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To my mother,
For your belief, your support, your forgiveness, and your love. 
I’ll never forget you.


PART ONE
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SOUL REAPER

1

In the darkest corner of the dimmest bar in the dankest town, a man sat in silent rage, his only company a half-filled tumbler of whiskey and a lifetime of regrets.

He mumbled under his breath, pure hatred spilling out of his lips and seething into hollow gray. He spat and he cursed and he grunted. He stomped his tattered trainers on the sticky floor. He shook his head in bitter insolence. He slammed his fist onto the table.

On the other side of the musty room, beyond a fetid assortment of stools, chairs, and odors, an apprehensive bartender watched the actions of this deluded man out of the corner of an ever-vigilant eye. He could see the man was hurting, he could see he had a story that he probably needed—and certainly wanted—to impart, but he didn’t want to hear any of it. He wanted the angry man to drink up and piss off so he could close up shop without any confrontation, putting pay to a long day.

The drunk staggered to his feet; the bartender sighed inwardly. He stumbled forward like a man who has only just learned to walk, his gait unstable, his feet kicking through molasses. He crashed into the bar and used it for support, flopping his pliant torso over a surface the bartender had been polishing for an hour.

“You married?” the drunken man chewed up his words and spat them out over the bar. Fresh spots of spittle glistened on the polished wood.

The bartender offered him a brief glance and an uncommitted shake of his weary head.

“Best way to be,” the drunk slurred, flopping an arm onto the bar. “Wish I was never married,” he said reflectively.

He tried to rest his head on his hand, and after a few slips and a close call with the hardwood surface, he finally found flesh. He stared longingly over the bar. The bartender focused on cleaning a glass in his hand.

“Name’s Neil,” the drunk propped up his other arm and offered his hand to the bartender. It wasn’t taken. He retracted the gesture but retained his stare. “Want to hear a story?”

The bartender didn’t acknowledge the inebriate presently drooling droplets of whiskey-soaked saliva onto the sticky varnish.

“Not the talking type, huh?”

The bartender replied without making eye contact, “It’s been a long day, mate, and you’re very drunk. Why don’t you finish up and head home?”

Neil retreated. He threw his hands forcefully onto the bar, bruising his palms.

“My money not good enough for you?” he yelled. A deluge of alcoholic odor ejected from his mouth.

The bartender didn’t respond. He didn’t even wipe away the stray spittle on his cheek. His eyes remained fixed on the pint glass in his hand, a glass in danger of turning back into sand if he cleaned it any further.

Neil looked ready for action; the anger had boiled up inside of him. He glared at the unresponsive bartender and thrust his finger angrily over the bar, threatening an abusive lecture. Then he paused, halted, and instantly cooled down.

“Fuck this!” he spat in exasperation, deciding there was no fun in arguing with a human wall. “I’m going for a piss.”

He took his glass of whiskey with him as he mumbled and stumbled his way to an ammonia-drenched bathroom.

At the urinal, still cursing under his breath, he used his right hand to drink while his left aided with the task of urination. Dipping his nose into the glass, he savored the smell of the alcohol and eliminated the stench of stale piss and shit fermenting in the room beyond the calm amber liquid.

With his attention fully on his drink and his mind on other things, Neil’s heart nearly jumped out of his chest when, from his periphery, he noticed a young hooded man standing next to him. He felt his body jump inwardly as his organs tried to leave his skin.

He turned to face the newcomer with an erratic fluttering in his chest. “Where the fuck did you come from?” he blurted.

The man in the next urinal answered in a mechanical voice without lifting his head. “I’m sorry if I scared you.”

Neil felt his heart settle. His tensed muscles relaxed.

“You didn’t,” he assured, not wanting to expose his previous panic.

“Can you stop pissing on my shoes then?”

“Shit,” Neil snapped, steering the offending arc of urine away from the young man’s sneakers and aiming it back toward the urinal. “Fucking, shit,” he said, laughing slightly, “you should have, I mean—fuck,” he chuckled.

“Apology accepted.”

Neil urinated with a smile plastered on his face. He finished in a hurry—too bored and careless to wait for the final drops to release, happy with them soaking into his pants. “So, you live around here?” He turned to the next urinal, but the strange man with the wet trousers had disappeared.

Neil shrugged to himself, wiped his hands on his trousers, and headed back out into the bar. He spied the man whose shoes he had soiled at the far end of the room and sauntered over, shooting a look of disdain at the indifferent bartender on the way.

The back of the room was lit only by a small bubbling fluorescent, positioned above a tacky, dusty, and generic landscape painting on the wall. The man was reading—the title of the book was short and pointlessly generic enough to indicate a mass-market thriller.

Neil sat opposite the reader, plonking his weight down heavily, audibly sighing and grunting as his backside crushed against the thinly padded bench.

The man didn’t look up; the bartender clearly wasn’t the only person intent on ignoring Neil.

Neil coughed to clear a glob of dehydrated mucus from his scorched throat, and then, in a scratchy tone, asked: “You not drinking?”

The reader casually turned a page in his book before replying: “No.”

Neil stared at his averted eyes. His intuition had drowned in a sea of alcohol, but enough of it remained to warn him against close contact with the man. There was something strange about him, something off. He didn’t seem the aggressive sort, he didn’t look like he possessed any anger at all, but there was something behind those impassive eyes. Or maybe it was the fact there seemed to be nothing behind those eyes that fired so many warning signs in Neil’s mind.

“Go on,” Neil pushed, ignoring his intuition and finding that the sparse warnings capitulated against the remotest sense of resistance. “It’s on me. What you having?” He looked toward the bar, ready to shout an order.

“No, thank you.”

“You sure?” he persisted, still trying to catch the attention of the bartender, who had now moved onto cleaning a spotless shot glass.

“No.”

“Whiskey? You want some whiskey?”

Still the reader refused to glance at the alcohol-drenched face peering expectantly at him. “No, thank you,” he said placidly, turning another page—the sound of the folding paper audible in the relative silence.

Neil drew his attention from the bar, deflated. Out of eyeshot, a relieved bartender continued to clean a pre-polished glass. He took another sip of his whiskey, disappointed to see that the sloshing liquid was nearing the bottom of the glass.

“So, where did you come from?” he quizzed. “I didn’t see you here before.”

The reader turned another page and didn’t utter a word.

“You married?” Neil continued, undeterred. “I bet you’re not; you look too smart for that.” He bent forward. His right eyebrow creased downward, the corner of his mouth twisted distastefully. “Marriage is for suckers, right?” he said in a gravelly pitch.

“If you say so,” came the placid reply.

Neil nodded and leaned back on the seat. “I’m married,” he stated.

“Makes sense.”

“Ten years,” Neil continued, not registering the comment.

“That’s a long time,” the reader said, turning another page.

Neil nodded to himself, staring reflectively into the middle distance. “Most of it bad,” he explained. His face twisted in disgust. “And now she’s fucking my best friend. Doesn’t that just make you sick?” he inquired. “I’m Neil, by the way.” He offered his hand over the table, a pleasant look on his sweaty face.

The reader looked over his book for the first time. His eyes stared blankly at the extended hand before dipping back to the pages of the paperback. “I’d rather not.”

Neil withdrew his hand and shrugged his shoulders. “Not the touchy-feely type, huh? My wife was like that. Fucking bitch.” He spat venomously. “But she’ll get what she deserves.”

He reached inside his jacket and fiddled around, his fingers prodding and probing. When his hand reemerged, it was grasping a small handgun. He turned the weapon this way and that. His chunky, sweaty fingers toyed with the sturdy weapon.

The reader looked up, acknowledged the weapon, and then returned his attention to the book.

“Three hundred and seventy-five this cost me,” Neil said, his inebriated eyes gleaming as they drank in the sight of the gun. “It’s worth every penny. You know what I’m going to do with it?”

“I have an inkling.”

Neil nodded sternly. “They’re both at it now. My wife and my friend; fucking like dogs just a few doors from here. I’m going to give them what they deserve. I don’t give a fuck about going to jail. It’ll be worth it.”

He drank the remains of his whiskey and slammed the empty glass down angrily on the table. A drop of amber splashed the side of the glass and began a depressing descent to the bottom.

“I just need a bit of Dutch courage,” he grunted as the harsh whiskey rolled down his throat.

The reader slowly nodded.

“You not scared?” Neil quizzed, flashing the gun in front of him, making sure he had noticed it.

“Not really.”

“It’s fully loaded. Six shots. This is a real gun, you know.”

“I noticed that.”

Neil stared at the unimpressed man, trying to catch a sense of fear or anxiety hidden behind those dead eyes. He looked hard, studying the lifeless orbs, but found nothing. If he was hiding any fear, he was hiding it well.

“Fucking weirdo,” he spat.

He climbed lazily to his feet and steadied himself on the table after his legs threatened to give way. He stuffed the gun into his jacket, shot one final look at the side of the bartender’s head and then disappeared out of the pub.

When the doors of the pub slammed shut in the drunkard’s wake—after the bartender breathed a huge sigh of relief, muttered a thankful curse under his breath, and allowed his mind to prepare for sleep—the only customer remaining in the bar calmly closed his book, deposited it into his pocket, and walked toward the exit.
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Neil staggered down the street, spitting distasteful comments as his mind whirled with madness. He paused under the hazy glow of a streetlight—looking like a Dickensian villain in the ethereal halo—to paint the pavement with a glob of sticky saliva before continuing on to his destination.

Through the front window of one of the terraced houses, he watched two silhouettes dancing together in the cozy radiance of a dozen candles, their naked forms entwined in the flickering warmth.

“Fucking bastards,” he spat. “Bastards!” His shout was loud enough to twitch a few curtains in the street, but the lovers dancing in the orange glow didn’t flinch.

Shaking with anger, Neil kicked open the gate to the property and stormed to the doorway. Behind him, unseen in the shadows, the reader with the apathetic eyes watched as Neil dropped a shoulder and charged the door, snapping it free from a flimsy lock and stumbling onwards into the warm house.

A scream from the house echoed into the street. Curtains twitched; lights snapped on like lines of luminous dominoes; fingers hovered over final digits on multiple phones. The stranger in the shadows calmly walked forward.

The screaming woman dragged her voice back to her throat, gathered her senses, and glared at the intruder. “Neil!” she pulled away from the tight embrace of her naked lover, clawing his reluctant hands away from her exposed breasts.

The disappointed naked man didn’t seem as startled by the intrusion. “What the fuck are you doing here?” he asked, his eyes on Neil, his hands still trying to instinctively grasp the flesh next to him. “It’s not what it—”

“Don’t even try to lie to me,” Neil interrupted, his voice sharper in the moment, the slur of inebriation overpowered by adrenaline.

He raised the gun, pointing the trembling barrel at his wife and his best friend, giving them an equal share. “I know what you’ve been up to. I’ve always known. I’m going to give you both what you deserve.”

His wife moved forward, shoving her lover’s stray hand away from her thigh. “Neil, don’t do this. Calm down. There’s no need—”

“Don’t you fucking tell me to calm down, bitch!” Neil’s finger grasped tighter on the trigger as the anger coursed through his veins. “Ten years we’ve been married!” he yelled, waving the gun around like he was conducting an orchestra. “Ten fucking years!” He turned his disappointment toward his former best friend. “How can you do this to me?”

“Look, mate—”

“No!” Neil snapped, the gun now madly rolling around his palm, the barrel threatening everyone and everything in the room. “I’m not your fucking mate, not anymore. We’ve been best friends since we were six, we’ve known each other most of our lives. I’ve never done any wrong by you. I’ve never stepped out of line. I’ve never even looked at any of your girlfriends,” Neil was emphasizing his comments by pointing to himself, forgetting he was holding a gun. His potential victims obviously wondered if this was their chance to rush him, to tackle him to the ground, to save themselves from a possible execution and a certain lecture. There was no need.

Neil had begun to relate a story of how he had forgiven his friend for breaking his Power Ranger when he squeezed the trigger. The resulting blast shook the small room to its foundations. In the street, everyone was now awake and alert.

The rattling resonance of blasted gunpowder and the stench of blood, defecation, and cordite was still in the air when Neil came to his senses. He found himself looking down at his own bloodied body; his hand still cradling a smoking gun, his temples tapped with entry and exit wounds.

“What was that?” he asked calmly.

“Looks like you shot yourself.”

He looked up to see the silent man, the man who had been reading a book in the bar while he waved his gun, just standing there.

“You?” he said softly. “What is this? What’s going on?” he paused, contemplating his current clarity. “Why am I sober?”

The previously silent man simply shrugged. “Death seems to have a sobering effect on people.”

He held out his hand, and, after staring at it for a few seconds—trying to soak in what the newcomer had just said—Neil grasped it and the two men left the house.

When the deafening residue of the blast had disappeared and the sound of police sirens was hovering on the horizon, Neil’s former best friend was the first to break the resulting silence.

“Well, I never saw that coming.”

His partner in crime couldn’t withdraw her eyes from the lifeless body of her former husband. The chill creeping in from the open door suddenly felt all too poignant. She was cold and shaky. She felt exposed and ashamed.

“What should we do?” she asked, a little hysteria creeping into her voice.

“Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m still horny.”
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In the tranquil waiting room for the recently deceased, the untroubled and uninhibited souls of the dead awaited their destination. A plethora of former people—a mixture of the sinful and the slightly less sinful—all contently gazed into the middle distance.

Neil sat in complete silence among those quiet souls for several minutes before finally turning to the man who had accompanied him on his journey and asking the question that had been niggling away at him since they arrived. A question that had further bothered him after witnessing other confused people enter the waiting room, each accompanied by a man or a woman who, like his accomplice, seemed to know what they were doing and where they were going.

“Are you my guardian angel?”

The apparent angel had been staring disinterestedly toward the front of the room, where a short female receptionist sat behind an open desk, calling out names and room numbers.

He laughed softly at the question.

Neil smiled politely, but still wanted an answer. “Are you?”

“No.”

Neil nodded solemnly and turned his attention toward the front. A short, stubby man guided a confused youngster down a corridor where they both disappeared through an unseen doorway. Moments later, the short, stubby man emerged with a slip of paper in his hand and a smile of contentment on his face.

“You are an angel though?” Neil wondered.

“Something like that.”

The receptionist called the room to attention by clearing her rattling throat over the loud speaker. “Michael Holland,” she said, looking up expectantly.

The man next to Neil stood.

“Is that you?” Neil quizzed. “Is that us, I mean?”

Michael nodded.

Neil stood, feeling a twinge of trepidation for the first time since entering the room. “Where are we going?” he asked as Michael led him down the corridor toward a beckoning black door.

Michael shrugged his shoulders and the last words Neil heard before entering the room were: “I have no idea.”
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The smile of contentment Neil had seen on the face of the stubby man was moments later also plastered on the face of Michael Holland. It was a smile of relief, of a day’s work completed.

He took his slip of paper to a small computer terminal embedded in the wall near the reception area. When prompted, he typed his serial number onto the touch screen and inserted the paper into the slot provided. A series of electronic beeps followed before the details of Neil Simon’s life flashed onto the screen.

His date of birth, his date of death. The cause of his death was listed as “Accidental Suicide.” His destination as “to be decided.” In the end, that was all it came down to—four snippets of information, leaving Michael feeling that he got more out of their life than they did.

Moments later the details dropped away, replaced with a notice stating, “Thank you. Your account has been credited,” before the screen returned to default, retaining the slip of paper.

Michael walked past the waiting room without a glance. He felt the sneering eyes of the receptionist on his right shoulder; the snobbish glares of fellow reapers on his right. He made for the exit, but before he could slip out and back into whatever part of his world he chose, he bumped into someone who regarded him with equal degrees of snobbish sneering.

The tall, foreboding figure stood defiantly in front of a line of teenagers all wearing expensive clothes and somber expressions. As Michael took an instinctive step backward, the spindly giant shifted forward, looming over him.

“Anything good this evening, Michael?” he asked. His sunken eyes glared down at Michael like a warden studying a new arrival.

Michael didn’t like the man, but he couldn’t help but feel meek in his presence. “Hey, Seers. No, not really,” he answered submissively.

Jonathan Seers stepped back. His bandy legs shifted sideways to expose the line of sullen teenagers that had all but vanished in his shadow. They all looked up at their warden expectantly.

“I gate-crashed a party,” Seers announced smugly.

He grabbed the boy at the head of the line, his thick, long fingers tightly grasping his shoulder-length hair. He pulled him forward with a hard yank and held him in front of Michael like a prized turkey.

“Freddy here turned eighteen today,” Seers explained as the boy capitulated to the overbearing presence still grasping his hair. “He wanted to be popular. Wanted to give his friends a night they wouldn’t forget. He tried to buy some pills.” He pulled harder on the teenager’s hair, lifting his tiptoes off the floor and holding him up by the mangy locks. “Smart-ass ended up with a batch of rat poison from a dealer who didn’t take too kindly to being talked down to.”

Seers grinned. Michael feigned a smile.

He yanked the boy backward, back into his prominent shadow. The boy toppled and fell over his own heels, but he seemed relieved to be out of the grasp of the derisive behemoth.

“Another exciting day in the Heights,” Seers gloated, the smirk still smeared on his bony face. “Maybe you’ll join me someday.”

“Maybe,” Michael replied without conviction.

Seers grinned one last time and then shoved his way past Michael into the waiting room. Michael held his ground until the last of the followers had sulked their way past. In the waiting room he could hear the greetings and ass-kissing that Seers received. Even the glum receptionist was up on her feet with an adoring smile on her face as Seers worked his way around the room like a king addressing his loyal and adoring subjects.

Michael whispered under his breath, “Fucking prick,” before scooping the hood of his jacket over his head and walking out of the little piece of purgatory.
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On streets rife with despair, where the pavement was murky with ash from a million smokers and the gutters clogged with the wares of the downtrodden—condoms, cigarette ends, needles—Michael walked with his head down and his hands stuffed deep into his pockets.

In life he lived in mediocrity, never achieving success or comfort, but was content with his underaccomplishment. He had been happy with what he had: his one-bedroom apartment, his frozen meals-for-one, his weekends down the pub. In death he found himself in a metaphorical hell, on the lowest rung of society, mixing with the worst of the worst.

A shoulder, moist with body odor and thin with malnourishment, brushed past him on the street. The man didn’t apologize to Michael, didn’t even acknowledge him.

Michael sighed and shook his head.

Ahead, the street was alive with skimpily clad women offering their bodies for the price of a fix. Their flesh tight to their bones, bruised and blackened; their eyes sunken deep in their skulls; their lips a mixture of cracked, dried, blue, and diseased, all covered over with lashings of lipstick that shone a defiant shade of black and red against their pale skin.

“Want me to show you a good time?”

“Hey cutie.”

“What, you not even going to look at me?”

Michael brushed past without raising his head. It was better not to acknowledge them. Better to avoid their Medusa stares. Not because they exuded a powerful seduction over him, but because they depressed him. They reminded him just how low he had sunk.

These were the women he knew now; these were the women he worked with. He had reaped the souls of their friends and soon he would reap them. His old life had been a conveyer belt of beautiful women; he had been popular with the ladies, they had loved him and he had loved as many of them as he could. Now they sickened him.

He slalomed through an assortment of beggars, prostitutes, and clusters of those who could have been both but were too inebriated to be either.

Michael dreamed of the day when he could work in a place like the Heights. Where the streets were paved with gold and not splattered with vomit. He wanted to collect the souls of the successful and educated. To mingle among the intelligent, the well-bred, the well-off, and the overprivileged.

In a back alley, a darker slice of this dark town, Michael paused. A motionless man lay slumped up against the wall like a broken puppet. The sleeve of his right arm had been rolled up, his pale flesh exposed to the cold. A needle hung loosely from a vein at the top of his forearm. A small trickle of blood ran down from a pinprick opening, stretched wider under the pull of gravity.

Michael removed a small electronic device from his pocket and glared at it with a twinge of curiosity on his face. The figure stirred slightly, cackling a vomitus groan. Michael nodded, stuffed the electronic timer—his database of the dead and soon to be— into his pocket, and continued down the alley, stepping over the intoxicated man.

These were his streets, these were his people, and every one of them disgusted him.

He entered a grimy apartment through a stained, flaked, and graffitied door. There were crushed beer cans and the telltale stains of piss, expectorant, and vomit outside the door. It stank of sickly putrefaction, and that smell didn’t much improve when he opened the door and entered the two-bedroom dwelling.

He had lived in the apartment since his death. This was his heaven, his hell; the place he had been confined to. A definitive example of a bachelor’s pad, it was dark and gloomy, and it stank of stale body odor and melancholic masturbation—most of the smells provided by Michael’s roommate in eternity, Chip.

Chip was slouched on the sofa when Michael entered, a stumpy, hairy man who appeared to be of hobbit and Neanderthal parentage. His face was small and compact, his features squeezed together by a vice: a flat head, flat chin, protruding forehead, bulbous nose. The color of his skin was hard to decipher; in reality it was probably a ghostly pale, but with the layers of dirt and masses of hair—which didn’t seem to grow from anywhere specific, but rather just seemed to stick all over his sweaty skin like loose hair on soap—he looked apish.

His protruding lips loosely held a joint. The billowing smoke rose into apathetic, red-lined eyes that watched Michael as he sauntered over to take a seat opposite.

“Are you not working tonight?” Michael wondered, half glancing at the television, where a talent show played on low volume. A pompous judge was displaying his distaste for a devastated singer.

With a thick trowel-like hand, Chip removed a small bag from his pocket, thrusting his hip upward to jam the hand into the material. He pulled the top of the drawstring bag and emptied the contents onto a nearby coffee table where they were acquainted with a half-eaten slice of pepperoni pizza, an outdated TV guide, and a cell phone that had run out of battery three weeks ago.

Michael watched the assortment of teeth cascade from the bag. They bounced against the solid top like sleet before settling in ragged piles on the dusty surface.

“Finished,” Chip declared, managing a proud smile as he gestured to the teeth with a wave of the empty bag.

Michael stared absently at the piles.

He had been dead and confused for thirty years, but even as little as seven years ago, this would have surprised him. Back then he hadn’t known Chip, hadn’t known that tooth fairies even existed, and if he had, he certainly wouldn’t have expected them to look like Chip, otherwise he might have entertained the idea of an eternity spent living with one.

Chip spent his nights patrolling the same area as Michael, but where Michael took souls and left empty corpses, Chip took teeth and left money. It was his job to take every spent tooth from every child throughout their adolescence, but it was only the first tooth that mattered, the rest were just complimentary. The teeth were taken back to the Collector Headquarters where they were ground, analyzed, and destroyed, but not before the organization had collected and filed the child’s DNA to maintain a database that the government would kill for, but one they didn’t even know existed.

“I told you to stop bringing those back here,” Michael said. “It’s fucking disgusting. Can’t you drop them off at the office?”

Chip didn’t seem to be in the mood for trudging the two miles to his workplace, he barely looked capable of making it to the toilet without tripping over his own stupidity. “I’ll do it tomorrow,” he said indefinitely. He took a long toke from the joint as though to emphasize his lack of mobility and then he offered the burning stick to his friend.

Michael watched the ember spill smoke into the dim room. The simpleton face of his grinning roommate appeared expectantly through the hazy, ragged lines. He shrugged, conceded, and took the joint, settling back to watch television as an entire country cheered the antics of a dancing dog, knowing that he was just a few tokes away from understanding their enjoyment.

“How was your pickup?” Chip said half-heartedly, his smiling eyes on the television, enjoying the performance as much as the squealing audience.

“Demented.”

“Drugs?” Chip wondered, the scent of degeneracy piquing his interest.

Michael turned distastefully away from the television; there wasn’t enough dope in the world. “Adultery,” he explained. “He tried to kill his wife for having an affair, ended up killing himself.”

Chip laughed, a little too enthusiastically. He slammed his fists into the side of the couch. “Classic,” he said, his voice strained with hysterics. “You have a great fucking life, mate.”

Michael twisted his face and leaned back, sinking into the chair as he tried to let the dope take over him before the memories and the regrets of when he really did have a great life took over.

3

“I’m telling you—” Any story Michael told, anything he had to say, always took center stage. That night, he had been joined by his closest friends, Del and Adam, one either side of him at the bar, both, as always, enthralled by what he had to say. They hovered around him like a revered deity. “—If you ever get the chance to fuck twins, you’ve gotta go for it.”

They smiled simultaneously as Michael ducked forward to take a thirsty swig from his pint of beer. The pub wasn’t full that night, but there were enough people, enough conversation, to fade out the pop music that blasted an offensive drawl from a jukebox.

In one corner of the pub, a group of men hovered around a pool table, drinking, joking, laughing, and shoving each other in masculine acts of aggression between shots. In another corner, a group of a dozen women, from their late teens to their early forties, celebrated the start of a boisterous hen party—their symphonic voices halting only to lap up cheap cocktails.

Between the two largest collectives, among the drabs of men on the pull, women looking seductive and teenagers looking nervous, were Michael and his friends.

“You really did it, Mickey?” Del wondered.

Michael shrugged impassively. “Would I lie?”

Adam grunted and shook his head, a sign of upmost respect and jealously. “And both of them think you’re only dating them?” he wanted to know.

Michael nodded proudly, winking at his friend over the rim of his glass as he took another long drink.

“Nice one, Mickey.” He slapped his friend lightly on the shoulder. “Which one was better in the sack?”

Michael shrugged and then pondered the question. He put his half-full glass down on the bar and ran a thoughtful finger across the rim, wiping a fleck of froth. “Hard to say,” he said. “They both had subtle differences. Susie was a little hairier downstairs, a little too hairy for my liking. That shit was like Velcro when we finished.”

Del and Adam recoiled in synchronization. Michael grinned and called to the bartender, holding up three fingers and pointing to his pint.

“She had a better body, though,” he continued. “A little slimmer around the waist, tighter ass.” He drew her form in the air with his palms. “Nicky had bigger tits, but Susie also had the energy and flexibility. I’m telling you, they may look identical on the surface, but once you get underneath, it’s like shagging a split personality.”

Adam looked momentary solemn. “Never mind both,” he said with a weighted sigh into his glass. “I’d be happy with either of them.”

Del and Michael laughed boisterously at their friend, who wore a cheeky smile.

“We need to get you laid,” Michael told him.

“Agreed,” Del toned in. “Sick of your fucking moping. Would you be happy with a prostitute?”

Adam looked offended. “I ain’t paying for it.”

Michael sighed. “Then I’ll fucking pay for it.”

He shook his head. “There’s something not right about paying for sex.”

“Fuck it,” Michael said with a shake of his disagreeing head. “It’s a service. They’re the trashcan and you have something you need to empty.”

“Nice image mate,” Del said.

The three men laughed together and then turned around on their stools, facing away from the bar where an elderly bartender had just finished pouring their drinks.

Michael’s stare was immediately pulled to the hen party. He caught flirtatious glances from a couple of the drunken women. One he deemed too old, an unhappily married woman looking for a drunken fling. The other, in her midthirties, was better looking, but too drunk. He had no problem with drunk women, but there was a line, and it looked like she was about to throw up on it.

He turned his attention to the pool table where the group of men were still enjoying their game; all of them were silently watching the smallest of the group, who was eyeing up a long shot on the black.

They were all dressed in tight-fitting leather jackets—strewn with cheap patches and emblems—that struggled to engulf their large frames. They were all bigger than Michael, bigger than his friends. They looked like they wouldn’t move if asked; they probably wouldn’t have moved if someone drove a car through them.

With a sly smile tweaking the corners of his mouth, Michael asked, “Fancy a game of pool?”

Del snapped a short and mocking laugh. “You seen those guys?” he said, appalled at the suggestion. “They’ll break our fucking necks just for asking.”

Michael shrugged off the comment and jumped down. “We’ll be fine,” he declared confidently. “Come on.”

Del and Adam followed apprehensively behind their friend as he strode toward the table.

The small man had sunk the black to equal quantities of applause and distaste. He was receiving a mixture of curses and high-fives from his friends when Michael interrupted them.

He stood in front of the table, waited until he had everyone’s attention, and then addressed the biggest man there: a bearded man made purely of muscle and fat, with sweat patches staining his T-shirt and tattoos coloring his bulbous arms.

“You guys finishing any time soon?” Michael asked him.

The big man looked Michael up and down derisively. He sucked in his protruding stomach—concealed under a stretched, sweat-stained T-shirt and angled by the flaps of his sleeveless jacket—and shifted forward, hugging the floor with his heavy boots.

“Fuck off, kid,” he spat.

Inches away from the big man, Michael felt like he was choking on his odor, a morbid concoction of sweat, tobacco, and beer. Despite the smell, he shifted forward until he could feel the moistened touch of the biker’s stomach against his own.

“Kid?” Michael said, smiling wryly. “Just because I’m smaller than you doesn’t make me younger.” He paused to reciprocate a curious cross-examination. “Although judging by those wrinkled biceps of yours, I probably am.”

A wave of hushed silence passed through the group as everyone drew in sharp breaths.

Del mumbled apathetically from behind his friend, “Here we go again,” and the silence erupted into chaos.

The big man swung for Michael, but Michael saw the monstrous arm working its way backward long before it had time to connect. He ducked out of the way, feeling a rush of air dust his nose as the thick fist swept by. The big man toppled with the force of his own missed swing, just managing to save himself from hitting the floor.

The youngster who had potted the black to win the game moved at Michael with a pool cue in his hand and a determined grimace on his face. He moved around his tumbling friend and swung the cue at Michael, who threw his hands into its arcing flight to protect himself. The cue smacked his palms with a dull sucking sound, slapping a vicious whip against the flesh. He ignored the burn in his palms, closed his hands around the thin end of the cue, and yanked it out of the youngster’s hands.

With the cue raised above his head, he took a quick step away from the table and flashed the weapon at the others, who were preparing to launch into an attack. Grinning like a madman, he twirled the cue through his hand and over his head, using it like a baton in a parade.

“Every fucking week,” Del muttered as he watched.

The big biker straightened and moved for Michael. Michael swung for him and caught him square in the jaw with the tip of the cue. The chalked end grazed the bottom of his ear before snapping against his cheekbone. Michael pulled it back for another swing as the big man recoiled, but before he could launch another attack, the other men were upon him, their fists and knees jabbing away at his stomach and thighs, their hands grasping for the weapon in his hand. Del and Adam reluctantly threw themselves into the brawl to help their friend, pulling the men off him before they had a chance to do any serious damage.

The fight expanded into the rest of the room, as customers ducked and ran out of the way to avoid catching any of the wildly thrown punches and kicks.

It lasted for a few minutes, but for some it felt like hours.

When the fighting had ceased, two of the bikers had fled. The biggest one lay partially unconscious at the foot of the pool table, having found himself the main beneficiary of the boot, fist, and weapon attacks. The other two were wearily bent double on the floor, contemplating a return to the fight whilst keeping one eye on the exit should the fight return to them.

“Well, that was fun,” Michael beamed, admiring his handiwork.

Del and Adam had both received broken noses and bloodied faces for their trouble. Adam was having a hard time standing and felt like he was about to unleash his guts onto the floor via his mouth and anus simultaneously, but Michael seemed to have been perked up by the fight. His eyes were quickly swelling, his nose and lip were both bleeding, and his shirt was torn, but he was happier than when it had started.

The sound of police sirens filtered through to battle-weary ears, which hissed with constant whines or didn’t work at all.

Michael casually walked to the bar, returning to his pint. “Drink up,” he told his friends.

The bartender, who had phoned the police during the chaos, stood in wait. “You shouldn’t have done that,” he told Michael with a stern but concerned expression on his face.

“You shouldn’t have called the cops,” Michael told him, still smiling.

“You just pissed off a very strong gang.”

Michael shrugged and downed his drink in one go, spilling half of it down his shirt as his swollen lip failed to get clean purchase. He finished with a relishing sigh and a smile that beamed even wider.

“They weren’t that strong, right guys?” he said, turning to his two friends.

Del shrugged nonchalantly. “We’ve had worse.”

Michael waited for his friends to finish their drinks with equal gusto before they all exited the pub, leaving it empty barring the broken bikers crawling and groaning on the floor—the rest of the patrons had left at varying times during the brawl.

Outside, the sounds of sirens were heavy in the air. The lights of advancing police cars ascended into the night sky, flashing at the darkness like a dazzling and distant firework show.

“Split up and fucking leg it!” Michael hollered.

They turned in different directions and fled the scene. Michael scuppered across the road, ducked into an unlit backstreet, and then dove down an opposing alleyway. He enjoyed the adrenaline of the chase as much as the fight and was still grinning broadly when he breathlessly slumped down on a step deep inside the alleyway—the road, the pub, and the police cars, all out of sight.

He looked around in the stale darkness, assessing his poorly lit location. To his right, the back way to another stretch of alley was blocked by an overflowing Dumpster. Behind him, on the cold step where he took refuge, a grime-covered door shielded the back entrance to a liquidated fast-food restaurant.

The light was dim, the source distant and obscured, but it was prominent enough for him to make out the small cuts on his knuckles and the pencil-shaped bruise on his palm. The light wasn’t strong enough for him to see the person next to him. When he pulled his attention away from his hands and looked up, the sight and proximity of the figure on the small step gave him a juddering fright.

He jumped and recoiled, turning toward the man but leaning away. In the dim light, he could see he was a lot older than himself, maybe middle-aged, maybe more; a glimmer of grayness glittered on his stubbled chin and flecked the hair above his ears, a multitude of wisdom lines creased his forehead. He was smiling; his piercing eyes glimmered from underneath a furrowed brow that questioned Michael’s surprise.

“What the fuck!” Michael spat, breathless. “Where did you come from?”

The man lowered his brow, maintained his smile. “Quite a fight you put up back there,” he stated simply, ignoring the question.

“What?” Michael was unsure if he was about to be raped and mutilated or if he’d just stumbled upon an innocent weirdo.

“I was wondering.” The grayed man faced forward, seemingly interested in a sheet of moldy newspaper that clung to the pavement like statically charged cellophane. “How does an aspiring art student learn to fight like that?”

“Aspiring art . . . ” Michael shook his head. “You saw what happened in the bar? How?”

The man tilted his head this way and that. “I fear you wouldn’t believe me.”

Michael stood, backed off slightly. “What’s going on here? Are you part of the gang? Did the bartender phone you? Did he put you up to this?” He clenched his fists and left them dangling by his side. He was prepared for a fight, even though the old man didn’t look like the fighting type.

The man remained seated. His confident and calming gaze met Michael’s agitated, trepidatious features.

“Not a setup. This is an offer,” he explained. A serious expression crossed his face and cancelled out his smile. “Although, as your assumptions were not entirely incorrect. I have to be quick.”

“What the fuck are you talking about it?”

“I have been studying you, headhunting if you like. I work for a very highly respected organization, and I think you would fit right in. We are on the lookout for individuals such as you.”

Thoughts of MI5 popped into Michael’s head but were dismissed just as quickly as they arrived, replaced by something far more likely and far less interesting.

“Are you a fucking pimp?”

The older man laughed—a sound both spine chilling and comforting. Michael took another step back.

“I am something you can’t even comprehend,” he explained when the laughter had faded from his voice.

Michael shook his head dismissively. “Fuck this.” He turned and ducked into the alleyway, exposing himself to any potential enemies on the street ahead.
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