t argue, but the first time he pulled it on he felt like a right muppet. The jacket’s thick and white, and stiff in all the wrong ways. Reinforced lapel—built so someone can grab him proper and fling him across the mat.

      Fair enough. It goes both ways.

      In theory.

      That is, if he ever manages to grab and throw Riku-sensei, which he won’t. Not unless the man suddenly turns into wet paper.

      He keeps thinking, what if someone shows up topless? What’s he meant to grab then—an ear?

      The trousers aren’t much better. Light cotton things with a drawstring. No shape at all. They sag in all kinds of weird places. Still, grand for moving around in. Wash easy. But he’ll never let Tim see him in them.

      But the worst part—the bit that twists his gut every time he’s getting dressed—is the belt. The obi.

      Bright, bloody white.

      He gets it, he does. You earn the colours.

      Still, it stings when some kid, belt yellow or green, comes marching out of the dojo like a tiny warrior. Their bow sharper than most people’s handshake. Eyes like steel. And they still lower their head to him. To him. That kind of grace in a child—it’s not natural. It’s terrifying.

      He’s working towards yellow. Slowly. For now, he slips a black vest under the jacket. Doesn’t change much, but it feels better somehow. He pulls the white belt tight, knots it firm, and steps back out to the waiting area.

       

      The strawberry lady is still here, but the pair of black-rimmed spectacles has gone. She’s inspecting her lips in the mirror of her compact powder case and decides she needs a top-up of a tinted lip gloss in a peachy tone. The colour matches her hair perfectly, and she must be happy with the result because she goes back to working on her laptop. This time without the spectacles.

      Mason pulls his knee up, easing the stretch while flicking a look at the clock. Two fifty-seven. Grand—enough time to get the joints moving.

      At one minute to three, the door on his left nudges open and a man the size of a small mountain steps out. Mason’s gaze catches on the blue belt. Quiet admiration. Someday, maybe.

      “Mason. How’s it going? Ah, you tied the belt correctly today. Well done!” the man booms.

      Mason still can’t remember his name, so he offers a bow instead. Handy thing, this etiquette—covers a multitude of gaps.

      He heads towards the door the mountain-man emerged from, but Riku appears coming the opposite way, steps light, timing perfect.

      He pauses to bow. “Mason, I need a minute.”

      “Sure. I’ll do more stretching.” Mason slips through the door into the small landing where he puts his bag away.

      Riku doesn’t close the door fully, and the gap carries their voices through—him and the woman in the waiting area, low and clear in the quiet.

      “Shannon, what’s the rush?” Riku says.

      “I’m sorry, Riku. It was the wrong file.” Shannon speaks at a galloping pace. “I need our final year report, the one after Declan had fixed the chromatography chart. My presentation is tomorrow and I got the job because of that work, so I⁠—”

      “That’s okay. Don’t panic. Wait here a moment.”

      Riku pops his head back onto the landing to grab his laptop from his rucksack and goes back out.

      “Here we go, I kept all the project work in this folder. Let’s see… oh, sweet Jaysus. That’s…” Riku laughs.

      Mason tilts a look through the crack in the door. Riku-sensei’s running both hands through his short hair, laughing in a way that sounds almost… defeated.

      Mason doesn’t mean to eavesdrop, but curiosity drags him there. It’s strange—good-strange—to see the man who’s usually calm as a mountain spring acting like an ordinary human outside the mat.

      “How many of these files are the results that went into the final report?” Shannon says, a soft whimper in her voice.

      “All of them,” Riku says, apologetic. “I had some issues with the X-ray results, so I repeated them several times. Would it be quicker to ask Declan? He’s more organised than me.”

      “He’s not back from France with his parents, and he hasn’t replied to my message.”

      “Alright, how much time do you have? I can go through it for you after eight tonight.”

      “I can’t wait until then. I need to send the presentation file for printing. Erm, Riku. Would you mind if I looked through your computer here? I only need the chromatography result. Maybe I can find it easier from the raw data. Please, I’m desperate altogether.”

      “Er, I suppose so. Are you okay sitting out here?”

      “Yes. Thanks, Riku. You’re a lifesaver.”

       

      When Riku steps back into the dojo, Mason’s already on the tatami, working through his stance—feet planting, weight shifting, a slow, steady shuffle. The rhythm settles him.

      “Sorry, Mason. It was an emergency.”

      Riku bows, signalling the beginning. Mason returns it, breath evening out.

      Riku’s voice shifts into its teaching register. “Remember what we talked about. A person in a balanced stance is stable and difficult to throw. You need to disrupt that stability.”

      He reaches behind Mason’s neck, fingers catching the reinforced lapel. With a sharp tug, Riku hauls him forwards. Mason stumbles a step to keep himself upright, the motion jolting clean through his centre of gravity.

      Riku goes on, calm as a metronome. “Now I have control of your head, and your body is scrambling to follow.”

      Riku jerks him left, then right. Mason’s body reacts like it’s on a string—feet skittering in an awkward dance as he tries to keep up with where his head’s being dragged. Balance gone. Centre shot to pieces.

      “You’ve come out of your stance,” Riku says. “And if I give you a little kick to the back of your knee…”

      Thud!

      Mason falls backwards onto his arse and—for the hundredth time—stares up at the wood-clad ceiling. He groans quietly. Riku makes it look so easy, like he doesn’t need tremendous strength to knock anyone down.

      “When you’re off-balance, you lose the ability to resist, and even a slight movement can lead to your fall. Now you try.” Riku pulls him up.

      He leans forward to allow Mason to grab his lapel more easily.

      “Higher. Grab me on the centre-line. You want control of my head. Lock your wrist and pull sharply.”

      Mason pulls.

      “Erm, a little sharper.”

      Mason pulls sharper. Riku steps forward.

      “Good,” Riku says. “Now you have control, but only for a brief moment. So, you must get your timing right. Pull my head down to your right, step your left foot forwards, and hook your right foot behind my knee to knock me down.”

      Mason follows the steps, slow and careful.

      “Ah—right. Now do it without stopping after each one,” Riku says.

      Mason resets, then runs it through again.

      “Er… good. A little faster,” Riku adds, still bent obediently under Mason’s grip.

      Mason speeds up.

      “You know when I say timing is important—I mean it. You need to get me before I regain my balanc⁠—”

      “Oh!” A startled yelp drifts in from the waiting area.

      Mason doesn’t stop. He’s still hauling on the lapel, and this time something clicks—Riku lurches further forward than usual, giving Mason the window to slide his foot into place behind the man’s knee.

      He kicks.

      Thud!

      Riku-sensei hits the mat flat on his back, staring up at the ceiling. Mason blinks down at him, heart hammering.

      He did it.

      He actually did it.

      Yellow belt, here he comes!

      “Well done, Mason,” Riku says, voice a bit thin.
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      Friday 25th October

      Tim steps out of the O’Rahilly Building just before six, the door thudding shut behind him. Twilight clings to the campus, stretched thin and grey, with the last of the daylight bleeding out over the rooftops.

      A gust cuts through the quadrangle, snapping at his coat. He stops to zip it to the throat, the wind pressing in with the chill of autumn. Leaves skitter past his feet like they’re also trying to get away.

      His phone buzzes. He fishes it out with stiff fingers, screen lighting his face in cold blue. A message. He smiles.

      Mason: I’m picking up a burrito. Are you interested? [ET: Texting]

      Tim: Sounds great. See you in twenty?

      Mason: Yeah [image: smiling face with smiling eyes]

      It’s a smiley emoji with a blushing cheek. Utterly at odds with the lad who wears the face of a man awaiting bad news as a hobby. Mason doesn’t smile like that… though perhaps he does, privately. Somewhere on the inside where no one ever looks.

      Tim stares at the screen a moment too long, caught by the quiet warmth of it, before pocketing his phone.

      Four months since Arty’s arrest. Four long, uneven months in which Mason has been dragging himself free of that man one stubborn inch at a time. The first two were grim—Mason holed up in his flat like a war poet, refusing daylight, company, or anything resembling a future.

      Tim had to be very persistent in asking him to come out for a jog. Thankfully, that is one of his qualities—being persistent to the point of harassment. Morning pestering, evening check-ins, the whole unpaid carer routine.

      It was something Arty had said that gnawed at him—he shouldn’t listen to any of the words coming out of that stalker’s mouth, but when he thinks back to the day, there was also no reason for Arty to lie either.

      It took a while, but Mason finally found his duty.

      His duty.

      It’s during those evening drop-ins that Tim begins to spot a pattern. He keeps a quiet tally for a month, half-convinced Mason simply has some recurring obligation—a scheduled call, a deadline, something mundane. But no. It has nothing to do with dates at all. It’s the rain.

      Specifically, heavy night rain. The sort that drums on the gutters and turns Cork’s streets slick and wild.

      Whenever it comes down hard for long enough, Mason shifts. Restless, skin-tight anxious. He’ll cough up some flimsy excuse—code to fix, a late client in America—and ask Tim to head off. Always polite. Always brittle.

      And sure enough, fifteen minutes later, the door clicks, and Mason bolts out into the weather, running headlong into the downpour as if pulled by a string.

      Tim never follows. He can’t pretend he isn’t tempted, but the last thing Mason needs is another man shadowing him through the dark. He refuses to become the next bloody stalker in his life.

      He had been uneasy about the Paris trip back in August—four days away felt like a gamble. But Mason had surprised him. While he was gone, the lad had wandered into a judo class of all things, and for reasons Tim still doesn’t fully grasp, stuck with it. The discipline suits him. Give his days some structure. Something clicked after that.

      Since then, Mason’s edges have softened. He isn’t as tense, not as quick to withdraw into himself. He eats with more appetite, even seems to taste the food. Smiles more, too—a real smile, not the sad, melancholy kind that came in the weeks after Cassandra died.

      Tim allows himself the hope, quiet and cautious, that they’re finally turning the page. That Arty and the wreckage he left behind no longer haunts every corner. And they’re finding their way back to something like peace.

       

      “Tim!” A cheerful voice from behind halts him mid-step on Western Road.

      “Finn. Are you going out tonight?” Tim says.

      “No. I have a bit of work to do with a friend, preparing for Halloween Night next week.”

      “Sounds like fun.”

      “It should be but it isn’t! Tara, my friend, she’s been in a sour mood lately. I know I should help her out with the club more, but I’m swamped with my work. That’s why I’m here today, to make up for the last couple of weeks. Do you think she’ll forgive me?” Finn stares at him with hopeful eyes.

      “Anyone would forgive you with those eyes,” Tim laughs. “What are you planning for Halloween then?”

      “A photo walk. I still don’t know anything beyond that other than it will be great craic. Make sure you don’t miss it, though. You’ll be sorry if you do.”

      “Right, noted. I’ll definitely be there,” Tim says before pushing in the black metal gate on his left.

      “Erm, Tim… why are you going to my friend’s house?” Finn follows him through the gate.

      “What do you mean? This is Mason’s…”

      “Mason? He lives here?”

      “Yeah, top floor. And your friend?”

      “First floor.”

      A young woman walks in through the gate, slinging a large handbag and a couple of poster tubes over her shoulders. She must be about the same age as Finn. Her long hair is like a black flame blazing in the wind, making her already-pissed-off face even more pissed off.

      “Tara! Are they your print-outs for the photo walk?” Finn says running up to help with the tubes.

      “Uh-uh. Hands off. You’re not allowed to peek,” Tara says. “And who’s that?”

      “Tara, Tim.” Finn introduces them, pointing her fingers the wrong way round. “He came to see Mas—, erm, the lad who lives upstairs.”

      “The loner has friends?!”

      “Sure, I come here quite often. Surprised we’ve never met,” Tim says.

      “You’re here quite often… wait—are you the creak-creak guy?”

      Her irritation evaporates in an instant, replaced by theatrical delight. Both girls collapse into laughter, loud enough to turn a few heads.

      Tim hasn’t the faintest idea what crime he’s just confessed to, but if his existence provides someone with a moment of joy, he’ll take the win.

      ***[make ornamental here?]

      It’s bloody freezing, and Mason is nowhere in sight.

      Tim shivers at the top of the metal stairs leading to the attic apartment, the whole structure shuddering miserably in the wind. The cold knifes straight through his coat, settling into his ribs with grim familiarity. He should’ve taken Tara up on the offer to wait inside, but pride—and the rather solid hunch she’d been laughing at him only minutes before—kept him out here.

      He drags his hood up and folds his arms tight across his chest. Jogging on the spot crosses his mind, but one step sets the staircase ringing like a church bell; the neighbours would love that. So he stands there, spine braced against the railing, letting the evening gnaw at him.

      From the raised perch, he finally spots Mason moving up the street, shoulders hunched against the wind, heading for home.

      A person out of place and out of time.

      Mason’s still that person—slipping through the scattered figures on the pavement as if he’s made of mist. He threads between them without taking up space, barely disturbing the air.

      Then he looks up.

      He spots Tim leaning over the balustrade and, with sudden animation, throws both hands into the air—no, not hands. Burritos. He waves both burritos like signal flags.

      There’s a smile on him. Not the blushing-cheek of the smiley, but something close enough to tug at Tim’s ribs. And for a heartbeat, Tim sees him as solid as anyone else on the street—walking where he should be, when he should be, anchored firmly in the world.

       

      Sometime later, after the burritos.

      There’s a chill in the air, a quiet draught curling under the door like a preview of winter. Yet, he feels a small fire smouldering in his chest. Tim shifts in the beanbag Mason bought him—his designated spot now, apparently. It’s absurdly comfortable, though tonight it feels more like a trap, holding him in place while his thoughts squirm.

      Across the room, Mason lies sprawled on the floor, as he always does. The yellow cushion, too small to provide real comfort, props under his chest. He’s on his belly, arms stretched languidly ahead, book in hand, every line of him relaxed and utterly unguarded. His shirt has ridden up just enough to reveal the small of his back—skin pale and smooth, inviting a touch. The dip of his spine leads down to the cling of denim stretched indecently low across his hips, riding that perfect line between accidental and deliberate. One inch lower, and⁠—

      His imagination doesn’t have to work very hard.

      Tim tears his gaze back to his own book, words blurring into one another like melting ink. This isn’t reading. This is torture.

      They’ve fallen into a rhythm, the two of them—jogging before work, grabbing takeaway in between. Evenings like this—quiet, unhurried, with the scent of dinner still lingering and Mason’s contented presence filling the room like a warm light.

      It’s lovely. Too lovely.

      And not enough.

      Tim wants more than a book club. He wants to cross the line between friendship and something deeper, messier, real. But the knot in his chest won’t come undone.

      The problem isn’t Mason—God, no. Mason’s open, easy in himself, unflinching about his sexuality. What’s more, and he doesn’t want to sound full of himself, Mason is clearly attracted to him. Mason looks at him sometimes with such lazy fondness it makes Tim’s throat tighten.

      No, the problem is him. The shame of it—he likes to think of himself as broad-minded, progressive, the sort who’d sign petitions and mean it. But put him in the thick of it, with desire buzzing under his skin and a man like Mason smiling across from him, and he flinches.

      It’s love. Or something perilously close. That much he knows. No one has ever taken up residence in his thoughts the way Mason does—flaring in idle moments, drifting in just before sleep, haunting the soft, ordinary silences of the day.

      But the fear stays lodged in him, stubborn as a splinter.

      It’s not just the public performance of it—though yes, he feels the sting of judgement. Mason’s nail lacquer, for instance—Tim finds it utterly entrancing, especially when the lad chews absentmindedly at his thumbnail. That matt black against the soft pink of his lips is pure witchcraft. Still, some part of him recoils from the idea of being seen with someone so unashamedly himself.

      So much for being enlightened.

      But deeper than the social unease is his anxiety around intimacy. The sex. Not that he doesn’t want Mason. The shape of him stretched on the floor, the way those jeans hug his arse, the lazy sprawl that seems engineered to provoke—every bit of it fans the fire deep inside him.

      Tim’s hot stare burns through the pages.

      In the background, the wind has blown long, thin drops of rain onto the window. The gentle pitter-patter swells into a drone. Mason tilts his head to look momentarily, before turning his attention back to the book.

      Oh, yeah. That is one significant change since he came back from Paris: Mason is gradually becoming more relaxed about his “duty”.

      “Another coffee?” Mason takes his mug without waiting for an answer, and walks to the sink to put the kettle on.

      Tim glances at the other mug on the floor—still has half the tea left.

      The agitation hasn’t left him; it just shifts shape. Mason tries to smother it with tasks—coffee, books, anything to crowd out whatever claws at his mind. And when that isn’t enough…

      He hands Tim a mug and drops to the floor on his elbows and toes.

      Tim blinks at him.

      “What are you doing?” he asks, gaze pulled helplessly to the taut line of Mason’s stomach, held just inches above the floor, muscles drawn tight in a way that feels entirely unfair.

      “Plank,” Mason says. “It’s brutal. I’d rather do push-ups, but I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Don’t ask.”

      “Why do you suddenly have to do it, then?”

      “It’s all about the core, finding my balance and being ready for external forces. You should try.”

      Tim rolls onto his front, bracing himself. Elbows under shoulders, forearms flat. He lifts his body into position, legs straight, core engaged. The fire in his muscles is immediate, sharp and cleansing, like penance.







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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


OEBPS/images/ebook.jpg
MEMENTO MORI






OEBPS/images/jt-monogram.jpg





OEBPS/images/rtx-1f60a.png







