
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Mercy of the Mako Shark 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nicole Castle 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Copyright: Nicole Castle 2017 
 
    Cover art copyright: Nicole Castle 2017 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Author's note: The ogonek character is not supported on Kindle formatting, so the Polish words used in the book will be missing the proper diacritic in the ebook format. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For Lisa T 
 
   


  
 

 The End 
 
      
 
      
 
    Everything Miko was, everything that defined him, hinged on one more lie.  Everything he'd been taught, everything he believed in: justice and vengeance; protecting the ones he loved from those who hurt them; violence.  One more lie and he would have revenge.  And lose Toby. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    The Day After 
 
    Miko: Age 26 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was still mostly dark in the bedroom when Miko awoke for the third time, but it was the only time he'd woken by his own volition without the nightmares that had plagued him since childhood, and so he elected to stay that way. 
 
    He lay in bed, the heavy weight that had been on his chest replaced by a new, far more pleasurable one: Toby's sleeping body, his arms wrapped around Miko's ribs.  Each time Miko's sleep had been interrupted by dreams of the crawlspace and all the horrors he'd relived by telling the truth, Toby was right there, ready to soothe him back to sleep.  It had taken Toby lying completely on top of him for Miko to finally feel safe enough to make it the rest of the way through the night. 
 
    Gently stroking Toby's hair, Miko smiled at how peaceful he looked, sleeping soundly in the arms of a murderer.  Almost soundly.  Toby had cried over Miko's past more than Miko had, and now he was softly snoring, his nose clogged. 
 
    Miko felt raw himself, but with a relief he never thought possible.  There had naturally been questions on Toby's part, but mostly he'd just listened.  And when it was all over, everything out from Tola and his hand to Simon calling him poison, Toby said something that proved he could do this, proved he could understand better than Miko had given him credit for: “Someone benefited from her death.  Maybe not directly, with money and fame like her parents, but someone did.  You just need to figure out how.  Then you'll know who.”  And with everything Hector had told Miko, all the murders and motives, every assassin's name, their descriptions, their quirks and favorite kills, there was absolutely no one in a better position to find out the truth than him.  He just needed time to clear his head and figure it out. 
 
    He stared up at the ceiling until it was light out, tired but wide awake.  Then he noticed someone staring at him.  Toby smiled as he sat up, and for a second it looked like he had a bruise on his neck from where Miko had grabbed him.  Miko gently touched Toby's chin, tilting his head so he could see his throat.  Toby didn't show any sign of hesitation, despite Miko confessing to strangling no less than five people. 
 
    “Did you finally get some sleep, little spoon?” 
 
    “You are good Kevlar.” 
 
    “Well you're not a very good pillow.”  Toby rolled off of him, snuggling up to his side instead.  He traced his finger over the tattoo on Miko's chest.  Now Toby knew that Miko had bludgeoned someone to death before Nasir gave it to him, he knew Miko had bludgeoned others, and shot and stabbed and knocked them into industrial mixers on accident.  He knew about the reputed Mako Shark and the real one.  He was drawing a heart around Tola's flower.  “I bet this one hurt the worst.” 
 
    “I did not feel the others.”  Miko had been in enough pain when Nasir tattooed the flower petals on his wrists and the H on his back that the sting on his skin went completely unnoticed. 
 
    “That's what I figured.”  Toby rested his head on Miko's shoulder.  “Miko?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “If Lewis sent that man to kill Silva, why wasn't he suspicious of you?  Wouldn't he think you were there to kill him?” 
 
    “He must not have known it was done yet.” 
 
    “And when Bella went to his door weeks later?  By then he would've had to know, right?” 
 
    Miko's head suddenly hurt again.  He'd done nothing but think and all it had accomplished was pain.  “He was very arrogant.  Maybe he thought he got away with it.  She told me it was Lewis who did it.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Toby said with a yawn.  He was taking everything surprisingly well, and Miko thought back to when they'd joked about feeding Jonathan Peterson cyanide mashed potatoes.  It had felt so normal.  Being with Toby felt normal. 
 
    Miko nuzzled his face against Toby's hair.  They had showered before bed, together with no blindfold, and both of them had gone to sleep with wet hair.  Toby's was just a little messy whereas Miko didn't even want to consider the state of his own.  “Do you have to work today?” 
 
    “No.  Tomorrow though.  It's a huge wedding, I'll be gone all day.”  Toby kissed his chest.  “You can come if you want.” 
 
    “You know I am bad at catering.  I will stay here.” 
 
    Toby looked at him, his eyes sad.  “You're not gonna take off, are you?” 
 
    “Only my clothes,” Miko said flirtatiously. 
 
    He smacked him.  “Your clothes are already off.” 
 
    “And you are worrying again.” 
 
    “Well you did try dumping me.” 
 
    “It was not dumping it was...” Miko thought back to Nasir, trying to talk some sense into him before letting Toby do it instead.  “Foolish.”  He rubbed his face, then remembered something else.  “Why did you aim a gun at me?” 
 
    Toby laughed.  “Same reason you grabbed my throat.  To make a point.” 
 
    Miko reached over and ran his prosthetic fingers across Toby's neck.  “Your point would have been made better if you loaded your gun.” 
 
    “And by now you should know better than to aim a loaded gun at someone if you're not going to shoot them.” 
 
    “Yes, I should.”  Miko smiled bashfully.  “Let that be your first lesson with the gun.” 
 
    “What's the second lesson?” 
 
    “Buying bullets.” 
 
    Toby heaved a sigh like Miko had just stated the impossible.  “God, where am I even going to keep it?” 
 
    He smirked.  “Fruit bowl.” 
 
    With a glare Toby said, “I am not keeping it in the fruit bowl.” 
 
    Miko put his arms around him.  “In nightstand.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “I will teach you to shoot.” 
 
    Toby nodded.  “Just in case.” 
 
    “In case.”  He kissed Toby's head.  “We can use parsnips for target practice.” 
 
    Toby's eyes went wide and he beamed at him in a way that made Miko really question his disgust with violence.  He eagerly asked, “Can we?” 
 
    “I will give you your vengeance.” 
 
    “My hero.  I shall reward your bravery with a feast.” 
 
    “You will make me streusel?” 
 
    Toby's face fell.  “Oh, Miko.  What if I fuck it up?  With everything you're going through, having me mess up Hector's streusel—” 
 
    “It is fine.  I know recipe.  No messing up.” 
 
    “I burnt your breakfast,” Toby said bitterly, as if the one slightly overcooked casserole somehow negated the thousands of other immaculate meals. 
 
    “That was once and it was still good.”  It didn't seem to relieve Toby, so Miko tried something else.  “You were distracted.  This is easy fix.  While food is in the oven I will not give you the D.” 
 
    Toby blushed and shook his head.  “For as bastardized as your English is, you sure have a way with words, little spoon.” 
 
    “You will make?” 
 
    “I'll try.”  Toby sighed and got out of bed, putting on some pajamas and tossing Miko a pair of pants.  “Wouldn't want to be tempted,” he said sarcastically, and led the way to the kitchen.  “You pull out what we need.” 
 
    Miko had gone through Toby's kitchen before to be sure he had all the ingredients, and he carefully set everything out in measuring cups and spoons just like Hector would do.  But Hector had boxes from the store and Toby had everything in jars with labels, and Miko stood there twitching with a teaspoon in his hand, not knowing what was right and feeling like nothing ever would be and he needed to sit in the cabinet again.  “Two of these...it is white stuff...” he trailed off, closing his eyes and taking a deep breath as Toby came to his side.  Miko helplessly handed over the teaspoon but Toby just smiled and winked at him, going straight to the baking powder.  Miko was hugging him before he realized that Toby had been right to worry about the effect it would have on him if he messed it up. 
 
    “It's okay,” Toby said, gently stroking his back.  “You want me to make something else?” 
 
    “You are sure it is that stuff?” he asked, releasing him and looking at the counter where white powder was spread in an arc from Toby being so suddenly mauled with a hug while his hand was in the jar. 
 
    “Positive.  Want to preheat the oven?” 
 
    Miko nodded embarrassedly, sidestepping the powder that had made it to the floor and setting the oven to the right temperature.  His cell phone rang from the bathroom where they'd left their clothes last night, but it was probably Nasir to say I told you so.  That could wait.  Baking streusel with Toby could not. 
 
    Toby had already started mixing things, doing it in the right order without having to be told.  Then he froze, the bowl of batter in his hand.  “Simon.” 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “He would've benefited from Ophelia's death if you got the book for him.” 
 
    Miko shook his head.  “It was not motive, it was opportunity.  He liked Fee.  He was angry at me for cutting her face.” 
 
    “Right.”  Toby disappointedly continued stirring.  “Well he's still an asshole.” 
 
    Miko smiled.  He'd never seen Toby so passionately dislike anyone as much as Simon.  Toby had been utterly offended on Miko's behalf when Miko told him what Simon had said, and now he was gripping the spoon far tighter than necessary.  “He is.” 
 
    “God, I can't believe he said that to you,” Toby said in a huff. 
 
    “Settle down.”  Miko took the bowl from him.  “You are all riled up.” 
 
    “You know what you should do?” 
 
    “What should I do?” 
 
    “The next time you see him you should punch him right in his smug face for calling you an idiot.  For Hector, of course.” 
 
    “For Hector.” 
 
    Toby took the bowl back.  “I'll teach you how to throw a punch.” 
 
    “I know how to throw punch.” 
 
    Scraping the batter into a dish, Toby gave him a doubtful glance.  Then he gave Miko the spoon.  “Make sure this is right.  I imagine that you're very familiar with how the batter tastes on the spoon.” 
 
    Hector had always let Miko lick the spoon.  He leaned against the counter, not at all afraid that it could be wrong, or that it would taste like blood.  But Toby was clearly nervous, and Miko might've been able to prolong his suffering if he hadn't giddily laughed as he tasted its perfection. 
 
    “Good?” 
 
    “Mmm hmm.” 
 
    Toby kissed him on the cheek and put it in the oven.  “Good.  Do not make me burn it.” 
 
    “No D.” 
 
    There was a knock at the door and Toby gave Miko a look like the potential distraction was his fault.  Then he set a timer and went to answer it since Miko was only half-dressed and completely preoccupied with licking the spoon clean.  Toby looked out the peephole, announcing, “It's Nasir,” as he opened the door. 
 
    “Is he up?” Nasir asked hurriedly, coming into the apartment and sighing as his eyes fell on Miko. 
 
    “I thought you left,” Miko said accusingly.  He should've known Nasir wasn't actually leaving town.  He did need to rest, after all. 
 
    “I'm not here to gloat, even though I did tell you so.”  He glanced at Toby, then back to Miko.  “Can we...” 
 
    “Yes,” Miko said, coming out of the kitchen and taking Toby's hand.  “We can talk.” 
 
    Nasir smiled.  “Good, now...”  He pursed his lips with a pained wince on his face.  “You're on television.” 
 
    “What?”  Miko ran to the TV, dropping the remote in his rush to get it turned on and scrambling to pick it back up.  “What channel?” 
 
    “How should I know?” 
 
    Toby came over and took the remote, flipping through until he found Ophelia's mother at a press conference.  “This?” 
 
    “Yes, that.” 
 
    The three of them stood there, watching in silence as Mrs. Marlowe spoke.  She was heavily made up, not a bruise showing on her.  She wore black.  “As I'm sure you all know, my darling daughter Ophelia died last Christmas Eve.  The straight razor that was found in the bathtub with her was the same type of weapon used against her and Jonathan Peterson in Morocco, and it was naturally assumed that she took her own life.”  She dotted her dry eyes with a handkerchief.  “Several days ago a masked man came to my home, and he told me the truth: Ophelia was murdered!”  Miko twitched as Mrs. Marlowe paused for dramatic effect.  His eyes were wide, his mouth wider.  “This man, Ophelia's secret paramour, has set out to avenge her.  And he needs our help.  If anyone has information on the events of that night, or of the night of her attack in Morocco, please contact me.  I believe the one responsible for her murder is the very same person who attacked her and Jonathan, and together we can bring my daughter the justice she deserves, and bring peace to her grieving innamorato.”  She clutched at the diamond necklace dangling over her heart and lowered her head in a staged lament.   
 
    “What's innamorato mean?” Toby asked. 
 
    Miko didn't know either but he hadn't breathed enough in the last several minutes to manage to ask a question. 
 
    “Lover,” Nasir said.  “It's Italian.” 
 
    “I've set up a website and a hotline, both of which you can see there at the bottom of your screen.  The police do not condone vigilantism but I'm afraid that law enforcement will be limited in their means and without this noble man, the people who loved her may never have closure.  Therefore I'm accepting donations on his behalf, to assist him with his quest.  Thank you.” 
 
    “I guess that's what the phone call was about,” Toby said.  “Wow.  Just...wow.” 
 
    “Phone call?” Nasir asked.   
 
    “Yeah, a little while ago.  It wasn't you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Toby gripped Miko's shoulder reassuringly and went to go retrieve his cellphone from the bathroom.  Miko looked up his missed calls.  “It was Russell.” 
 
    “With this kind of attention he won't be able to ask around,” Nasir said knowingly. 
 
    Turning back to the TV, Miko closed his eyes and rubbed his head.  He hadn't expected Russell to find anything to begin with, but he had hoped.  Now the only thing he could expect was a furious phone call from Simon. 
 
    Then Toby thought of something Miko hadn't.  “Didn't you say she knew your name?” 
 
    “She knows your name?” Nasir said incredulously.  “You said she did not remember you.” 
 
    “She did not.  But she guessed why Ophelia named her cat Miko and she said it to me at the cemetery.” 
 
    Nasir groaned, not liking where this conversation was headed.  “Cemetery?” 
 
    “I went to pay respect.  She was there and talked to me about Fee.  She asked if I would find who was responsible.” 
 
    “She called you clever,” Toby interjected. 
 
    “She did call me clever,” Miko said brightly.  That did not happen often. 
 
    “Did she see your face?” 
 
    “I was wearing glasses.”  Miko knew that wouldn't help, but somehow he also knew that it wouldn't be a problem.  Ophelia's mother had said the police were limited, and that Miko was masked.  She'd said Miko was noble.  She set up a hotline. 
 
    “Why did you not tell me about this?” 
 
    “You would be and are mad?” 
 
    “Because you were too busy pouting, that's why.”  He looked to Toby.  “I suppose you talked some sense into him at least.”  Toby blushed and gave an insecure shrug.  “Can we have a moment, Miko?” 
 
    “I'll make coffee,” Toby said, excusing himself. 
 
    “I told him everything he can hear—” 
 
    “That job Russell gave Simon went bad.” 
 
    “Bad?” 
 
    Nasir nodded.  “One of ours is dead.  A Hungarian, István.  I'm sure you know of him.” 
 
    “He drowned someone in a toilet.” 
 
    “Yes, well, he's dead and Simon blames Russell.” 
 
    “You think it was setup?” 
 
    “Joe said it wasn't.” 
 
    “Do you believe him?” 
 
    Nasir seemed to consider for a moment, although Miko knew he would've already made his decision before he'd told Miko the news.  “Yes I do.  But this complicates things.  Call Russell back to thank him for trying, then don't speak with him again.  Or Simon, until I say so.” 
 
    “Simon will call me when he hears the news.” 
 
    Nasir rolled his eyes.  “It is not like this will be the first time you ignore his calls.  I will speak with him.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Will Toby's friends be a problem?” 
 
    “No,” Miko said firmly.  With their relationship finally at the point of truth, the last thing Miko needed was for his friend to kill Toby's.  “They will be fine.  Toby will talk to them.” 
 
    “You really told him everything?” 
 
    Miko fidgeted with his bad hand.  “You were right.” 
 
    A smile spread across Nasir's face, shifting the bandage up his cheek.  “I am always right.” 
 
    “And you believe Russell.  I do too.” 
 
    “It will be best if you stayed here for awhile.  Simon will not be pleased about the situat—”  He stopped, catching sight of Toby setting out three plates on the kitchen table, the smell of heaven emanating from the kitchen.  “Is he cooking Hector's streusel?” 
 
    Miko smiled proudly.  “He is.” 
 
    “Then it will be best if I stayed here for awhile too.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Toby insisted that Nasir stay there to recover until he was well enough to fly to London, and Miko drove him back to his hotel to get his things.  And Miko's things, that Nasir had basically stolen when he left him stranded at Toby's apartment the day before.  Both of their phones had taken turns ringing since the news broke, and both were equally ignored. 
 
    “You did not get much sleep last night,” Nasir remarked.  If Nasir had slept much, his room certainly didn't look it.  Everything was already packed.  Nasir was always ready to leave at a moment's notice.  He had very few belongings. 
 
    “No.  But it was worth it.”  Miko picked up his rifle.  He never would've dreamed of bringing a murder weapon into Toby's home, apart from himself, but there was nothing else he could really do with it. 
 
    Nasir sighed and sat on the bed as his phone rang again.  “I suppose I had better get this over with.”  He held his finger to his lips for Miko to be quiet and answered it.  “Yes, I've seen the news, Simon.”  He glanced at the clock, the muffled sound of Simon's voice on the other end of the phone.  Miko smiled, overly amused with Simon's vexation.  “There isn't anything that can be done about it.  She doesn't know his name, she never saw his face...”  Miko smiled wider.  “No, you cannot speak with him.  Because he's upset, Simon.  He'll be taking time off.  We'll discuss it later.  I will see you in a few days.  Goodbye, Simon.”  Nasir hung up and shook his head.  “Needless to say, he is not pleased.” 
 
    Miko sat on the bed beside him.  “He has never been pleased with me.” 
 
    “That isn't true.”  Nasir roughed up Miko's already roughed up hair.  “You two are just frequently at odds with each other.”  Miko shrugged.  He had no intention of telling Nasir what transpired between the two of them.  Nasir had once stated that Simon would do right by Miko or answer to him, and Miko didn't want to even consider what effect it would have on Nasir to hold Simon responsible for truly upsetting Miko.  “Do you want me to leave you alone while you call Russell?” 
 
    “It is fine.”  Miko dialed the number, a number he'd dialed in desperation only days ago when he thought Nasir was going to die.  And just like before, Joe Russell answered on the second ring. 
 
    “Hey, kid,” Russell sighed wearily.  “I'm assuming you've seen the news?” 
 
    “Yes.  I know you cannot look into for me now.” 
 
    “Yeah.  I'm sorry.  There's going to be a lot of people poking around, but I'll keep an eye on that website, see if anything pops up that could be useful.  Maybe once things die down a bit I can look into it further.” 
 
    Frank trusted Joe Russell enough to work for him.  Frank didn't trust anyone.  “Okay.” 
 
    “Listen...Simon told me about that job.  I was glad to hear that it wasn't you.  We were worried.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “Me, and the gang.” 
 
    Miko practically squeaked with excitement.  Frank and Bella and Blondie were all worried about him.  Nasir was wrong for once.  They were Miko's friends.  “Thank you, Joe.” 
 
    “Sure thing.  I'll be in touch.  Take care of yourself, kid.” 
 
    He hung up, grinning in anticipation of finally being able to gloat.  “He was worried for me.” 
 
    “Yes, he asked after you.  I called to speak with him last night when Simon told me about that job.” 
 
    “They were worried,” Miko said with unrestrained glee.  “They are my friends.” 
 
    Nasir shook his head again.  “Perhaps Toby was not as successful at talking sense into you after all.”  He smiled before Miko had the chance to pout.  “Maybe you can convince your friend to give me my ears back.” 
 
    Miko didn't think anyone but Silva could convince Bella to do something she didn't want to do, but Nasir's acknowledgment of their friendship, no matter how sarcastic, made Miko feel capable of accomplishing miracles.  “I will ask when I see her again.” 
 
    “You will not be seeing Bella or any of them soon.  You have to be careful, Miko.  Whoever is responsible for Ophelia's death is still out there, and now they know you're looking for them.  They could very well go after her mother for information.” 
 
    Shrugging nonchalantly, Miko said, “I tortured her already.  She did not give.” 
 
    “She didn't have information to give.  Now she has your name, and making the connection between Miko and Mako will not be difficult.” 
 
    Miko smirked.  He wanted them to know the Mako Shark was after them.  He would not be sad if Ophelia's mother was punished for her theatrics in the process. 
 
    “I am supposed to be recovering and you are making my head ache.  Let's go back to Toby's.  You can give him one too.” 
 
    They stopped at the convenience store on the way to Toby's to pick up some aspirin for Nasir's affliction, and some candy for Miko's, only to run into Toby doing the same thing.  “Hey, superstar,” Toby said brightly, handing over a paper bag filled with red cinnamon candies and a variety of pain relievers as they left the store.  Nasir had stayed in the car, since a seven foot tall, mean-looking black man with a bandage on his face was bound to draw unwanted attention.  Even more attention than Miko had drawn.  Miko sneered at the reminder that Ophelia's mother had single-handedly done what Hector spent considerable efforts to avoid.  But Toby didn't let him brood over it any more than Nasir would.  “I talked to Shannon.  She thinks you're a bona fide hero, and may have a teeny little crush on you now.”  Toby laughed.  “But seriously, they're really impressed with what you're doing.” 
 
    “What about what I did?” 
 
    Toby averted his eyes, as if their conversation had taken a turn for the scandalous.  “I, uh, I never told them about Morocco.  I just said that you went to be with her after she got hurt.”  For as long as Miko had known Toby, he felt like he was just starting to figure him out.  Toby's aversion to violence stemmed from his attraction to it; his habit of blabbing about things he shouldn't speak about formed from suppressing things he couldn't mention.  Like his mother.  Or Morocco.  “And then a few months later she was out of the news and I figured it out why you'd done it.  By then you'd changed your number.” 
 
    “I kept calling you,” Miko said sheepishly.  It had seemed so desperate, and pathetic, that he hadn't even told Ophelia about it. 
 
    “I know.”  Toby smiled, raising his eyes to him.  “I tried calling you back.”  
 
    Nasir got out of the car so Toby could sit in front for the short drive back to his apartment.  Toby took in his surroundings in the passenger seat as if he didn't have the exact same car parked at home.  He chewed on his lip, those adorable worry lines on his forehead speaking even before he did.  “There was a body in this trunk.” 
 
    “It is not there now,” Miko said helpfully, catching Nasir trying not to smile in the rearview mirror. 
 
    “Bleach,” Nasir added. 
 
    Toby huffed a nervous laugh.  “Okay.” 
 
    Miko drove back to the apartment, letting Nasir carry in his pain killers and hauling the rest of their bags himself.  Toby eyed the case with Miko's sniper rifle, clearly having little doubt about the contents.  “Closet?” Miko asked. 
 
    Toby nodded, about to take it from him when Nasir said, “You may want to look into a safe deposit box, since you'll be staying.” 
 
    “We'll go to the bank.”  Toby gave Nasir an appreciative smile, although Miko wasn't sure whether that was because he would be staying or the rifle would be going.  “Closet for now.”    He took Miko's things to the bedroom, returning with his laptop.  “You want to see that website?” 
 
    Nasir said yes while Miko said no.  Somehow Miko was overruled and Toby set it up on the kitchen table. 
 
    Pulling up a chair beside Toby, Nasir scrolled through with a sigh.  The site was already filled with dedications to her, and to him, thousands of statements of encouragement and not a single word of useful information.  “Only you, my friend.”  Nasir handed Miko the bag of candies, which were promptly torn into.  “This is quite the predicament you've gotten yourself into.” 
 
    Toby comfortingly reached for Miko's hand, where he had remained standing.  “Go get 'em.”  Toby pointed to a comment from S in Boston, MA.  “That's from Shannon.” 
 
    “You've gone international.  Here's some French, and Italian, Korean.  To think Hector was worried about you being photographed.” 
 
    “You are angry with me?” Miko pouted.  As much as Toby had reassured him that Simon was wrong to call him poison, none of the others had ever wound up in such a position. 
 
    Nasir gave him a stern expression, then burst out laughing.  “Oh, Miko.  How could I be angry when your misfortunes are so humorous.” 
 
    “I am glad I make you laugh.”  Miko rolled his eyes but he really was glad.  Nasir laughing made everything better. 
 
    “They are calling you Romeo.  They don't even have the right play.  Look, a drawing,” Nasir said brightly.  “That's Ophelia on the balcony, and you with a mask down below.  Still the wrong play.  It looks nothing like her.” 
 
    “Or me.”  The drawing looked more like Toby than Miko.  Straight light brown hair, slim build.  Romeo. 
 
    “You should be happy about that.  Here we go: 'God speed, Hamlet';  'Bless you, Hamlet'; 'We love you, Hamlet.'  And a drawing of you speaking to a skull.  I quite like this one.  Shall I print it and give it to Simon?” 
 
    Toby smiled but said nothing.  He understood Miko's desire to keep Simon's accusations secret from Nasir.  Then Nasir started, and promptly stopped reading the next comment.  The king of Denmark is rolling in his grave.  Toby was no longer smiling. 
 
    Miko had never actually read Hamlet.  He only knew of Hamlet at all because of Ophelia's name.  But he still knew what the message meant.  And who sent it. 
 
    Nasir stood, facing Miko and putting his hands on his shoulders.  “Simon can be a...” 
 
    “Prick,” Toby stated. 
 
    “Yes, a prick.  I will talk to him.”  Nasir gave Miko's shoulders a reassuring squeeze and excused himself outside to make the phone call. 
 
    Toby waited until Nasir was gone to say, “You should tell him.” 
 
    “No.”  Miko took Nasir's seat.  “Simon has done a lot for Nas.  More than I have.” 
 
    “Lie.”  Toby smiled and typed I love you Hamlet.  “How's that?” 
 
    “True.”  Miko kissed his cheek and Toby deleted the message.  “Thank you.” 
 
    “How do you say 'thank you' in Polish?” 
 
    “Dziekuje.” 
 
    “What about 'I love you?'” 
 
    Miko looked back to the computer, Ophelia gone forever just like his sister.  “I do not remember that one.” 
 
    “If you're going to be staying awhile, maybe you can take classes or something.  Pick it up again.” 
 
    “Maybe you take with me.  We could go travel once things are settled.” 
 
    Toby beamed at him.  “Really?  You'd want to?”  The familiar self-doubt flashed on Toby's face for just a second, that sadness in his eyes that gripped Miko's heart.  “I have my passport now.” 
 
    “I want to see it.” 
 
    “It's an awful picture.” 
 
    Miko nodded towards his so-called likenesses on the computer.  “Not as bad as those.” 
 
    “All right.”  Toby sighed and led Miko to the bedroom.  The sniper rifle's case was on the bed. 
 
    “That is not the closet.” 
 
    Toby blushed.  “Will you show it to me?  This is all gonna take some getting used to but I figured the more I was exposed to it the less I'd...worry about it.” 
 
    “You worry about everything.”  Miko sat down and patted the bed beside himself so Toby would sit too.  He set the case across both of their laps before opening it.  “Nasir made this gun.  This is bolt action so you load here.  They are mostly made for right handed but you see this is for me.”  Miko pointed out the different parts before removing them from the case and putting the gun together.  “You want to hold?” 
 
    Toby vehemently shook his head but the smile on his face betrayed his intrigue.  Miko moved the case to the side and scooted over on the bed so he could lay down on his front.  After a few seconds of hesitation Toby followed his lead. 
 
    “Like this.”  He turned on the laser sight, smiling to himself as he heard the front door open and close and found a target to aim at.  “Watch.” 
 
    “Miko,” Toby said sternly, but Nasir didn't come to find them so Miko aimed at the wall instead. 
 
    “Look here.”  He moved the gun so Toby could look through the telescope.  “See?” 
 
    “It's so simple.  Should it really be that simple to take someone's life?” 
 
    “But it is not.  It takes very much time to decide to kill a person.  You think and think and then maybe you know someone who knows someone, and you arrange to meet.” 
 
    “Handlers?” 
 
    “Yes.  And then you give them money and someone you never meet will make your problems go away.” 
 
    Toby was silent for a moment, then looked to him and smiled.  “I'm being a terrible host.  Poor Nasir is out there all by himself.” 
 
    “Nasir traveled through two continents by himself before he was even a man, I think he can handle your apartment.” 
 
    “Well it is a lot bigger than the last place,” he joked. 
 
    Miko playfully pushed him over onto the bed and sat up to take apart the rifle.   
 
    “That bandage on his face isn't very big.” 
 
    “Sometimes I see blood that is not there,” Miko admitted, fiddling self-consciously with the scope. 
 
    “I suppose it's better than not seeing blood that is there.”  Toby playfully pushed him back, then got up and grabbed his passport from a shoebox in the far corner of the closet.  “Here.” 
 
    Miko took it from him, but he was more interested in where Toby had kept the passport than the passport itself, especially after finding the box Hector had left in his own closet for Miko to find.  “What is in the box?” 
 
    Toby blushed.  “I'm surprised you haven't already looked.” 
 
    “I do not snoop.” 
 
    “Except for my bank account information,” he said sternly. 
 
    “I was looking for paper to write Fee a letter.” 
 
    Clearly seeing that Miko was telling the truth, Toby softened and brought the box back out.  “It's just stuff I don't need.” 
 
    “A passport is not useful?”  Miko ignored the box for the moment now that he knew his curiosity would be sated, and he flipped through Toby's passport from the back, so many blank pages.  He couldn't remember the last time he had a blank passport.  Then he got to the picture, which wasn't bad at all.  “You look sad.”   
 
    “I was sad.”  Toby sat beside him on the bed.  “It was right after Hector died.  I wanted to go to Germany to be with you.” 
 
    Miko kissed his head.  “I know.”  He set the box on their laps like he had with the rifle, smiling when he found Toby's taser gun at the very top.  The batteries were corroded inside so even if Toby would've found some use for it, or the courage to use it, he couldn't now.  An old Ohio driver's license, Toby looking younger and even sadder than in his passport photo.  A picture of who must've been Isaac, a more muscular build than Toby, an angry face.  One of Toby's father.  Of Emmett.  “You do not have a photograph of your mother?” 
 
    “My dad wouldn't let me have one.  He was kinda pissed that I was leaving, like I thought I was too good for Ohio.  Isaac was gonna steal one to send me but...”  Toby trailed off, more reluctant to discuss his brother's reaction to him coming out than he'd been when Miko first met him.  “He didn't.” 
 
    “You are too good for Ohio.  I was there.” 
 
    “On a job?” Toby asked, the weight of the word hanging in the air. 
 
    “In a hotel.  On the way to California after Christmas.” 
 
    “You stopped in Ohio?” 
 
    “Not on purpose.” 
 
    Toby laughed.  “I don't know anyone who stops in Ohio on purpose.” 
 
    Miko took out a high school yearbook, signed by Shannon and Bobby and a few from Mrs. This and Mr. That who were obviously teachers, and no one else.  At the very bottom of the box was a luggage tag with Miko's old phone number from when he'd written it down for Toby at the airport. 
 
    “I actually forgot that was in there.”  Toby took it out, holding it by the elastic string, and Miko felt his heart breaking for him just like it had when they'd parted at the check in area years before. 
 
    “You put it in the box when I changed my number?” 
 
    “No, I...it was before then.  You weren't easy to get a hold of, and you always lied about where you were when you called me back.  I figured I was just being stupid to even bother because I'd never see you again.”  He smiled suddenly, that bright, allayed smile that chased away the sadness in his eyes.  “Then you came back.” 
 
    Miko took the tag from him and placed it at the bottom of the box again.  “I have new number.  You do not need.” 
 
    Toby kissed him on the cheek.  “No.  I don't.” 
 
    “But you do need your passport,” Miko scolded. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Come on, terrible host.  We will make sure poor Nasir is not lost.” 
 
    Nasir was not lost, but he was not looking at Ophelia's website any longer either.  He was sitting quietly in front of the computer, looking at flight times.  “Simon is beside himself,” he said without looking up to acknowledge that Miko and Toby had entered the room.  “With that job, and now this...It does not excuse his behavior, but I should go calm him down before it gets worse.”  He stood up, giving Miko a grim smile and then turning to Toby.  “Thank you for your hospitality, but I must go.  You will look after him?” 
 
    Toby nodded, no doubt feeling like he'd failed his duties as a host. 
 
    “I will drive you,” Miko said but Nasir just shook his head. 
 
    “I'll leave the car in storage for you.”  He hugged him tightly.  “If you need anything you can call me.  You know this.” 
 
    “Yes,” Miko said to Nasir's shoulder.  He didn't think Nasir should be flying yet, and he didn't want him pandering to Simon.  But Nasir had been pandering to Miko for months.  “Goodbye, Nas.” 
 
    Nasir was about to pick up his bag when Toby went to hug him goodbye too, and a smile found Miko's face despite his glum mood.  “Bye, Nasir,” Toby said, the hint of a smirk on his face showing that he was fully aware of how uncomfortable it would make Nasir to be embraced, and how happy it would make Miko. 
 
    With a polite nod Nasir grabbed his bag and practically rushed from the room. 
 
    “You okay?” Toby asked, gently taking Miko's hand. 
 
    “Let us pick up some parsnips.  I feel like shooting.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    While Toby was picking out produce at the corner market, Miko was shopping for other supplies: bullets, which Toby had neglected to buy; earplugs; latex gloves; and a red sweater that would ensure Toby was visible to hunters, and ensure Miko would be unable to keep his eyes, and hands, off of him. 
 
    Somehow, Toby ended up with more bags. 
 
    “You really hate parsnips,” Miko said, looking at the grocery bags on the kitchen counter. 
 
    “It's not just parsnips.  I got other stuff too.” 
 
    “So did I.”  Miko held out the sweater.  “For you.” 
 
    Toby smiled knowingly.  “I think it's more for you.” 
 
    “No, it is so you do not get shot.” 
 
    Furrowing his brow, Toby suspiciously asked, “At the range?” 
 
    “We are not going to a range.  We are going to the woods.” 
 
    “Maybe you're not the best person to ask considering you kill people for a living, but are you sure it's legal to go out in the woods and shoot parsnips?” 
 
    “Killing people is illegal?” 
 
    Toby opened his mouth to speak, then realized Miko was kidding and laughed instead.  “Definitely not the best person to ask.”  He took the sweater from him.  “I'm don't think I'm bold enough to pull off red.” 
 
    “You will have rifle.  It makes you bold.” 
 
    “Rifle?” Toby fretted.  “I thought we were using my gun.” 
 
    “Parsnips are small.  You have not shot before, you would not hit them.” 
 
    “I'm absolutely not bold enough to use your rifle.” 
 
    “But you are wearing red.” 
 
    Toby gave him a doubtful look.  “What about you?  What's going to prevent you from getting shot?” 
 
    “I will stay close to you,” Miko said with a grin, doing just that and backing Toby up against the counter.  “You will wear?  For our protection.” 
 
    Turning a complimentary shade of red, Toby sighed and put it on. 
 
    Miko felt a heat rise to his own face, and to the rest of him.  Toby didn't look bold, he looked warm and cozy and Miko wanted to be inside the sweater with him.  And inside of him.  “Now take it off.” 
 
    Toby rolled his eyes and pushed him away.  “If you want to go to the woods we'd better leave soon.  We won't have much time before it gets dark.” 
 
    “Today is a bad day,” Miko sighed. 
 
    “That's why we're going shooting.”  Toby kissed him on the forehead and started putting away groceries.  “You pack up what we need.  I'm packing lunch.” 
 
    Miko knew for a fact that if Toby was making lunch it would take far longer than just running into the bedroom to get the rifle and carrying it down to the car, so Miko made himself comfortable standing directly behind him with his chin on Toby's shoulder, watching as he sorted through the groceries.  Parsnips, pears, candy, flowers.  And what looked like meat, wrapped in brown paper.  “Toby, you buy meat?” 
 
    “I thought you might want to stare at it for a bit before we went shooting.” 
 
    Miko urgently kissed him like he had their first night together, when Toby had confessed to being a victim of parsnips instead of violence.  There was a queasiness in Miko's stomach that wasn't over his revolting habit or even Toby's newly found involvement in that part of his life.  Toby understood him, and loved him so unquestionably that he'd taken it upon himself to prepare a murder inspiring meal for him.  “We are killing parsnips, not people,” Miko said against his lips. 
 
    “We'll keep it in the freezer until you need it then.  It's not like you'll actually eat it so we don't have to worry about freezer burn.” 
 
    It occurred to Miko that he may never need it, may never work again because Silva was dead and he was famous, but knowing there was steak in the freezer was reassuring.  And knowing that Toby would fry it up for him in a heartbeat was even more so.  He finally did as instructed and went to pack up what they'd need for a parsnip massacre, grabbing the blanket off the bed for their picnic and being turned right back around again to put it back since they'd be taking the worn throw blanket from the sofa instead. 
 
    Miko actually liked the throw blanket better because Toby had brought it into the kitchen cabinet with them, but the comforter was nicer and still relatively new.  He made the bed again, then thought of something else they would need. 
 
    Taking Emmett's photo from Toby's box of useless things in the closet, Miko hid it in his back pocket and went to help Toby make lunch by snacking on everything he could touch, until Toby just gave up and let Miko eat his lunch in pieces on the walk down to the car.  He ate his own disassembled lunch as Miko drove out of the city. 
 
    Miko couldn't help but think of all the bodies that may be hidden as they tromped through the woods, but he kept those thoughts to himself.  Toby didn't.  “Do you think anyone's been killed here?” 
 
    “Yes, it is good place.” 
 
    “What if you got lost after...”  Toby laughed.  “I suppose that sort of thing would only happen to you.” 
 
    Miko laughed too.  It was the sort of thing that would only happen to him, but he thankfully had a good sense of direction.  “We will not be lost.  Sit here, this is good.” 
 
    Toby sat on the blanket and started questioningly looking through Miko's purchases.  “Gloves?” 
 
    “So we do not get fingerprints on the bodies,” Miko said with a straight face. 
 
    “We are still talking about parsnips, right?” 
 
    Cracking a smile, Miko put on a pair of the latex gloves.  “For gunpowder residue.  It is easier to take off gloves than to scrub it off your skin.”  Or the prosthetics.  He scooted closer to Toby and showed him how to load his revolver, which Toby did by touching the gun and bullets as little as physically possible. 
 
    “It's gonna be loud?” Toby asked hesitantly, picking up the earplugs. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You didn't buy a silencer?” 
 
    Miko kissed his head.  “Silencers are illegal, my criminal mastermind.” 
 
    Toby huffed a nervous laugh and put the earplugs in.  “Right.” 
 
    “And not for this gun.  This is revolver.  See...”  He spun the cylinder.  “Revolve.”  Then he took out his semi-automatic, which did have a silencer that Miko screwed onto the barrel while Toby watched. 
 
    “That's not a revolver?  No revolving-thing?” 
 
    “Cylinder.” 
 
    “Cylinder.” 
 
    Miko took Toby's right hand and placed it around the gun underneath his own.  He would let Toby do the shooting so it didn't matter that he had no real fingers on that hand, and Miko liked the feeling of holding a gun like the rest of the men would.  Nasir had told Miko that he was the only left handed assassin in the entire agency.  “Now support the weight with your other hand.”  Miko cupped Toby's left hand around the base of the gun, then aimed at a tree.  “Just squeeze the trigger.” 
 
    The only thing Toby squeezed were his eyes shut.  “Oh God.” 
 
    Miko slipped his left index finger over Toby's right one and fired, which at least got Toby to open his eyes even while the rest of his body flinched against Miko. 
 
    “Silencer?” Toby balked. 
 
    “They do not really silence, it is still very loud.”   
 
    “And the...my gun is going to be louder than that?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You must've been the bravest eight-year-old on the planet not to scream when that guy was shot above you.” 
 
    Miko hadn't really thought of that.  He was just protecting his sister.  “His was louder.  Big gun.”  He set down the semi-automatic and picked up the revolver, forming Toby's hands around it like he had with the other gun.  Then he released him.  “Do not shut your eyes.” 
 
    Toby looked as worried as Miko had ever seen him, but once Miko went and stuck a dozen parsnips in the ground for him to aim at he started to relax.  The parsnips were in a row like a picket fence, no more than an inch between them so it would be possible for Toby to hit something, even accidentally.  But it turned out Toby was a worse shot than an injured eight-year-old who was missing nearly half his fingers.  “I think I hit that one.” 
 
    “No, it fell over when you shot the dirt.” 
 
    With a shrug, Toby handed the gun back to Miko.  “Maybe I should invest in a security system instead.” 
 
    “I am your security system.”  Miko loaded the revolver again and took out six of the parsnips one by one, Toby's smile, and arousal, growing every time Miko hit the target.  Miko laughed.  “You are turned on by this.” 
 
    “I am not!”  
 
    “Yes you are.”  Miko pressed him down to the blanket, which further proved his point when Toby's breath caught and he involuntarily shuddered with desire.  “Admit.  Do not be embarrassed.  I already know you are a pervert.” 
 
    Toby self-consciously turned his reddened face away.  “I need to have my head examined.” 
 
    “Me too!” he exclaimed and they laughed together.  Miko leaned down to kiss him, but Toby's expression had become worried again. 
 
    “When you said it concerned you that I like it...rough...was that because of, um, that guy?” 
 
    For a moment Miko didn't understand which guy Toby was referring to.  There were so many he'd been rough with that he didn't even consider the one who'd been rough with him.  “What happened with that man is not to do with us.”  Miko smoothed down Toby's sweater.  Red, like blood.  Like the alarm clock Miko used to beat the Niçoise man to death.  “I am concerned I will hurt you, but if it does not hurt then it is just fun and good exercise.” 
 
    “Better than carrying boxes?” 
 
    “Much better.”  Miko gave him the delayed kiss and let him sit back up since he was clearly still bothered by it.  “If you like you can come in my mouth.” 
 
    “That's not necessary,” Toby said sweetly.  “Thank you though.” 
 
    But Miko had an even better offer for him.  He jumped up and propped Emmett's photograph against two of the parsnips left standing.  “Rifle time.” 
 
    Toby covered his mouth to hide his smile.  “No, that's bad,” he said anxiously between his fingers. 
 
    Miko ignored his protests and set up the rifle, not even having to instruct Toby to lie down before he was assuming the position and taking hold of the gun.  Miko smirked and lay down close to him, leaning over his body to adjust the scope. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Following another sleepless night, Miko longingly watched Toby head off to work first thing in the morning, unsure of what to do by himself for a whole day and not entirely comfortable being alone. 
 
     He pulled on the red sweater.  It smelled like gunpowder and roasted parsnips from their dinner celebration.  The revolver was still on the kitchen counter where Miko had left it, acting as a warning to the survivors while Toby chopped what they hadn't shot. 
 
    Miko ate the rest of the streusel for breakfast and piled together what they'd take to the bank to put in the safe deposit box: Miko's guns, not Toby's revolver; Miko's extra passports and Kevlar vest; his eyeglasses; Ophelia's heavily edited biography; the seventy thousand in cash Miko had given him years ago and the fifty thousand Miko had taken from the client before bashing her head in with her shovel, since Joe Russell never had asked for it; and what was left of the photograph of Emmett. 
 
    Mrs. Marlowe was all over the TV just like she had been after Fee's death, only now Miko was safe in Toby's apartment instead of some anonymous motel room, slowly losing his mind.  And he really did feel safe, no longer torn between having his vengeance and having Toby.  No longer having to lie. 
 
    Ophelia had been the link to Miko's past, to his sister and his life before his father left them to fate; Nasir was forever a part of what Miko became, his mentor and his most loyal friend; but Toby was both, reminding Miko of himself as a child, the innocent inquisitiveness, peeking behind his fingers while covering his eyes.  And then the anger on Toby's face once he'd stopped crying over what Miko had told him, about Anton and the mistakes that were made, the Niçoise man and finally Simon's cruelty, ready to fight for Miko and to stay with him.  Of all the arms Miko had slept in, none had been as strong as Toby's as he held him through the truth. 
 
    Toby had arranged the flowers he'd bought in a vase on the kitchen table next to the laptop so Miko could look at both if he got bored during the day, but Miko took the flowers and the computer back to the desk in the bedroom, still fearing the fruit bowl.  He scrolled through the comments, the drawings and declarations, and he suddenly began to laugh, thinking of how ridiculous it all was.  “Hamlet,” he said to himself, spinning around in Toby's chair until he got dizzy. 
 
    He looked up the play online but it made him question his comprehension of the English language so he spun around for awhile more instead.  “Ophelia,” he whispered, staring at the ceiling.  She had told Miko that he sounded like a giant when he spoke her name.  That's where the nickname came from.  “Fee-fi-fo-fum,” she'd recited gruffly, her voice nowhere near as deep as his.  Miko could still see her face at twelve years old, giggling over his accent.  It wasn't until later that he learned the next part: I smell the blood of an Englishman.  Fee had left that out.  She knew blood made Miko sick. 
 
    The spinning was also making him sick. 
 
    He got up and fell down, then waited until he was steady and got up again.  Toby would be baking at that moment so Miko wanted to as well, and he went to the kitchen, deliberately preparing streusel with the other powder to see if it really would've made a difference.  It did.  The batter tasted similar enough but the streusel looked strange and tasted stranger and Miko's admiration for Toby grew as the baking supplies were further diminished. 
 
    The next batch was made correctly but it still wasn't quite the same, and Miko knew that was because he'd made it himself.  It tasted better when Toby did it.  When Hector did it.  He smashed a whole bag of candies and sprinkled them on top, then sat at the table with the fruit bowl and ate nearly the entire pan piece by piece.  Miko felt significantly better for a very short time, then he felt significantly worse.  His stomach began to hurt and he pushed the plate away and laid his head down on the table. 
 
    It was the bathtub from Ophelia's home in London, not the one she'd died in, and it was filled to the brim with flowers from Hector's garden.  Simon was there, holding a skull.  Miko knew it was Nasir's skull because RUF was carved into the top, and Miko didn't want Simon to have it but he felt like if he tried to take it from him Simon would just drop it and it would shatter and crumble into dust. 
 
    Simon nodded towards the tub and said, “Hector is rolling in his grave.” 
 
    Miko rushed to the tub to help Hector roll his way out, but when he started to dig he realized it wasn't dirt but blood.  He pulled his hands away, knowing Ophelia was under there but he was too scared to touch it. 
 
    “Go on then,” Simon told him, and Miko swallowed down bile and went to plunge his hands in but all of his fingers were gone. 
 
    He woke with a start and the sound of a crash, and Miko immediately panicked, gasping “Fruit bowl!” but it was his plate he'd sent to the floor with his thrashing, not the bowl.  He leaned over and held the bowl in both hands without raising it off the table, and he gave it a huge relieved kiss.  “You are okay.”  Then he looked at his hands, at his fingers, and he felt sick again. 
 
    Backing away from the table, Miko tried calling Nasir but he didn't answer.  Miko remembered trying to call Ophelia on Christmas morning as well but she was already dead.  She'd been dead since the night before.  Or was she?  California was in a different time zone.  Could she have still been alive when he called?  Everything that had happened was still so fuzzy in his head, but Miko felt a prickling at the back of his neck like he was on to something. 
 
    He grabbed Ophelia's biography to look for the coroner's report, but he'd torn that part out.  “Scheisse.”  He left the broken plate where it was and got dressed, wandering around town until he found a bookshop.  The clerk, a busty girl with red lips like Miko and a fluffy orange sweater who Miko wanted to hug said there'd been a rush on the book since Mrs. Marlowe's press conference and they were all out.  Miko left empty handed but he had reached out to pet her sweater when she was turning away to help another customer and that made him feel calmer.  He returned home and looked online instead, and there it was, approximately 9:00 pm. 
 
    Closing the laptop, Miko sighed as the familiar despondency settled in.  She was dead when he called.  It was nothing. 
 
    He was startled by his phone ringing, Nasir returning his call.  “Is everything okay?” Nasir asked. 
 
    “Do you have RUF carved in the top of your head?” 
 
    Nasir laughed.  “Miko, I am not so tall that you have never seen the top of my head.” 
 
    “Yes, you are right,” he said, although Nasir was so tall that never seeing the top of his head was certainly conceivable.  “It is silly question.” 
 
    “It is.  Why would you ask it?” 
 
    “I had a strange dream.  You were a skull.” 
 
    “The skull was Yorick.  A court jester.” 
 
    Miko smiled, imagining Nasir as a court jester in a clown costume with bells.  And his bunny ears, that Miko needed to get back from Bella.  “Does Hamlet have a happy end?” 
 
    “No, my friend.”  Nasir laughed again.  “It is a tragedy.  But it is only because of Ophelia's name that there is even a connection.  You will have a happy end.” 
 
    Miko knew Ophelia's name wasn't the only thing that connected him with tragedies.  They surrounded him.  But they surrounded Nasir too, and he laughed better than anyone in the world.  Nasir was not poison.  “How do you feel?  You get to rest on the plane?” 
 
    “I am fine, Miko.  I had a lovely flight where no one became inconveniently famous and I didn't have to scold aging Englishmen for childish behavior.  How is Toby?” 
 
    “I took him shooting!” Miko exclaimed even though it wasn't really anything worth exclaiming about. 
 
    “How did he do?” 
 
    In an attempt to be polite, Miko tried, “I think he is maybe better suited for knives.” 
 
    “Didn't he cut off the tip of his finger with a knife?” 
 
    “Yes,” Miko muttered, having failed to put a positive spin on Toby's single shortcoming. 
 
    “I see.  Well it is good that he's trying to relate to you, even if it is not his true calling.” 
 
    “Not his true calling,” he repeated.  It was such a better way to say it that Miko wished he'd thought of it, but having difficulty articulating was one of Miko's many shortcomings.  And so was making messes.  “I have to go clean up something I broke.” 
 
    “Not the fruit bowl?”  Nasir was familiar with all of Miko's fears. 
 
    “Just a plate.  He will forgive me.” 
 
    “I think he would forgive you for the bowl too.” 
 
    Miko didn't even want to think about breaking that. 
 
    Cleaning up the broken glass was made much more difficult since Miko was terrified to go close to the table, but he got it done by sweeping the pieces towards him and staying the broom's length away.  He ate leftovers for dinner while standing by the sink, and the rest of the streusel, then he went to their park to spend the remainder of the evening where he was unlikely to break anything else. 
 
    While Toby had been chopping parsnips the night before, he'd told Miko that he'd gone to that park himself after cutting his finger.  He was in pain, worried and upset about having to miss work and pay the doctor's bill, but he just couldn't bear to go home to an empty apartment so he'd sat there for hours.  Miko wondered what would've become of his life, of both of their lives, if Toby hadn't gotten lonely enough to meet strange German men.  He decided that he didn't want to think about that either. 
 
    Miko took a picture of a flower with his phone and texted it to Toby even though he knew Toby's phone wouldn't be on.  Toby had only gotten to check in a few times throughout the day, but Miko was wearing his shirt and he knew that if he got too anxious he could sit under the kitchen sink and then Toby would sit with him once he got home and it wouldn't be weird because Toby understood. 
 
    It was nearly midnight before Toby called to say he was on his way home, asking if Miko needed him to pick up anything even though Toby sounded completely worn out.  The only thing Miko needed was for Toby to come back, and he went home himself, lying in bed so it would be warm when Toby got there. 
 
    He must've drifted off, but not long enough to dream.  When he opened his eyes Toby was sitting beside him on the bed, teasing Miko's nose with a bouquet of flowers the size of the fruit bowl.  “Hey, sleepyhead.” 
 
    Miko placed his hand over Toby's, holding him still so he could smell the flowers properly.  They smelled strangely like frosting.  “You caught bride bouquet?” 
 
    “She threw it right into the cake.” 
 
    “Oh no!”  Miko sat up, barely keeping the grin off his face to express an appropriate response to what Toby would've considered an absolute fiasco.  It delighted Miko that they smelled like frosting. 
 
    “She was mortified.” 
 
    “You were mortified too?” 
 
    “Yeah.  But they were really cool about it.  The groom said that the flowers were rightfully mine, much to the dismay of about a million bridesmaids, and I 'should give them to my sweetheart.'  So there you are.”  Toby handed them over and Miko buried his face in them so deep that he likely now had frosting in his hair.  Toby kissed the top of his head and flopped down exhausted in the warm spot Miko had left. 
 
    “You are tired?” 
 
    “Mmm hmm,” Toby mumbled, his eyes already closed. 
 
    Miko unbuttoned Toby's shirt, and when that didn't get a reaction began bopping him on the nose with the flowers until he smiled and turned his face away.  Snuggling up against him, Miko rested his head on Toby's chest and put the flowers on the pillow where he could look at them.  “I broke a plate.” 
 
    “Plates can be replaced.”  Toby reached his hand up and started to stroke Miko's hair.  “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I had a dream that I was digging through blood and I had no fingers.” 
 
    Toby was still for just a moment, then continued through Miko's knots.  “Sounds scary.” 
 
    “Yes.”  Miko's eyes drifted from the flowers to his own hand, the stumps grotesque, scary.  But not to Toby.  He took the prosthetics off, tracing his hand across Toby's bare skin under his shirt.  Miko had no sensation at the tips where they'd been severed, but he did have feeling everywhere else, the skin tender from being enclosed in silicone and unaccustomed to other physical stimulation. 
 
    “That feels good.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said again.  Toby's breathing became shallower, sleeping or nearly there, and Miko remembered something as he looked up at him, his face tilted towards the bouquet.  “Kocham Cie.” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    Miko smiled and closed his eyes.  “I will tell you in the morning.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Nursery Rhymes 
 
    Miko: Age 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    With his throat raw from screaming Miko lay under the bed, having once again earned the lock on the door.  He didn't eat enough to have the strength to fight the old man, so all he could do was yell, make demands he had no power to have fulfilled.  He curled up on the floor, cradling what was left of his hand and seething in the darkness of the bedroom.  Miko hurt Hector today, he knew it and he was glad.  He'd thrown the vase of flowers across the room after Hector lied again about Miko's father, and Miko told Hector he wanted to shoot him in the throat and watch him die like he'd shot his friend. 
 
    “You are not looking for him,” Miko sobbed to himself.  “You are a liar.  You are keeping him somewhere just like you are keeping me here.” 
 
    The previous weeks were a blur of confusion and grief, fear and rage, resigning to his helplessness and then exploding in anger.  Everything in the room that could be broken was.  Miko had torn out tufts of his own hair, and Hector's too.  That was the first time the door had been locked. 
 
    He could hear the water running downstairs, Hector doing dishes after Miko had yet again refused his dinner.  Miko had broken his plate as well.  He'd broken many plates. 
 
    Anything could set him off.  Or nothing.  His emotions were utterly out of control, and Miko was often as afraid of his own thoughts as he was of Hector.  More afraid, since Hector didn't always scare Miko.  It was only when Miko started to let himself come to terms with the events and accept what had happened that he would stop seeing Hector as his savior and consider him his captor again. 
 
    It was the flowers tonight, that Hector had brought in flowers from the garden outside to cheer Miko up because he kept looking out his window at them.  But Miko saw it as an attack, remembered Hector's gift to Tola as a precursor to everything, and he'd asked for his father again just waiting for Hector to lie.  
 
    The water stopped and Miko lay perfectly still.  He knew what came next.  Hector would slowly come up the stairs and stand by Miko's door, listening.  Then he would go to his own room and the night would be quiet until Miko woke screaming.  If he slept at all. 
 
    Reaching his left hand into the bed springs, he pulled down some of the candy he'd stashed and tore the wrappers open with his teeth, holding each red disc in his repulsive right palm until they were stacked high.  Then he shoved them all in his mouth, his eyes watering with the spice as he breathed around them, letting them gradually dissolve. 
 
    It took a considerable amount of time when there were that many, but Miko would slip in and out of awareness when he was in such a state, crying and then calm, furious, numb.  He twitched as he swallowed the last of it, his mouth so sticky that he struggled to open it. 
 
    The house was silent, no lights showing underneath the door.  Miko had not admitted to Tola that he was afraid of the dark too, that he took as much comfort in her glowing toy as she did, but now that toy was gone and so was she, and Miko only had the moonlight. 
 
    Crawling out from under the bed, Miko stood at the window, staring into the darkness.  He could see his reflection, a face he no longer recognized.  He looked gaunt, dark circles under his eyes, his mouth startlingly red.  He twitched again and cast his eyes down, to Hector's flower garden.  The flowers were bright white, the ground looked soft. 
 
    He quietly opened the window, the air cold outside.  Miko put his jacket on, stained with blood that Hector had tried repeatedly to wash out, Miko's blood, his sister's, maybe the man Anton's too.  He didn't want to wear the coat, could feel the blood spots still wet on his skin, but he would not make the same mistake he'd made before, going out unprepared into the world.  He and Tola had eaten all of the food their father left them instead of saving it for later.  Miko would need the coat later.  He had to wear it to get away. 
 
    There was an ivy covered trellis that reached nearly to the window and Miko carefully climbed out, telling himself that not having his right hand any longer wouldn't make that much of a difference, he could manage without it.  But his weight wasn't evenly distributed and he heard the snap of wood and tried to grab on, his right hand instinctively reaching out and unable to catch hold. 
 
    The next thing Miko knew he was flat on his back, surrounded by flowers, gasping for air and staring up at the stars.  He was stunned, completely winded by the impact, and for a moment he thought he might be dead but then Hector was yelling his name and trying to pick him up.  Miko skittered away from him, back against the trellis where the broken pieces still hung from the ivy. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” Hector asked, concernedly trying to reach for him. 
 
    “You do not care!” Miko screamed.  “You want to kill me!” 
 
    “Miko, that is not true.” 
 
    “You killed my sister!” 
 
    Hector sighed heavily and closed his eyes as he sat on the ground, his knees creaking.  “I did not kill her.   Miko, what happened to your sister was a terrible, tragic mistake.  Hurting children is not what we do.” 
 
    Miko shook his head, beginning to cry again.  “He killed her.  He hurt me.” 
 
    “Yes he did.  And if you had not taken the gun from him like you did, then I would've done far worse to him.” 
 
    Tucking his knees to his chest, Miko curled up tight.  “You lie.  You led him there.”  It was the only conclusion that had made sense to Miko, that Hector came when his father left and then Tola died and now Miko was taken away to a strange place and locked in a room.  It had to all be connected, otherwise the world was just too big for him to comprehend. 
 
    “No, my boy,” Hector said sadly.  “I want to explain to you what happened.  What we were doing there.  Will you let me explain to you?” 
 
    Miko peered out at Hector from underneath his scraggly hair.  “Where is my father?” 
 
    “We are looking for him.  If your father is to be found, we will find him.  Until then, I will protect you.  You do not have to be scared.” 
 
    “I am scared,” Miko whispered against his knees. 
 
    “I know you are, Miko.  I am scared too.” 
 
    Miko's father had seemed afraid on the day he left them but Miko had never heard an adult say it before, and he picked up his head just a little to ask, “Why?” 
 
    “I worry for you.  I worry that you will not get better, that I cannot help you.  I want to help you.  I do now and I did before.” 
 
    Miko started shaking his head but he remembered Hector asking about his parents, giving him and Tola candy.  That flower that made her smile for the first time in days.  “Where is my father?” he asked again, weakly, desperately, and Hector's blue eyes welled with tears and he shook his head as well.  “He was not inside,” Miko admitted.  He knew he must've told Hector that before, when the doctor was there sewing up his hand and Miko wasn't fully conscious.  How else could Hector look for his father?  But Miko felt guilty for lying, responsible for everything because of that lie.  “He left.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I am sorry I lied,” he bawled, but really he was sorry for being irresponsible and for getting his sister killed.  Hector merely reached for him, didn't try to move closer again, and Miko came into his arms and sobbed.  “She is dead because of me.” 
 
    “No, Miko, that was not your fault.” 
 
    “She was scared to go in there!  I made her go.  She knew it was not safe!” 
 
    “She had no way of knowing that.  You had no way.  You took her in there to protect her, where you both should have been safe.” 
 
    Miko cried harder, his hand hurting, still bleeding in his mind. 
 
    Hector held Miko closer, gently rocking him.  “Bringing her there does not make this your fault.  Even if you were responsible for where she was, that doesn't make you responsible for Anton's actions.” 
 
    “I broke your plate,” Miko sniffled. 
 
    “Yes, that you did, but it is okay.  Plates can be replaced.”  Stroking Miko's hair, Hector continued, “Anton told me that he'd seen you and your sister around that building.  I had not been informed by my client that there were children living there.  I went inside, at considerable risk to my agency, to ensure that you and your family did not live near the mark.  Just in case Anton did something stupid.  Exactly what he did and used that gun.” 
 
    Client, agency, mark, Miko knew these words but everything was confusing again.  “His name was Mark?” 
 
    “No, mark is just what they are called.” 
 
    “Who is 'they?'” 
 
    “The company I work for, we get rid of bad people.  Marks are bad people.  He was a bad person.” 
 
    Miko blinked away fresh tears, looking at the destruction of the flower garden, the rip in Hector's sweater that Miko had done a few days ago when Hector carried him kicking and screaming to the bedroom to lock him in.  “I am a bad person.” 
 
    “You are not bad.  You are a troubled little boy.  I was a troubled little boy once myself.” 
 
    “What did you do?” Miko asked, his interest piqued.  Adults were infallible. 
 
    “This country has been through many hard times.  Bad men were in power.  Bad men are frequently in power.  I wanted to do something about it, and when I was old enough I did.  Sometimes you can do bad things for good reasons, Miko.” 
 
    Miko twitched, and very nearly smiled.  “You get rid of them?” 
 
    “Yes.  As a younger man.  I am far too old now, so I help others do as I used to.” 
 
    “Anton?” 
 
    “He was one of the men who work for me.  There are others.” 
 
    “All men?”  Miko's sister had been part of his life for as long as he remembered, and she'd always commanded the attention of the entire household.  Even with the absence of their mother, Miko had grown up with a sense that there could never be all men anywhere without a female around to dote on. 
 
    “Well...”  Hector smiled.  “One woman.  I think you'd like her.  She has red hair, like your candies.”  Miko wiped at his mouth, more to keep Hector from seeing him smile than to rub the stain away.  Hector chuckled.  “She was a thief.  She tried to break into my boss's home.  Climbed the trellis, just like you.” 
 
    Cocking his head, Miko thought about what Hector had said, that sometimes you can do bad things for good reasons. “She is not a bad thief?” 
 
    “No, I am certain she's quite good at it.  Someone who climbs in windows can be a great asset to our company.  Maybe someone who climbs out, too.” 
 
    “She gets rid of mark?” 
 
    “She got rid of a friend of Anton's actually.  Blew him up with a little bomb.”  Hector stretched out his fingers like an explosion, the rings he usually wore finally off and his hands looking bare.  “He's alive, but...well he's had an attitude adjustment now I think” 
 
    “I like her!” Miko exclaimed, not even noticing that he was smiling this time. 
 
    “I like her as well.”  Hector stood, bringing Miko to his feet.  “You know, Mikolaj, Anton was one of many.  They are not all that way.  We are not that way.  You are a part of this agency now, and we will never let anything happen to you again.” 
 
    Having never been particularly popular in school, being part of something gave Miko a sense of belonging he appreciated more than he wanted to admit.  “What happens when you find my father?” 
 
    “Then you will go back with him, and we will protect you both.” 
 
    “From bad people?” 
 
    “That's right.”  Hector moved some of Miko's hair off his forehead, which Miko had only just realized was tickling.  “There is another man, he was Bella's partner.  In a way, he's part of this agency like you are.  Connected to us forever.” 
 
    “This man is like me?  Protected?” 
 
    Brushing the dirt off Miko's back, Hector ushered him back into the house.  “Yes.  You are both protected.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Hector was in the kitchen when Miko came downstairs, a new vase with new flowers on the table.  He was humming as he set out measuring cups and bowls.  Miko had slept through the night for the first time in weeks, the noise over his head in his nightmares a bomb blowing up Anton instead of the gunfire that would change his life forever.  “What are you doing?” he asked as he approached.  Food was frightening to him still, but now Hector had it all set out in bags and jars, the name of the ingredient written in Polish in black marker underneath the German name on the labels.  Flour.  Sugar.  Cinnamon. 
 
    “You are going to help me make Streuselkuchen.” 
 
    “Streusel?” 
 
    “Yes.  It is cinnamon, you will enjoy it.”  Hector held Miko's face in his hands and sighed.  “You have to eat food, Miko.  Look at your mouth.  It looks like you are wearing lipstick.” 
 
    “Like Bella?” 
 
    Hector laughed.  “Yes, like Bella.” 
 
    “I want to hear more about bad people.” 
 
    “I will tell you a story if you promise to try and eat.” 
 
    Miko nodded, moving closer to the counter and watching as Hector filled each cup and bowl, mixed it all together with a wooden spoon and poured it into a pan. 
 
    Holding out the spoon to him, Hector began, “There is a Spanish man, Rodrigo.” 
 
    Miko took the spoon and sat on the kitchen floor, paying such close attention to Hector's story that the spoon went into his mouth autonomously and he'd sucked it clean before Hector had even put the cake in the oven. 
 
    “He is a deeply religious man.  A man of God.  He does his job so there are less bad people in this world.” 
 
    “I like him too!” 
 
    “That is good.  You two also have something in common.” 
 
    “We do?” 
 
    Hector hesitated, then nodded.  “One day, Rodrigo was at the barbershop.  Do you know about barbershops?” 
 
    “They cut hair.” 
 
    “Yes, they also shave men's faces.  Rodrigo was having his face shaved, but it was not the barber behind him.” 
 
    “Who was it?” Miko asked excitedly. 
 
    “It was...a murderer!” 
 
    Miko gasped and dropped the spoon, laughing as he picked it back up. 
 
    “The man slit Rodrigo's throat with a straight razor,” he paused to demonstrate by drawing a line across his throat, and Miko gasped again. “But Rodrigo leaped into action, covering his wound with the hot towel from around his face and emptying his gun into his assailant BANG BANG BANG BANG BANG until the man was on the floor and the barrel of the gun was red hot.”  Hector stopped to gauge Miko's reaction to it all, having gotten overly passionate as if Miko's obvious enthusiasm was contagious. 
 
    Miko stared at him wide eyed, the spoon shaking in his hand.  He closed his gaping mouth, then opened it again to speak.  “What did he do?” 
 
    Hector smiled and continued just as vehemently.  “There were only seconds left to live before he would bleed out, and Rodrigo brought that gun against his wound and burned it shut.”  Hector clapped his hands together.  Miko swayed a little, but his attention didn't wane.  “Do you know why I told you this story, my boy?” 
 
    “So I will try and eat food.” 
 
    “Rodrigo has a terrible scar from his attack.  But he survived.  He lives today, and he is proud of that scar.” 
 
    Miko looked down at his hand, wrapped in bandages because he could still see blood that had since stopped flowing.  Miko couldn't imagine ever being proud of it.  He could barely stand to look at it. 
 
    “You survived, Miko.  You will get better.”  The oven timer went off and Miko jumped halfway to the ceiling.  Hector just clapped his hands together again.  “Let us eat!” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 A Return to Normalcy 
 
    Miko: Age 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was so silent that Miko could hear his own heartbeat, thudding in excitement as a grin of anticipation spread across his face.  He stood perfectly still, hidden behind the door, ready to attack. 
 
    The knob turned and he sprang into action, grabbing Toby and forcing him forward against the wall.  Toby gasped, somehow startled by this every time, even though they fucked in the doorway nearly as frequently as they fucked in bed. 
 
    It had been awkward between them at first, Toby concerned not that Miko was capable of hurting him, killing him, but that Miko had been hurt, and asking for it rough would bring back memories of the events.  Miko was not opposed to being gentle; it had brought a new tenderness to their relationship.  But he found that he missed the way things were and quickly got into the habit of being the initiator. 
 
    “I'm soaked, Miko,” Toby laughed.  “It's pouring out.” 
 
    Miko turned Toby to face him, realizing that yes, he was wet, and now so was Miko.  But Miko was already nude, had in fact not even bothered getting dressed that morning in the first place, and he would quickly dry.  Unzipping Toby's coat, Miko slipped it off his shoulders and tossed it aside.  Toby opened his mouth to protest, then just sighed and shook his head, pulling off his damp shirt and tossing it on the pile.  There was no time for practicality in their little game, for worrying about wet floors or damage to groceries.  Toby no longer went shopping for eggs when Miko was waiting for him at home.   
 
    Spinning Toby back to the wall, Miko pressed his entire body against him, Toby shivering, his skin chilled and moist.  Miko held Toby's arms above his head with his right hand, reaching around to unbutton Toby's pants with the left.  Toby groaned, arching his back to greet him.  Miko had already applied lube to himself so there'd be nothing stopping him and he thrust inside, feeling the tension in Toby's arm go slack as he relaxed into the pleasure. 
 
    Bringing his other hand up, Miko held both of Toby's wrists above his head as he fucked him, warming Toby's skin with his own.  “I missed you,” Miko said, their cheeks together, Toby's face flushed and hot unlike the rest of him. 
 
    “I was only gone a few hours,” Toby panted, then kissed him hurriedly, proving just how long those few hours had been.  He entwined his fingers with Miko's and begged, “Touch me,” drawing Miko's right hand down across his cold chest to another place that was warmer than the rest of him.  He shivered again as they gripped his cock together, and he rested his head against their outstretched arms, moaning softly when Miko began to jerk him off. 
 
    Toby liked the feel of the prosthetics more than Miko ever had, and it made Miko almost happy to have them.  But when their hands were together that way Miko may as well have not had them at all, Toby's fingers giving full function to Miko's hand, allowing him to touch Toby like no one else could. 
 
    Stroking him faster as he got close, Miko snapped his hips so hard that Toby had to brace himself, that familiar grin growing across his face, his eyes vacant of all worry.  Miko loved that the most, fucking him senseless, and he laughed with pure joy as Toby came, tensing magnificently to bring Miko his own climax. 
 
    Miko kissed the back of Toby's neck, his hair wet and dripping down Miko's face.  “It was not raining when you left.” 
 
    “No,” Toby said drowsily.  “I would've brought an umbrella.”  He tilted his head and Miko moved to kiss his throat instead.  Miko finally released Toby's wrist and Toby swayed in his arms as if that was the only thing keeping him up. 
 
    “I think he did not buy you enough coffee.”  One of Toby's clients had finally returned from his prolonged honeymoon, and invited him out for coffee for what Toby imagined was more than just gratitude for baking a wedding cake that could withstand a flying bouquet.  “How did it go?” 
 
    “Business proposition.”  Toby patted Miko on the ass so he'd get the hint and pull out.  “Let's get dry.” 
 
    Miko went and got a towel to dry off and one to clean up, and they snuggled together in bed under the blankets.  “He is getting married again so soon?” 
 
    Toby laughed.  “No, his father is a senator.  He's doing a lot of fundraising for reelection.  Huge events, pretty much every weekend for the foreseeable future.  It would be a substantial amount of work.” 
 
    “Would be?” 
 
    “I told him I'd think about it.  I'm not sure if I want to commit to something like that, considering all that's going on.” 
 
    There was actually nothing going on.  They lived a simple, domestic life, with very little excitement apart from just being together.  It felt like it had the first time, when Miko came to stay the night and didn't leave.  It was steady, and perfect, exactly what he needed.  He had even tried taking a Polish class until he realized that a room full of people saying “Do Widzenia” was not conducive to his mental health. 
 
    Miko had survived through the holidays, spending much of his time under the kitchen sink with Toby.  And he made it through the release of the Marlowes' new book, detailing how Hamlet, as even they were calling him now, had approached them one night and told them the truth, at first suspecting Jonathan Peterson and then coming to them for help.  Miko was described as “almost handsome” with “dark hair and soulful eyes behind his mysterious mask.”  They did not mention that he and Nasir tortured them, or mention Nasir at all, nor did they mention that Miko had told Mrs. Marlowe he had no need of money. 
 
    But Miko knew that Toby's real reluctance wasn't the commitment to his job, it was his commitment to Miko.  Having no desire to see less of Toby himself, Miko would just as soon have him decline the job.  “You do not have to work.  I will take care of you.” 
 
    He frowned.  “This is what I've always wanted, Miko.  It's not the money, I like making people happy.  It's just...catering parties for rich donor's checkbooks isn't exactly contributing towards someone's happily ever after.  And I can't help thinking these are the kinds of people you work with.  For.  Against?” 
 
    “Kill.”   
 
    “Kill.  Anyway, I'm still considering it.” 
 
    Miko gripped Toby's arms, wrapped around him from behind.  There was a levity between them that hadn't been there before, making Miko admit just how much strain the lies had placed on their relationship. 
 
    “Have you thought about it?  Getting back to work, I mean.” 
 
    “You want rid of me?” he teased.  Toby smacked him.  “I do not think there is work.”  Nasir had been in touch, saying that apart from Simon going grayer with every press conference from Mrs. Marlowe, Miko's name was never mentioned.  To Miko's knowledge Simon still had at least a dozen men working for him, and he'd never gotten Silva's book, which would've been the only definite link to work.  And to Silva's clients.  Even if Simon was able to sweet talk the clients he did know, it certainly shouldn't have been more work than his men could handle.  Miko couldn't imagine Simon sweet talking anyone.  “Not for me.” 
 
    “Well even if there was, you shouldn't work with that asshole again.” 
 
    “You are squeezing me.” 
 
    “Sorry.”  Toby relaxed his painful embrace.  “He pisses me off.  Why not have Joe Russell be your handler?” 
 
    “Nas says I am not to talk to him.” 
 
    “Then I guess you're stuck with me.” 
 
    “Be gentle.” 
 
    Toby laughed and squeezed him again.  Miko wanted to be stuck with him forever.  Doing nothing no longer felt like purgatory as it had in the hotels in Nevada, waiting for something to happen, for the mystery to be solved.  It felt like heaven, and Miko was content to carry on their boring life for the rest of his.  Then the letter came. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Toby held the letter in both hands like the weight was substantial, staring at the sender's address.  Ohio State Penitentiary.  Then he set it down again and clasped his hands together in his lap.  Miko sat beside him on the sofa, watching as he repeated the action over and over, pick it up, put it down. 
 
    If it was bad news about Isaac, Toby's father would've called.  If something had happened to his father... 
 
    Shaking his head, Toby took the letter and tore it open, then dropped it back on the table for the hundredth time. 
 
    “Do you want me to read it?” Miko asked. 
 
    “No, I....I'll do it.” 
 
    Miko put his arm around him, imagining Toby doing the same thing with Ophelia's letter, up and down, all by himself, thinking she'd written to tell him Miko was dead.  “How long did it take to open Fee's letter?” 
 
    “Three days.”  Toby took a deep breath and pulled the letter from the envelope.  He skimmed it quickly, his knit brow smoothing out as his eyes widened and he read it slower, raising his eyebrows.  Miko didn't try reading over his shoulder, even if he could decipher handwriting worse than his own.  He just watched Toby's face, a smile he successfully fought, tears springing to his eyes that didn't fall.  Toby flipped the letter over and read it again, going through the same motions, the worry on his face like he expected it to be something different than whatever was on the page becoming a genuine smile now, and tears he had to wipe away.  “It's from Isaac.  It's...”  He swallowed hard and gripped the letter firmly.  “It's an apology.”  He held the letter out to Miko expectantly, so clearly still in a state of disbelief that Miko didn't want to read it and discover that Toby's eyes were deceiving him after all. 
 
    Miko reluctantly took it, but by then Toby was so excited he started giving him the abridged version before Miko could read it.  “He said he's done a lot of thinking in jail, and he was wrong to say what he did to me, and that I was the best thing in his life and he fucked it all up and he doesn't expect me to forgive him but he is sorry and hopes I'm happy.”  Toby stopped, smiling giddily and waiting for Miko to respond. 
 
    He had no idea what to say.  He'd decided that he hated Isaac the first time Toby mentioned him, telling Miko what Isaac said about letting their father beat the gay out of him.  Miko had grown to hate him even more as he fell in love with Toby, and now he was expected to let that go because the man apologized in a letter.  “This is good?” 
 
    Toby threw his arms around him and laughed, then pulled back to face him.  “He's...he's sorry.”  Toby did that adorable scrunched up face thing and Miko held him while he went between crying and smiling just like he had picking up and setting down the letter.  “I think I wanna go see him.  Do you want to come to Ohio?” 
 
    “On purpose?” 
 
    Toby laughed again.  “Yes, on purpose.” 
 
    “But I think I still do not like your family, Toby.” 
 
    Putting a candy into Miko's mouth, Toby gave him a quick kiss.  “You don't have to like him.  You don't even have to meet him.  He's not going anywhere for awhile, so we can worry about that later.” 
 
    “You worry about everything.” 
 
    Toby turned back to the letter in his hand, something Miko knew he must've been wishing for since he was eighteen.  Isaac may not have expected Toby to forgive him, but he had, and it reminded Miko how trusting Toby was, how naively ready to see the best in people.  To believe the lies.  “I'm not worried about this, Miko.” 
 
    Miko wasn't trusting.  He was worried.  “What if he says horrible things to you again?  Is there a harbor in Ohio?”  Toby gave him a wounded look.  “If Simon apologized to me would you still be so angry you squeeze?” 
 
    “Yes,” Toby relented. 
 
    “I am happy for you, Toby.”  Miko pulled him closer.  “I do not want to see you get hurt.  For how can I break his limbs if he is safe behind bars?” 
 
    Toby rolled his eyes, settling comfortably into Miko's arms.  “I'm sure you'd find a way.” 
 
    “Read me the letter.” 
 
    Toby proudly read it to him, as if it could convince Miko that the world was just and fair, and bad things never happened to good people.  But Miko knew the worst things happened to good people.  And Toby was the best thing in Miko's life too. 
 
    “We go to Ohio and you will buy me a new shirt?” 
 
    “Considering what little care you took of the last one?”  Toby smiled.  “Yeah, I'll buy you a new shirt.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    To Miko this was a practice run, a quick trip out of town that would serve as an introduction to a lifetime of traveling together.  And a shopping excursion.  But to Toby it was a full weekend culminating in a mere hour of visitation, eight years of sadness and loss of familial support eradicated merely by seeing his brother across a thick pain of glass.  Miko took the keys for the rental car.  “I will drive, you are delusional.” 
 
    “I'm not delusional.  I'm idealistic.” 
 
    “That is what I said.”  Miko tossed his bag in the backseat.  Without guns and Kevlar there was more than enough room for Toby's things as well, and they'd only packed one bag for the weekend away. 
 
    Toby ducked into the car, visibly more comfortable on four wheels than two wings.  He was a nervous flier, but then, he was nervous in general.  “Do you remember where you stopped before?” he asked when Miko got in.  “When you were going to California?” 
 
    “No.”  The only thing Miko remembered of that room was the closet where he'd sat surrounded by flowers.  And that the desk had a candy dish filled with completely useless flavors that Miko nevertheless demolished.  “I can ask Nas.  He would know.” 
 
    “It's okay.  We wouldn't want to stay there anyway.”  Toby sweetly gripped Miko's hand, then turned the GPS on his phone for directions to where they were staying.  Their hotel was nicer but did not have a candy dish.  It was a fifty minute drive from the prison and an hour and a half from Toby's hometown.  It was also the first hotel Toby had ever checked into, and only the second he'd ever stayed in.  The first was with Miko in Nevada.  He'd never even rented a car before, and Miko felt overly protective of him for his lack of experience.  
 
    “Come here,” Miko said, reaching for him as Toby looked curiously around the wholly unremarkable room.  Toby gave a self-conscious smile, like he knew the “bumpkin” in him was showing.  “You know what I do when I come to hotel?”  Miko held his hand and brought Toby down to the floor with him.  “Look under the bed to see if I fit.” 
 
    “You don't.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Toby kicked off his shoes and pulled Miko onto the bed instead, wrapping his arms around him and resting his head on Miko's chest.  “I used to pretend I was scared of monsters under the bed so Isaac would stay with me.  He was so annoyed.” 
 
    “My sister did that too.  But I did not mind.  I think she was scared of monsters.” 
 
    “You're a good big brother.” 
 
    Miko kissed Toby's head.  Then he thought of something.  “Do you want your photograph?” 
 
    “My photo—” he started confusedly, then firmly said, “No!” when he realized what Miko meant.  He sat back up, shaking his head.  “No, Miko.  “I appreciate the thought but—” 
 
    “But you should have photographs.”  It still bothered him that Toby didn't have photographs, and couldn't have them of Miko.  Toby's expression became stern.  Miko just smiled.  “Now your brother apologized he would get it for you but he cannot get for you from jail so...”  He smiled wider.  “I think he would want me to do it.” 
 
    Crossing his arms over his chest, Toby asked, “You think Isaac would want you to break into my father's home and steal from him?”  
 
    “We are bonding already!  No worrying just like you said.” 
 
    Toby snickered despite his best efforts to be firm.  “Now who's delusional?” 
 
    “Me now, so you should drive.  You know the way.” 
 
    “This is such a bad idea.”  He closed his eyes.  “This is such a bad idea.” 
 
    “No worrying,” Miko sang, rocking Toby until he smiled and looked at him.  “We will go when he is not home.  After we get my shirt!” 
 
    “We could've just gotten you a shirt online.  Or in Boston.”  Toby leaned down to kiss him.  “It's not like they'll have the same things anyway.  Even as backwards as this place is, fashions change.” 
 
    “It is special from here.” 
 
    “Okay,” Toby sighed.  “But I have to warn you, I wasn't really out when I was here.  For a reason.” 
 
    Miko raised an eyebrow like he was being challenged.  He would've gladly opened the minds of the townspeople if they harassed Toby.  With a hacksaw.  “You want me to not hold your hand at the mall?” 
 
    “I want you to not attack people for looking at us funny.  Because they will.  And they outnumber us.” 
 
    Thinking about Hector's reaction to his son being in love with a man, Miko slowly nodded.  “Okay.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    The store where Toby had bought Miko's beloved shirt years ago was no longer there, and that disappointment, along with the stares of small town people who had likely never seen a foreigner at all, much less someone as foreign as Miko, had not left Toby in the best mental state to break into his father's house.  He paced back and forth on the very short leash of the payphone cord as he dialed the number for his childhood home.  “He's not answering,” Toby said grimly while Miko bounced on his heels in excitement. 
 
    “He is not home.” 
 
    “I'm gonna try again.” 
 
    Miko took the receiver from him and hung up the phone.  “You tried three times.  He is not home.” 
 
    “I don't think I can do this.” 
 
    Taking Toby's hand, Miko dragged him back to the car.  “I will do.  Just drive around the block until I come out.  It is okay.” 
 
    “But what if—” 
 
    He kissed him, then pressed his finger to Toby's forehead to smooth down the lines.  “Worrying.” 
 
    “The place is probably a mess,” Toby said quietly. 
 
    “You want me to clean while I am there it will take longer.” 
 
    “No, I...”  He rolled his eyes as he got the joke, once again believing that Miko was serious for just a moment too long.  Then he turned away, suddenly looking very small.  “Just don't think less of me.” 
 
    “There is nothing your father could do to make me think less of you.  Kocham Cie.” 
 
    Toby smiled.  “Dziekuje.” 
 
    “You thank me when I get your picture.”  He got in the passenger side, habitually adjusting his hair like he was on a job even though he had none of Hector's orange scented pomade to make it actually obedient.  He didn't have his glasses or suit either.  Or a steak.  He ate a candy instead, looking around the neighborhoods as Toby reluctantly drove. 
 
    “This is it,” Toby said, pulling up to the curb and nodding to a plain one-story house across the street.  It was in slight disrepair with a dead front lawn.  “There should be a photo album, on the coffee table in the living room maybe, or in his bedroom.” 
 
    “You keep spare key outside?” 
 
    “It's not locked.” 
 
    Miko looked to him questioningly. 
 
    “This isn't Boston, Miko.  No one locks their doors.  There's no need.” 
 
    “There will be now.”  Miko got out of the car, walking up to the front door and then shooing Toby away since he was anxiously watching instead of driving in circles.  Toby winced and drove off, and Miko turned the knob, peering inside before entering. 
 
    It was a mess, but no less than Miko would've expected from an alcoholic who lived alone.   His expectations for Toby's father were not particularly high to begin with.  From the hallway he could see a mostly empty tray from a microwave dinner on the coffee table and a completely empty whiskey bottle but no photo album, so he headed down the hall towards the bedrooms. 
 
    Figuring out which room had been Toby's was simple; it was probably exactly as he'd left it.  A twin sized bed, bookshelf with a few books he'd left behind, dresser with nothing in it, a couple of shirts on wire hangers in the closet.  They were dusty but Miko took one anyway, shaking it out and nearly pulling a muscle while pulling it on.  Then he stretched a bit and did the same with the others.  He would need Toby's help getting them off but Toby was quite skilled at helping Miko get undressed. 
 
    Isaac's room was about the same, except for the posters of barely dressed women on the walls and no bookshelf.  Miko took a moment to appreciate being surrounded by what were obviously fake but still likely cuddly breasts before moving to the last bedroom.  Also no bookshelf, no photo album in the nightstand.  Miko peeked under the bed, then thought about Toby and his box of useless things and checked the closet.  Toby had something in common with his father after all. 
 
    Miko picked the album up off the floor and blew away some dust, then flipped to the first page.  There were plenty of photos to choose from, and Miko ate a candy to center himself, starting to feel as if this was going just slightly wrong like most of his hits. 
 
    “Stand up,” came an authoritative voice from behind him.  The kind of voice that belonged to someone carrying a weapon.  He didn't ask who Miko was or what he was doing in his house, he commanded, as if Miko answered to him. 
 
    With a twitch Miko stood to face Toby's father.  He wasn't armed, just a bully, accustomed to intimidation.  Miko decided they didn't have anything in common after all.  There was nothing of Toby in him.  He was an angry man who'd clearly just woken from a drunken stupor.  He must've been on the sofa, so dead to the world that Miko had overlooked him.  That he hadn't heard Toby's phone call. 
 
    Toby's father let his eyes drift to Miko's hand, still holding the photo album that he seemed to barely recognize.  “Put that down.” 
 
    Miko gripped it tighter.  Even though the man had never laid a hand on Toby, Miko wanted to break him in two.  But despite what Toby had said, Miko could already tell that Toby's father wasn't like Emmett, someone who could learn something from getting the shit kicked out of him.  The man was someone who would take a beating and then take it out on somebody else.  Instead, Miko just decided to fuck with him.  “You have a very handsome family.” 
 
    “The fuck did you say to me?” 
 
    “What is that?” Miko gasped and pointed, then sprinted towards the door once his father turned to look, giving him a quick pat on the ass with the photo album.  He bolted out of the house and ran across the lawn, able to see the panic on Toby's face even at a distance as the car approached at a quickening speed.  Miko smacked into the side door as he grabbed the handle while he was still moving one direction and the car was going in the other.  He swung himself into the passenger side and yelled, “Retreat!” 
 
    Toby gunned it in reverse, saying, “Oh God oh God oh God.”  With one hand on the wheel he hit the breaks, spinning out in the empty intersection with a screech of tires and shoving the gear into drive once they faced the other direction.  It was the way Miko wished he could drive a getaway car, the way a trained professional would drive, but in reality Miko would end up crashing into sixteen different things while going in reverse and then the car would stall.  “What the hell happened?” Toby yelled. 
 
    But Miko was too busy grinning with his mouth hanging open and his eyes wide.  “Toby that was so cool!  Where did you learn to be getaway driver?  Are you a spy?” 
 
    “I'm gonna be sick.”  Toby pulled over and got out of the car, leaning over with his hand on the hood for support.  Miko followed him, offering a candy as Toby took deep breaths and tried not to throw up.  “What happened, Miko?” 
 
    “He was home,” Miko said nonchalantly. 
 
    Toby squeezed his eyes shut.  Then he gasped and opened them again.  “Did you kill him?” 
 
    “No.”  Miko cocked his head.  “Do you want me to?” 
 
    “Of course not.”  Toby sighed and took the candy.  “Did he see you?” 
 
    “Yes, but—” 
 
    “He's gonna call the cops,” he groaned. 
 
    “And say what to them?  That a German man with a red mouth stole his picture album?  He was very drunk, they will not believe.” 
 
    With a glance back at the car, the worry finally started to drain from his face.  “You took the whole album?” 
 
    Miko shrugged.  “It was on the floor.  It had dust.  He does not care about them.  You will.  It is purple like your bowl.” 
 
    Toby slumped back into the driver's seat and picked it up, flipping through with a growing smile.  “Aww, I still remember all of these.”  He stopped at a picture of his parents together, his father looking much different than he did now.  “What did he say when he saw you?” 
 
    “He told me to put it down.  I said he had a very handsome family and then I ran away.”  Miko left out the part about smacking the old man's ass with photographs of his handsome family. 
 
    Toby scoffed and gave an incredulous laugh.  “You are such a nut.” 
 
    “Move over.  If the cops are coming we should go.” 
 
    He scooted over with the album so Miko could drive.  Then he did a double take.  “What in God's name are you wearing?” 
 
    “You got me shirts.” 
 
    With a shake of his head, Toby laughed again.  “How many do you have on?” 
 
    “Five?” 
 
    “You're never gonna get them off.” 
 
    “You can do it.  You are strong.” 
 
    Toby smiled, opening the album again.  “Isaac taught me to drive.  We used to do all sorts of stupid shit like that.  There isn't a whole lot of excitement in rural Ohio.” 
 
    “You will teach me?” 
 
    Raising his eyebrows in disbelief, Toby asked, “Really?  I would've thought you'd know all about that sort of stuff.” 
 
    “I am not a spy.” 
 
    “Okay, but we should try it with the Beemer when we get home.  You can do way more stupid shit with a stick shift.” 
 
    It took all Miko had not to grin like an idiot and bounce around.  And to keep his eyes on the road, not staring in wonder at Toby.  “See, you were wrong.” 
 
    “About the stick shift?” 
 
    “I saw your father.  And now I think better of you.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Sitting in the car with the doors locked, Miko stared at the prison and sucked on another candy.  Inside were murderers like him, thieves, rapists, criminals of all shapes and sizes.  And Toby.  His criminal mastermind who could drive a getaway car but couldn't even steal a book.  Miko wasn't sure whether he was more nervous about Toby being inside or him being outside, in such close proximity to where he'd earned himself a cell as much or more so than the current inmates. 
 
    He could've stayed at the hotel, but he didn't want Toby to be driving if he got upset, and by the circles under his eyes Miko could tell he hadn't slept well the night before. 
 
    Miko glanced at the clock on the dashboard.  It had only been half an hour and he was perilously close to the bottom of the second bag of candy.  They were heading right to the airport after this and he was supposed to save some for the flight, but there was only one bag left after that one and he didn't think he'd make it. 
 
    Climbing into the backseat, Miko pulled the photo album out of their bag and started flipping through it.  The photos were all from when Toby was very young or not even born yet.  There was nothing more recent.  Everyone was smiling and happy.  It was strange to think that both of the children in those pictures were now sitting in prison.  That they hadn't spoken to each other in eight years.  Miko found that he believed Isaac's apology more now, after seeing the two of them playing together.  But even though it was Isaac's dismissal of Toby from his life that earned Miko the shirt he loved so much he wore it to death, Miko had in no way forgiven him. 
 
    He crawled back over the seats to the front and adjusted his new shirt, rinsed out in the sink when they got to their hotel so it would stop making him sneeze.  Seven minutes had passed.  Miko brought his feet up so he was scrunched into the driver's seat against the steering wheel.  If it weren't for his mental problems he would probably enjoy prison, except maybe the cells would be too big.  He'd only heard of one of Silva's men being arrested, an Englishman named Cooper who was busted at a train station carrying the proceeds from his hit converted into the form of massive amounts of cocaine.  Simon paid Cooper a visit in jail, and then Cooper was no more.  Miko ate another candy, remembering how highly he'd thought of Simon when he heard that story from Hector. 
 
    Simon had never thought highly of Miko. 
 
    Wrapping his arms around his knees, Miko stretched out his shoulders where his H tattoo for Hector was.  Sometimes he would forget it was there, just for a moment, because he couldn't see it.  But Hector was with him in everything he did, every candy he ate, and it made him smile to think that some day he'd bring Toby to Germany and Hector's garden would've grown back from Miko pulling it up after he died.  Toby could smell all the flowers.  Unless Hannah sold the house. 
 
    He crunched down and straightened up, pressing his back against the seat.  If she sold it they would break into her house and steal her photo album.  She had a handsome family.  There may be pictures of Hector.  There were none of Miko. 
 
    With a mischievous grin Miko took a picture of his lap and texted it to Toby, knowing Toby's phone would be at the guard's station or at least turned off.  Then he looked up to see Toby approaching, pausing to take out his phone.  He blushed and looked up too, smiling and shaking his head as he came to the car.  Miko got out to greet him.  He'd obviously been crying but he didn't look sad.  “You're so naughty,” Toby said, relaxing into Miko's embrace. 
 
    “It was okay?” 
 
    “Yeah.  He...he's fine.  Calm.  This is all good for him, as weird as that sounds.” 
 
    “Puts into perspective,” Miko said.  Hector had told him that about Silva, when the old man got sick. Silva was not disappointed that Miko fucked up a job because he was dying and the job didn't matter.  Now Silva was dead and Isaac was calm, apologizing to his brother who did matter. 
 
    Toby nodded.  “You all right?  Eat all your candy?” 
 
    “Not all.” 
 
    “Good.  Let's get out of here.” 
 
    Miko turned on the radio when they got in the car, watching the prison in the rearview mirror as he drove.  He'd been in his own prison, going crazy over Ophelia.  Now he was calm too, just waiting to be released by revenge.  And with the breaking news report, perhaps it was closer than he thought.  Ophelia's parents were dead. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Parting is Such Sweet Sorrow 
 
    Miko: Age 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    Miko had never traveled without Hector before, had not been away from him for more than a few hours at a time since Hector had given him and his sister candy and asked where their parents were.  But Hector had to be in Venice for a German assassin named Hans to shoot someone and Miko had to be in London to see Ophelia off, so he relented and let Miko go. 
 
    The Venetian mark was to be killed before he could leave for the airport.  He was moving out of the country too, just like Ophelia, and Miko wished Hans would come and kill her parents before they could leave as well.  But Hans wouldn't and Miko wouldn't either, so Miko let his thoughts drift to something closer to home. 
 
    He had done a lot of thinking about his father since Hector told him the truth, but the thoughts he had now were very different than the ones he would've expected.  He only briefly considered what must've flashed through his father's mind in his last moments: fear, grief, regret, certainly concern over his children, possibly memories of his wife.  Miko did not empathize with his father, with the victim.  He thought of the killer. 
 
    Although Hector had given him no more information on the topic, Miko knew enough to fill in the blanks with his inappropriately fueled imagination.  The weapon would've been a switchblade, he decided.  It was easy to conceal, the weapon of a thug, not a professional.  This wasn't a job.  His father knew the murderer, had crossed them, and they walked up alongside him and with a quick pull of their arm it was all over.  The body would've been left where it was, just off the path, where it would be found early the next morning if not the same night.  Miko could see his father ineffectually trying to drag himself back towards his children, one hand covering the geyser of blood from his throat.  He would've died on his front, his arm stretched out before him, his face turned to the side.  Miko could see the blood. 
 
    Miko would see the blood. 
 
    Hector had contacted Silva, let him know Miko was ready, and preparations were being made.  Miko imagined himself there already, imagined an associate picking him up at the airport as if he was on a job.  But no one was there. 
 
    He made his way to Ophelia's house, an address he had memorized and could soon forget.  Her mother opened the door and reached for the flowers he carried like they must've been for her.  He defensively pulled them back, clenching his fist as if to strike her except his good hand was filled with daisies.  “Can I help you?” she asked with a haughty sneer. 
 
    The hallway behind her was glaringly empty, no furniture or pictures on the walls.  Then he saw Ophelia approaching and it didn't seem so empty after all.  “Mum, that's Miko.  He lives next door.” 
 
    “Oh yes, I remember now,” Mrs. Marlowe said, no recognition on her face that she'd ever seen him before even though it was just a few weeks ago that Miko put her daughter in the hospital.  She stood aside so he could enter.  “Do come in.” 
 
    Ophelia smiled at him and shyly took the flowers, then his hand, leading him to a small bedroom in the back of the house.  Only her bed was left, and a suitcase by the door.  “I'm so glad you could make it,” she said, her big blue eyes filled with misplaced hope as she clutched the bouquet to her chest.  Miko knew that Ophelia had no one else to come and say goodbye to her, just friends of her parents and theater people coming and going, superficially making their departure more dramatic with every kissed cheek and faked tear.  Miko was all she had, the one person who didn't want her to leave, didn't want her to become successful in Hollywood.  And there was nothing he could do to help her. 
 
    Except be there.  “Of course I make it.”   
 
    She set the flowers on her pillow and Miko instinctively looked to the ceiling to ensure it was a safe place to lay their heads beside the flowers.  Ophelia must've taken it as insecurity being around her parents, quickly saying, “They're going out tonight.  One last hurrah.  Then that's it.  The conveyancer is coming tomorrow to take the keys to the house.” 
 
    “What is he like, the conveyancer?”  Miko wanted “conveyancer” to be a euphemism, like problem-solver or pest control.  The conveyancer would come in the morning before her parents were awake and make certain they stayed sleeping.  Ophelia would be collateral damage of an assassination, just like Miko, and she would come live with him and Hector while the mysterious conveyancer would never be seen again. 
 
    “She.  A bit barmy, really.  She wears her hair in a bun at the back of her head, and she keeps sticking her pens in it so she loses them and has nothing to write with.  I swear she had six of them back there yesterday.” 
 
    Miko wasn't sure what barmy was but he knew of only one female assassin, and Bella didn’t wear pens in her hair.  But perhaps she should.  The pens could be weapons.  He could use a pen.  Their knives would all be packed.  “Did she take your pens?” 
 
    Ophelia smirked.  “I put one in my bag so she couldn't steal it.  Will you write me a note?” 
 
    He nodded and she pulled it out, along with a scrap of paper.  Ophelia's pens were all purple and pink on the letters she'd sent him.  There hadn't been time for many but they'd spoken on the phone, Miko able to call at all hours of the day or night because her parents were rarely home and never paying attention.  If they had anything serious to discuss Ophelia would sneak out of her room and wait for him to call her back at the payphone down the street, since according to her “that's how assassins do it.”  Miko didn't let her go to the payphone after dark, no matter what they talked about.  He couldn't help but think of Tola, screaming at every sound, trembling in fear as the sun went down. 
 
    Ophelia was afraid too, and Miko sat beside her on her bed, shielding his writing from her eyes as he scribbled Do not be scared.  He slipped it back into her luggage and stuck the pen in his hair.  “Like this?” 
 
    She giggled.  “You're very fashionable.” 
 
    He was very homicidal, but needing the assistance of a twelve-year-old girl to get a purple pen out of his hair because he only had five usable fingers and wore gloves indoors had a way of putting things back into perspective.  He wasn't an assassin yet, and this was probably the exact reason Bella didn't wear pens in her hair. 
 
    “You shouldn't let it bother you,” she said, catching him unconsciously moving his disfigured hand out of sight once the pen was free.  He'd told her about his sister and even shown her the prosthetics, but he couldn't stand to face them himself.  “Yours look better than mine at any rate.”  She smiled and held out her hands, each of the fingernails bitten down to the point of looking painful. 
 
    He took both of her hands in his left one to inspect them.  “You ate so much.” 
 
    “I've been nervous.” 
 
    “What if they bleed?” he asked concernedly.  “You could get it in your mouth.” 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    Miko sighed and took off his gloves, handing them over to her like he would with Tola in the winter, letting his fingers freeze so hers could be warm.  Tola was constantly losing her gloves.  And Miko's.  “Do not eat your hands.  You need them.  Trust me.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  Ophelia blushed and put them on.   
 
    “Now you are very fashionable.” 
 
    “I'm certain my mother would approve.”  She held her hands out and admired the too-big gloves.  “Style pages, here I come.” 
 
    “You can take them to Hollywood.” 
 
    “Are you sure?  Won't you need them?” 
 
    “It is okay.  I get more.” 
 
    She leaned over and kissed his cheek.  “You're sweet.  But I won't tell anyone.  It would ruin your reputation as an assassin.” 
 
    Miko couldn't imagine having a reputation among Silva's men, good or bad.  Having a reputation would entail someone actually noticing him.  But maybe Bella would be the one to train him, and she had so much of a reputation that she'd have plenty to spare for him. 
 
    There was the sound of the front door opening and closing and conveyancer popped into Miko's mind, but it was only her parents leaving for the party without saying goodbye.  “If only they would really leave me here,” Ophelia said, lying back on her bed. 
 
    Miko lay beside her, the flowers between their heads.   “You can stay with me and Hector...”  He hadn't told her that Hector was there when Tola died, that Hector was a part of it.  He only said Hector adopted him after it happened.  He'd trusted her enough to tell her about his hand, but he wouldn't betray Hector's secrets to someone he just met, no matter how much he trusted her. 
 
    She stared up at the ceiling, her gloved hands clasped demurely at her waist.  “You would do anything for Hector, wouldn't you?”  Miko nodded and she continued, “Because he chose to take you in.  It wasn't biology, he chose you.  They chose me.”  Hector hadn't chosen Miko.  He had no choice.  But he had taken him.  Ophelia sighed.  “It seems a bit ungrateful, doesn't it?  Not being what they want?” 
 
    “What about what you want?” 
 
    “Actresses never work past forty.  I just have to make it that long.” 
 
    Propping himself up on his elbow, he turned to face her.  “That is thirty years, Fee.” 
 
    She rolled onto her side as well, a helpless smile on her face.  “How long do assassins usually work?” 
 
    Most of the time assassins got killed.  The strong ones, the skilled ones, were promoted to associates or handlers.  The associates did basically the same thing handlers did, but they lacked the charisma to deal with clients.  Miko didn't think himself charismatic, or skilled for that matter.  Thirty years sounded more than sufficient.  “The same I suppose.” 
 
    “Will you come live with me once we retire?  We can get a little house where no one will bother us.” 
 
    “We will have a garden.” 
 
    “That's perfect.”  Pulling the flowers close, she languidly shut her eyes.  “I shall dream about it tonight.” 
 
    Miko watched her innocent face, flicking the purple pen with his fingers.  He knew what he'd dream about. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    The conveyancer arrived first thing in the morning, bringing pastries for breakfast.  Miko now understood barmy to mean out of her mind.  She was a frazzled, middle-aged woman whose thick eyeglasses hung from a beaded string around her neck.  She wore a good deal of color, none of it matching the rest of her wardrobe, and she spoke unbelievably fast, a little laugh at the end of every statement.  She patted Ophelia on the head like she was a dog.  She did not pat Miko's head.  She did steal his pen.  He hoped she'd use it to kill Fee's parents, but she only stuck it in her hair. 
 
    Miko had slept very little the night before, spending most of it standing over her parents in bed, flicking the pen and praying for the courage to do the right thing.  But in the end he couldn't save her.  Ophelia would be upset, too upset with him to come live with him and Hector, and there was no telling where else she might end up. 
 
    He told himself that she may never even get famous, may not even be cast in a film, but somehow he knew that wasn't true.  Ophelia must've known it too, staring blankly into the distance whenever she wasn't staring at him.  Her mother had told her to take off the gloves, but as soon as she saw the state of Ophelia's fingernails allowed her to put them back on. 
 
    Ophelia's parents went over the last few details with the conveyancer before the taxi arrived, and Miko carried Ophelia's bag to the trunk.  Then he ended up carrying her mother's bags as well, and her father's, each one at a time in his good hand while hiding the other in his pocket.  Ophelia hadn't spoken a word all morning.  Neither had Miko. 
 
    “All right, my darling,” Ophelia's mother proclaimed, waltzing around like she was on stage.  “Say goodbye to your friend.” 
 
    Ophelia withered into his arms and he twitched, staring right at her mother as if he could glare her to death.  She didn't even notice.  “You will write me?” 
 
    “Every day,” he said, stroking her hair.  She nodded, crying harder than Miko had ever seen anyone cry.  “Only thirty years.” 
 
    She sniffled and laughed, wiping her eyes.  “Goodbye, Miko.” 
 
    “Auf Wiedersehen.” 
 
    Following her parents, Ophelia got into the cab, gazing out the back window at him as it pulled away from the curb.  Miko waved with his left hand, his right clenched so tightly in a mangled fist that the prosthetics had fallen off in his pocket.  He waited until they were out of sight to let his head drop in defeat, and he whispered “Do widzenia,” knowing thirty years was just too long.  They would never have their garden. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    A Thickening Plot 
 
    Miko: Age 27 
 
      
 
      
 
    Their plane was about to board and Miko still hadn't heard from Nasir.  He paced the terminal, staring at his phone while Toby stared at the news on TV.  In desperation Miko finally called Simon instead.  “Where is Nasir?” Miko asked the instant Simon picked up. 
 
    “And the Mako Shark has finally returned my calls.” 
 
    “Where is Nasir?” 
 
    “Working, as you should be.” 
 
    Miko twitched, his eyebrows knit.  “But he is retired.  He cannot be working.” 
 
    “Yes, but unlike you he has respect for an agency that has taken such good care of him.  When there's a need he helps fill it.  So where have you been?  Los Angeles?” 
 
    “Just traveling around,” Miko said suspiciously.  Simon guessed Los Angeles.  Had he heard about her parents? 
 
    “Well travel your ass back to London and we'll talk.  Otherwise I've got better things to do than help you look for your boyfriend.  You're no good to me while you're on a sabbatical, Miko.  There are needs to fill.” 
 
    “Why do you think I am in Los Angeles?” 
 
    “You worked for her mother, didn't you?” 
 
    With a growing smirk, thinking he was catching Simon in a lie, Miko asked, “Worked?” 
 
    “Are you telling me you haven't heard the news?  Isn't that why you're looking for Nasir.” 
 
    Miko slumped over beside Toby.  So much for outsmarting him.  “You did not think I did it?” 
 
    “Not even you would be that much of an idiot.” 
 
    Toby grabbed Miko's knee to get his attention, nodding towards the TV as they reported breaking news: information released by the police stated that there was evidence the Marlowes were tortured before they were killed.  It was just as Nasir had foretold.  Whoever murdered Ophelia went after her parents for information.  And now maybe Fee's assassin knew who was after them.  Miko liked that thought.  “We will talk, Simon.”  He hung up, giving one last glance at his phone, and the decreasing line to board the plane, and turning it off.  “Let us go.” 
 
    “What did he say?” Toby asked, looking worried again. 
 
    Miko didn't want to leave, but he did respect the agency and he loved Nasir too much to have him doing Miko's job just because there was a need.  “He said there is work.” 
 
    “You're actually considering working for that asshole again?” Toby scoffed.  “Miko—” 
 
    “It is like you said.  Your job is what you always wanted.  This is my job.  It has been long enough.” 
 
    “But Simon?  Why not work for the other guy.  Russell.” 
 
    “Nas is working for Simon.  I cannot have this.” 
 
    Toby sighed heavily, not speaking again until they were seated, Miko taking Toby's window seat because seeing the plane take off stressed him out.  “I'm gonna miss you.” 
 
    Miko gently held Toby's hand under the armrest where they wouldn't be judged by prying eyes of small town people.  “We will see each other between jobs like before.  There cannot be as much work, not for me.”  He pulled down the blinds so Toby wouldn't have to see it.  “You meet me in STP?” 
 
    Gripping his hand tighter, Toby gave a sad smile and said, “Always.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Nasir had called while they were in the air, and just as Miko was about to call him back the phone rang through.  Joe Russell.  Miko hesitated to answer it but he thought about what Toby had said, that he should work for the other guy instead of Simon.  Work for Frank's handler.  “Hello?” 
 
    “Hey, kid,” Russell sighed.  He sounded weary, but not perpetually disappointed the way Simon sounded when he spoke with Miko. 
 
    “It was not me,” Miko said, knowing he would only be calling about the news. 
 
    “I didn't think it was.  Actually, I'm calling because I said I would keep an eye on that website for you.” 
 
    “Yes?”  Miko felt that prickling on the back of his neck again. 
 
    “It could be nothing, but the terminology...”  He was silent for a moment.  “There was a post just a little while ago.  There's been a ton of them after what happened but this one...It says 'Hamlet should know to concern himself with the clients, not the weapons.'” 
 
    Now Miko was silent, unable to breathe.  He was aware of Toby staring at him, whispering his name, finally shoving a candy into his mouth to snap him out of it.  “It says weapons?” he asked.  There were so few people who knew her murderer wasn't the one who cut her face that Miko could practically count them with his right hand: Toby, Nas, Simon.  And her killer. 
 
    “Yeah.  Plural.  And clients.  Does that mean something to you?”  
 
    He ate another candy.  Was it possible that Ophelia's mother had actually been onto something with the site?  Could it be that easy?  “Can we find out where it is from?” 
 
    “Not with my resources.  It says Los Angeles, but if it's legitimate they would never be stupid enough to do it from somewhere we could find them.” 
 
    “We,” Miko muttered. 
 
    “I said I'd do what I can to help you.  So what do you say?  This the guy?  One of them at least, if there were two.” 
 
    “One client.  One weapon.”  He twitched and started laughing, then crying, sinking down to the floor in the middle of Logan Airport while Toby struggled to lift him back up, eventually managing to plop him into a chair.  “I was right I was right I was right.” 
 
    Russell laughed too.  “You were right, kid.” 
 
    “I need to sit in the cupboard.” 
 
    “Uh, sorry?” 
 
    Toby winced and only then did Miko realize what he'd said.  “I call you later.”  He quickly hung up before he said something even more embarrassing. 
 
    “Are you okay?  What happened?” Toby asked, looking so concerned that he was likely to worry himself gray if Miko waited any longer to tell him. 
 
    “He posted a message on her site after what he did to her parents.” 
 
    “They said weapons?” 
 
    “And clients.” 
 
    Toby covered his mouth.  “Oh my God.  It's really him?” 
 
    “It is him.” 
 
    “This is great news!  Come on.”  Toby put his arm around Miko's shoulders and led him out of the airport to economy parking.  “You want to get in the trunk?” 
 
    Miko cocked his head like Toby was insane for asking.  “Toby, that is where bodies go.” 
 
    “As if that would be the weirdest thing you've ever done.  Do you want to get in or not?” 
 
    Glancing skeptically at the trunk, Miko realized it would make him feel a lot better, corpses or no corpses.   “Yes.” 
 
    “Take your phone with you.  Call Nasir.  If I get pulled over...” Toby raised his palms and shook his head. 
 
    “Do not do stupid shit with the stick shift.”  Miko took the keys and popped the trunk, climbing in and trying to pull it shut. 
 
    Toby grabbed the trunk before Miko could shut it, raising his eyebrows expectantly.  “I'm gonna need the keys to drive.” 
 
    “Oops.”  He blushed and handed them over. 
 
    Toby grimaced as he carefully closed it and went to start the car. 
 
    It was actually quite cozy in there, although Miko was fairly certain he was the first person riding in the trunk who had ever thought so.  Having a quiet, closed space to think was exactly what he needed.  “I was right,” he said to himself.  The killer knew who Miko was.  They knew what he was.  Miko couldn't decide whether the message was a threat or a plea for leniency.  He needed to see it for himself.  And to get Nasir's opinion. 
 
    He dialed his phone, flinching as they went over a bump that would undoubtedly leave Toby racked with guilt for days.  “I called about her parents and now I call about the post!” Miko exclaimed when Nasir answered. 
 
    “Post?” 
 
    “On the site!  'Hamlet should know to concern himself with the clients, not the weapons.'”  Only as he said it did he realize that it could've just as easily been from Simon fucking with him again, and he started panicking, Nasir silent on the other end.  “You think Hamlet should not concern himself with the clients?” 
 
    “I think you should be very concerned, Miko,” Nasir said quietly. 
 
    “It is threat?” 
 
    “It sounds like a warning to back off.  I think he knows who you are.  That means he's one of ours.” 
 
    Miko tasted blood.  For the first time in his life it made him smile.  “He knows me.” 
 
    “I want you to make a list of everyone Hector told you stories about.  Anyone you can remember who worked for Silva.  Handlers too.  We need to figure out who's still out there.” 
 
    “You are working,” Miko said in his best scolding tone, not realizing that the ability to accuse Nasir of doing something he wasn't supposed to could only be possible by doing something he wasn't supposed to do himself to begin with. 
 
    “And I told you not to speak with Simon.”  Nasir's scolding tone was far better than Miko's, and it made Miko think of Hector, of all the times he inadvertently confessed greater misdeeds to his papa when the first misdeed was more than enough. 
 
    “I spoke with Russell too,” Miko admitted as well for old time's sake. 
 
    “I'm doing a favor for Simon.  That is all.  And since we know I didn't post the message, it's inconsequential.” 
 
    “It is consequence to me.  You should be retired and you are doing my job.  It seems I do not respect the agency.” 
 
    “Miko, you love this agency more than anyone.  What it seems like to Simon—who I'm certain is responsible for putting such an idea into your head, is also inconsequential.  Listen to me, whatever you do, do not respond to that message.  Promise me?” 
 
    It hadn't occurred to Miko that he should respond, that he could respond, but Nasir was right almost all of the time.  “Yes, Nas.” 
 
    “I want you to make that list.  We will go through it together and narrow it down all we can.” 
 
    “Yes, Nas.” 
 
    “We're getting closer, my friend.  Do not lose faith.” 
 
    “We are close,” he agreed.  He hoped they were close to the apartment as well.  It felt like Toby just hit a pothole. 
 
    “How was Ohio?” 
 
    Twenty minutes ago, Miko would've proudly told him all about Toby's getaway driver skills, but now he was less impressed with Toby's driving.  “I met his father.” 
 
    “I thought you were going to see his brother” 
 
    “He did, yes.  It made him happy.” 
 
    “What did you think of his father?” 
 
    “I bopped him on the bottom with a photo album.” 
 
    Nasir laughed for some time, not needing Miko to repeat himself for clarity.  “I assume you didn't tell Toby that.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “That is wise.  Some things are best left unsaid.” 
 
    The car came to a slow stop and the engine was shut off.  “I have to go, Nas.  Toby is going to let me out of the trunk.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Miko,” Nasir said, not needing Miko to repeat himself on that either.  “We will speak soon.” 
 
    Miko hung up as the trunk was lifted open to a string of apologies.  “It is okay,” Miko said, letting Toby help him out just so he would feel better about it.  “This car has very smooth ride, even in trunk.” 
 
    “It did?” 
 
    “Yes, it was fine.” 
 
    Toby sighed with relief.  “I guess I'd have to take your word for it, huh?  No one to really corroborate.” 
 
    “That is right,” Miko said.  “No one to corroborate.”  Or tell him otherwise. 
 
    Toby sighed again, this time with annoyance.  “Liar.”  He hugged Miko and apologized some more.  “I hit a pothole.” 
 
    “I did not feel it.” 
 
    Rolling his eyes, Toby took his hand and carried their bag inside.  “What did Nasir say?” 
 
    “He wants me to make a list of everyone from Hector's stories.” 
 
    “To narrow it down?” 
 
    “Yes.  Who is still working, who is dead, who was elsewhere.” 
 
    “You'll need Simon's help for that, won't you?  Maybe Russell's too, if he works with anyone but your friends.” 
 
    “My friends,” Miko said with a content smile even though he knew Toby was teasing him.  “Maybe Simon will believe me now.” 
 
    “I wouldn't count on it.”  Toby brought out his laptop so they could see the message, buried among hundreds of Rest in Peaces and In Memoriams.  “They do have a point though, don't they?  Whoever they are?” 
 
    “Point?” 
 
    “It's the client who's responsible.  The 'weapon' was just doing his job.  Your job.” 
 
    With a twitch Miko turned away so he wouldn't glower at Toby.  “They killed her!” he snapped. 
 
    “I know that,” Toby said meekly, setting his hand on Miko's back.  “I'm not saying they're innocent.  I'm just—that's who you should be concerned about.” 
 
    Miko put a candy in his mouth, staring at the words on the screen as he'd once stared at the printed words of Ophelia's supposed biography: as if he could see right through to the truth. 
 
    “The message confirms that someone paid for it, so how did they benefit?” 
 
    Holding his head in his hands, Miko took a deep breath.  “I need paper for my list.” 
 
    “Want a red pen?” 
 
    “Yes.”  He scrolled through the comments again as Toby went to the bedroom to gather supplies for his list.  The killer didn't know Miko was the one to cut her face.  They suspected two different attacks.  Two different clients?  He couldn't figure out one person to benefit, much less two. 
 
    Toby sat back down beside him, handing Miko a few sheets of paper and then starting his own list.  But Miko was too interested in what Toby was doing to write anything down.  Hollywood people: directors, producers—Fuckhead Peterson's father?, jealous actresses—understudy from her play?, etc.  Birth parents?  Someone who wanted Ophelia's house—expensive property in London; that crazy conveyancer? 
 
    Miko scooted closer, angry at himself for snapping at him.  “This is good.” 
 
    “Maybe if we go at it from both directions we can narrow it down better.  The client, the handler, the weapon.  Colonel Mustard with the candlestick in the library, know what I mean?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Toby laughed.  “I didn't think you would.  I just always wanted to say that.  Can we cross any of these off?  Or expand them?” 
 
    Miko took his own pen to Toby's list.  “Her birth parents were junkies.  They may be dead, and her name was changed so we cross off.”  He drew a crooked line over Birth parents?, thinking of the straight lines through the marks' names in Silva's book.  He spent so long searching for that book when he could've just told Toby the truth about everything and had him make a list.  “I am sorry I yelled at you.” 
 
    “You didn't yell at me.”  Toby kissed his head.  “You're just tense.” 
 
    “I think her house is still there, and her parents would have inherited.  If the client wanted the house they would need to kill the parents sooner.” 
 
    “Okay, we cross that off too.  So Hollywood people, then?” 
 
    “Her name was not in the book...”  Miko hovered his pen over Hollywood people.  “If they did not call Silva, and it was one of ours, they would have to call someone who worked North America, yes?” 
 
    Toby nodded uncertainly. 
 
    Miko moved his pen to his own list, tears nearly springing to his eyes as he wrote down Stephen Lewis. 
 
    “The handler that Bella killed on Christmas?” 
 
    “He was the only one left.  No one replaced Frank permanently in this area so there was no need.  If he was to have Silva killed, he would not report a job to him for his books.  He was trying to overthrow him.” 
 
    “Oh my God you're right.  Who worked for Lewis?  Obviously it couldn't just be the Canadian guy who killed Silva.” 
 
    “I do not know.”  Miko held his head again.  He was right there.  He could've killed Lewis.  He could've stopped this, made Lewis call them off.  “Lewis was mostly associate.  Not a good handler.” 
 
    “Wouldn't Joe Russell know?  He worked North America.  Bella works for Russell now too, and she was the one who went after Lewis.” 
 
    Miko hesitantly looked at his phone.  Nasir had told him not to, but the answer could be waiting for him.  Toby nodded with encouragement and Miko dialed, holding the phone with his right hand so he could write down anything Russell told him. 
 
    Joe Russell sounded like he'd just woken up, but he didn't yell at Miko like Simon would.  “Hey, kid.  Did you get your cupboard thing sorted out?” 
 
    “Who worked for Lewis?” 
 
    Russell was quiet for some time before asking, “What?” 
 
    “Stephen Lewis.  I know the Canadian and who else?” 
 
    “Why are you asking about Lewis?” 
 
    “She was not in the book and Lewis tried to overthrow him so if he had job it would not be in the book.” 
 
    “Ahh, got it.  Listen, maybe you were already aware of this, but our boss had been sick for some time.” 
 
    “I know,” Miko said, slightly more excited than appropriate to discuss a man's terminal illness, but Miko hadn't had anyone to talk to about it since Hector told him Silva was dying years ago, after Miko fucked up the Amsterdam job. 
 
    “I figured your father might've said something to you about it.  It wasn't widely known.  Someone like Lewis certainly wouldn't have been aware.  When he used to tell you those stories, did he just mention the men, or handlers too?” 
 
    “All things,” Miko said proudly. 
 
    “Procedures?” 
 
    “Um...”  He hesitated, having just gotten used to the satisfaction of being knowledgeable only to have it deservedly questioned. 
 
    “This is standard operating procedure when we're approached for a job: we do the initial investigation.  That should take about a week.  Now, here's the part that pertains to you.  If the handler has someone who works for us directly, we assign them the job.  We're not expected to pass on the information to our boss until the job is done.  If we don't have someone available, then the information is sent up the chain and assigned from there.  Do you see what I'm getting at?” 
 
    Miko felt like he was falling.  “It could have been anyone.” 
 
    “Right.  It wouldn't necessarily mean an attempt at replacing our boss.  The job could've also been ordered after he was gone, in which case, no book.” 
 
    “Yes,” Miko said.  And of course Russell was right.  There was more than sufficient time to request it between when Silva's and Fee's deaths occurred, and it wouldn't even have to be someone in North America.  He sighed and crumpled the paper, Toby comfortingly holding his hand around the ball. 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” Russell asked. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “You're only concerned about the second weapon.  Did you already take care of the first?” 
 
    Maybe it was the frustration of having Ophelia's mother tell the world that the murderer cut her face, or maybe it was just that Joe Russell spoke plainly with him about their jobs the way Hector had.  But Miko decided he trusted him enough to tell the truth.  “It was not a weapon.  It was an escape.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Joe muttered with intrigue.  “Well, that's a bit unexpected, but in a way it's good news for you.” 
 
    “What you mean?” 
 
    “You know the catalyst.  The reason it happened, and why it happened when it did.  Right?” 
 
    Miko could still hear her sobbing on the telephone, begging him to do something, to keep her from being cast in that film.  To save her.  “Yes.” 
 
    “We don't know the catalyst for the second weapon.  Do you realize what else we don't know?” 
 
    Squeezing his eyes shut, Miko said, “You are hurting my head.” 
 
    “Why now, Miko?  Why did he send you a message now?” 
 
    Miko gave an excited squeak as he got it.  “Something changed!” 
 
    “Bingo.  Something changed.  What was it?” 
 
    “I have no idea!” he exclaimed, too thrilled at another clue to care that it was a clue he may not be able to figure out. 
 
    “Well think on it.  I'm gonna see the fellas later, I'll run it by them too.” 
 
    “You will run by?”  It was one thing for Russell to help him; it was practically his job.  But for “the fellas” to think on Miko's situation meant they really were his friends. 
 
    “You got it, kid.  Good luck.” 
 
    Russell hung up and Miko beamed at Toby.  “Something has changed for the weapon to contact me now and they are going to look into for me because they are my friends.” 
 
    “You are such a fanboy,” Toby said, affectionately stroking Miko's hair.  “So what could've changed?  Nothing's happened recently.” 
 
    Miko shook his head, but he didn't feel defeated.  He felt like he had as a child, that his idols were all looking out for him and had a vested interest in his safety and happiness. 
 
    Toby pried the paper ball out of Miko's hand and straightened it out again.  “Until we can think of something, we may as well cover all of our bases.” 
 
    Despite being exhausted from their trip, they spent the next few hours on the sofa, poring over lists of names Miko knew should never be written down.  Then Miko's phone rang.  But it wasn't Russell. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    The voice was deep, speaking German.  “I have a question for you before we get started.” 
 
    “Hallo?” Miko asked, shrugging at Toby.  “Who is this?” 
 
    “Frank.” 
 
    “Oh!”  Miko bounced in his seat.  “I did not know you spoke German.  You are calling to help me?” 
 
    Frank got straight to the point.  “How did you know what I look like to follow me last year?  We've never met.” 
 
    “I saw you at boss's,” he said nervously.  Frank was very intimidating.  As a child Miko had thought the German language sounded a bit strict, but never as strict as it was spoken by Frank now.  
 
    “When?” 
 
    “A few years ago.  You were with Bella.” 
 
    “I didn't see you.” 
 
    “No, you were distracted.  She was...not well?” 
 
    Frank went quiet, and Miko knew he realized when it was.  “January?” 
 
    “Ja.” 
 
    “Why were you there?” 
 
    “I tried to bite off a man's cock and he hit me in the head.  A lot.”  Miko halfway expected to get a similar reaction from Frank as he had from Silva, until he realized he'd told the wrong story.  “I mean...” 
 
    “Was Simon your handler then?” Frank asked, not a single hint of emotion in his voice. 
 
    “Nein, but he was there for me and—” 
 
    “Danke.  Do you have something to write with?” 
 
    Miko nodded, then remembered he was on the phone and said yes again. 
 
    Frank started listing recent dates, and countries, and Miko's hand was shaking even though he didn't know what it all meant.  “Those are the foreign release dates for the new biography,” Frank said.  “If he lives in one of those countries, that could be what set him off.” 
 
    Miko looked down at the list with the first genuine sense of hope at figuring this all out.  Spain, Germany, Italy, and France, all within the last week.  If he could narrow it down to nationalities, it cut his list nearly in half.  Then Frank continued with countries where the book hadn't yet been released, which took off a couple more names. 
 
    “It could be meaningless,” Frank said once he was finished. 
 
    “It means everything.  Danke schön.” 
 
    “Bitte schön.” 
 
    “You speak very good German.” 
 
    “You speak...German as well.” 
 
    Miko laughed.  “It is bastardized!” 
 
    “Ja.  Auf Wiedersehen.”  Frank hung up. 
 
    Looking at his phone in wonder, Miko set it back on the table by his diminished lists. 
 
    “Who was it?” Toby asked with an excitement that wasn't entirely from hearing Miko speak German again.  “What did they say?” 
 
    “Oh, that?”  Miko smiled nonchalantly.  “It was only Frank cutting down my list for me into nine people.” 
 
    Toby's eyes went wide and he gasped, but quickly regained his composure to help Miko do the same.  “Are you gonna scream?” 
 
    “I think yes.” 
 
    Grabbing a throw pillow to muffle the noise, Toby gave him a few minutes to calm back down to less hysterical levels.  “So what did he say?” 
 
    “He speaks German.” 
 
    “I gathered that much.”  Toby laughed, not overly concerned with Miko swooning over another man.  “What did he say in German?” 
 
    “Those are days when her book came out in different countries.  It is one of these men.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Toby said, giving him a well needed reality check but scooting closer so they could go over the information.  “Who have we got?” 
 
    “Serge and Michel, they are both French.  They worked together once and threw a man off the Pampidou Center in Paris.   Konstandin, he is Albanian but he lives in France.  He shot a woman with ricochet off her bodyguard's lapel pin.  Lorenzo, Italian, he was superstitious about killing anyone with Z in their name.  Dante, another Italian.  He...” Miko hesitated, knowing that if anyone found this story more revolting than he did it would be Toby.  “Killed a chef and served her to her restaurant.” 
 
    Toby made a face that Miko imagined was quite similar to the one he wore himself.  “Served as what?” 
 
    “Cacciatore.”  Miko was very knowledgeable, and very cautious about Italian food since Hector told him that story. 
 
    “I will definitely not be ordering cacciatore in Italy.  Did Dante get a horrible nickname like you did?” 
 
    Miko shrugged.  “It was the client's request.” 
 
    “The client is one sick individual,” Toby said, giving Miko a knowing look.  “Even if Dante was the weapon.” 
 
    “Dante cut them into chicken pieces.  He is not innocent.” 
 
    Toby drew a star next to his name.  “I don't think Ophelia's parents were left in much better shape, even without adding herbs and spices.  Who else?” 
 
    “Oskar, German, he is good at torture we give him a star.”  Miko nodded as Toby drew on the list.  “Hans, also German.  He killed someone with a pocket watch down their throat because they made him late for his train.”  Miko did not want it to be Hans.  He was one of the few German people Miko had ever heard of that actually had a sense of humor.  “Mateo, a Spaniard, he killed a Brazilian football player in Majorca who helped win World Cup.  Rodrigo, also Spaniard, he—” 
 
    “Yeah, throat guy.  I remember him.  He's one of your favorites.” 
 
    “Yes.”  Miko didn't want it to be Rodrigo either. 
 
    “But some of these guys work for Simon, right?  Rodrigo, and...Hans?” 
 
    “And Konstandin.” 
 
    “If Simon thinks she killed herself, it couldn't be their jobs because it would have to go through him.” 
 
    “Yes, you are right.”  And Miko was relieved to cross them off. 
 
    “Still a prick.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Lorenzo, Mateo, Serge, Michel, Dante and Oskar with stars.  What's next?” 
 
    “I will memorize this list to give Nasir so we can burn it.” 
 
    “When are you gonna go?” Toby asked, once again bringing Miko back to reality.  Miko had nearly forgotten that leaving was part of the plan.  That getting back to work was part of the plan. 
 
    Pushing the lists aside, Miko pulled Toby into his arms.  “What are your jobs this week?” 
 
    “An awards banquet Tuesday, small reception Thursday, then I'm booked the entire weekend.” 
 
    “I will go this weekend.  You will be busy you will not miss me.” 
 
    “Being busy isn't going to stop me from missing you.”  Toby tilted his head up to kiss him.  “I think I will take those campaign jobs though.  May as well.” 
 
    “Do not work too hard.  I will worry about you cutting off your fingers.” 
 
    “Likewise.” 
 
    Wrestling Toby onto his back, Miko leaned over him and pressed Toby's wrists to the cushions.  “I will miss you.” 
 
    “Kevlar?” 
 
    Miko sighed.  He was not looking forward to that.  “Maybe I will wear your shirts.” 
 
    “Don't wear those to bed.  It'll cut off the circulation in your arms.”  They both glanced at Toby's arms, held above his head.  He was wearing one of Miko's shirts, where the only danger came from Miko suddenly ravishing him for how he looked in it.  “I'm surprised it hasn't already.” 
 
    “Safer to take off.”  Sitting back on his heels, Miko struggled with it for a bit before Toby sat up and assisted him.  Miko immediately pinned him back down once he was free. 
 
    “You'd better leave those here.  You'd have to bring someone home just to help you undress.” 
 
    “I can do on my own,” Miko grumbled, annoyed that Toby would suggest such a thing when Miko hadn't gone to bed with anyone but Nasir and Ophelia since they met. 
 
    “Yeah, and end up dislocating your left shoulder the night before you have to strangle someone.” 
 
    Miko blushed, Toby's imaginary scenario so probable that it actually made Miko's shoulder ache.  “I will leave home.” 
 
    “Wise decision.” 
 
    “You know me so well.” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” Toby said proudly.  That made Miko blush even more.  For all the time he'd spent longing for Toby, wishing they'd never parted, Miko hadn't even considered that it was as simple as telling him the truth.  That Toby could be his ally, not just his lover, could help him figure things out and even offer advice.  Cyanide mashed potatoes.   It had been right in front of him the whole time. 
 
    Releasing Toby's wrists, Miko sat back to straddle him.  “When did you know that I killed those people in Providence?” 
 
    He laughed.  “I looked it up after you came back on Christmas.” 
 
    “That long?” Miko asked in disbelief.  “The whole time you knew?” 
 
    “Yup.  I looked him up too, your mark.  If anyone fell into the bad person category it would be that guy.  Do you know who ordered it?” 
 
    “I do not know much about the client.  Hector would tell me more when I worked with him, and for stories, but Simon is...what do you call?” 
 
    “Asshole.” 
 
    Miko rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Need to know basis.” 
 
    “Yes, that.  Need to know.  He tells me what they want, not who they are.” 
 
    “And then you shoot them in the face.” 
 
    Miko kissed Toby on the nose, the last piece of the mark's face that had been left intact.  And left on the lampshade.  “Just once.”  Toby lifted his chin and Miko kissed him again, the taste of cinnamon on his lips from anxiously eating candy on Miko's behalf while Miko was on the phone with Frank.  “And I am not the only one to fuck up.  Simon did!” 
 
    “Do tell,” Toby said, his eyes growing wide. 
 
    “He was to kill this man, poison him slowly to make it look like he was ill.  The man married into a rich family and they wanted him gone.  But before Simon finished him the man made his will for his illegitimate son to get the money.  And the family could not cover it up because he arranged to publish it in newspapers!”  Miko giggled, more at the disgrace Simon must've felt than the story itself.  “It was worst thing that could happen except if he did not die.” 
 
    “Oops,” Toby laughed.  “What did they do?” 
 
    “I do not know.  They were unhappy.  Silva must have given them a deal to clean it up.” 
 
    Tracing his fingertips over the flower petal tattoos on Miko's arms, Toby asked, “What happened to the son?” 
 
    Miko shrugged.  “Maybe he got the money.  Or he is dead.  Maybe that was the deal.” 
 
    “He couldn't have been a kid then.  They wouldn't hurt kids.” 
 
    “No, not on purpose.”  Miko watched as Toby drew his fingers up Miko's arm, across his chest to the tattoo for his sister.  He held Toby's hand there for a moment, remembering how he'd shied away from the same touch when they first met, Toby's innocent curiosity that Miko had immediately shot down.  He brought Toby's hand to his lips.  “Thank you.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    Miko shook his head.  “I will have to make a list.” 
 
    Toby smiled.  “Put it on a postcard.  Will you write to me while you're away?” 
 
    “We will open a post box for you here.” 
 
    “I have one.” 
 
    “That is for work.  This is separate.”  He kissed his hand again and let him go.  Toby brought it straight to Miko's pants.  “I will add that to the list.  First.” 
 
    “First?” Toby scoffed. 
 
    Miko thought for a second, then earned a quick smack for nodding with a grin on his face.  But Toby couldn't have been too annoyed because he kept going after the zipper, and Miko groaned as Toby freed him.  Miko brought his own hand down to entwine with Toby's, to touch himself in a way that had never been possible with anyone else.  “First.” 
 
    “You do a lot for me too, you know,” Toby said, gently stroking him. 
 
    “I bopped your father on the bottom with the photo album.” 
 
    Toby made the kind of choking sound that marks would make when Miko jumped out and stabbed them by surprise, his hand frozen mid-stroke and his mouth open.  He closed his eyes and whimpered.  That was when Miko remembered that Nasir was very smart and had advised him not to tell Toby about it.  But before he could even think of what to say, much less say it, Toby was laughing and shaking his head.  “Of course you did.” 
 
    “It was accident?” 
 
    Giving him a look, Toby said, “Lie.” 
 
    “He will not go to the cops and tell them a German man with a red mouth stole his picture album and bopped him with it.” 
 
    “Nope.  Not a chance in hell.”  He laughed again.  “Why would you do that?” 
 
    “I am fucked in the head.” 
 
    “You're just strange,” Toby said, thankfully resuming the motion of their hands.  “But can you please not mention my family when I'm trying to have sex with you?” 
 
    “Of course.”  Miko had to remind himself that Toby was much more uptight about sex.  And practically everything else.  “I would do anything for you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Miko shifted his weight as Toby jerked him off, Toby's own erection pressed against him.  “Do you want to have sex with me?  Really have sex with me?”  He rocked back against him to show Toby what he meant. 
 
    It wasn't quite the level of shock as confessing to mildly assaulting his father, or the same sound that came out of him, but Miko's question had a similar effect: Toby stopped what he was doing and stared for a moment with his lips parted, then gave an uncomfortable laugh.  “Do you want me to?” 
 
    “Okay,” Miko said agreeably, hopping off and holding out his hand to help Toby up. 
 
    Toby blushed and reached for him, his eyebrows knit as he stood and admitted, “I've uh...never done that before.” 
 
    “A virgin.”  Miko grinned, suddenly eager for the opportunity to pop that particular cherry.  He would've liked to have been Toby's first time altogether, to see how shy and awkward he was, and to introduce him to the world like he had been himself, in a night of infinite hedonistic pleasure.  But Toby was shy and awkward with him now as it was, and Miko held his hands, walking backwards towards the bedroom and dragging Toby along.  He'd always enjoyed being the aggressor with Toby and this was no different, using Toby's lack of experience to dominate him.  Then Miko tripped on his own sagging pants and Toby had to catch hold of him to keep them both from falling over. 
 
    “The ever graceful little spoon,” Toby teased, his hand firmly around Miko's right wrist even though he had barely caught the fingers on Miko's left hand, still avoiding embarrassing him even on instinct.   
 
    For as much as Miko liked being little spoon, being cuddled from behind, he wanted his eyes on Toby now, not to miss a single second.  Miko dropped his pants the rest of the way and kicked them off, leaving them in the hallway as they made their way to the bedroom. 
 
    “How do you want to...” 
 
    Miko pulled off Toby's shirt and tossed it aside, smiling as he unbuttoned Toby's pants.  “Drop.” 
 
    Toby slid his pants down and stepped out of them, looking self-conscious as if he really was a virgin.  Miko sat on the bed and scooted back, stacking both pillows up to lean on and relaxing with his knees up as Toby stood there growing more and more nervous.  Reaching into the nightstand, Miko tossed the lube to his feet.  Toby crawled onto the bed, pausing as he unscrewed the cap.  “How long has it been since you've done this?” 
 
    It had been long enough that Miko really had to think about it to remember.  “Years.  A while before we met.”  In general Miko did prefer to be on top, especially with someone like Toby who had such a clear preference to the contrary, but Miko didn't mind being the bottom with the right man.  Or woman.  Toby was the right man for him in every other aspect, he could be there too.  “In Amsterdam.  Before I shot that man in the face.  It was a woman.  She was a lot of woman.”  Toby laughed, a nice break in the tension.  “She was rough.  You be gentle.” 
 
    Nodding, Toby wet his fingers with lube and unsurely raised his eyes to Miko.  Toby had fingered him before, although it was rare for Miko to get the inclination.  He only really craved it when he needed a little extra to forget himself, to shrug off the Mako Shark and focus on who he was with Toby, not what he was manufactured into being. 
 
    “It is okay,” Miko said, reaching for Toby's face and guiding him down, the reluctance leaving him when his lips met the familiarity of Miko's cock.  He let out a low moan, curling his fingers in Toby's hair, the strands lightly catching the edges of the prosthetics. 
 
    Toby carefully brought the tip of his finger against Miko, barely pressing as he pleasured him with his mouth, his tongue sliding over the tip.  He met Miko's eyes before slowly sliding it in further, moving his finger along with the bobbing motion of his head and then adding a second. 
 
    Miko felt like this moment couldn't have been more perfect, wishing acutely that Toby had been his first time too.  He stood corrected when Toby found his prostate, the moment made significantly better, and he tightened his hold on Toby's hair, his head falling back on the pillows. 
 
    “You okay?” Toby asked, his breath hot on Miko's skin, his lips still close enough to graze him. 
 
    “I will come.  Do it now.” 
 
    Toby licked his lips and removed his fingers, reluctantly rubbing lube over himself.  “If it hurts I'll stop.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Lifting Miko's knees a little higher, Toby positioned himself, clearly about to chicken out until Miko pulled him closer and kissed him, not caring that he could taste himself on Toby's lips.  Toby pushed in a bit quicker than Miko was anticipating and he tensed involuntarily, but the look on Toby's face more than made up for the initial discomfort, like his concern over causing Miko pain was the only thing preventing him from coming right away.  “I'm hurting you.” 
 
    “I am okay.”  Miko kissed him again, holding Toby's face to his as Toby clumsily thrust inside of him, trying to hold back against what his body wanted, something Miko knew from years of personal experience felt too incredible to fight.  Miko grabbed Toby's ass with his right hand, an act of encouragement rather than aggression to physically make Toby fuck him. 
 
    Toby laughed insecurely and kissed him back, finally letting the motion come naturally, getting out of his head so they could both get back to enjoying themselves.  This was the part Miko did love about being a bottom, the sense of fullness, the physical contact on all sides, Toby's body touching him, inside of him, and he clung to Toby with all he had, closer to him than ever before. 
 
    Miko shuddered as he came and Toby groaned with the sensation of it, thrusting only a few more times before coming himself.  Miko loved that part too, the moment where his partner collapsed on top of him with all of their weight. 
 
    “God, that was...”  The look of serenity on Toby's face warped back to worry.  “Was it awful?” 
 
    “I had forgotten what it was like.”  Until now Miko hadn't really considered that he'd deliberately stopped letting men top him, that the effects of the incident in Nice were still with him just like the nickname he'd earned because of it.  He'd only trusted a woman not to hurt him.  And Toby.  “You are so beautiful with this,” Miko set his hand on Toby's forehead, the beginning signs of wrinkles someone his age shouldn't have, “that I should like to cause you stress.”  Blushing, Toby tried to pull out but Miko held him in place.  “Stay.  I want to remember this while I am in bed with Kevlar.” 
 
    “I didn't hurt you?” 
 
    “No, it is nice.  It feels safe, you know?” 
 
    Toby smiled like there was a deeper understanding between them, like Miko had put his thoughts into words.  “I know.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    They spoke very little on the morning of Miko's departure, just appreciative gestures and longing glances.  They'd made love and Toby made streusel, and they drove to the airport in silence, Miko behind the wheel.  They never had done stupid shit with the car. 
 
    “Can I come in with you?” Toby asked and Miko nodded, thinking about all the needless precautions he'd taken before to keep up the lie.  Toby carried his bag for him and Miko slipped the car keys into Toby's pocket in case he forgot and left with them. 
 
    Miko took a luggage tag just like he had the first time he'd been called away, writing Kocham Cie and slipping that into Toby's pocket as well.  Toby got teary eyed then, hugging him tightly, but they didn't embrace for long, both of them knowing that would just make it harder for him to leave. 
 
    “Be safe.” 
 
    “You too.  Careful of parsnips.” 
 
    Toby forced a smile and nodded, beginning to walk away and then turning back and calling for him, “Hey, little spoon.”  There was a spark of light in the sadness of his eyes and he smiled genuinely now.  “Don't forget to smack Simon in the face.” 
 
   


  
 

 Supplies and Demands 
 
    Miko: Age 16 
 
      
 
    There was a car parked outside the factory when Miko returned from mailing his letter to Ophelia, a rental from the looks of it.  The engine was still ticking as it cooled so whoever was visiting had only just arrived.  Miko suspiciously circled it before heading inside. 
 
    A stocky man sweating through a light-colored linen suit was standing by one of the conveyor belts while Nasir hammered shut a box and carried it to him.  The man didn't reach for it even though Miko could tell from where he stood, and from personal experience, that it was heavy, and Nasir set it on the conveyor belt instead.  Hardly looking at the box, their visitor dismissively rattled off, “I'm gonna need a couple more 9mms as well, silencers to match obviously, and bullets...you did remember to include bullets for the guns in this box didn't you?” 
 
    Miko twitched, seeing blood dripping from the man's pores, staining his suit.  Nasir had only been Miko's friend for a short while, but Miko already loved him even more than he'd hated him before, and he wanted to bleed this pig for his rudeness. 
 
    Nasir's expression didn't change at being treated like an idiot, he just subtly held his hand out for Miko to stay put.  The man hadn't even noticed Miko, which would've cost him dearly if Nasir hadn't intervened on his behalf.  Nasir cleared his throat and said, “No.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “That was not part of your order.  If it were, I would have it in stock.  Since it wasn't, I don't have it in stock.”  They did have it in stock.  Miko could see several boxes of bullets right there on the shelf, and beside them cases with guns and silencers.  He'd shuffled them around just that morning for exercise.  “You'll have to come back on Friday.” 
 
    “Friday?” the man scoffed.  “I've made arrangements to have it all shipped tomorrow.  You think I can just hop on a plane to America carrying enough guns to win a war?” 
 
    “If you believe eight guns is enough to win a war, I will place a wager on your opponent.”  Nasir scooted the box closer to him.  “Make other arrangements.  I will see you Friday.” 
 
    “Silva will hear about this,” the man spat, briefly looking at the box as if he actually expected Nasir to carry it to the car for him. 
 
    “Yes, he will,” Nasir agreed, flashing a toothy grin.  “Have a nice day.” 
 
    Struggling with the box, the man glared at Nasir and hauled it towards the door.  Miko desperately wanted to trip him but Nasir gave him a warning glance and gestured for him to come over. 
 
    “Who the fuck was that?” Miko asked, still scowling after him.  
 
    “An associate.  He works with Frank.” 
 
    Miko was so angry that he hadn't even registered that the associate mentioned America, but now his scowl softened and he looked with curiosity where the man had just been standing.  “The guns are for Frank?” 
 
    Nasir had never encouraged Miko's fascination with the other assassins.  It was the first time he'd mentioned one of them by name, even after Miko had been telling stories about them for weeks.  Miko knew about Frank and about Charlie, his handler.  He didn't know about American associates.  He didn't know that man.  “Would you like to learn how to shoot, Miko?” 
 
    I get to shoot Frank's guns, Miko thought and eagerly nodded.  “You told associate that you did not have them.” 
 
    “Associate got what he asked for, and what he deserved.  Now you have three days to fire as many bullets as you'd like.  I will teach you how to clean the guns and then he can have them once you're finished.” 
 
    Miko grinned, holding back the urge to jump on Nasir and hug that skinny body of his with glee.  “Thank you, Nas.” 
 
    Frank would shoot Miko's guns. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Since Miko had been putting together guns for months and learned firsthand the value of gun safety, they only had to practice loading and unloading with one usable hand before heading out back to start shooting. 
 
    “I will make left handed guns for you, but it is important to be comfortable with either in case you ever need to use someone else's gun.”  Nasir gave Miko a pair of earplugs.  He had big earmuffs himself, so large that it looked like his long, thin neck might collapse under the weight of his head.  “Do you remember when you shot that man?” 
 
    Miko nodded. 
 
    “It was a gun like these?  9mm?” 
 
    “I think yes.”  Miko remembered it being bigger, but Nasir said 9mms were most common, and Miko hadn't exactly been in his right mind. 
 
    “Where did you aim?” 
 
    Putting a candy into his mouth, Miko stared at the wine bottles Nasir had set on the fence to shoot.  “His heart.  I wanted to kill him.”  He could still see Anton's neck becoming a geyser, the way blood sprayed into the air.  How Anton convulsed on the ground like a dying fish.   
 
    “And where did you hit?” 
 
    Miko had never admitted to Hector that he'd been aiming somewhere else.  It was a failure on his part, but compared to the failure of taking care of his sister, it was hardly worth mentioning.  “His throat.” 
 
    “How did you hold it?  With both hands?” 
 
    With a slight twitch Miko raised Frank's gun, his right hand underneath the left.  He thought about what Anton had said, “Put that down before you shoot your fingers off.”  Miko was no longer excited to be shooting.  He couldn't see the prosthetics on his stumps even though he could still feel them, and knew for certain they were there. 
 
    Nasir moved behind him, adjusting his hands to a more natural position, one that didn't take a fresh and extremely painful injury into consideration.  “The first gun I fired was an AK-47.  Do you know why they use those for children?” 
 
    Miko had assembled assault rifles.  He wouldn't let a child anywhere near them.  “No.” 
 
    “Because accuracy does not matter.  All you have to do is pull the trigger and hold on.”  Nasir released him and stepped back.  “You killed Anton.  With no training, in a state of shock and grief, eight years old, using your left hand, your right hand in tatters.  I would like to see what these idols of yours would do in that condition.” 
 
    Cracking a smile, Miko turned his face so Nasir wouldn't see him blush. 
 
    “Now aim.” 
 
    Miko shifted his stance so the sight was lined up, instead of just pointing and shooting like he had with Anton. 
 
    Nasir laughed to himself.  “You favor your left eye.  Did you know that?” 
 
    “This is bad?” 
 
    “It is good that you are left handed.  You would be cross dominant.  Your shooting would be off if you used your right hand but sighted with your left eye.” 
 
    “My shooting is already off.” 
 
    “Your shot was.  And that is okay.  Your next will be better.”  Nasir went and drew a circle with chalk on the fence.  He seemed to have no concern about walking in front of a loaded gun, despite the fact that Miko would've very willingly shot him just a short time ago.  “There.” 
 
    Waiting until Nasir was back behind him and not likely to be shot on accident, Miko aimed again and squeezed back the trigger.  His entire body flinched and his heart began to race, recalling the sound as it boomed above him and Tola, ominous and terrifying like thunder getting closer with a storm.  Until it hit them.  He'd chomped down on his candy, shards of cinnamon melting in his mouth.  The fence was bleeding. 
 
    “That was good.”  Nasir placed both hands on Miko's shoulders, like he knew Miko needed that physical contact to feel safe, enclosed in the crawlspace.  “Are you all right?” 
 
    Miko closed his eyes for a second and nodded.  The blood was gone when he opened them.  He'd made it in the circle, just a little off center.  He would've hit Anton's heart, or at least his lung.  Killed him just like Nasir had said, with no training, in a state of shock and grief, eight years old, using his left hand, his right hand in tatters.  He was no longer scared. 
 
    “Did you notice where the cartridge ejected?” 
 
    Finding it by his right shoe, Miko picked it up and handed it to Nasir.  It was still quite warm.  “You want it?” 
 
    “No.  I want you to be aware of it.  This is a right-handed gun.  The cartridge is meant to eject on the right side.  If you shoot with your left hand it can hit you.  It can burn you.”  Nasir tossed it back in the dirt.  “When I make you a gun, that will not happen.  But if someone tries to use your gun maybe it will happen to them.”  He smiled and nodded towards the circle.  “Who did you think of when you fired?” 
 
    “The fence.” 
 
    Nasir smiled wider.  It reminded Miko of that first glimpse of emotion he'd ever seen on Nasir's face, when he told him he would only kill bad people.  “That is excellent, Miko.  Work is work.  Do not get emotional with your marks.  They are only assignments.”  He patted Miko's shoulder.  “But this is practice.  You have hundreds of bullets to go through by Friday.  Enjoy yourself.  Think of someone you want to kill.” 
 
    Miko raised the gun again and thought of Anton, grinning as he fired until it clicked back empty.  Then he frowned when he realized how little he'd hit, looking helplessly to Nasir for guidance. 
 
    “Try not to bounce around so much.” 
 
    “I am excited.” 
 
    “I know.  Reload.” 
 
    Loading the gun again, his speed increasing, his hands no longer awkward with the motion, Miko thought of Ophelia's parents and started shooting at the bottles instead.  The sound of shattering glass encouraged him to stay still through his excitement, like applause at Ophelia's play. 
 
    Nasir was handing him another magazine before he realized he was out.  “Her parents?” 
 
    “Yes.  I will kill them some more.”  He fired until that was empty too, then tried it one-handed, got hit with a flying cartridge just like Nasir told him, and finally took a break for the day. 
 
    They sat on the ground together, sharing a Coca Cola in a glass bottle to shoot later.  Miko watched how Nasir looked at the spent cartridges, the broken glass, still attentive to Miko and even to the soda, but no longer smiling.  “Nas?” 
 
    “Yes, Miko?” 
 
    “Why are you retired?  You are not so much older than me.  Hector did not retire until his eyes were so bad to see.” 
 
    “Silva needed someone to run the factory after his brother died.” 
 
    “Yes, but why you?  Why not someone old who could not kill anymore.  You can still.” 
 
    Nasir set down the bottle.  “I killed people for fifteen years.  That is nearly as long as you have been alive.” 
 
    Miko finished drinking it, resting his chin on his knees and staring inquisitively at Nasir.  “You do not like?” 
 
    “It is not that.  Sometimes I get very bad headaches when I've heard gunfire.  Do you ever get headaches, thinking about what happened?” 
 
    “I have trouble sleeping.  I have to be with someone or someplace small.” 
 
    “Yes, I know.”  Nasir laughed.  “You think I put you in the closet to be cruel?” 
 
    He blushed again.  “I did think.” 
 
    “I may be a bad man, but I am not cruel.  Would you like to practice some more?” 
 
    Miko didn't want to practice anymore.  He wanted to assassinate.  “Can I for real shoot associate on Friday?” 
 
    “No,” Nasir said without pause.  “You will go out on Friday.” 
 
    “But what if he is rude to you again?” 
 
    “You think I can not handle him?” 
 
    “If you shoot him I am not burying him for you,” Miko grumbled. 
 
    “But your arms are so much stronger,” Nasir teased. 
 
    Holding the bottle with his left hand, Miko stood up and held out his other hand for Nasir.  “You will shoot with me?  I get you aspirin.” 
 
    Nasir grasped Miko's wrist and hauled himself to his feet.  “Yes, Miko.  You and I will be shooting together for some time.” 
 
   


  
 

 Back to Work 
 
    Miko: Age 27 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What the bloody hell was that for?” Simon shouted from the floor, holding his face to keep blood from dripping on his precious white carpet. 
 
    “Calling me 'little idiot,'” Miko said, looking up only to realize Nasir was standing right there with a look of disappointment.  “Hector gave me permission to smack him in his smug face if he called me stupid,” Miko continued with his head down, thinking that maybe Hector had meant “stupid” specifically and not actually given permission for “little idiot” or “poison” after all. 
 
    Simon got to his feet, giving Miko a glare before turning back to Nasir, who matter-of-factly stated, “He is not an idiot,” and went to get Simon some ice.  Nasir roughly handed a bag of frozen peas to Simon and came to embrace Miko.  “What are you doing here?” he asked quietly. 
 
    “I am coming back to work.” 
 
    Nasir sighed.  “That is not necessary.” 
 
    “Of course it is,” Simon muttered from behind his peas.  “He's been on vacation for over a year.” 
 
    “He wasn't on vacation,” Nasir said.  “And you damn well know it.”  He squeezed Miko's shoulder sympathetically.  “Did you make the list?” 
 
    “Yes!  I have to write it again but I memorized.” 
 
    “Good.”  Nasir went and got Miko some paper, and Ophelia's cat.  It had gotten fat, but seemed healthy.  And happy.  It was purring.  Miko petted it, feeling very sad that he'd left it behind and given it very little thought the entire time he was gone.  Fee should've known not to leave a fragile life in his care. 
 
    Miko set it down on the sofa and started writing out the list again. 
 
    “What the bloody hell are you doing?” Simon shouted.  “You can't...are you out of your fucking mind writing those names down?” 
 
    “You are helping him with this,” Nasir said to Simon.  “Just like you said you would.  Miko, what do we have?” 
 
    Miko excitedly went over the details, who was crossed out and why, and held up the list of suspects with pride.  “You can narrow down more?”  He smiled at Simon like he hadn't just punched the man to the floor. 
 
    Simon bitterly snatched it from his hand.  “You got this from book releases?” 
 
    “Yes.”  Miko hadn't mentioned Frank by name despite the overwhelming urge to brag about his friends. 
 
    “That's very clever.  Who helped with it?” 
 
    Nasir cleared his throat. 
 
    “Oskar works for me now, it wasn't him.  Dante is dead.  So is Serge if I'm not mistaken.  I could probably find out where Lorenzo was last Christmas, but I expect some quality work out of you.  Are we clear?” 
 
    “What about the others?” 
 
    “I know nothing about the others.”  Simon threw the paper to the coffee table.  “Now get rid of this list.  You should know better.” 
 
    Miko looked away, Simon once again knowing exactly what to say to cut him to the core.  Hector would not have been pleased to know that Miko was talking about the things he'd been told, much less writing them down. 
 
    “I told him to make that list,” Nasir said.  “Miko would never let it get compromised.  He would protect it with his life.” 
 
    “That's not good enough,” Simon said, and he excused himself to go and get information for Miko's job. 
 
    Sitting down beside him, Nasir handed Miko back the list, saying nothing as Miko quietly chewed it up and swallowed it.  “I wish you would've talked to me about this.   Months ago.” 
 
    “He is your friend.” 
 
    “So are you.”  Nasir smiled and put his arm around him. 
 
    Simon returned and handed Miko an envelope, purposefully keeping his eyes averted.  Miko remembered then that he and Nasir were supposed to be lovers, and he hoped that really bothered him.  “You'll be going to Italy.  Maybe you'll run into your Claudius.” 
 
    Miko peered into the envelope but found nothing about a “Claudius,” and he didn't want to risk looking stupid by asking who it was.  Then Nasir took the envelope from him.  “I'll come with him.” 
 
    “Is that really necessary?” Simon asked. 
 
    “He's been out of the game for awhile.”  
 
    Miko brooded, thinking Nasir was talking bad about him, which hurt worse than Simon's rebuke. 
 
    “Fine.  At least if you're there nothing should go wrong.” 
 
    Nasir stood up.  “I will remind you, Simon, that I'm the one who trained Miko.  Perhaps if you were a better handler to him he would not have the issues you find so objectionable.”  He gave Simon a wide smile and added, “He never had these problems with Hector.  I'll let you know when it's done.”  Nasir held his hand out for Miko, who was having too much of a good time to immediately realize they were finished.  “Let's go.” 
 
    “The cat likes you,” Miko said cheerfully, following Nasir outside.  He was about to praise Nasir for how good he was with words when he remembered that Nasir had just insulted him as well.  “You think I cannot work?” 
 
    “You came back to work so I wouldn't have to.  If I stay here Simon will put me to work, which defeats the entire purpose.  So I am coming with you.” 
 
    Miko blushed, embarrassed to have doubted Nasir in the first place.  “You should not be working.” 
 
    “What else am I to do with myself, my friend?  Find a nice chef and settle down?  That is where you should be.  How is Toby?” 
 
    “He is good.  He helped me with the list.” 
 
    “The book release dates, was that his idea?” 
 
    Miko skipped a little in his enthusiasm.  “It was Frank's.  He called me.  He speaks German!” 
 
    “Well either way, it looks like we're on to something.” 
 
    “Yes.  And I will have my vengeance.”  That made him skip even more.  “Who is Claudius?” 
 
    “He's Hamlet's uncle.  He killed Hamlet's father.” 
 
    The king of Denmark is rolling in his grave.  “Does Hamlet kill Claudius?” 
 
    “Yes.”  Nasir sighed.  “But he also dies at the end.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Miko sent Toby a postcard before they left London, and again when they got to Rome.  There was an associate waiting for them at a cafe down the street from the train station, someone Miko had never seen before.  Miko let Nasir be the one to communicate, a few words in Italian and then the man left them a bag that would contain guns. 
 
    They were really only for precautions, since the job was a straightforward strangulation.  Miko wondered who the associate would arm next.  Not Claudius.  He would have to be working for Simon to use the man. 
 
    “Did you know him?” Miko asked as they walked away. 
 
    “No.  You did not either?” 
 
    Miko shrugged, but it bothered him when he didn't know the stories.  Especially now that Hector was gone.  “Will you tell me a story, Nas?” he asked when they got to their hotel. 
 
    “Yes, so long as it is not Hamlet.” 
 
    Miko laughed.  “Okay.” 
 
    Nasir held up his semiautomatic.  “Simon taught me to shoot these.  For all the weapons I had used, assault rifles and machetes, I had never fired a simple handgun.”  He aimed it at the TV, then set it down.  “It had been years since I'd heard gunfire.  You know how your ears ring when it's fired close to your head?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “When I pulled that trigger it was all I could hear.  They kept ringing, and I held my head and sat on the ground for a long time before it went away.  Simon brought me a Coca Cola.”  Nasir smiled at the memory of it.  “He asked if I wanted to work, or if I was just trying to show him gratitude.  He said I owed him nothing.” 
 
    Miko eyed the gun Nasir had put down, wanting to take it away from him and never let him touch it again. 
 
    “I said that if there were men out there like Leonard Kingsman I wanted to kill them all.  Simon sat with me and he told me 'This is not war.  You are no longer there.  For this job you will be an executioner, just like you were with Leonard Kingsman.'  He helped me up and we practiced until I stopped having to sit down after every shot.” 
 
    “It will be war.  With the other assassins.” 
 
    Nasir stared off into the distance and nodded.  He'd been saying that since Silva died.  “A silent one.  You would be dead before you knew they were there.  That is why we have to act first.” 
 
    “Claudius?” 
 
    “Any of them.  If you recognize them, do not give them the chance to recognize you.” 
 
    “Except for my friends,” Miko added. 
 
    Nasir just laughed.  “Yes, except for them.  Now, why don't you tell me a story?” 
 
    Miko perked up.  “About my friends?” 
 
    “About Simon.” 
 
    “Oh.”  He frowned.  “That story.  He was upset that I got you shot.” 
 
    “You did not get me shot.  You did get me help.” 
 
    Putting a candy in his mouth, Miko quietly said, “He told me I was...bad for the agency.” 
 
    “Do you believe that?” 
 
    “I fuck up jobs.” 
 
    “Everyone fucks up jobs.  Frank had one stolen right out from under him.” 
 
    “He did?” Miko gasped, not remembering Hector ever telling that story. 
 
    “Miko...”  Nasir gave him a disparaging look. 
 
    “Oh, me.  But that was not fucked up for Frank, I shot the mark at the wrong time.” 
 
    “Really?  Did he live?” 
 
    “No, but—” 
 
    “Miko, you get the job done.  Are you perfect?  No.  But considering you have only one hand and severe mental problems, I think you're doing fine.”  Nasir rubbed Miko's head, scruffing up his hair.  “Would you like to do this job, or should I?” 
 
    Looking at his hand, Miko shrugged.  “It depends on the size of his neck.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    It was two weeks into their surveillance when their mark left town unexpectedly for business, and Toby called in what would've been the middle of the night for him, just to “hear the sound” of Miko's voice. 
 
    “Everything is okay?” Miko asked.  There was something different in the sound of Toby's voice. 
 
    “Yeah, I'm just on my way to work.” 
 
    “Work?  It is late there.” 
 
    “Early.  Bobby's grandma fell and broke her hip, so they went back to Ohio to take care of her.  I'm trying to get caught up.” 
 
    “You have more employees?” 
 
    “Yeah.”  But he had no more friends.  “We're just stretched a little thin.  Like you guys.  What are you up to?” 
 
    “Nothing now.  He left town.  We have to wait for him to get back.” 
 
    Toby was quiet for a moment.  “Is he coming back?” 
 
    “Nas is here, nothing will go wrong.” 
 
    “That's good.  Less to worry about.”  He huffed a laugh.  “I miss you.” 
 
    “I miss you too.  I should be home before you get postcards.” 
 
    “That's the best news I've gotten all day.” 
 
    “Day just began.” 
 
    “Right,” Toby sighed. 
 
    “What other news?” Miko asked.  He could feel the tension on the phone even across the Atlantic. 
 
    “The car wouldn't start yesterday.  I don't know, it seems fine now.  I'll take it in once I have the time.” 
 
    “You are driving when it is troubled?” 
 
    Toby chuckled, which simultaneously alerted Miko that what he'd said was off and made him smile over it.  “I'm using the van.  If I get audited by the IRS I'm sure my mileage log is going to be the least of my worries, considering where I got my start up financing.” 
 
    “It was better than cash,” Miko reminded him.  Ophelia hadn't even hesitated to send it.  One hundred thousand dollars that temporarily bought her Miko's company. 
 
    “It was,” Toby agreed, and grew quiet again.  “I've gotta get to work.  I love you, okay?” 
 
    “I love you too,” Miko said confusedly and Toby hung up. 
 
    “Everything all right?” Nasir asked, having politely eavesdropped on Miko's entire side of the conversation. 
 
    “I do not think so.” 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The mark will be gone for a couple of days.  Go.  I'll be here.” 
 
    “I cannot just leave in the middle of a job.” 
 
    Nasir rolled his eyes.  “You already stood up, Miko.  You're about to start packing.” 
 
    Miko dropped the bag he hadn't even realized he'd grabbed, and grabbed Nasir in a bear hug instead.  “Thank you.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    The BMW was parked outside when Miko got in later that day, but Toby wasn't home.  It started fine, and Miko looked under the hood even though he had no idea what he was looking at.  Toby's phone had gone straight to voicemail when Miko tried calling after he landed, which wasn't unusual while he was working, but something was unusual and Miko had no idea what he was looking for with that either. 
 
    He went back inside, walking around the apartment like there would be a clue to something Miko wasn't even sure was real.  Maybe Toby had just been tired, overworked, lonely.  It wouldn't be the first time.  And yet, Miko could feel it.  Wandering into the bedroom, Miko picked up Toby's picture frame, the flower from so long ago, Ophelia's words about Miko's love for him, and now the luggage tag.  Kocham Cie.  He sat on the bed and waited. 
 
    It was nearly eleven at night before Toby returned his call, immediately apologizing in case he'd woken him.  “I'm home,” Miko said, unconsciously stressing the word for emphasis, since Toby was not. 
 
    “Wha—What are you doing home?”  The surprise, and smile, was clear in his voice.  “Is it done?” 
 
    “I was worried about you.” 
 
    “You didn't have to do that, Miko.  I'm fine.  Really.” 
 
    “You did not sound fine.” 
 
    Toby sighed heavily.  “I'm on my way back.  I'll see you in a little bit.” 
 
    Miko let him be the one to disconnect, then started cleaning up all the candy wrappers that were littered over the bed and he moved out to the sofa.  Maybe it really was nothing.  And now they'd have to say goodbye all over again. 
 
    Toby came bursting through the door half an hour later, hugging him with a force even Miko thought was a bit excessive.  “I can't believe you came all the way back here for...nothing.” 
 
    Miko couldn't believe it either.  It wasn't nothing.  He held Toby in his arms, feeling utterly helpless.  Toby wasn't just happy to see him.  He was relieved.  “I will take the car in tomorrow, make sure it is okay.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Toby said, looking away.  “I'm just tired.  It's been pretty much nonstop since you left and...”  He shook his head. 
 
    “You would tell me if something was wrong?” 
 
    “It's nothing.”  Toby kissed him and hugged him again.  “Are you hungry, I—” 
 
    Miko put his hand on Toby's mouth, the only mouth he would touch with that hand.  “Stop.  You do not have to take care of me.  Of everything.  You make things nonstop when they do not have to be.  Sit.”  Toby reluctantly sat on the sofa and Miko plopped down beside him.  “Are you hungry?  Have you eaten at all today?” 
 
    “Now you're gonna take care of me?”  Lying down, Toby rested his head on Miko's lap. 
 
    “Is that no?” 
 
    Toby rolled his eyes.  “Yes, I ate today.  I'm just busy.” 
 
    “I come to work with you.” 
 
    “No,” he said firmly.  “You're supposed to be at work yourself.” 
 
    “I take break.  I will go back in few days.” 
 
    “A break is when you go outside and smoke a cigarette.  Not flying four thousand miles to spend a few days with me.” 
 
    “I would fly four thousand miles to spend minutes with you.” 
 
    Giving a lachrymose smile, Toby wrapped his arms around Miko and snuggled in closer.  “Do you think that any of your idols ever date people like me?  What do you even call that, people who aren't in your business?” 
 
    “Civilians.” 
 
    “Yeah, civilians.” 
 
    “They do and then they get killed because they fuck up jobs.”  Miko knew it was the wrong thing to say even before it came out of his mouth, but it was something he'd heard stories about so many times he couldn't help it.  Toby sat up, the perfect mix of horror and guilt on his face.  “I fuck them up on my own,” Miko quickly added.  “If anything they are better since I am with you.”  He pulled Toby into his arms.  “I will tell you what happens with this.  They get distracted or they bring their lovers with them, which is bad.” 
 
    “You cut that guy's chin off because I called at the wrong time.” 
 
    “Now I learned my lesson and I turn off the phone.  And I know I do not have to call from payphones, so there is no longer urgency.  If anyone gets me killed, it will be me.  If you work while you are tired, you cut off you fingers.  Or worse.” 
 
    Toby laughed, the tension beginning to leave him as he leaned back into Miko's embrace.  “Do you remember the night we met?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “I almost left.  I'd been there awhile already, and...I didn't even know where to start with picking up guys.  Then one of Emmett's friends came in.  He came right over to me, he was smiling, and I thought it would be nice to just talk to someone I knew, even with the circumstances.  Then he started saying how Emmett was really broken up over me, and I could see this look in his eyes, like he thought I was the worst person in the world for being there.  He called me heartless.” 
 
    “Who is this friend?” 
 
    Toby smacked him and continued, “I was completely shocked by it, and I wanted to get out of there.  But I was just so tired I couldn't even get up.”  He took a deep breath to steady himself.  “I'm not sure how much time passed after he left, but then I saw you and you were...I don't even know.”  Toby laughed.  “At first I thought you must be as nervous as I was, the way you were eating those candies.” 
 
    “I was not nervous.”  Miko doubted anyone could be as nervous as Toby. 
 
    “I know.  You honed in on me and came over just like that, and I thought 'this guy is trouble.'” 
 
    “You did?” 
 
    “Yeah.  But you were so fucking adorable, and that accent.  I didn't care if you were an asshole, if you just wanted to fuck me and leave.  I told myself I was gonna pick you up.” 
 
    Miko laughed.  “You did not pick me up, Toby.” 
 
    “Yes I did.”  Toby scoffed.   
 
    “No.”  Miko kissed his neck, remembering how even then he knew it would be different with him.  “You smiled at me and bought me a drink 'like my candy' and then you drank your shot for courage and it did not work so you shrank down like a little mouse.”   
 
    Toby laughed and blushed.  “I didn't flirt with you?” 
 
    “You did, but only after I made it clear my intentions.  And had more drink in you,” Miko said, and Toby looked somehow relieved again.  “You were very cautious.  You did not even tell me your name.  I had to ask you everything.  Start conversation.  I asked to come home with you.” 
 
    “I thought I initiated it.” 
 
    “You were not wearing red, you would never be so bold.” 
 
    He smiled flirtatiously and asked, “What if I had been wearing red?” 
 
    “Then I would have fucked you on the bar.” 
 
    Now Toby was wearing red everywhere.  “Thank you for coming back, Miko.  I really needed that.” 
 
    “Come on.”  Miko slung him over his shoulder and carried him to bed.  “You are tired.” 
 
    “Are you jet lagged?  Will you be able to sleep?” 
 
    “I will lay here if I cannot sleep.  You are better Kevlar than Nasir.” 
 
    “Such flattery.”  Toby cuddled up against his chest.  “Tell me about your job.” 
 
    “It is not very interesting.  Just a rich man who has to die.” 
 
    “There are a lot of those.” 
 
    “Yes.”  He kissed his head, Toby's eyes already closed.  “Rich men tend to piss people off.”  He absentmindedly caressed Toby's throat, thinking about his rich man back in Italy.  Wondering what Toby was thinking about.  What Toby was dreaming about. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Miko took the car in for a full inspection, then just swapped it with the car Nasir had left in storage despite the clean bill of health.  Toby had a day full of meetings, clients and interviews for new employees, and when Miko picked him up from work he looked just as tired as he'd been the previous night. 
 
    “Never in my life have I had such an urge to strangle someone,” Toby proclaimed as he got in the car. 
 
    “Who?” Miko asked with a grin.  He frequently had, and acted on, such urges, but it was a nice change to see Toby in such a state over someone other than Simon.   
 
    “Job applicant.  The only remotely capable job applicant, mind you.  I asked if she had any schedule limitations...yeah.  She won't do gay weddings.” 
 
    Miko cocked his head.  Toby was far from flaming, but he did advertise his company pretty heavily on that end and was extremely well dressed today for his meetings, wearing a sweater that was on the effeminate side of lavender.  A sweater Miko wanted to take off of him.  And put on.  “I feel an urge.” 
 
    Toby smiled despite himself.  “Can we go home and have angry sex?” 
 
    “I am not angry, and you are not coming near me for that when you are angry.” 
 
    That got Toby laughing.  “You can pretend to be angry.” 
 
    “Then yes we can.” 
 
    “How's the car?” 
 
    “It was fine but we switch just in case.” 
 
    “Shit.  I forgot all about the one Nasir left.”  Toby gripped Miko's hand on the gearshift.  “I'm sorry.” 
 
    “If you apologize for me being here again we will have angry sex,” Miko said, giving him a threatening glance. 
 
    “Sorry,” he mouthed with a barely straight face.  Then his phone rang and he stopped smiling altogether.  “I need to get this.  Do you mind?”  Miko shook his head and Toby answered with a terse, “Hey.”  Miko kept his eyes on the road, but Toby's body language, his tone, reminded Miko of that phone call with his father.   “No, I've been busy.”  A long pause, Toby's jaw clenched.  “I'll see you Wednesday.” 
 
    “Client?” Miko asked when Toby hung up. 
 
    “Demanding client,” Toby muttered. 
 
    Miko felt another urge.  “Who?” 
 
    “Don't,” he said coldly and put his phone away. 
 
    Miko twitched.  He'd made comments before about hurting people who upset Toby.  He'd made a mostly empty threat towards the applicant just a few minutes ago.  This was different.  Toby took it seriously.  There must've been a reason Miko would want to issue a serious threat. 
 
    He parked the car, not saying anything as they walked to the door.  Toby was tense but it was a civilian tension, not guarded like Miko would've been.  Miko moved a little closer, letting Toby unlock the door and then grabbing Toby's cellphone and hopping back before Toby could reach for him.  “Who?” he demanded, holding it up even further out of Toby's reach. 
 
    “What the fuck, Miko?”  Toby shook his head and went inside, and Miko remembered that also like a civilian, Toby wouldn't be looking for a fight.  He would be upset, not defensive.  Plus Miko didn't know Toby's password. 
 
    Following Toby inside, Miko set the phone down in the candy dish by the door where Toby had put his keys.  Toby hadn't gone far, but he had his back to Miko and his arms crossed.  He looked tiny.  Miko went to him, bracing himself for how much it would hurt if Toby flinched away from him, but he just stood still as Miko hugged him from behind.  “I am sorry.” 
 
    “Not every problem can be solved by you hurting somebody.” 
 
    “I was only maybe half serious.” 
 
    “He's just an asshole,” Toby sighed.  “I'm in the service field, it goes with the territory.” 
 
    Holding him tighter, Miko rocked them back and forth.  “You want to have angry sex?” 
 
    “No,” Toby said, and Miko stopped rocking.  “I want to take a shower and go to bed.” 
 
    Miko let his arms slide down Toby's body as he walked away, hesitantly stepping after him like a reprimanded puppy.  “You want company?” he tried. 
 
    Toby stopped, turning back to him with a wounded look.  “Promise me that you will never pull that macho intimidation shit with me again.” 
 
    Miko nodded, the fact that Toby would feel attacked not protected only then fully resonating with him.  “I am sorry.  I was worried.” 
 
    Wrapping his arms back around himself, Toby said, “We haven't fought in a really long time.”  They hadn't truly fought since the big fight.  The end of the world fight.  “God, what if you're distracted by this and something—” 
 
    “No no no.”  Miko held Toby's face with both hands and kissed him, then pulled him close.  He was shaking.  “Nothing is going to happen to me.  Or to you.  Or to asshole client.”  Toby laughed softly and hugged him back.  “It is all okay.  I am right here.”  But he would be gone by Wednesday. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    The first thing Miko did when he landed in Rome was check for missed calls or messages from Toby.  There was only one, reminding him that some of the streusel Toby packed for him was to be shared with Nasir.  Miko smiled and responded with a heart emoticon, then deleted all that remained of the evidence. 
 
    Nasir was waiting for him at the hotel.  “You ate my streusel.”  It wasn't a question. 
 
    “I was very hungry.”  Miko put his head down.  “Did he call you?” 
 
    “He is always so worried.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Nasir took Miko's bag, fishing through it on a mission until he came to one of Miko's shirts.  Miko had only packed Toby's shirts, and he watched with suspicion and then reproof as Nasir unwrapped what Toby had packed.  “Ha!” Nasir said proudly, smiling to himself as he ate.  Then he handed over the last half and folded Miko's shirt back up.  “He knows you very well.” 
 
    “Yes.”  Miko savored the last of it more than he had the rest, knowing it would be another week before he was home.  He actually had been very hungry, and couldn't bear airplane food.  “He knows me so well he gave you such a big piece.  How is our man?” 
 
    “Nothing new.  We should be all set.  No problems.” 
 
    Miko was not accustomed to hits having no problems, but apart from the mark wearing way too much cologne on the day of the job and the fact that there was a throat 6,500 kilometers away that he would rather be holding, the remainder of the job was uneventful. 
 
    “I am going to wash my hands again,” Miko said as they made their way to the train station.  His prosthetics smelled like an Italian rich in wealth and poor in taste. 
 
    “I'll go meet our man.” 
 
    Miko handed the bag over, heading to the washroom and waiting patiently for an old man to leave.  He quickly took the prosthetics off and coated them in soap, letting them sit while he scrubbed his hands in hope to get the scent off.  He heard the turnstile for the WC entrance and quickly dunked his right hand in the soapy water out of sight, glancing up in the mirror as he continued to rinse his hands.  It took just a moment to recognize the face, one he couldn't place but he had definitely seen before, dark hair like Frank but a softer, less angular face, and a nose that took up most of it.  Miko thought about the promise he'd made Nasir, that he would not hesitate to take another assassin out.  But it was something else Nasir had said that got Miko to spring into action, when Miko had asked him to call Toby and say goodbye before the Nevada job: “I am not doing that to him.  And neither are you.”  Miko was not saying goodbye. 
 
    His mind couldn't seem to conjure a greeting in Italian, so instead he said the one phrase he still knew by heart in far too many languages, “Do not come in my mouth.” 
 
    The man was visibly shocked, offended even, and Miko lunged for him, grabbing his middle and driving him hard against the wall with his shoulder.  A knife skittered across the tile but this man was a professional.  He didn't need weapons any more than Miko did, and he twisted around, wrapping his leg around Miko's and tripping them both to the ground.  The impact knocked the wind out of him and it gave the man enough time to get in a punch that broke Miko's glasses before Miko elbowed him off center, their legs still tangled, and knocked him to the floor too.  They grappled together, each trying to get back on top, the squeak of shoes and pulsing of blood all Miko could hear.  Until he heard his own voice, saying, “Do widzenia.” 
 
    He grabbed the man's head with both hands and smashed it into the floor, over and over until he stopped moving and then over and over again.  Shakily standing up, Miko pulled off his glasses and put them into his pocket, dragging the body into a stall and patting him down.  A gun.  Passport with a name he didn't know.  No cellphone.  He propped him up on the toilet and went to get the knife, putting that in his pocket along with the man's personal effects and mopping up as much of the blood as he thought was actually real, the entire bathroom dripping with it. 
 
    Washing his hands once more, Miko put a candy in his mouth and walked out, trying not to twitch as he called Nasir.  Not even Miko's luck was this bad.  It couldn't be a coincidence.  “Was he late?  Did he try to delay you?” 
 
    “What?” Nasir asked. 
 
    “Was he strange?” 
 
    “No.  It was fine.  Why?” 
 
    If he was actually covered in blood people would be staring, but they still needed to get the hell out of there.  “We need to meet outside.  Go for a drive.”   
 
    “I'm on my way.” 
 
    Miko walked straight out the doors, twitching steadily now, and he caught sight of Nasir in the corner of his eye walking parallel to him towards the parking garage near the station.  He gripped the man's passport, his hand beginning to ache from the blows, his body beginning to ache.  And he smiled. 
 
    Nasir was already hopping in a car when Miko got there, asking “What happened?” as he hotwired it. 
 
    Handing Nasir the passport, Miko said, “He attacked me.  Or I attacked him.  I knew him.” 
 
    “Dead?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good.  Are you hurt?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    They drove out of the city, stopping to change cars and then driving some more.  Nasir was quiet, clearly deep in thought and not liking where those thoughts brought him.  Finally he stopped, pulling over to the side of the road.  “I'm calling Simon.” 
 
    Miko should've been calling Toby, but there was nothing he could say about the situation that wouldn't scare him.  “You would not rather see the look on his face when you tell him I live?” 
 
    “This isn't a setup, Miko.”  The look on Nasir's face proved he wasn't certain that was true.  He called Simon and put it on speaker, announcing “We have a problem” right as Simon came on asking if the job was done. 
 
    “Oh no.  Don't tell me he's done it again.  This wasn't like last time with the hemophiliac, was it?” 
 
    “We met someone at the train station.” 
 
    “The associate?  He was supposed to meet you at that cafe, not the station.” 
 
    “Not the associate.” 
 
    Simon was silent for a moment, then gasped, “My God.  Where is Miko?  Am I on speaker?” 
 
    “Yes,” Miko grumbled. 
 
    “Thank bloody Christ.  Are you all right?” 
 
    Miko twitched again.  There was genuine concern in Simon's voice.  “Do you care?” 
 
    “I care if you're dead,” Simon said.  “And the other?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Simon heaved a sigh.  “I'm afraid this is all my fault.  I called that handler for information.  He refused to talk about it over the phone and I said I'd be in Rome next week.  He must've realized it was a job.  We've worked together before.  Used train stations.” 
 
    “Now who's the fucking idiot?” Nasir spat. 
 
    That shut Simon up for the longest period in his life.  “Well there is good news,” he said meekly. 
 
    Miko was too busy gaping at Nasir for speaking to Simon that way to ask their handler to continue with his “good news” so Nasir took the lead.  “And what's that?” 
 
    “You found your Claudius.” 
 
   


  
 

 Blood in the Water 
 
    Miko: Age 21 
 
      
 
    Miko had not been in London since Ophelia left, and the city had a feeling of gloom about it as he and Nasir traveled to Simon's flat.  Then again, the gloom could just as well be from Miko, having never felt as distant from Hector as he did at that moment. 
 
    He was part of this world because of Hector.  It revolved around his papa and Miko had been right there at his side since he was eight years old.  Now he was drifting away, towards a new life, a new world.  A new handler. 
 
    Simon lived in one of the wealthiest areas of London.  It wasn't standard practice to meet your handler at home; in fact, most handlers preferred that their men never knew where they lived.  They were murderers, after all.  But Nasir said that Simon had been a butler before, he was raised to serve those of wealth and he liked to show off what he'd made of himself. 
 
    Ophelia's family had lived far away from this area.  They wouldn't have been able to afford it.  Now Fee could probably buy several of the flats in Simon's neighborhood. 
 
    Miko froze when they got to Simon's door.  It was red, and Miko wasn't certain whether that pleased him or scared him. 
 
    Nasir knocked and Simon answered, greeting them warmly and inviting them in.  He offered tea.  Nasir accepted for them both and brought him to the sofa to wait.  There was a dish of red candies on the coffee table.  Miko sat down.  Already feeling quite nervous and emotionally unstable, he started shoveling them into his mouth, only stopping when Simon returned with an elegant tea set and tray of biscuits. 
 
    “Don't let me stop you,” Simon said with a laugh.  “Help yourself.” 
 
    Nasir smiled and took a biscuit.  “Thank you.” 
 
    “You'll really thank me when you hear this.”  Simon proudly slid the envelope across the table to Nasir.  “I got this job and I immediately thought of you.  Both of you.”  And Miko immediately had a bad feeling about this job, and he started shoveling again.  Nasir slid everything out carefully onto the table, his long fingers like spider's legs as he set the money aside and held the photograph.  It was a man in his early forties, tattoos visible on his arms and neck.  “That part's for you.  Now here's the part for Mako...” 
 
    Miko chewed noisily on his mouthful of candy.  “Miko.” 
 
    Simon smiled with glee, completely disregarding Miko's correction.  “You're skinning him.”  Miko swallowed, shards and whole pieces of candy scraping painfully down his throat.  “Don't say I never do anything for you.” 
 
    “How very considerate of you, Simon,” Nasir said dryly, so dryly that even an Englishman didn't get his humor.  Miko didn't either.  He didn't think anything was remotely humorous at the moment.  Nasir set what was left of the biscuit back on the edge of the tray.  “Are we supposed to do something with this skin once we have removed it?” 
 
    Looking pointedly at Miko, Simon said, “Well don't eat it.”  Miko blinked, his new world swaying.  “Hang it up.  Make it look pretty.  You know these clients, a bunch of psychopaths.  But I'll give them props for creativity.  I suppose when you spend your entire life not working for a living you have plenty of time to think up such curiosities.”  He sipped his tea.  “Do I need to give you instructions on this, or...” 
 
    “No,” Nasir said.  “We've got it.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    After throwing up in Simon's bushes, Miko went with Nasir to find a nice park bench and look at flowers.  “I am squeamish.” 
 
    Nasir cleared his throat.  “In such situations, who isn't?” 
 
    “I think this reputation will kill me.” 
 
    “It will serve you well.  You'll see.” 
 
    “How do you skin someone?” 
 
    “You just need the right tools.  A butcher's shop should suffice.  We'll go this evening.” 
 
    Miko felt queasy the remainder of the day.  His tattoo hurt like it had when Nasir first gave it to him.  Miko kept looking down at it and expecting to see blood. 
 
    They went to a butcher's shop clear on the other side of the city.  Slabs of meat were displayed in the window and Miko kept hearing Simon's voice, “Make it look pretty.”  They picked the lock and went inside.  Miko could see his breath in the freezer, carcasses hanging from the ceiling.  Miko had expected to feel frightened but it was all surreal somehow.  It was only meat, an abundance of it, but nonetheless.  The room was not overflowing with blood. 
 
    Nasir wrapped knives in a cloth with his gloved hands, then set a stuffed envelope where the knives used to be. 
 
    “What is that?” Miko asked, standing beside what was left of a cow.  He could feel the cold radiating off of it.  Nasir was bundled up like an Eskimo with the hat Miko had bought for him in Poland. 
 
    “Money for the knives.  I will take a man's life, but that's no reason to steal a man's livelihood.” 
 
    Miko nodded.  “You are very noble.” 
 
    “I am far from noble, my friend.”  Nasir laughed.  “Now, let us go and try to get some sleep.  I think it will be some time before you are able to sleep again.” 
 
    Miko wasn't able to sleep that night, even in bed with Nasir.  He lay awake and stared at the cloth, knowing the knives were inside.  Feeling his tattoo.  With all the stories Hector had told him, and Miko's depraved imagination filling in the rest, he never would've thought up such a curiosity as Simon put it.  Now it was all he could think about.  When he finally drifted off, he dreamed about Simon's red door. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Although he had no appetite, they stopped for dinner before the hit since there was no telling how long it would take and they needed to keep up their strength.  Miko played with his tie as he looked down indecisively at the menu, finally just giving in and ordering the same thing as Nasir.  Then he ordered something else. 
 
    Nasir raised his eyebrows inquisitively as the waiter wrote down Miko's order, the waiter's eyebrows also raised.  “Now that is a curiosity,” Nasir said once the man left. 
 
    “I want to look at it.” 
 
    Sipping his wine, Nasir nodded as if that made perfect sense.  “For a moment I thought you wanted to eat it.  Which would, of course, be crazy.” 
 
    Miko put several candies in his mouth, which was, of course, crazy.  “I will help tonight.  I can do.”  With a tap of his finger on the table, Nasir drew Miko's attention to the fact that he was gripping his knife in a way that was not conducive to cutting food even if they had already been served.  Miko set it back down and put his hands in his lap so he wouldn't be tempted to pick it up again. 
 
    The moment the steak was brought to the table, Miko's tattoo stopped hurting.  He arranged the plate in the center, behind his own, and he leaned down a bit to watch it closer.  It was so rare he imagined it move and he twitched, putting a roast carrot medallion into his mouth. 
 
    Nasir leaned a little closer too, mimicking Miko and eating as they both observed the steak, watching it long after it grew cold.  “Is this going to become a habit?”  Miko giggled.  “I'll take that as a yes.” 
 
   


  
 

 Claudius 
 
    Miko: Age 27 
 
      
 
    They holed up in a hotel while they waited for Simon to come to them, Miko's bruises developing by the minute.  They were too wound up to sleep, and Miko was too wound up to call Toby, so they sat together on the bed with the TV on, neither paying much attention to it.  Miko kept looking at the passport, Fabrizio Fabrizio Fabrizio.  Claudius.  It couldn't be.  He'd once wished that whoever killed Ophelia was someone Hector had never told stories about, someone Miko didn't idolize even for a second, but now all Miko wanted was to know more.  Who was he?  Miko hadn't gotten to question him, had only told the man not to come in his mouth.  It wasn't the vengeance he wanted.  It wasn't the vengeance she deserved. 
 
    He threw the passport across the room again and Nasir went to pick it up again, setting it back on the table.  “It could be Lorenzo.  The Z.  Simon called that handler about him specifically.” 
 
    “He is superstitious.”  Miko started shaking his head.  “No.  This is not right.  He used a razor.  No Z.” 
 
    “Simon will know who he is,” Nasir said reassuringly. 
 
    “It is not enough!” Miko shouted, and Nasir motioned with his hand to his mouth for Miko to be quieter.  “It cannot be that.  All of this to smash his head and nothing.  It is not a cold enough dish.” 
 
    “Miko, I told you before that getting revenge will not be the gratification you're looking for.  Not at first.” 
 
    It wasn't any gratification.  Miko felt sick.  He'd eaten the last of the candies an hour ago but Nasir didn't want to leave him alone so they had to wait for Simon.  Nasir had instructed Simon to bring as many as he could. 
 
    There was finally a knock at the door and Miko tore it open before Nasir could stop him, Simon tossing a bag of candy at him like tossing bait to a shark.  “There you are then, let's all settle down.”  Simon shut the door behind him.  He glanced at the single bed with a look of intrusiveness and Miko remembered that he and Nasir were supposed to be lovers.  Remembered Hector's disapproval.  Would it be proof enough for Hector now?  It wasn't proof enough for Miko. 
 
    Simon set the rest of the bags of candy on the table, picking up the passport and sighing as he opened it.  “That's Lorenzo.”  He shook his head.  “I'm sorry, Miko.  I was wrong.” 
 
    Miko had to chew hard and swallow several times just to clear the block of candy out of his mouth.  “You never believed me.  You just wanted me to get the book.” 
 
    Simon averted his eyes and nodded.  Miko wanted to punch him again, but Nasir beat him to it, socking him right in the eye.  It wasn't clear who was more shocked by it, Simon, Miko, or Nasir himself.  “All right, I deserved that.”  Simon rubbed his face with a pained wince.  “Did you break your hand?” 
 
    Nasir flexed his fingers a few times and shook his head.  “No.” 
 
    Dropping the passport on top of the candy, Simon slumped into a chair and asked, “So what do we do now?” 
 
    “I want his handler,” Miko said. 
 
    “Giancarlo Pellucci.  I'll tell you all I know about him, but I doubt he'll come up for air any time soon.  If ever again.  You killed Lorenzo, he'll know you're after him next.” 
 
    “He came after me.” 
 
    “Yes, but he does not have your reputation.  They're scared of you, Miko.  And the more they hear, the more afraid they'll be.  What kind of mess did you make of Lorenzo?” 
 
    “There was blood everywhere,” Miko said.  Simon didn't need to know that at least half of the blood was just in Miko's mind. 
 
    “Good.  That helps.  And the job?” 
 
    “It's done,” Nasir said. 
 
    Simon unwrapped one of Miko's candies but the look on Miko's face obviously discouraged him from actually eating it.  “I suppose congratulations are in order at any rate.  You have your revenge.  Would you like to keep this as a souvenir?”  He held up Fabrizio—Lorenzo's passport.  Miko made no move to take it.  Simon stood back up.  “I understand that you're upset.  Anyone would be.  But it's over now.  You can lay Ophelia to rest.” 
 
    “If you say her name again I will tear out your spine,” Miko said plainly. 
 
    “See, you're feeling like your old self again already.” 
 
    Nasir cleared his throat to be heard through the bickering.  “Would you like us to stay on hand in case you have any issues with the client?  I want to get out of the country.”  Miko knew what Nasir really wanted was to get him back home with Toby to recover from such an anticlimactic finale to an already dismal quest. 
 
    “No, I'll be fine.  In the unlikely event that Pellucci does show up I'll grab him for you, and I'll have the associate keep an eye out.” 
 
    “Thank you.  Now please leave.  I'd rather not see you right now.” 
 
    Simon gave an uncomfortable grimace and left the room properly chided.  Nasir just lowered his head.  “I'm truly sorry, Miko.  I can't imagine how discouraging this is for you.” 
 
    Miko slipped the passport into his pocket, along with a handful of candies.  “Let me know when the next job will be.  I am going home.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Miko walked for a long time, carrying his bag with a few changes of clothes and all the candy Simon had brought.  He felt empty.  There was no justification that made it better, not that Lorenzo had been killed in a bathroom like Ophelia had, not that Miko smashed his skull on the tile.  Not even that Miko survived an attack from an assassin who was most certainly more skilled at his job.   
 
    As dawn rose he finally sat down at a park and called Toby to let him know he was on his way.  It went to voicemail.  Miko was about to leave a message when he saw an internet cafe across the street.  It would be open in a few hours.  Miko wanted to leave a message. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Toby would be waiting for him in short term parking, but Miko didn't go straight there.  He looked up Ophelia's website on his phone, anxiously scrolling through the comments, hoping for a reply.  Hoping for proof that this wasn't over.  But all that was there was the original message “Hamlet should know to concern himself with the clients, not the weapons” and then Miko's reply which Nasir had told him not to send, whatever he did: Who yields such weapons? 
 
    Miko couldn't even summon the strength to smile at Toby when he saw him waiting by the car, but by the pitying look on Toby's face Miko guessed he'd already spoken with Nasir.  Toby held up some flowers, which succeeded in lifting his spirits even where Toby had failed on his own.  “Hey, little spoon.” 
 
    “You talk to Nas?” 
 
    “He said you were upset.  That's all.  Doesn't look like upset even begins to cover it.”  Toby handed Miko the bouquet and the flowers were promptly squished between them as they embraced.  “You got in another fight?  Was that your mark?” 
 
    “It was Lorenzo,” Miko said numbly. 
 
    “Oh my God.”  Toby leaned back to look into Miko's face.  “You fought?  You killed him?”  Miko nodded, but it only took one look at his expression for Toby to understand.  “Okay, so that's one more off the list.” 
 
    Beginning to cry, Miko gripped Toby tighter, forgetting all about the flowers.  “Simon says it was him.  That it had to be him but it does not feel like him.” 
 
    “Well what does Simon know?  He can't even kill a guy before he publicly gives away someone else's fortune.” 
 
    Miko laughed.  “I love you.” 
 
    Toby kissed his head.  “I love you too.” 
 
    “I posted a message on Fee's site.” 
 
    “Didn't Nasir tell you not to?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I'll keep an eye on it.  He doesn't have to know.” 
 
    “He punched Simon in the face.” 
 
    Toby smirked.  “Simon's getting a lot of that recently.  About time if you ask me.”  Then he winced and gently touched Miko's face, the worry starting to show through Toby's happiness to see him.  “He got a good hit on you.” 
 
    “Come on, we will talk in the car.”  Miko took the keys, knowing that once he told Toby that this wasn't just a run of the mill fist fight but an actual attempt at murder, it would be best if Toby wasn't driving.  “He came after me.  To take me out.” 
 
    Toby held his mouth, making a sound like he'd just been kicked. 
 
    “I am okay.”  Miko reached over and held Toby's thigh, his prosthetic fingers grazing the spot on the inside of Toby's leg that was Toby's first real moment of intimacy with another man.  “I said to you before that men had been distracted by thinking of their lovers and got killed.” 
 
    Toby closed his eyes and squeezed Miko's hand.  “Please don't say I was distracting you.  God, Miko—” 
 
    “I thought of you and I fought harder.  I say do widzenia to him.  I will not say to you again.  Ever.” 
 
    An alleviated smile crept across Toby's face.  “You really said do widzenia to him while you were fighting for your life?” 
 
    “I told him not to come in my mouth,” Miko said with a laugh.  Toby choked on his tongue.  “It was the only Italian I could think of.  Caught him off guard at least.” 
 
    “The infamous Mako Shark, vanquishing his enemies by sheer weirdness.” 
 
    “And my marks.” 
 
    “Yeah, those too.”  Toby laughed and shook his head.  “Will you go back after this, or are you too pissed at Simon?” 
 
    “I have to go back.  They are scared of me.  And the more they hear, the more afraid they'll be.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Handled Without Care 
 
    Miko: Age 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    Freezing in place as a man exited Simon's apartment, Miko utilized great willpower to refrain from running up and saying hello to a man who had to be a colleague.  There would be no other reason for someone to visit Simon that Miko could possibly think of.  There were few reasons to visit Simon in the first place. 
 
    Miko watched him walk by, slyly taking in the man's features out of the corner of his eye.  Not an Englishman with that complexion.  Spanish maybe, or Italian.  A nose so long that it seemed to lead the man's entire body as he went down the street.  Miko waited until the nose turned the corner to knock on Simon's door. 
 
    “You are two hours late,” Simon said as he opened it. 
 
    “Who was that?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “That man.  He just left.  Who was he?” 
 
    “None of your business.  Get in here.” 
 
    Miko followed him inside, not bothering to remove his coat since he wouldn't be there long.  “You have job for me?”  The jobs had been scarce since the incident with Ophelia, Simon acting like it was a personal affront that Miko had ruined her face.  When there were jobs, they were the kind that Simon wouldn't bother assigning to his more valuable assets: jobs that took brutality but little skill; ones that took more time to prep than they were worth; or else they were in undesirable locations, places that his other men wouldn't have any interest in vacationing.  At least Simon no longer felt the need to play her films while Miko was visiting. 
 
    “Yes.”  Simon tossed him an envelope.  “Paint the walls.  I mean that literally.  They are to be exsanguinated, cover as many surfaces as possible.” 
 
    “Exsan—” 
 
    “Emptied of blood,” Simon grumbled.  “Chop them up.  Make a mess.  A perfect job for you if ever there was one.” 
 
    Miko could already see it, his heart pounding.  He pulled out the photograph just to have something to look at other than the blood painted on Simon's walls.  “They?  This is double?” 
 
    “Husband and wife.  Good luck not leaving footprints.  At least avoiding fingerprints will be easier.” 
 
    Clicking his candy against his teeth, Miko gave Simon a glare.  He wondered whether this was Simon's revenge for all the times he'd tracked mud onto his carpet. 
 
    “Yuri will meet you, give you everything you need.” 
 
    “Kevlar?” 
 
    Simon rolled his eyes.  “Yes, he will bring you Kevlar.  God knows why you want it.” 
 
    Miko put the envelope in his coat pocket.  He didn't want Kevlar, he needed it.  He wanted Toby.  Needed him.  And could never have him again.  “Anything else?” 
 
    “Yes.”  Simon pulled out a bill fold and handed Miko a few twenty pound notes.  “Buy yourself a new bloody shirt.  You look homeless.” 
 
    Looking down at himself, at Toby's old shirt, Miko thought of exsanguinating Simon.  But instead he just dropped the money on the floor and left. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Yuri, the associate from Miko's unfortunately timed Amsterdam hit, waited for him at a cafe overlooking the river.  Miko sat down and Yuri's bag was gently kicked closer to him.  “We meet again,” Yuri said in German even though Miko knew he was actually Russian.  Yuri spent a lot of time in Germany.  He used to work with Hector until he became partners with István and worked with Simon instead. 
 
    “Guten Tag.” 
 
    “It is okay for you to destroy the face this time, hmm?” 
 
    Miko nodded, foolishly wishing that Yuri would've somehow not heard about Miko's indiscretion. 
 
    “The vest will not protect you.  You would do better with hazmat suit.” 
 
    Cocking his head, Miko watched Yuri stand up and put some money down for his drink.  “Hazmat?” 
 
    “Infected.  Did Simon not say?” 
 
    “Dirty work,” Miko said as if it made no difference.  But even though coming in contact with blood was part of the job and always had been, Simon's neglect to mention any additional risk made Miko acutely aware of just how unimportant he was.  Which was probably the point. 
 
    He rested his feet on the bag and watched Yuri walk away, then got up and went the other direction with the bag hefted over his should.  It was beige canvas, heavy and quite large.  A soldier's bag. 
 
    Stopping in a men's room, Miko went to a stall and opened the bag.  There was a large ax and his Kevlar vest.  He took the shirt off and carefully set it on top of the bag, then strapped on the vest and got dressed again.  Miko put the bag back over his shoulder, looking at himself in the mirror, the shirt well worn especially in contrast with his much newer and sturdier wool coat.  He put a candy in his mouth and buttoned his coat up to the collar. 
 
    Miko's shoulders were sore by the time he got to his hotel, since he'd stopped several times at payphones to call Toby's work number and listen to the answering machine.  He wrote a quick letter to Fee once he got settled in, then looked again at the photograph of his marks.  The entire picture was red.  Miko put it in the envelope again and took out his ax, Anton's words from so long ago coming back to him, “Put that down before you shoot your fingers off.”  Or cut them off.  “Parsnips,” he said to himself.  He put the ax in the bag and wrapped the entire thing in the blanket, then lay down next to it and closed his eyes. 
 
    It was the nights when Miko missed Toby the most, when he felt the loss so sharply that he could barely breathe.  He thought a lot about what had happened, ran the scene through his mind over and over, Toby sitting in the dark watching the news, running to the bathroom to be sick.  Kicking Miko out.  Toby had seen a glimpse of Miko's true nature, and he'd been afraid of him.  A lot of people were afraid of Miko.  Simon's little Mako Shark.  Marks, other handlers, associates.  Even some of his colleagues.  His nickname had served him well. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Homecoming 
 
    Miko: Age 27 
 
      
 
    Despite the fact that Simon had never gotten Silva's book, work was steady.  And although there was a need for extra men, Simon did not try to separate them.  He was pleased that they were together as if he was truly shaken by what had happened. 
 
    Russell checked in on Miko once, but now that Simon was actually being good to him Miko felt like a traitor to speak with another handler, and so he kept it brief and did not ask for any more help with Claudius. 
 
    Jobs could take weeks or days, and it became harder and harder to say goodbye even though they said it more and more frequently.  Miko had started buying Toby plane tickets just so they could stay together that much longer, waiting for Miko's plane to board.  Just like he'd done with Ophelia. 
 
    But as busy as Miko and Nasir were, Toby was even more so.  Toby had thrown himself into his work, doing his best to stay busy whenever Miko was gone.  It was difficult to get a hold of him on the first try, but no matter what he was doing, Toby had never failed to be waiting for him in short term parking. 
 
    Until now. 
 
    Miko tried not to panic as he dialed, not letting the number of things that could've happened enter his mind. 
 
    “Hey,” Toby said brightly.  “Are you at the airport?” 
 
    “Yes.”  Miko looked around like he was missing something, like maybe he just hadn't found Toby's car. 
 
    “What's the matter?”  The worry was rising in Toby's voice and Miko felt even more confused.  “Is your flight getting delayed?” 
 
    “You are not here.” 
 
    “Here?” Toby started, then gasped.  “Oh my God it's the twenty-sixth.  Shit I thought you were getting in tomorrow night.  I am so sorry.  I got my days all mixed up.  Oh fuck.”  Miko laughed as Toby covered every possible equivalent for “I forgot” and a number of dirty words.  “Stay there, I'm on my way.” 
 
    “I can get cab.” 
 
    “No!  I'm coming.  I'm so sorry.” 
 
    “Toby...” 
 
    “Jesus, I'm such an asshole.” 
 
    “Toby...” 
 
    He took a deep breath.  “Yeah?” 
 
    “Do not hurry.  It is okay.  Drive speed limit.  Do not get ticket.” 
 
    “Okay.  Shit.  I'm coming.” 
 
    Miko sighed with relief as he hung up, slipping a candy into his mouth and thinking not for the first time that Toby could've benefited from some of the medication Ophelia used to take.  But Toby did this to himself, while Ophelia's parents did it to her. 
 
    He checked the website again.  Still no response.  Miko refused to believe it was over.  He refused to believe it was Lorenzo. 
 
    Toby got to the airport in what must've been record time and Miko picked him up and spun him around at the curb, not caring who saw.  “You are getting so skinny I can pick you up with one hand.” 
 
    “Which hand?” Toby asked, laughing and shying away as Miko dropped him.  “I'm just stressed.  I forgot what fucking day it was.” 
 
    “It is okay.  You are here and now I am happy.”  Miko grinned to show his content.  “And now you do not get to drive any more today.” 
 
    Toby handed over the keys.  “I got your postcard,” he said as they drove home. 
 
    “Which card?” 
 
    “Rome.” 
 
    “That was so long ago!” 
 
    “I know.  I already got the one you sent from this job.” 
 
    “It was Germany.  Germans are efficient.” 
 
    Toby flipped through Miko's passport like he always did when Miko came home, looking at all the different stamps.  “What's your favorite place to visit?” 
 
    “Boston.” 
 
    Toby smiled.  “You live in Boston.” 
 
    Miko smiled too, those four little words making him feel very much at home.  “I cannot wait to travel with you.  It will be nice to have time off, yes?” 
 
    “That would be really nice.  I have to go in early tomorrow, but just for a few hours.  The newbie covered for me last night so I'm letting her sleep in.  Then I'm all yours.” 
 
    Miko liked those four little words just as much.  “You work more than I do.” 
 
    “I'm self employed.  You still work for that asshole.  What was this job?” 
 
    “The usual,” Miko said noncommittally.  He knew Toby would be upset by it and had been hoping Toby wouldn't ask. 
 
    Toby rolled his eyes.  “Your jobs have not been, and never will be 'the usual.'” 
 
    “You will not like.” 
 
    “What, was it bloody?” 
 
    Pulling up to the curb in front of Toby's apartment, Miko smirked.  “My jobs have been, and always will be bloody.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.  Excessively bloody.”  Toby paused, then clarified, “Too excessively bloody to tell me about.” 
 
    “I tell you inside.  With wine.” 
 
    Toby glanced at him suspiciously and carried Miko's bag inside for him, setting it in the bedroom while Miko went to the kitchen to get wine.  And dig through the fridge for leftovers.  He didn't eat well when he was away.  “It can't be too bloody if you're eating,” Toby said, settling in on the sofa as Miko brought over the bottle of wine and a huge plate of food.  He didn't bother with glasses.  It was too much to carry. 
 
    “No, not bloody.  Drink.” 
 
    Taking a quick swig, Toby brought his feet up and put his arm around him.  “Go on.” 
 
    “It was bridegroom.  We make him disappear.  He will be declared dead later.” 
 
    “You didn't want to tell me because I cater weddings?” 
 
    “I did not want to tell because you love weddings.  You are sweet and idealistic.” 
 
    “The bride ordered it?” Toby asked, understanding all too well how Miko's hits worked even with as sweet and idealistic as he remained. 
 
    “Or her family.  She will benefit.” 
 
    Toby took another swig.  “Do you think he loved her?”  Miko shrugged.  He knew that's what Toby would ask.  Toby worked with people during the times when they were most in love, feeding them happily ever after.  “Maybe he did something to her.  Something terrible.  Something worthy of...” 
 
    Miko knew from experience that the type of motivation Toby was talking about called for the type of job Miko wouldn't want to tell him about: excessively bloody.  A disappearance gave the bride time to perform her grief for spectators and keep the marriage going long enough to truly benefit without having to actually put in the time with her husband.  “Maybe.” 
 
    Toby shook his head, knowing that was a lie.  “How does it never get to you, being around that?” 
 
    “Because I get to kill them, Toby,” Miko joked.  Toby didn't laugh.  “These people, they are not like you and me.  Motivations are different.  Money or power.  Or they are maybe psychos.  You let someone else cater those weddings.” 
 
    “Did you actually...um...disappear him at his wedding?” 
 
    “No, after.”  Miko put the empty plate on the coffee table.  “How many weddings you have catered?” 
 
    “A lot.” 
 
    “How many are still together?” 
 
    Rubbing his face, Toby said, “All of them.  I think.  For better or worse.” 
 
    “You bake good wedding cake.” 
 
    That should've gotten a smile out of Toby, but he just drank some more wine.  “Like that has anything to do with it.” 
 
    Miko took the bottle from him, having a sip and then chasing it with a candy.  He hadn't realized quite how upset Toby would be over this.  “You do not think you do good?  Make people happy?” 
 
    He sighed.  “Who am I making happy, Miko?” 
 
    Nodding towards his empty plate, Miko suggestively raised his eyebrows.  “Me.  Even without cake.” 
 
    The beginnings of a smile finally played across Toby's face.  “And you're a picky eater.” 
 
    “You see?”  He pulled Toby into a hug.  “I think you make a lot of people happy.  And if they do not agree, maybe I...”  Toby scowled at him.  “Share your streusel with them,” Miko continued. 
 
    “It's Hector's streusel.” 
 
    And Hector had no problem with Miko hurting people. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    It was only supposed to be a few hours but after one and a half Miko kept hopping up from the sofa in front of Toby's laptop to look out the window and see if he was home yet.  Still no response to the message.  Still no Toby.  And thankfully still no word from Simon. 
 
    Three long hours later Toby's car pulled up and Miko hid behind the door, waiting to pounce.  It did not occur to him that a game that simply startled Toby months ago when there was very little to be stressed about would now scare him out of his wits, and Toby practically fell to the floor as he cowered from the nude man jumping on top of him. 
 
    Miko tried to pull him up but Toby just backed hard into the door and slid down against it, covering his mouth and hyperventilating.  “I am sorry I am sorry,” Miko gasped, instinctively holding his hands out to show Toby he wasn't armed.  Then he saw Toby's other hand, wrapped in gauze.  “What happened to your hand?” 
 
    Toby shook his head, just trying to catch his breath before he passed out. 
 
    Sitting on the floor as well, Miko felt suddenly quite embarrassed to be stark naked.  “You are okay?”  Toby shuddered and nodded, closing his eyes before tears could actually fall.  Miko moved a little closer, but made no move to touch him again when he wouldn't see it coming.  “You hurt your hand?” 
 
    “A burn.  I'm okay.”  Toby rested his head against the door and opened his eyes.  “I think you just took ten years off my life.” 
 
    “I am sorry,” Miko said again.  He would've offered Toby a candy if he had pockets. 
 
    Toby started to get back to his feet and Miko clumsily leaped up to help him, guiding him to the sofa and putting his feet up on the coffee table.  Toby slumped into the cushions exhausted, shifting his feet away from the laptop that Miko had practically made him kick.  “Any response?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “They're probably scared of you.  Like you wanted.” 
 
    “You are scared of me?”  Miko couldn't get Toby's expression out of his head, legitimate fear like after Miko had cut Ophelia's face, and he tried not to think that Toby was about to kick him out. 
 
    Reaching for Miko's hand, Toby pulled him onto the sofa.  “It's a good thing you're so cute.”  He gave him a candy from his own pocket, which Miko instantly devoured.  Toby laughed and gave him another one.  “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I think I owe Simon apology.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    Miko tentatively put his arm around him.  “I am an idiot.” 
 
    “No you're not.  It's not like you knew I burnt my hand.” 
 
    “I did know that you are high stress.” 
 
    Toby huffed a laugh.  “You're lucky I didn't punch you.” 
 
    “You would not punch,” Miko said with disbelief.  Toby shrugged and looked down at his hands.  “How did it happen?” 
 
    “Like most burns happen, I touched something hot.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “I just wasn't paying attention.” 
 
    “You were distracted.  You worry about me being distracted—” 
 
    “That isn't the same.  Burning my hand won't kill me.  Or chopping off the tip of my finger.” 
 
    Miko kissed his cheek, gently taking his wrist to inspect the bandage, since he was scared to look beneath it.  “It hurts?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You want I get you aspirin?” 
 
    Toby nodded and Miko ran to the medicine cabinet as fast as he could, then paused at the number of bottles.  Prescriptions with names Miko couldn't pronounce.  Pills Ophelia used to take.  Miko wished that he'd never thought such a thing, that Toby would benefit from medicine that numbed Ophelia into handling a life she wanted to escape. 
 
    He brought them out with two different kinds of painkillers leftover from Nasir and set them all by the laptop.  Toby looked up at him guiltily, then looked away.  “I was gonna tell you...my doctor said I should give them a try, because I was having a hard time sleeping and...” 
 
    “Fee took these.  She felt trapped in her life.  Do you feel trapped?” 
 
    “It's not like that.  I...”   Toby sighed, and his comment about Miko taking ten years off his life was all Miko could think about.  He was killing him.  Doing it himself was even worse than fearing he would get Toby killed. 
 
    “I am making you stressed.  And scared!” 
 
    “I just have to wait it out, Miko.  It'll get better.”  Ophelia had wanted to wait it out.  She would've waited thirty years if Miko hadn't cut her face and freed her.  But they only had a short time together in Fee's little house.  Not even enough for the flowers to grow.  “It isn't you,” Toby added. 
 
    “Then who?” 
 
    Toby lowered his head.  “I have a lot on my plate right now, that's all.” 
 
    “You are unhappy?” 
 
    “I miss you.  I worry when you're gone.” 
 
    “You are worried now.  You burn your hand.” 
 
    Smiling suggestively, he reminded him, “You did keep me up late last night.” 
 
    “I am bad influence.  This is sign of toxic relationship.” 
 
    Now Toby laughed outright.  “You've been reading Cosmo on the plane again.” 
 
    “It has good tips.” 
 
    “Not if it's telling you that what we have together is wrong.  I want to spend the rest of my life with you.  When I asked you to tell me the truth, I said I was in for the long haul and I meant it.  Now,” he gave him a quick kiss, “if Cosmo advises you not to jump on your boyfriend when he's had such a long week he forgets the date, that is a good tip.” 
 
    “It did say 'surprise your man with romantic gestures.'” 
 
    “I think they meant something more along the lines of flowers.” 
 
    Miko nodded.  He could see where that would be better. 
 
    “I'll take the naked part though.”  Toby traced his fingertips over Miko's heart tattoo, the rest of his hand bandaged.  “You can surprise me with that any time.” 
 
    “You are all mine now?” 
 
    “I'm all yours.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Simon called the next morning while they were still in bed, but neither of them had slept much.  Toby pretended so he wouldn't disturb Miko, and Miko lay awake thinking about magazine articles: How to make long distance relationships work; Lose five pounds without dieting; How to tell if he's lying; Are you eating too much sugar? 
 
    Signs you're growing apart.   
 
    It didn't feel like they were growing apart.  When they were together it felt like Toby clung to him for dear life.  But there was a distance between them, a greater one than when Toby still believed he was a spy.  Something had changed, and it had changed when Miko went back to work.  Before Lorenzo's attack.  Maybe Toby was having a harder time accepting Miko's vocation than either of them wanted to believe. 
 
    Diminish the appearance of scars. 
 
    Miko got out of bed to answer the phone, heading for the living room and turning on the laptop while Simon once again ruined Miko's day.  No response from Claudius.  He hung up and started looking up flight information. 
 
    Toby wrapped his arms around Miko's shoulders from behind and nuzzled his hair.  “Morning.”  Toby didn't specify that it was good. 
 
    “How is your hand?” 
 
    “It hurts.  I couldn't sleep.  Did I keep you up?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Lie.”  Toby kissed his head and came to the other side of the sofa to sit down.  “Do you think Rodrigo really burned his throat shut?  Would that even work?” 
 
    Miko had never given it much thought.  He accepted Hector's words as truth, but now that Toby brought it up he had his doubts.  He took Toby's hand, carefully unwrapping it to look at the wound.  All he saw was blood.  “Guns do get hot.  If the wound was not very deep, perhaps.  I have seen the scar and it is ugly, but not so bad as Hector said.” 
 
    “You were an impressionable little boy.”  Toby laughed.  “You're still an impressionable little boy.” 
 
    That made Miko laugh too.  “This is true.” 
 
    Toby curled his fingers around Miko's.  “When are you leaving?” 
 
    “I told Simon few days.  He said okay, so I think this is maybe a short job.” 
 
    “I won't forget the date again.  I promise.” 
 
    “And I will not scare you again.  Promise.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Nasir was already at Simon's when Miko got there.  Miko started to reach for Nasir's envelope, but Simon stopped him.  “I need you both this time.  Sorry.”  He gave Miko his own envelope: photo of a smiling young man, cash and a flyer.  “It's an art exhibition.  That's where you'll shoot him.  The timing is important on this one.  The client has a witness scheduled to be there.  Be there precisely at three o'clock on Sunday when it ends.  All right?” 
 
    Miko glanced at Nasir and nodded.  He could only imagine what Nasir's job was about if Miko got the one where timing was important. 
 
    They exchanged pleasantries with Simon while Nasir finished his tea, then they left together.  “Where are you headed?” Nasir asked. 
 
    “Paris.” 
 
    “Hmm.”  Nasir smiled.  “I am going home.” 
 
    “Home?  Liberia home?” 
 
    “Yes.  To look for someone who may be hiding out there.  And lose him again if I find him.” 
 
    Miko ate an entire handful of candy.  Nasir shouldn't be working at all, much less going back to that place.  Miko understood why Simon would assign it to him, but he didn't understand how he could do it to him.  “How long has it been?” 
 
    “A very long time.  I doubt I will recognize it.” 
 
    “You want me to come when I finish my job?” 
 
    “No.  But call me when it is done.  If you can.  Cell phone reception may not be very good.” 
 
    Miko nodded and they parted ways at the tube station.  He didn't bother sending Toby a postcard since he'd already mailed several from London and the novelty must've been wearing off by then.  Plus it was just another needless reminder that they were apart.  He'd send Toby one from Paris, and hopefully beat it back. 
 
    He took the channel tunnel and arrived just a few short hours later.  He was on his own with weapons this time since there were only a few associates left, but he had guns and more importantly a Kevlar vest stored in a safe box from after Hector's funeral.  He added the proceeds from this hit to the proceeds from numerable hits Hector completed throughout his career, and went to find a hotel. 
 
    Miko was tempted to call Frank once he settled in, but even if he'd brought Toby's red shirt he wouldn't be so bold.  Besides, Frank might not even be in France at all.  He could be working away from home.  Just like Miko. 
 
    Slipping on his vest, Miko went to buy a postcard and then took himself out to dinner.  He walked by the address just to make sure he could find it, then returned to his hotel to study the photograph.  Three o'clock Sunday.    He could be home on Monday if it all went as planned.  “Straightforward shooting.   Nothing to fuck up.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    At 2:52 the third text came through and Miko sighed, relenting to stop and check his phone.  Miko had deleted Toby from his contacts along with both previous texts until he had time to call back, just as a precaution.  Are you busy? from an hour ago when Miko was leaving the hotel.  Fifteen minutes later while he was staring at his steak:  Call me when you get this. 
 
    Then he read the third message:  He responded. 
 
    Miko gasped and hopped up and down, looking down the street to see that the gallery was not far away.  No more than a few minutes' walk.  He had time. 
 
    He called Toby back, the phone answered immediately with just as much enthusiasm as Miko had.  “He responded!” Toby exclaimed. 
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    “'He who knows is now gone.  It was ordered from on high.'” 
 
    Miko gripped the phone tighter so he wouldn't drop it, his hand shaking.  “Say it again.” 
 
    “'He who knows is now gone.  It was ordered from on high,'” Toby repeated breathlessly. 
 
    “Silva,” Miko whispered, daring to say his name.  Silva knew who the client was.  Claudius didn't.  Claudius wasn't dead.  Miko laughed, but it died in his throat as he saw the mark leaving the gallery.  It was 3:01.  “I have to go.”  He hung up, hurriedly deleting the number as he walked swiftly down the street, only to pause again as he saw a little girl no older than Tola holding the mark's hand. 
 
    She was wearing Nasir's bunny ears. 
 
    Miko had to brace himself against a building, watching the mark adjust his grip on her hand while she bounced around playfully.  His daughter.  Bella's daughter.  Then he saw Frank and turned around before he could be seen himself. 
 
    It suddenly all made sense.  It was never Claudius in Rome.  It was a hit and Miko was the target, but Miko had defended himself.  Miko wouldn't defend himself against Frank.  Against Bella.  And if he'd done his job like he was supposed to, they would kill him. 
 
    “Oh no oh no.”  He tried calling Nasir but there was no answer.  He would probably still be on the plane.  Then in a rare moment of clarity, he called Simon. 
 
    “Yes?” Simon answered. 
 
    “He was not there,” Miko lied, making his voice as steady as he could. 
 
    “You're sure?” 
 
    “He is not here.  I am still close enough.” 
 
    “Stay in the area.  I'll call you back with further instructions.” 
 
    “Okay.”  He hung up and raised his phone a little so he could use the camera to see behind him without having to turn around and reveal himself.  They were going the other direction.  Miko took a deep breath and followed, suspiciously looking around for anyone who could possibly be the witness or the client, but he didn't know if it was a man or a woman and there were just too many people. 
 
    For a second he thought he lost them, then spotted Frank inside a cafe.  Sitting by himself.  “It is okay, you are friends,” Miko said, but as soon as he stepped inside and Frank's eyes fell on him, Miko knew they were enemies.  Frank started to stand and that's when Miko saw that the little girl was there across from him at the table.  Miko hadn't seen her because she was so small.  But Miko couldn't back down, couldn't let Frank intimidate him because then Frank's friend would die and all Miko could think was that it could happen in front of the little girl.  “We have problem.” 
 
    “I'd say so,” Frank coldly said in German.  He looked like he was about to tear Miko into pieces. 
 
    Miko stepped closer, the little girl watching him now, Frank's fingers moving closer to where Miko imagined he was wearing a gun.  Holding his hands away from his body where they could be seen, Miko shook his head. 
 
    The mark approached from the washroom in the back with another child, an infant that Miko hadn't even noticed before and a diaper bag, and Frank said something to him in French that Miko didn't understand but he knew Frank was telling him to take the kids and leave. 
 
    “Nein,” Miko said, speaking entirely in German because it was likely the girl spoke English and Miko didn't want to frighten her.  “He is not safe.” 
 
    Frank's green eyes narrowed, but he spoke in French again and the mark reluctantly sat down beside his daughter, his back to Miko.  “Come here,” Frank commanded.  It was clear that Frank's friend didn't understand German either, but he was still afraid and doing his best not to show it in front of the children. 
 
    Miko came closer, following the tilt of Frank's head and other non-verbal cues to sit down in the booth beside him and hand over his gun.  “I think I am set up,” Miko said when he could finally summon speech.  Frank said nothing so Miko continued, “I could not do in front of little girl and she had ears and then I saw you and knew he was your friend and I was set up.” 
 
    “Simon?” Frank asked. 
 
    Miko nodded, the memory of where he'd seen Lorenzo before finally coming into his mind: leaving Simon's flat.  If that even was Lorenzo.  “He wanted the book and I smacked him in his smug face and now he wants me killed.” 
 
    “Who is the client?” 
 
    “I do not know,” Miko said and Frank's jaw clenched.  “They wanted a witness to be there when it happened so they were nearby.” 
 
    Frank started to stand again and Miko truly thought he was about to beat him to death when he saw the reason.  Someone had come in, another young man, no older than the mark.  He was aiming a gun.  Some of the diners closest to the door slipped out in terror, others cowered to the ground.  But Miko's first instinct was to protect the little girl and he stood too. 
 
    The mark started speaking French to the man, trying to calm him down while also calming his daughter, stroking her hair, keeping her face turned away from what was happening.  This man could be the witness but Miko didn't think it was possible he was the client.  His clothes were decent but worn, his shoes very scuffed.  He did not seem wealthy, he seemed like an artist.  Like the mark. 
 
    Miko noticed belatedly that he was blocking Frank from getting out of the booth, that Frank had been trying to surreptitiously get past him without alerting the gunman, and when Miko finally did move it was too sudden, too threatening, and the man raised his weapon.  Before Miko even knew what happened Frank was holding his shoulders, gaping at him, and Miko looked backwards to see that the gunman had run away.  Miko smiled, realizing now what he'd done, that he'd protected Frank from being shot because he was clever just like Mrs. Marlowe said and brave like Toby said, and most importantly he was bulletproof!  “It is okay, I am wearing Kevlar!” Miko said proudly, following Frank's eyes to a lot of blood on his shirt. 
 
    “It missed,” Frank said plainly. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    A Reckoning 
 
    Nasir 
 
      
 
    The flight times were nearly identical so Nasir chose duty over sentiment, and flew to London to see Simon instead of Paris for Miko.  He'd regretfully missed Miko's call but he got Joe Russell's message about what had happened. 
 
    He'd regretfully missed a lot of things. 
 
    Out of habit Nasir avoided the CCTV cameras as he traveled to Simon's flat, still undecided on what exactly he was feeling when he raised his hand to knock.  Guilt?  Grief?   It was difficult for him even now to register emotions, when he'd been trained so early on not to notice them.  Anger?  Betrayal?  Nothing. 
 
    Simon opened the door, not at all surprised to see him.  But he pretended to be.  Poorly.  “What ever are you doing here?” he asked, turning to lead the way inside. 
 
    Nasir followed him, removing his shoes as it was customary.  The candy dish was still on the coffee table.  It was empty.  “Miko has been shot.” 
 
    “Oh, dear.  That is unfortunate news,” Simon said as if it were anything but.  “What happened?” 
 
    There were hardly words for what had happened.  “It seems his mark was a friend of Frank's.  And Bella's.” 
 
    “Well, Miko has always been unlucky.  I suppose they came after him for revenge?” 
 
    “No,” Nasir said plainly.  “When he realized the identity of his mark, he approached Frank.” 
 
    Simon laughed and sat on the sofa.  “How adorably naïve.  So Frank's the one who killed him then?” 
 
    With the realization that Simon was this nonchalant while believing Miko had actually been killed, Nasir acknowledged that what he felt the most was sadness.  He'd been as blind as Hector, and Miko paid the consequences.  “Miko isn't dead.  He took a bullet for Frank, from someone who I'm guessing was connected to the client.  A young man.  Artist.” 
 
    Pursing his lips in clear disappointment, Simon muttered, “Interesting.” 
 
    “Who's the client, Simon?”  
 
    “And how is that any of your business?  You think because you're lovers that I should give a fuck about that fool?” 
 
    Nasir sighed.  “You've always doubted him.  But it seems I was the foolish one.  When Miko messed up his first job with you, Silva asked for my advice because I could be impartial.  Apparently I could not with you.  I overlooked things I should not have and Miko suffered for it.  Now I want the truth.”   
 
    “What, Bond-villain time?  Shall I stroke the cat and confess my plans?”  Simon scratched at the sofa to get the cat's attention, pulling it up onto his lap and petting its ears.  “How's this?  Sinister enough for you?”  Nasir deadpanned and Simon rolled his eyes, tossing the cat off his lap.  “You never did have a sense of humor.” 
 
    “Who is the client?” he asked again.  Joe Russell hadn't explicitly stated that he needed the information, but Nasir understood the severity of the situation. 
 
    “Which client?  That's what you really want to know.  Except I think you've already figured that one out.” 
 
    “Yes, I have.  But I think you're dying to tell someone how clever your plan was.” 
 
    Simon smiled.  “You know me so well.” 
 
    Nasir calmly sat down beside him.  “We have known each other for a long time.” 
 
    “Silva made it look so easy.  Playing all the moving parts.  Like chess.  It's not easy.” 
 
    “And how many moving parts have you played?” 
 
    “All of them,” he said smugly.  “The fact of the matter is that I need capable men to carry on Silva's legacy.  Smart men.  You are part of that.  You always have been.  Miko is not.” 
 
    “So you tried to have him killed?  Because Miko is of no use to you.” 
 
    “No, he isn't.  Not anymore.  He could've been, but I'm sure you've noticed by now that he fucks everything up.” 
 
    “Like getting you Silva's book.” 
 
    “Precisely.”  Simon turned to the whistle of the kettle in the kitchen.  “Tea?” 
 
    “No thank you.” 
 
    He got up, casually preparing a cup for himself with little regard to the conversation.  Nasir was not a threat to him, and it was nice to finally have his plan known so it could be appreciated.  “I gave Miko the chance to get that book weeks before,” Simon stated as he walked back into the room holding his cup and saucer.  “He let someone walk right up to Stephen Lewis and shoot him in the face.” 
 
    “And Ophelia?” 
 
    “That was just back up in case no one showed up at Lewis's.  Good thing, too.” 
 
    “Who did you send?” 
 
    “Rodrigo.  And you know, that little lamb of Miko's said Rodrigo's name while she was dying.  I spent months trying to convince him he'd imagined it, trying to keep him from having a nervous fucking breakdown, and then the bitch's mother goes public with this Hamlet revenge bullshit and it sends him into a spiral all over again.  He's quite terrified.  The Mako Shark is after him.”  Simon laughed and sat back on the sofa.  “If only he knew that the Mako Shark couldn't kill him if he tried.  Is that what you wanted to hear?” 
 
    “Who was the man in Rome?” 
 
    “Lorenzo.  We've already established that.” 
 
    “He worked for you?” 
 
    “Yes, but I never did like Pellucci.  I figured if I sicced Miko on him it might actually turn out to be worth my while.  Lorenzo was quite skilled.  It's unfortunate.  But not as skilled as Frank.  I thought for certain he would get the job done.” 
 
    “And the client?” 
 
    “The client's name is Antoinette Bergeton.  Apparently her lover, that artist, felt thwarted by Mr. Evans and asked to have him killed.  I figured I would send Miko to do it, and kill two birds with one stone so to speak.” 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    Simon slumped against the cushions, sipping his tea like this was all so taxing.  “Hector called me to complain about Miko usurping Frank's hit.  Naturally I couldn't let him try to convince Miko to back off.” 
 
    The shock of Simon's words nearly showed on Nasir's face.  “You killed Hector?” 
 
    “The man was practically dead already.  When they get to be that age a pillow over the face is all it takes.” 
 
    Nasir closed his eyes and shook his head.  “I'd like to take Miko's things.  I do not think you and I shall ever meet again.” 
 
    Clicking his tongue, Simon heaved a sigh.  “Are you really going to be this way?  Over Miko?  We have an empire to build, you and I.  This is only the beginning.” 
 
    Nasir ignored him.  “Do you still have his things?” 
 
    Setting down his tea, Simon got up and pulled a few bags down from the closet.  Nasir briefly rifled through, mostly clothes, a pair of worn red sneakers, gloves, several wrapped Christmas presents.  The machete Simon had brought Nasir to kill Leonard Kingsman with was there in the closet as well, propped up against the wall like a vacuum or a mop.  Seeing that, remembering how Simon had believed him and helped him enact his vengeance cut Nasir to the core.  “Do you have a carrier for the cat?” 
 
    “You're taking the cat too?  Oh I am being punished.”  Simon brought it out and handed it over.  “So now what?  You go back to your boyfriend, try to track down Rodrigo, which you won't by the way, and the two of you ride off into the sunset together?  Don't be absurd.  We're on the same side, Nasir.  We always have been.” 
 
    They had.  They were no longer.  “Miko is not my lover.”  Nasir slipped his hand over the hilt of the machete, his sadness simmering and boiling over into quiet fury.  And duty.  “He is my brother.  And you have seen what I do when someone hurts my family.” 
 
    Concern flashed in Simon's eyes for the first time, but by then it was too late. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Nasir stood there long enough for the blood that had reached the walls and ceiling to dry.  The carpet beneath his feet was still saturated.  It squelched under his step as he walked around the mess that remained.  At first he was uncertain where he was, disoriented by the amount of blood and the ringing in his ears.  Simon's unfinished tea on the table brought him back to the present and Nasir carried the cup to the kitchen sink, cleaning his hands and running his entire head under the faucet to wash away the gore that had splattered him.  He'd left his own belongings in baggage storage at Heathrow but Simon kept a change of clothes for him, and for most of his men.  There would be nothing for Miko. 
 
    The cat watched him from under the bed as he changed his clothes in Simon's bedroom.  He'd put the soiled clothes in a garbage bag in the kitchen to bring with him.  The cat did not seem to be afraid of Nasir himself, but rather of the carrier and what it signified.  Nasir let the cat cower for a little while longer and made his way back to the living room. 
 
    Picking up the machete, he poked through the torn remains of Simon's clothes and body with it until he found his cellphone.  Somehow the phone had remained mostly dry.  He wiped the hilt of the machete and dropped it back to where it had originally fallen from his hand, then wiped off the phone as well. 
 
    Simon ran his entire life from that phone.  Nasir had little doubt that it contained information that was both valuable to the agency and dangerous in the wrong hands.  Simon had not expected to die today but he had always been practical, and unfailingly loyal to the cause.  They had an empire to build, and Simon would not risk the possibility of that empire falling if he did.  He would plan for someone to take over, someone he trusted to know what to do and who to contact.  To be able to guess his password or get in without it.  Nasir was both. 
 
    Glancing over the hacked up corpse of his oldest friend, Nasir lowered his head and typed Kingsman. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Not Bulletproof 
 
    Miko: Age 27 
 
      
 
      
 
    Miko felt decidedly less clever as he lay in the booth and held a diaper to his ribs to stem the blood flow, waiting for the ambulance, and the police, to arrive.  Frank had instructed him to pretend that he didn't know English, so instead of offering words of comfort to the little girl he just smiled and waved at her under the table whenever she looked his way.  Her father was holding both of the children but the diaper bag was now at Frank's feet, filled with their guns and Miko's vest that Frank had taken off of him when the rest of the cafe-goers had fled in fear for their lives. 
 
    He could hear sirens in the distance and he focused on the taste of his candy so he wouldn't focus on the pain.  Miko wasn't sure how badly he was injured.  It felt bad.  All he saw when he looked down was blood.  But Frank didn't seem too concerned, and even let Miko hold his own diaper, so Miko told himself it couldn't be very serious.  “Have you been shot before?” Miko asked, sticking with German like Frank told him to. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Couple of places.” 
 
    “In your hand?”  Miko remembered the scar on Frank's hand with great joy.  “I got shot in my hand.” 
 
    Frank glanced down at the scar on his thumb like he'd forgotten, then at Miko.  “No.” 
 
    “You cut it off?” 
 
    “I tore it getting out of handcuffs.” 
 
    In his excitement Miko tried to sit up with the promise of a story, then winced back down.  “You are so cool,” he groaned, then whimpered. 
 
    Tensely rubbing his face, Frank turned back to watch the door.  “Thank you.” 
 
    “Handcuffs in kinky way or police way?” 
 
    Turning a highly attractive shade of red, Frank said, “You should stop talking.  Save your strength.” 
 
    “I think I am okay.” 
 
    Frank gave him a look like he was about to be far from it. 
 
    “I think I will stop talking.” 
 
    “Wunderbar.” 
 
      Only a few people had come back to the cafe, a waiter who Miko thought he saw chase after the gunman, an old man who hadn't moved fast enough to get very far, and two women in professional dress that had been smoking outside, and now they were all slumped over in various seats throughout the diner.  Frank was the only one standing.  Miko was tempted to tell him that he looked like he was about to kill someone and would therefore be of great suspicion to the police, but Miko didn't think sitting down would make much of a difference in Frank's appearance and he had agreed to stop talking.  Frank had the kind of face that got actors cast as the bad guys in movies.  He looked like an antihero.  Handsome, far more handsome than Miko, but stern and cold.  Murderous.  And he was growing a beard which made him look rugged and sexy.  Facial hair always just made Miko look like his face was dirty. 
 
    Frank seemed fine when the police showed up, which cemented Miko's belief that it was in a kinky way after all, and his belief that Frank was so cool.  The mark did most of the talking with the police, Casey Evans as he introduced himself.  Frank gave the police Miko's name since Evans wouldn't know who he was, and he said “mon ami,” which Miko understood to mean “my friend” and made him completely forget about his injury until he tried to sit up again. 
 
    The police started interviewing other witnesses right as the ambulance finally arrived, and Frank helped him get up so he could lay back down on the stretcher.  “All right?” Frank asked guiltily, stepping away from the stretcher. 
 
    Miko realized that Frank wasn't riding to the hospital with him.  It was the first moment since the gunman appeared that he'd actually felt afraid, and he reminded himself that he wasn't a child anymore and his idols would not look after him.  They probably wouldn't have even then.  “Do I keep speaking German?” Miko asked, still seeking his guidance even if Frank was done with him.  Frank knew who the witness was, so he likely knew who the client was too.  He didn't need Miko anymore. 
 
    “They may have an interpreter at the hospital.  Try not to speak to anyone until I get there.” 
 
    Beaming at him, Miko exclaimed more than asked, “You are coming back?” 
 
    “I have to take the children home.  And call Joe.” 
 
    And Bella.  Miko was afraid again.  “You think Bella will be mad?” 
 
    Frank patted his shoulder and nodded to the medics to take him away.  Miko took that as a yes. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    It wasn't until Miko got to the hospital that he realized Frank must've taken his cell phone while removing his vest.  And his identification.  He hoped Toby hadn't tried calling again, but he wasn't afraid of Frank finding out about him.  He was afraid of Frank answering it and telling Toby what had happened. 
 
    Thankfully, Frank had not taken his candy. 
 
    Miko was looking at several weeks of discomfort and a couple days in the hospital according to the German-speaking doctor.  Hardly more than a flesh wound, there was little damage compared with the pain inflicted.  But the bullet had broken two of his ribs and torn through the muscle surrounding them, and sitting at attention every time Frank sent a favorable look his way hadn't helped matters.  Miko wondered where the bullet had ended up.  Just like Frank said, it had missed the Kevlar but dragged the Velcro strap through Miko's wound, which the German doctor had taken unusual pleasure in removing.  Miko had no trouble not speaking with him after that. 
 
    It was several hours before Frank returned, but Miko would've been just as excited if it had only been a few minutes.  Frank brought the doctor in with him, which Miko was not nearly as thrilled about.  “You have to sign a form that I'm taking you home against medical advice.” 
 
    “You are taking me home?” Miko exclaimed, once again sitting and hurting himself. 
 
    Frank gave the doctor what would've been a petulant I-told-you-so expression on someone who wasn't so far above such trivial things as proving their superiority to those around them.  Miko reached for the form and eagerly signed whatever it might've said, smiling at the doctor as if to say, “I'd rather have him pull Velcro out of my bullet wound any day.” 
 
    The doctor did not seem to find Frank nearly as impressive as Miko did, and he looked at the form with dissatisfaction as he left. 
 
    “Are those for your friend?” Frank asked, eyeing Miko's tattoos. 
 
    Miko touched his heart, like he'd seen Nasir do.  “And my sister.” 
 
    “Here.”  Frank tossed him a black button down shirt. 
 
    “Danke.”  Miko was pleased to have one of Frank's shirts, but he hesitated to pick it up.  Buttons intimidated him and he felt self-conscious getting dressed in front of the shirt's rightful owner.  But they'd cut off Miko's clothes and pulling a different shirt over his head wouldn't be an option so he had no choice.  He started to get dressed, concentrating on making his hands look normal, but Frank just turned away completely.  “Danke,” Miko said again, pretending that in their imagined closeness Frank understood him even though anyone else would know he was simply being polite. 
 
    He limped down the hallway at Frank's side, unintentionally moving closer and causing Frank to intentionally move away, until they were nearly against the wall when they finally made it to the lobby.  “The children are okay?” 
 
    “Yes.”  Frank paused and turned to him.  “You are being permitted to stay at my home while we determine what to do about Simon.  If you give me any reason to regret this, I will bury you in my backyard.  Understood?” 
 
    Miko smiled and nodded, hearing only the permission and not the threat. 
 
    “Stay.  I'll get the car.” 
 
    “Okay.”  Miko stood in that exact spot until Frank pulled up in front of the hospital, then ran, and promptly stopped running to limp to the car. 
 
    Frank handed him a black cloth and Miko obediently took off his glasses and placed it over his eyes, thinking about how he'd once distrusted Toby to see his hand and having no hard feelings over Frank not wanting him to see how to get to his home.  “What did your father tell you about me?” Frank asked as he drove. 
 
    Leaning his head back and reclining the seat, Miko closed his eyes just in case like Toby had done.  “That you were Bella's partner.  That you killed someone with flowers.”  He smiled.  “I like flowers.” 
 
    “What about Simon?” 
 
    Miko sighed.  It hurt.  He needed to talk to Nasir about Simon.  Not Frank.  “He never mentioned you.  Except that you had the book.” 
 
    Frank said nothing else on the topic.  Miko was too deep in thought to really notice.  He didn't know what to do.  What Nasir would do.  Miko needed to call Toby back but he didn't want to scare him.  He had been distracted by Toby, just like Toby feared.  It may have saved Miko's life.  “Your friend, he is civilian?”  They hadn't really gotten to speak about what had happened, except for Frank to explain that the gunman was another artist, someone jealous of Casey's success but not successful enough himself to hire Miko. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And he knows what you do?  What Bella does?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “It does not bother him?” 
 
    “He's used to it.” 
 
    Miko thought about the little girl, no more than Tola's age.  If she was their daughter they hadn't been together for all that much longer than he'd been with Toby.  “Already after few years?  Five?” 
 
    Frank glanced at him, then looked back to the road.  “You're not too curious, are you?” 
 
    “No—yes?”  Miko wasn't certain how to answer that.  It hadn't occurred to him that it was rhetorical and didn't need an answer at all.  “I have friend.  He is...civilian.” 
 
    “It bothers him?” 
 
    “Maybe not after more time.” 
 
    “Where did your nickname come from?” 
 
    Miko opened his eyes to the darkness of the blindfold at the abrupt change of conversation.  “Simon got my name wrong.  Mako.  And...sometimes you mean to shoot someone once and they end up in many pieces.”  Miko paused, imagining that Frank's marks would've only ever ended up in as many pieces as Frank wanted them to be, and he wouldn't be able to relate to that at all.  “This has not happened to you though.” 
 
    “No.  But sometimes people get flower stems through their eye sockets.” 
 
    “Sometimes,” Miko agreed with a smile so wide it nearly lifted the blindfold off his face. 
 
    “They haven't been together that long,” Frank said, once again shifting the conversation.  Miko wasn't sure whether it was supposed to give him hope or be discouraging.  Then Frank possessively added, “I've known Casey since he was a kid.” 
 
    Miko gasped so hard he hurt himself, remembering Hector saying Frank was connected to the agency in a similar way Miko was, but not recalling the details.  “You tell him stories?”   
 
    “No,” Frank said coldly, and Miko could tell he disapproved of Hector. 
 
    “You think it is bad, that I know stories?” 
 
    “Children are impressionable.  Your father told you things he shouldn't have, and now you've taken a bullet for someone you've never met.” 
 
    Lowering his head, Miko muttered, “You helped me with my list.” 
 
    After a tense moment of silence, Frank asked, “Did it pan out?” 
 
    “Not yet.  But it will.”  He anxiously fidgeted with what was left of his right hand.  “Your friend, he was collateral damage?” 
 
    “No.”  The word hung heavily in the air for some time, as if it was the last word Frank would speak to him.  
 
    Miko had thought that he remembered what Hector had said, that Frank was connected to the agency somehow, that it must've been because of the kid, but now he just felt confused again and alone.  If he didn't remember Hector's stories then Hector would truly be lost to him forever. 
 
    The car slowed and turned, the road feeling different now, the noise of traffic becoming muffled.  “You can take that off.” 
 
    Miko pulled the blindfold from his eyes to reveal a deep forest with a path just wide enough for the car.  He wondered if Frank had an entry code like Silva did.  Snipers on the roof.  Threatening men inside.  Bella inside.  And the blond maniac. 
 
    “Is that what you are?” Frank asked.  “Collateral damage?”  
 
    The leaves of the trees swept against the side of the car as Miko looked out the window.  He wanted Frank to know him, to know his story and realize Hector did what was best.  “Did you meet Anton?”  Frank shook his head.  “He was friends with Malkolm.”  Everyone knew who Malkolm was. 
 
    “That doesn't speak very highly of his character.” 
 
    Miko smiled, Frank's little barb at Malkolm giving him a well needed boost of confidence.  “Anton used high powered gun on his mark.  The bullet went through the floor.  To my sister.  And my hand.” 
 
    Frank's expression didn't change.  “Hector was Anton's handler?” 
 
    “Yes.  He told me things so I would understand why it happened.” 
 
    “It sounds like it happened because Anton didn't do his job properly.” 
 
    Reaching for a candy, Miko remembered that he'd finished them back at the hospital.  He meant to visit the gift shop before checking out, but being in Frank's presence had distracted him.  Now Frank's presence just made him feel awkward, like they didn't have the connection Hector described after all and everything about Miko was wrong. 
 
    “Did you kill him when you were older?” 
 
    Fixing his eyes on Frank, Miko said, “I killed him then.” 
 
    “Good for you,” Frank said, and Miko held his head a little higher.  “Malkolm's here if you'd like to visit.” 
 
    Miko shuddered, his eyes wide.  “He is here?” 
 
    The faintest hint of a smile crawled across Frank's lips, the first time Miko had seen Frank smile, and it felt like a pivotal moment in their relationship, like when he'd first heard Nasir laugh.  “In the backyard.” 
 
    “Oh.”  Miko giggled.  “That is good.” 
 
    Frank pulled up to a quaint two story home surrounded by trees, the driveway loose gravel that crunched underneath the wheels.  Miko could hear dogs barking.  “The children are not sleeping?” he asked.  Miko did little else after the first time he'd seen someone shot. 
 
    “I took them to a hotel.  Bella will pick them up on her way back.  I didn't want them here at the house alone in case Simon's client knows the address.” 
 
    Miko nodded, wondering whether he would've been smart enough to take such a precaution.  Frank got out of the car, coming around to the passenger side to help him.  Miko accepted Frank's aid more than strictly necessary, Frank's arms thin but strong like Toby's.  The barking had grown louder and finally Frank said a word in French and it became immediately silent.  Miko couldn't help but smile at Frank's authority over man and beast. 
 
    Beast was an understatement.  One of Frank's dogs was nearly as large as Miko, big slobbering jaws and black eyes.  The other was some sort of mutt with a face only a stone-cold killer could love.  It was missing a leg.  Then with a flash of white fur a third dog appeared from behind the others, some sort of cotton ball on legs with an inappropriately ferocious spiked collar, jumping up and down for attention.  “It is fuzzy like your blond maniac!” Miko exclaimed. 
 
    Frank's eyebrows raised, an amused expression coming to his face.  “Blond maniac?” 
 
    Miko swallowed hard, having intended to use the nickname Blondie instead of describing Frank's husband.  “You will not tell him I said?  He is painful.” 
 
    “He'd be flattered.”  Frank led him through the hallway, the dogs following closely.  They came to an immense library, shelves stuffed with thousands upon thousands of mostly leatherbound books, some small tattered paperbacks thrown in the mix.  Miko recognized a marble bust from Silva's office.  He wasn't sure who it was, but it had been split right in two.  Frank was using it as bookends.  There were a few stuffed leather chairs and a sofa which looked cushiony and very inviting, across from the fireplace.  Frank helped him to the sofa and Miko sat down, gazing about in wonder. 
 
    “You have many books.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you have Hamlet?” 
 
    Frank took a giant tome off a shelf and dropped it on the table in front of the sofa. 
 
    Miko gazed at that in horror.  “This is all Hamlet?” 
 
    “Collected works.” 
 
    “Will you read to me?” 
 
    “No,” he said, but he sat down beside him so Miko was happy anyway.  “How long have you been doing this job?” 
 
    “Ten years.” 
 
    “With Simon?” 
 
    “With Hector first.” 
 
    “Last year, you told Joe you didn't trust Simon.  Why did you go back?” 
 
    “Nas was working.  I went to help.” 
 
    “And you never suspected Simon of being involved with what happened to your friend?” 
 
    As much as he hated Simon, and actively feared him now, Miko still didn't believe his involvement was possible.  “Claudius said it came from on high.  Silva.” 
 
    “Claudius?” 
 
    “It is from Hamlet.” 
 
    “Yes...”  The obviously went unstated. 
 
    “That is what I call him until I know his name.”  Miko hesitated, then added, “Simon thought of it.” 
 
    “Do you know who Claudius was in Hamlet?” 
 
    “The bad guy.” 
 
    “Hamlet's uncle, who took the throne after murdering Hamlet's father.  You could arguably say that Simon took Hector's throne in regards to you.” 
 
    “But Claudius said—” 
 
    “I'm going to be honest with you.  You aren't the only one Simon set up.  He gave us a job that is a clear attempt on my life.  Now we need information, from you, about who's coming after us.” 
 
    Miko could feel his heart breaking.  Frank didn't come to the hospital to retrieve him because they were friends, he came because he needed Miko's stories.  Nasir was right.  They weren't friends.  Miko was being played again, just a pawn moved from one board to the next.  “This is why you brought me here?  To question me?” 
 
    “Simon just tried to have you killed.  You weren't safe at the hospital.” 
 
    “Safe,” Miko said bitterly.  “And when I know nothing, I am buried in your backyard?” 
 
    Frank flinched.  “If I was going to kill you, would I have bothered to blindfold you?”  Miko looked away.  He felt like he'd been blindfolded for a long time.  “Joe offered to help you last year.  Joe did help you last year.  Now he's on his way here, and so is Miranda to take care of you.” 
 
    “Lady doctor?” 
 
    “Yes.”  Frank stood up.  Miko watched him with doleful eyes like a soon-to-be abandoned puppy.  “Casey is extremely important to me.  If Simon's plan was to have me kill you for shooting him, he planned well.”  Miko blinked and then opened his eyes wider, the way he would when the stories Hector told grew scary.  “He is a civilian, who would unlikely be capable of protecting himself or those children, and I left him alone to come get you as soon as I could.  Because you took a bullet for me.  That is why you are here, Miko.” 
 
    By the way Frank's eyes narrowed, Miko could tell he was smiling a bit too much over Frank actually addressing him by name.  “You are welcome.  Frank.”  Frank gave an appreciative nod but remained standing.  “You took this job?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Frank opened his mouth to speak, then just sighed.  “It's complicated.” 
 
    “If I am going to help I need more than 'complicated.'” 
 
    The dogs started barking again and Miko jumped.  Frank just walked away to go meet his family, leaving Miko sitting alone in the library.  There was a great deal of talking in the hallway, different voices that Miko could place but not hear clearly, footsteps on the stairs.  Then Frank returned, with Blondie and Joe Russell.  Blondie was clinging to Frank, teary-eyed and pale.  He looked quite sincere as he said, “I'm sorry I beat you up,” which Miko took as a thank you for doing the opposite of pointing a gun at his husband.   
 
    Miko smiled and reached his hand out.  “Do you want a hug?” 
 
    “You just got shot in the chest,” Blondie said uncertainly. 
 
    “Yes, you are right.  That would hurt.”  He lowered his hand again and smiled some more instead.  “It is okay.  I should not have pointed gun.” 
 
    Joe asked, “How're you feeling?” coming forward and handing Miko a bag of candies which made him feel significantly better. 
 
    “Thank you,” Miko mumbled with a full mouth.  “I will not die.” 
 
    “I called Nasir.  Left a message.  We're going to have to have a discussion about what to do with Simon.” 
 
    “Does the name Alcott mean anything to you?” Blondie asked suddenly, pulling everyone's attention right to him. 
 
    Joe rubbed the bridge of his nose.  “Thank you, Vincent.” 
 
    Scrunching up his face as he thought, Miko tried to remember what that name was from.  “I have heard this.  It is your job?” 
 
    “A wealthy English family, if that helps,” Frank said.  He had moved his hand to the back of Blondie—Vincent's neck, and was now squeezing rather tightly. 
 
    Miko nodded, but there was far too much in his head already. 
 
    “Think on it,” Joe said as if this wasn't a life or death situation, and he patted Miko's shoulder.  “You've had a long day.” 
 
    With the click-clacking of approaching high heels, Miko feared his day was about to get longer.  “I did not know I did not know,” he proclaimed, raising his hands up in submission as Bella came stomping into the room.  She looked teary-eyed herself, but furious, not remorseful. 
 
    Frank moved between them and Miko's terror was the only thing stopping him from bursting with excitement.  “It's not his fault.” 
 
    Bella trembled with anger as she took a deep breath to calm herself, then shouted, “Fuck!” and stormed off again. 
 
    “She'll be fine,” Joe reassured him.  “Get some rest.  Miranda will be here in the morning to check on you.” 
 
    “Can I have my things?”  Miko was certainly very tired, and even though there was no possibility of getting the vest back on, he needed to call Toby at the very least. 
 
    Frank nodded and left with Vincent at his heels.  They returned with a pillow and blanket along with the diaper bag containing Miko's personal effects and some additional medical supplies.  “You need anything else?” Joe asked.  Miko needed a lot of things, but for once it was nothing Joe could provide.  He shook his head and Joe gave a pained smile before leaving. 
 
    “Good night,” Blondie muttered, taking Frank's hand as he walked away. 
 
    “Gute Nacht,” Miko sighed, having never imagined it would be so disheartening to sleep in Frank's house.  He carefully changed his bandages, doing the best he could without looking at the wound.  Then he tried calling Nasir.  No answer.  He lay on his side for some time before he was certain no one was listening, and he finally called Toby.  There hadn't been any missed calls or texts.  Toby knew better after Miko had disconnected so abruptly, but he was bound to be worried. 
 
    “Hi,” Toby said breathlessly, and Miko had to steady himself to keep from crying. 
 
    “I am sorry if I worried you.  Everything is okay.” 
 
    “You sure?” Toby asked, giving him a chance to tell the truth. 
 
    “It will be okay,” Miko amended.  “But I am going to be gone longer for this job than I planned. 
 
    “That doesn't sound good.” 
 
    “It will be good.  I will tell you everything later.” 
 
    “Is this because of the site?  That post?” 
 
    “No.”   Miko thought about what Frank had told him, and suddenly he wasn't entirely sure anymore.  Maybe the order did come from on high.  And then maybe it filtered down through Simon to Claudius.  “It has nothing to do with that.”   
 
    “Liar,” Toby said. 
 
    Miko closed his eyes, wishing Toby was there with him.  It would be days before he fully stopped bleeding, longer until he could travel.  Until he could sleep.  “Kocham Cie.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “I will call you later.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “You too.”  He waited for Toby to disconnect, then his eyes shot open as a body plopped down in front of him on the sofa.  It was the beast.  “Hello, little spoon,” Miko laughed, cautiously petting him until it was clear the dog wasn't about to bite.  He was only about to snore, stretched out the entire length of the sofa, boxing Miko in.  Nice and warm.  “Gute Nacht.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    The dog made excellent Kevlar but as of just recently Miko had lost his faith in the material.  Even the best vest couldn't stop all bullets.  Or stop him from waking in pain every few hours.  The dog started to get up right as Miko was trying to see over its massive form, only to find the reason for its sudden departure. 
 
    “Sorry about him,” Frank said, giving the dog a reproachful look.  “That's usually his bed.” 
 
    “No, I like him.”  Miko reached his hand out and after a glance at its owner to make sure it was allowed, the dog returned to the sofa.  “He is like stuffed bear.” 
 
    It must've still been very early, only the faintest hint of light making it to the library from the hall.  Frank was already dressed, boots and all.  “Can I get you anything?” 
 
    Miko slowly sat up, using the dog as a crutch to support his weight.  It didn't seem to mind.  He'd bled through Frank's shirt.  Thankfully it was black and too dark in the room to really see, but Miko could feel the wetness clinging to him and that made the red clear in his mind.  “Lady doctor?” 
 
    “She's coming in a few hours.” 
 
    “From Los Angeles?” 
 
    “Paris.  Joe didn't think we'd need her last night.”  Frank seemed to consider for a moment before smirking.  “And there's a patisserie near where she lives that Vincent really likes.  I suspect that may be why she's coming this morning instead.”  Miko nodded.  The things Toby baked were certainly worth getting up early for.  “I'll get you a new shirt.” 
 
    “Danke.”  Miko started to preemptively unbutton that one while Frank was gone so he wouldn't see him struggle with the buttons.  The dog watched in silence, without judgment.  Putting a candy in his mouth so he could stomach the sight, Miko peeled back the gauze and winced.  It hurt more today than it had yesterday, the bruising dark enough to be visible through the coat of red.  The blood kept his attention long enough that he was startled by Frank's return, and Miko automatically lowered his hand out of sight.  
 
    Frank set the shirt on the table and sat down across from him.  He'd brought more medical supplies.  “Here, let me.” 
 
    Moving his left arm aside, Miko watched intently as Frank cleaned him up.  He wore latex gloves just like a doctor, his touch gentle, no emotion on his face.  Frank did not fear blood.  Frank did not fear anything. 
 
    “I never met Hector, you know,” Frank said.  He slid his finger over the tape.  Miko barely felt a thing. 
 
    “Hector knew a lot from Silva.  He knew Silva when he first took over.” 
 
    Frank nodded, taking off his gloves and handing Miko the shirt to put on. 
 
    “He said that you were connected to the agency.  Like I was, but not.”  Miko couldn't recall the rest of it.  There had been so many stories in the beginning that they'd gotten mixed up, and he couldn't remember Hector ever saying anything more about it.  “I do not know what that means.  But you were important.  Protected by Silva.”  Frank's eyes grew cold, deep in thought.  “You were one of his favorites.  You and Bella.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why did you take this setup job?” 
 
    “I know the family.  Personally.”  The “personally” was added as an afterthought, like the confession of a great sin.  Miko knew that it was frowned upon to be involved personally with a job, and he never would've expected Frank to do anything the agency disapproved of, but somehow it made Frank more relatable, more human.  More worthy of Miko's admiration. 
 
    Miko cocked his head, waiting for Frank to continue. 
 
    “My father left me a good deal of money when he died.  Someone else's money.  Their money.” 
 
    For a moment Miko continued to stare at him blankly, waiting for more.  Then it hit him like the artist's bullet: Frank was connected to the agency like Miko.  A family member dead at their hands.  That job that had been Simon's great embarrassment.  Alcott.  “Oh!”  Frank raised his eyebrows expectantly.  Miko was so excited that he actually had useful information after all that he started rattling it off as fast as his limited breath would let him.  “Simon knew you would want revenge so he gives you this job and someone will wait to kill you when you come!” 
 
    Frank looked confused, which started to make Miko feel confused.  “Revenge?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    Miko got the distinct feeling they were talking about two different things, trying to get information out of each other without revealing anything.  But whatever reason Frank did have to kill Alcott, it wasn't revenge for his father.  Because Frank wouldn't have known that it was a hit.  “Oh no.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Miko shook his head.  “This is so bad I think you will bury me in the backyard.” 
 
    Frank rolled his eyes.  “I'm not going to bury you in the backyard.” 
 
    “You had better sit down.” 
 
    “I am sitting.” 
 
    Miko patted the spot on the sofa beside him.  Frank grumbled and moved closer.  Miko tried putting his arm around him.  Frank moved away.  “I think you will want hug.” 
 
    “I can assure you that I will not want a hug.  Just say it.” 
 
    “Simon worked for Alcott family before.  Very slowly.  So it looked like illness.” 
 
    Now it was Frank's turn to stare blankly until the realization hit him.  And from his expression, it hit him hard.  “You're certain of this?” 
 
    “He worked as their butler.  The doctor from Silva's even came to do tests, tell him he was ill.  It took years.  Then for him to publicize his will, it was very bad for Simon.  Big fuck up.” 
 
    Frank seemed to deflate a little as he forcefully exhaled.  “Simon killed my father.” 
 
    “Do you want that hug now?” 
 
    He stood up and walked listlessly out of the room.  The dog hopped off the sofa and followed him.  Miko did too. 
 
    Even at his slowest pace Miko still felt winded, but determination won and he finally caught up with Frank deep enough in the woods that the house was no longer visible. 
 
    “Don't come any closer,” Frank said with his back turned.  Miko had tried being quiet, but Frank knew he was there anyway.  All three dogs were there too. 
 
    Miko froze in place.  It hadn't occurred to him that following an upset assassin to their backyard after they'd threatened to bury you there was not the wisest decision.  Then Frank turned and Miko realized it wasn't so much a command to stop following as a suggestion for his well-being.  Frank was smoking a cigarette and Miko was having enough trouble breathing as it was. 
 
    “If you can't walk I'm not carrying you back.” 
 
    “I can walk,” Miko said.  He wondered if Toby would call him a liar if he was there.  “Where is Malkolm buried?” 
 
    “Farther.” 
 
    “He came after you here?” 
 
    “They did.  Malkolm and Boris.  Karl.” 
 
    Miko shuddered at the thought of Karl.  “You kill Karl?” 
 
    “Vincent did.”  Frank smiled wanly.  “Ask him about it.  He'd be thrilled to tell you.” 
 
    Miko nodded.  Frank looked as far from thrilled as a person could get.  “You are sad?” 
 
    “He wasn't the man I thought he was.” 
 
    “Your father?” 
 
    “Silva.” 
 
    “He knew about the hit on Ophelia.  He did not warn me.”  Miko did not want to have these things in common with Frank, but at least he wasn't alone in the betrayal.  “Did you get your money?” 
 
    “No.  And I don't want it.”  Frank flicked his cigarette.  The cotton ball dog started to run after it but Frank snapped his fingers and she stopped.  Miko took that as permission to come closer himself.  Frank promptly lit another one.  “Do you know what Simon used?  Which poison?” 
 
    “Arsenic I think.  He is traditional.” 
 
    “Well at least I don't have to worry about it being hereditary.” 
 
    Miko laughed, although he wasn't sure it was a joke.  Frank's humor was as dry as Nasir's, but he knew Nas better and could tell when he was being serious.  Then he thought of something else that wasn't hereditary: assassinations.  Simon's great embarrassment would've been smoothed over like Toby said.  The clients would've been given something to make up for it.  Something to keep their money.  Simon wasn't just setting Frank up, this was a hit.  But now Miko had the same question he'd asked himself about Claudius.  Why now? 
 
    “Why did you take the job if you did not know about your father?  You do not want the money.” 
 
    Frank's eyes betrayed nothing from behind the cloud of cigarette smoke, but there was a change in the air.  It was a gut feeling more than anything that Miko had gone too far, that he knew too much.  A gut feeling, and the fact that Frank was now pointing a gun at him. 
 
    “They wanted you killed?”  Miko was not afraid, because he knew deep down that Frank must've been.  At least a little bit.  He was threatened, but Miko was not a threat. 
 
    Frank gave a slight nod, and Miko continued.  “You knew he would kill you.  That is why you asked about him on the phone.  How he knew you.”  That was why he was wearing a beard.  To disguise his face. 
 
    “He let my last name slip.  He wasn't supposed to know who I was.” 
 
    Miko tried to sort through it all in his head.  If Toby was there he would understand it better.  He was a better spy.  But Miko had all the stories.  “The hit was a long time ago.  That is why you went to America?” 
 
    With a quirk of his eyebrow, Frank confirmed. 
 
    “But Silva was protecting you.  Because you and Bella were his favorites.  He would not tell Simon the hit.  Why does Simon know the hit now?” 
 
    “Good question.” 
 
    Miko smiled, then stopped when he saw by Frank's expression that it wasn't quite the pat on the head he'd taken it as.  “He is answering Silva's phone now.  If Alcott called him for a job, this job, and Simon was mad for the job Russell gave him, he would want to kill you for his revenge.  For that job killing István.  He once drowned someone in a toilet.” 
 
    Frank lowered his gun, which made Miko smile again like he'd received an even bigger pat on the head.  “So who would it be that comes after us?” 
 
    “I give you list of who works for him.  We narrow down together?” 
 
    Now Frank completely put the gun away, nodding back towards the house. 
 
    Miko nodded too.  “We help each other.  We are friends.” 
 
    Frank said, “I'm still not carrying you.”  But Miko knew he would. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Frank led Miko back to the library and gave him paper and a pen to get started, then his cell phone rang and he left to answer it.  Miko checked his own phone to see if Nasir had tried calling him while he was out, but there was only a missed call from Simon.  Probably checking to see if Miko was alive to answer.  He started writing, self-conscious about his handwriting but more worried about Frank's Claudius being Miko's Claudius. 
 
    The English assassins were written down first since those weren't on Miko's list, then Konstandin, Hans, Rodrigo. 
 
    “Hans is dead,” Frank said from the doorway, once again startling him.  Blondie was at his side, still looking half asleep. 
 
    “Hans is dead?  How?” Miko asked. 
 
    “Simon sent him after us to get the book,” Vincent said.  “Just like he sent you after Bella.” 
 
    “You kill him?” 
 
    Blondie smiled a response even though Miko's question had been directed more towards Frank.  Miko was still slightly concerned that Vincent would suddenly attack him again, and didn't want to address him.  “I did.” 
 
    “Friend of yours?” Frank asked.  He was cold in his attempt at sympathy, but at least he wasn't beaming to gloat over it like Blondie was. 
 
    Miko sighed and set down the pen, realizing the extent of what he was doing.  He was helping one of his heroes kill another one of his heroes.  Maybe more than one.  Miko wasn't sure how he felt about that.  He knew Hans, even if Hans had never known him.  But Frank knew Miko.  Frank would've carried Miko home from the backyard.  “No, he was not my friend.”  He picked the pen back up and crossed off Hans' name, then froze, the ink coming out red.  Being dead was what made Hans belong on the list.  Made István belong.  István was dead, Simon blamed Frank, and Miko knew exactly who would come after them. 
 
    Yuri. 
 
    He'd trained István.  István had saved his life, was there with him when he received the injury that changed his role from assassin to associate.  Miko could've crossed off every other name but he wasn't ready to do it.  Because he'd have to write down Yuri's instead.  He needed guidance, needed to consult Nasir about this, about what was good and what was bad.  He needed to stall.  “You are my friend.  I will think for more.” 
 
    “Danke,” Frank said.  “I have to go out.  Vincent will look after you.”  Then he added in German, “I would appreciate it if you didn't mention what we discussed.” 
 
    Miko made his best attempt at keeping his grin subdued over being privy to a secret of his more-mysterious-by-the-minute idol, but Vincent began to pout at his obvious exclusion from the conversation and he immediately asked for details the moment his husband was out the door. 
 
    “He said you will tell me story.  How you kill Malkolm.” 
 
    Now Blondie was the one who looked overjoyed, and he sat down on the coffee table across from the sofa to get started.  “Let's begin with Hans, shall we?” 
 
    Vincent told stories the way Hector did, enthusiastically and with sound effects and probably at least a little embellishment, and when he was finished telling Miko for the fourth time how he'd saved everyone's lives by single-handedly taking out Malkolm, Karl, and Boris when they'd come to attack Frank and his family at their home, along with shooting Hans on a rooftop, Miko simply smiled and said, “Tell it again.” 
 
    “What, all of it?  You're really weird, you know?” 
 
    Miko nodded, but they were interrupted by the sound of the front door opening.  “Wait here,” Blondie said, and disappeared into the hallway.  He returned several minutes later with a young girl, maybe fifteen, with dark hair and fashionable red-framed eyeglasses that matched her red dress.  “Sophie, this is Miko.  He just got shot.  Miko, Sophie.  She's the au pair.  We were just telling assassin stories.” 
 
    Sophie got an expression of sheer delight on her face that Miko was very familiar with, and sat beside him on the sofa.  “I was held hostage!” 
 
    “You were?” Miko turned to her expectantly, waiting for her to continue. 
 
    “I left that part out,” Vincent said.  “That's how Malkolm found us.  They kidnapped her.” 
 
    Sophie blushed severely, but Miko quickly comforted her.  “I was shot in my hand by Malkolm's friend.  He killed my sister and I killed him.” 
 
    “You did?” she asked.  Her English was nearly perfect, only the barest hint of a French accent.  “And now you're an assassin?” 
 
    “I am nickname the Mako Shark,” he said for once with pride.  Sophie's enthusiasm was more than contagious, it made him feel closer to Hector, telling stories of his own to such a captive young audience. 
 
    Miko started telling her the whole story, which she was completely and utterly enthralled with, but Blondie was not.  Since neither of them were paying much attention to him, he said, “Okay kids, have fun,” and he left the room.  And they did. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Miko could barely catch his breath long enough to tell Sophie the next tale of murder when Miranda the lady doctor finally arrived.  Frank still wasn't back yet, and Bella was still keeping her husband and children far away from Miko even with the au pair in the room.  Only Blondie visited, and Joe to check on him.  And check on the list. 
 
    Sophie didn't look away for a single second as Miranda changed the dressing on his wound and listened to his breathing.  Miko couldn't look at all, focusing instead on his conversation with Joe. 
 
    “You know what these guys look like?” Joe asked.  He'd only placed one check mark himself on an English assassin he knew, and gotten a mark for three more from Bella. 
 
    Miko placed a check next to Rodrigo's name, which made Sophie's face light up.  She'd thoroughly enjoyed that story.  He pointed to a few more.  “I know these too but they are already checked.” 
 
    “Thank you.  This is helpful.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks,” Vincent said.  Like Sophie, he hadn't looked away from Miko's blood either.  But unlike her, he stood there carnally eating the pastries Miranda had brought.  If anyone should've had Miko's bloodthirsty nickname, it would be Blondie. 
 
    “You are very lucky,” Miranda said, handing him back his shirt. 
 
    “Thank you.”  Miko left it open, not wanting to struggle with buttoning it in front of so many witnesses.  Then Miko realized someone else was watching him.  The artist, Casey, was standing in the doorway with the little girl holding his hand. 
 
    He gave a hesitant smile and brought her closer, the girl half-hiding against his leg.  “She wanted to make sure you were okay.” 
 
    Miko smiled at her, leaning forward a little but not letting the pain show on his face.  “You are very sweet to worry but I am fine.” 
 
    “Come here, Sylvia,” Sophie said, holding both her arms out for the little girl.  “This is Miko.  He's our friend.” 
 
    Miko nodded, remembering how Hector's family had rejected him, the mean children and the bitter, hateful adults, and he felt very much welcome here, like he was a part of Frank's family.  “See it is just a little ouch.”  He moved his shirt a bit so she could see the fresh bandage, still white and clean. 
 
    The artist smiled wider, silently observing from the doorway while his daughter gained her courage to get closer.  The little girl did not look like her parents, with dark hair and eyes, and Miko remembered what Frank had said, that Bella and Casey hadn't been together that long.  She was adopted like Ophelia, but clearly much happier, and less fearful despite circumstances. 
 
    Looking up, Miko saw that Bella had taken her daughter's place at the artist's side.  Miko didn't feel so welcome anymore, and he started to button his shirt even though he was bad at it.  The bleeding wound aside, he didn't think he'd ever recover from the pain of having Bella reject him. 
 
    “Frank told me you saw her bunny ears,” Bella said.  “Is that true?” 
 
    Miko nodded.  “But I would not do in front of little girl even without.”  He cleared his throat and said, “I can get Nas new ears.  He does not need them back.” 
 
    “I wasn't offering,” Bella said with a smirk.  “You really are lucky.  Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yes!” he practically shouted.  Then he got embarrassed and went back to buttoning his shirt.  “Thank you for asking.” 
 
    “Where is your friend anyway?” she asked. 
 
    Looking to Joe as if he'd somehow heard from Nasir within the last few minutes without Miko noticing, he quietly admitted, “I do not know.” 
 
    “I'm sure he's on his way,” Joe said.  Miko wasn't so sure.  It wasn't like Nasir not to call.  Something could've happened to him in Liberia.  Simon sent Miko to get killed but maybe he sent Nasir somewhere worse.  Somewhere that would kill him inside. 
 
    The Kevlar dog barked which startled Miko so much he hurt himself, but once he figured out why the beast had risen he was just as excited as the dogs.  Frank was home.  Frank gave Sophie a questioning glance then tilted his head towards the hallway.  Blondie and Joe got up to join him in what was clearly a conversation not meant for children.  After a moment, Bella did too.  Sophie heaved a sigh and rolled her eyes.  “If only they were more like your Hector,” she said.  The little girl asked who Hector was and Sophie pulled her up onto the sofa beside them.  “Hector was Miko's papa.  He is with the angels now, like your grandmama and grandpapa.”  She gave Miko a creepy little wink, which made Miko like her even more.  Miko was creepy too. 
 
    Casey sat beside Sophie and his daughter, stroking the little girl's hair with a maudlin look on his face that Miko was all too familiar with.  Miko wanted to stroke her hair too but he stopped himself and pet the dog instead.  “Your parents, they are dead?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. 
 
    Sophie leaned over to whisper to Miko, “They were murdered.  I found the bodies.”  Then she added, “Not connected to the agency, ironically.”  The fact that their murder was not an assassination seemed to bring her more grief than the murder itself, but Miko was still getting over the pain of Hector's loss and he gave Casey a candy to cheer him up. 
 
    “Thanks.”  He didn't eat it, but Miko didn't really mind.  He'd given enough of them to Sophie by now that he was starting to run out, and he would eat it later if Casey put it down.  “Bella said you had a thing for these.” 
 
    “I have mental problems.” 
 
    Sophie giggled, but Casey just smiled.  “She said that too.”  He put his arm around his daughter, pulling her closer.  She curled up on his lap but continued watching Miko, staring unabashedly at strangers the way children do.  “Bella isn't mad at you, by the way.  She's just...upset.” 
 
    “I know,” Miko said, but he didn't really know and being told flat out eased his mind immensely. 
 
    “And I appreciate what you did.  We all do.  As well as what you're doing.  To help.” 
 
    “You can help me too?  Tell me about being civilian?” 
 
    Casey cocked his head, his sharply arched eyebrows knotting in such confusion that Miko thought for a moment that he was speaking German on accident.  “Um, sure, what about it?” 
 
    Cautiously looking at the little girl, Miko made certain to be very careful about his words.  “You do not mind what they do for their jobs?  Bella does?” 
 
    “I don't really think about it.  We don't discuss the details or anything.  It's just a job.” 
 
    “And you are normal?  You do art for your work?”  Toby's cooking was art.  But Miko discussed details with him.  Toby thought about it a lot. 
 
    “They're like soldiers, I guess.  What they do is...something that needs to be done.” 
 
    “You get scared for them?” 
 
    Casey looked away and sighed.  “Yeah.  I do.”  He nervously rubbed the back of his neck.  “These other people you know, can you describe them to me?  I was putting together composite sketches, just so we—they can be prepared.  In case they see any of them.” 
 
    “Yes, I describe.”  Miko didn't know when Nasir would be back.  He couldn't wait for his advice.  These were his friends.  He would start with Yuri. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Miko woke by himself in the dark but he was not afraid.  The dog had left and must've been gone for some time judging by the lack of warmth on the sofa, though Miko could tell he wasn't alone in the room.  He thought it was Sophie.  She'd begged Frank to let her stay the night, and since Frank had found the client and the artist who shot Miko, and disposed of them properly and in many pieces, he was in a good enough mood to grant her request.  After Miranda ordered him to get some rest, Sophie insisted on sitting with him in the library until he fell asleep.  Sophie had trouble sleeping herself following her kidnapping, and she understood the security of having the presence of another person. 
 
    He sat up and turned on the lamp Frank had brought him, only to find Nasir sitting there instead.  He might've walked to Paris for as tired as he seemed.  He may not have made it at all from the distant, haunted look in his eyes.  “Nas?” 
 
    Nasir tilted his head just slightly at the sound of Miko's voice, blinking like he'd only then realized the lights were on.  “I do not know where to tattoo his name,” he said quietly, rubbing at his chest. 
 
    “Whose name?” 
 
    “I'm so sorry Miko.”  He shook his head.  “I'm so sorry.” 
 
    Moving down to the floor beside him, Miko winced at the injury he'd momentarily forgotten about and breathlessly asked, “What happened, Nas?”  Then Miko saw the cat, growling and stuffed into the carrier where it would've once fit, before Simon overfed it.  “Simon is dead?” 
 
    A tear streaked down Nasir's face.  “He was responsible.  For everything.”  Taking a deep breath, he finally looked at Miko, his face filled with remorse.  “He had her killed so you would get the book for him.” 
 
    Now Miko looked away, a chill in his bones.  Toby was right.  And it was Miko's fault.  “Did he say who?” he asked.  His voice sounded far away.  He'd been so stupid not to see it, stupid to let Simon know about her. 
 
    “Rodrigo.” 
 
    “Straight razor.”  Miko gave an involuntary smirk.   
 
    “Simon said that she called him by name before she died.  That he's terrified of you.” 
 
    “He should be.”  He could taste blood.  It was dripping down the walls, all over Frank's books.  He didn't reach for a candy. 
 
    Nasir swallowed hard, reaching out to take Miko's hand.  “He killed Hector.” 
 
    Miko twitched.  The king of Denmark was rolling in his grave.  Claudius was rolling.  Miko shut his eyes.  When he opened them, the blood was still there.  “Because he told me to leave it.” 
 
    “I'm so sorry, Miko.”  Nasir wasn't covered in blood.  Not even his hands.  But he wasn't smiling, wasn't laughing, and that was the worst thing. 
 
    Miko gripped his hand tighter, forcing a smile.  “Tattoo right on your ass.  I will draw for you.” 
 
    Nasir covered his mouth, muffling a surprised laugh that quickly became a sob and then just as quickly ended.  He gazed at Miko with a look of relief, no longer guilt, and he playfully asked, “Are you flirting with me?” 
 
    Miko laughed too, and kissed his cheek.  “I love you, Nas.  Even with your skinny arms.” 
 
    “And you, my friend.”  Nasir put his arm around him.  “Where are you hurt?” 
 
    Shifting his body to show Nasir his side, Miko gestured to the area, not wanting to go through the trouble of buttoning his shirt again.  Miko didn't think he'd bled through, but he couldn't tell in his current state of mind. 
 
    Nasir sighed.  “What did Toby say?” 
 
    “I did not tell him.” 
 
    “Miko...” he said reproachfully. 
 
    “I do not want him to worry.” 
 
    “And what do you think will happen when he finds out?” 
 
    “He will be upset but then I will be home.” 
 
    “If he wasn't so nice he would make you sleep on the sofa.” 
 
    “I cannot sleep there.” 
 
    “Yes, that's why he's nice.” 
 
    “I sleep here okay.  Frank has a big dog.” 
 
    “I saw the dogs.  That's why I didn't let the cat out.”  They both glanced at the cat, who hissed fiercely to give them another reason to keep it where it was.  The cat had never been afraid of Miko, but he and Nasir certainly had their doubts about it.  “They have taken care of you?” 
 
    “They are my friends.  I am helping them.  There is a hit on Frank.  I think it is Yuri.” 
 
    “I think you're right about that.”  Nasir took out a cellphone.  “This was Simon's.”  He clicked on the text messages, scrolling through pictures sent to Yuri.  Drawings of Bella and Frank, Blondie and several others.  Drawings like Casey did of Yuri earlier that day. 
 
    Miko suddenly felt sick.  Frank wasn't Yuri's target.  Hans had been like Yuri's family, and Yuri thought Frank had killed him.  He was returning the favor.  “We have to warn them.”  Miko tried getting up, only to flinch and sit right back down.  But at least he made it to the sofa. 
 
    Nasir sat beside him.  “I will talk to Joe.  But if you're doing this for them, they're doing it for you.  He can contact Rodrigo.  Set up a meeting.” 
 
    “Okay.”  Miko wouldn't have asked for anything in return; they'd done so much for him already.  But Nasir always thought ahead, and Miko didn't think Joe was the type of man to willingly set someone up.  Not like Simon had. 
 
    Nasir disappeared into the darkness of the hallway, likely sensing Miko's need for a moment alone more than the urgency of immediately alerting Joe about a threat to a houseful of people sleeping safe and sound.  Miko carefully leaned forward, pointing the carrier towards the sofa before opening it so the cat could dart underneath.  The only one of Frank's dogs that could possibly fit under there was the little white fluffy one, and Ophelia's cat was twice its size so it wasn't much of a threat.  Then he lifted the bag Nasir had brought onto the sofa with him, bringing up his feet in case the cat was angry enough to attack him. 
 
    He hadn't been back to Ophelia's cottage since before she died.  It had been his home, and yet all of his belongings fit in one garbage bag.  Shoes, clothes, several pairs of gloves.  Christmas presents.  It felt like all of the air had gone from the room.  Miko couldn't breathe as he held them, his hands shaking.  He'd never opened his Christmas presents from her.  Three boxes, beautifully wrapped in red paper with bows formed into flowers.  The bows had been smashed and distorted but he remembered what they looked like, and suddenly it was like she was there with him, all around him, more than she'd been at the Marlowes' house in Hollywood or the crypt where she was buried.  He sobbed uncontrollably as he opened them, and cried even harder when he saw that she'd bought him sweaters just like the one he'd taken from Toby and worn into ruin.  The sweater she used to repair for him day after day as it fell apart. 
 
    Cradling them to his face, Miko lay helpless on the sofa, everything hurting so badly that he wanted to go to sleep and never wake up.  He imagined he could smell her, and Hector, but he couldn't because Simon had taken them from him and it was all Miko's fault. 
 
    There was a girl's voice and Miko thought he imagined that too, but then he realized it was French and Sophie was singing to him.  He raised his eyes to her, sitting beside his head where he'd curled up on the sofa as much as his excruciating ribs would allow.  She smiled and kept singing, tracing a flower over his wet cheeks.  “Your friend has brought you bad news,” she said when she finished her song. 
 
    “It was Simon all along.” 
 
    “I thought so,” she said flatly.  “Is he dead?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I hope it was painful.”  She smiled at him and pressed the petals to his nose. 
 
    He gingerly sat back up.  “Where did you get the flower?”  There weren't flowers in the house last night when Miko went to bed. 
 
    “They grow on Malkolm's grave.”  A girl who was too afraid to sleep wandered around in the woods in the middle of the night to visit graves.  She handed the flower to him, then gave him a tissue as well. 
 
    He brought it to his face only to realize that Frank was standing in the doorway, and Miko had no idea how long he'd been there.  “Can you give us a moment, Sophie?” Frank asked.  She glanced questioningly at Miko as if asking his permission, and Miko nodded.  She said something in French to Frank as she walked out and his eyes narrowed, watching her go.  “You've made quite the impression on her.” 
 
    “What did she say?” 
 
    “She threatened me.”  He smiled.  “Said I'd better be nice to you.” 
 
    Wadding up the tissue, Miko hid it in his sleeve as if Frank couldn't tell he'd been crying, or hadn't seen it firsthand.  “She is sweet girl.” 
 
    “She's something all right.”  Frank came and sat on the sofa.  He looked uncomfortable, like when Miko fawned on him.  “I heard about Hector.  I'm sorry.” 
 
    Miko nodded, holding the tissue a little tighter and then remembering he was wearing Frank's shirt and pulling it back out.  Frank tensed like he was afraid Miko was about to cry again.  Miko was afraid Frank was right.  “He killed both of our fathers.  We are in common now.” 
 
    Frank took a deep breath.  “I don't do hugs.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Okay,” Frank agreed.  Miko wiped his nose.  Frank cleared his throat.  “You have two seconds and don't make a habit of it.”  Miko practically attacked him with an embrace, but he doubted it even lasted two seconds before he'd pulled back in pain.  “Hurt yourself?” 
 
    “It was worth it,” Miko admitted unabashedly. 
 
    Frank nearly smiled, then gasped and pulled his feet up.  And just as instinctively, pulled a gun. 
 
    “Sorry,” Miko said, far more embarrassed at the cat's behavior than his own.  “He is so mad.” 
 
    Leaning over to look under the sofa, Frank quirked his eyebrow at the growling and put his gun away.  He kept his feet where they were.  “Simon's cat?” 
 
    “He was Ophelia's.”  It occurred to Miko that Frank may not be particularly pleased with having a cat in his home, much less a hateful, angry cat.  But it wasn't very easy to tell what Frank's feelings were on any matter.  He was quieter than Nasir, and about as unlikely to show emotions.  “You are mad too?” 
 
    Frank rubbed his ankle, which might've been completely covered in blood, or merely scratched.  “No.”  Miko blinked until they were only scratches and sighed with relief.  “But Hugo's not going to be very happy with you.” 
 
    “Big dog is my friend.  We sleep together.” 
 
    “He's a good dog.”  Frank picked up the copy of Hamlet from the coffee table, paging through it in silence for a moment before speaking.  “Joe's going to work on your Claudius.” 
 
    “Because I am helping you?” 
 
    “Because you did help us.  You don't have to do anymore.” 
 
    Miko twitched at what he saw as rejection, trying to hide it by shifting his weight on the sofa which only brought him pain.  “You do not like my help anymore?” 
 
    “Did Nasir show you the pictures in Simon's phone?” 
 
    “Your friend, he did drawings?” 
 
    “Malkolm's handler got a hold of Casey's sketchbook last year.  He must've sent them to Simon.”  Frank shook his head and set the book down.  “We have to locate Yuri.  Interrogate him, find out what he knows.  And who else saw those photographs.”  Looking at Miko sincerely, he said, “We need your help.  We need you to call him and set up a meeting, betray him so we can kill him,” he paused and looked briefly looked away before returning his eyes to Miko, “but I'm telling you that you don't have to.  You've known him longer than you've known us.  I don't expect it and I have nothing against you if you won't.” 
 
    Warning them about Yuri and actively assisting them with killing him were two very different things, but Miko didn't hesitate.  Yuri had not hugged him for two seconds even though he didn't do hugs.  “I will do.  You have children and civilians and I have not known him longer.  Hector told me about you before.”  Hector had told Miko about Rodrigo before.  Miko glanced at the doorway where Nasir was standing with Joe.  “I will do what needs to be done.” 
 
    Nasir smiled and gave him a nod of approval, and he came to sit beside him while Joe sat on the coffee table. 
 
    “Watch out for the cat under the sofa,” Frank muttered, and they raised their feet. 
 
    “Okay,” Joe started.  “Now that we have his number this should be pretty straightforward.  You call him, let him know that there was trouble with your job, and that Simon isn't answering his phone.  Do you want to practice, go over some scripting?” 
 
    Miko shook his head and took out his own phone, looking over Nasir's shoulder at Simon's contact list to dial Yuri's number.  Yuri had never given Miko his direct number, but with their shared experiences Yuri wouldn't doubt that Miko needed help. 
 
    As it rang through Miko thought of Ophelia, so skilled at her job despite hating it.  Miko was terrible at his, but he loved it.  “Allo?” Yuri answered.  Miko remembered Fee showing him how to cry.  She'd sat there across from him, a perfectly normal expression as her eyes welled up with tears for no reason.  It had upset him greatly, so much that he'd started to cry too and then they were both terribly embarrassed. 
 
    “Yuri?” he asked.  “It is Miko.”  Yuri gave a noncommittal grunt as a response.  “Um...I have big problem?” 
 
    “Where did you get this number?” 
 
    “You gave me your number.  Remember?  In Stockholm I think?”  Miko knew his panic showed clearly on his face.  It felt like forever as he waited for Yuri to say something, the three of them staring at Miko in silence. 
 
    “Yes.  What is it?” 
 
    “I...Simon is not answering and it is all bad.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I have job and the mark was not where they should be and then something happened and I am shot.” 
 
    Frank flinched just slightly but the shock of what came out of Miko's mouth was far clearer on Joe's face.  Nasir cocked his head inquisitively, neither surprised nor alarmed. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yes.  No.  I think it was Frank.  Simon told me other handler was with Frank and against us.  You know who Frank is?”  Miko smiled in an attempt to show he had a plan.  Frank curiously raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “Yes.  Where are you?” 
 
    “At hotel,” Miko said.  Joe hurriedly pulled out his phone, typing away and bringing up the photo of a hotel in Paris for Miko to give him before Yuri could even ask Miko where. 
 
    “Give me a few minutes, I will call you back.” 
 
    Miko started to say okay but he'd already disconnected.  Simon's phone rang immediately and they all watched it, vibrating in Nasir's hand.  It went to voicemail.  Yuri didn't leave a message.  Miko turned to his own phone, his heart pounding as he waited for it to ring, thinking what Frank and Joe must've been: that Miko had fucked this up.  Then his screen lit up with the call and Miko had to stop himself from smiling before he could answer it. 
 
    “How bad is the wound?” 
 
    “I am not sure.  It is my leg so I cannot get up well.  The blood is still there but stopping.” 
 
    “Try to stay hydrated.  I can be there in four hours.” 
 
    Miko nodded to Frank and said, “Danke,” as Yuri hung up again.  “He is coming four hours.” 
 
    Frank smiled widely, wider than Miko had ever seen.  Joe and Nasir might've also smiled, and Joe patted Miko on the back, but he barely noticed.  “Thank you,” Frank said, and he left to get ready for his meeting. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    As much as he would've liked to see Frank in action, Miko didn't think he had the stomach for what Frank would do to Yuri.  Miko had no desire at all to see Blondie in action with him, not after feeling Blondie in action.  He and Nasir stayed at the house with the civilians instead while Joe and Bella went for backup just in case.  Miko took it as a badge of honor that he'd been left responsible for Bella's children, and her civilian, but in reality they probably wouldn't have taken the risk if Nasir hadn't been there as well.  Nasir was way better at responsibility. 
 
    Miko watched Nasir as he sat with Casey, going over any of the assassins he knew so Casey could draw them.  Sophie was lying on the floor at Miko's feet, playing with the cat.  It had finally come out of hiding, and calmed down, and then it had seen Hugo and scared him away so it was reveling in its victory.  The children weren't awake yet.  Miko was ready for a nap himself. 
 
    Sophie's attention flitted to Miko when Miranda came to change his bandages.  “Joe just called,” Miranda said.  “He and Bella are on their way back.  Frank will likely be awhile.” 
 
    “They have him?” Miko asked, starting to unbutton his shirt.  It was far easier than buttoning it back up with one hand. 
 
    “Yes.  Everything went fine.  He believed you.” 
 
    Miko nodded.  Yuri would be tortured.  He was likely being tortured right now.  But with all of the excitement that had happened the past few days, being welcomed into Frank and Bella's family, getting shot, finding out about Simon and Rodrigo, betraying Yuri, all he could think about was having Toby's arms around him.  Having Toby change his bandages.  He looked to Miranda as she applied fresh gauze, her hands beautiful but not Toby's hands, and he asked, “When can I travel?” 
 
    “Travel in what way?”  Miranda stood up and took off her gloves. 
 
    Miko could feel Nasir's eyes on him.  Sophie's eyes had been on the wound but now she stared at him in disbelief like she was being dumped.  “Fly,” Miko said. 
 
    “Well, you're not particularly mobile.” 
 
    “But I could?” 
 
    Sophie got up and quickly left the room.  The cat followed her. 
 
    Miranda sat beside him and took out her stethoscope to listen.  “There wasn't any damage to your lungs.”  Hanging the stethoscope back around her neck, she sighed.  “But I wouldn't necessarily recommend it.  How long of a flight are we talking about?” 
 
    There was a pain in Miko's chest that had nothing to do with his ribs.  He still had the plane ticket in his coat pocket.  He should've been home days ago.  “Eight hours eleven minutes.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows at his specific response.  “From a medical perspective, I'd say give it a few more days, minimum.”  She paused as Miko pouted, glancing to Nasir for guidance as if she suspected Miko was about to act against medical advice.  Again.  Nasir shrugged.  “Tell you what: if Joe can afford to spare me I'll go with you.” 
 
    “Do you think he will spare?”  Miko didn't mind if his friends knew he lived in Boston, but he was torn between how upset Toby would be if he stayed away longer, and how upset he'd be if Miko showed up with a medical escort. 
 
    “I might be able to put a good word in for you,” she said with a wink.  “That way if something does go wrong I'll get to operate on an airplane, which is something I've always wanted to do.”  Miranda smiled like she might've been joking, but Miko suspected otherwise.  He hoped for his own sake that nothing went wrong. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Joe did agree to spare her, and got them plane tickets for later that day.  Yuri had not given up any information, which made Miko feel queasy for more reason than the state of Frank's hands.  He'd clearly done significant damage: his knuckles were bleeding and bruised.  Miko regretted that Yuri had to suffer, but he regretted it more that the suffering had been unfruitful.  Frank was basically right back where he started before Miko's help, but somehow Miko knew it was more than his imagination that Frank seemed sad to see him go. 
 
    But not as sad as Sophie. 
 
    She was sitting on the porch, squeezing the cat and staring off into the woods.  Miko sat beside her.  “Hector told me stories so I would understand and not be afraid.  I used to pretend that they were with me all the time, Bella and Frank and others, like they were my friends.” 
 
    “They are your friends,” she said quietly. 
 
    “Yes, now.  And we are friends.” 
 
    Sophie nodded unhappily.  Miko wondered what his life would've been like if he had met his idols at that age.  If he'd babysat for them. 
 
    “It will not be middle of night in Boston when it is middle of night here.  If you get scared you call me and I tell you stories.” 
 
    Glancing at him over the cat's fur, she nearly allowed a smile to reach her lips.  “You will?” 
 
    “And I will write you letters.” 
 
    Now she did smile.  “Okay.” 
 
    He stood back up, petting the cat's head and then petting hers.  “You will take care of him?” 
 
    “I can have him?” she gasped. 
 
    The cat didn't seem quite as sure, but Miko nodded definitively.  “He will sleep with you and keep you safe.  Better than Kevlar.” 
 
    “Can I have the vest too?” 
 
    Miko cocked his head.  The vest was covered in his blood.  “You have mental problems.” 
 
    “We are in common,” she said, repeating his words to Frank without the slightest hint of remorse on her face for eavesdropping. 
 
    “We are.  You want hug?” 
 
    Sophie came to him, keeping the cat in one arm and gently hugging his right side with the other.  “I'll look after Nasir for you too.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Miko said.  Nasir was honestly a little unnerved by her but he had to keep his head down until they could be certain he was not a suspect in Simon's murder, so he was staying with Frank.  Simon's body hadn't even been found yet. 
 
    Miko walked back inside to say goodbye to everyone else.  Frank simply shook his head when Miko came in for a hug, but the others were far more obliging.  Miko shook his own head when Blondie approached.  “No, you are painful.”  Blondie smiled and wrapped his arm around Frank instead, like he was putting a stake in his property. 
 
    “We gotta go,” Joe said.  Miranda just had an overnight bag so she carried Miko's bag.  Nasir was waiting by the car. 
 
    “I will come to you as soon as I can.”  Nasir hugged him around his head in a futile attempt to keep Miko from hurting himself by hugging him back. 
 
    “I am sorry that I must go,” Miko said, but really he was sorry that Nasir couldn't come with him.  Seeing him in such a state after murdering his oldest formerly living friend had shaken Miko.  Until he'd witnessed it himself, Miko wouldn't have believed Nasir could cry. 
 
    “Do not be sorry for what you must do.”  Nasir straightened Miko's hair as if it wouldn't be a catastrophe again by the time he got home to Toby.  “Be safe, my friend.” 
 
    Miko got in the backseat of the car—another of Frank's cars, and he watched Nasir until he could no longer see him through the trees.  Joe did not blindfold Miko on the way out. 
 
    “It may take some time for Rodrigo to trust me,” Joe said, breaking the rhythmic sound of leaves brushing against the sides of the car.  “I don't want to rush it and have him disappear on us completely.” 
 
    Revenge is a dish best served cold.  Miko thought again of the phrase Toby had said to him in the hotel room closet in Nevada after Miko had trashed the place.  After Hector told Miko to back off.  He leaned against the seat, pressing his H tattoo to the leather and closing his eyes.  He pictured Simon's red front door.  He pictured Simon's red living room.  There was so much blood to lose.  Ophelia had less.  Hector hadn't shed any.  Rodrigo would be exsanguinated.  “It is okay,” Miko said.  He'd already waited over a year.  “We have time.” 
 
   


  
 

 Miko did not need emergency surgery on the airplane, and he couldn't help but think Miranda held a bit of a grudge about it.  “Do you have someone picking you up?” she asked as they headed through Logan International Airport. 
 
    He should've.  He wanted to.  But he hadn't even spoken with Toby since the first night in Frank's house.    Casey said he tried not to think about it, but he also admitted to being afraid for them.  Miko had survived two attacks on his life.  Toby hadn't taken the first one very well, and that had only ended in a few cuts and bruises.  Miko had promised not to scare Toby again.  “No,” he said, putting a candy in his mouth. 
 
    “Would you like to share a cab?  I'm going to get a hotel for a few days before heading back just in case.” 
 
    Miko was about to nod, not particularly feeling like being alone even for a moment when he saw Toby standing there waiting for him.  He was carrying a large enough bouquet of flowers that he hadn't seen Miko over it, and Miko smiled to himself, shaking his head.  “Nas.” 
 
    “I'll leave you to it then,” Miranda said with a smile, Miko's body language unmistakable. 
 
    Toby was still wearing his work clothes, a white Oxford shirt and black pants.  He always looked so lost at airports, just one more endearing quality about him that reminded Miko of how much more amazing a normal person could be than a houseful of assassins. 
 
    Finally spotting Miko through the daisies, Toby gave him such a purely sympathetic look that Miko's eyes filled with tears and he went the rest of the way to greet him practically blind.  Toby hugged him tightly, painfully enough that Miko might've started to cry if he wasn't already, but that meant Nasir hadn't told him everything. 
 
    Toby didn't say a word, he just held him, rocking him back and forth.  Miko shifted in his arms so the pain wasn't unbearable, resting his head on Toby's shoulder.  He smelled like he'd been working all day, savory spices and sugar, that undertone of sweat that went straight to Miko's head like cinnamon schnapps. 
 
    Miko knew he shouldn't say it there, not in public, not at an airport, but he felt like if he didn't get it out right then he would start seeing blood again.  “You were right.” 
 
    “About what?”  Toby tried to pull back to look at him but Miko held on. 
 
    “Simon.” 
 
    Toby tensed.  “He killed Ophelia?” 
 
    “He had her killed so I would go after the book.”  Miko took a deep breath, which hurt worse after Toby had squeezed him.  “He killed Hector.” 
 
    Toby's gasped, but it wasn't why Miko thought.  “You're bleeding.”  Miko looked down, blood blossoming up Toby's white sleeve.  Toby grabbed him tighter to keep him from fainting.  “Are you okay?” 
 
    Miko closed his eyes tight.  The blood was spreading.  “I am fine but we need to leave now or I am sick.” 
 
    “It's all right,” he said.  “Give me your coat.” 
 
    Setting down his bag, Miko let Toby peel his coat off of him, pulling it on inside out to cover the blood in one fluid movement and picking Miko's bag back up.  “You are such a good spy!” Miko laughed, feeling significantly better now that the blood was hidden. 
 
    Putting his arm around Miko's shoulders, Toby walked him out to the parking garage.  “What the hell happened?” 
 
    “It is long story.” 
 
    Helping him into the car, Toby immediately went for the wound but he paused when he saw exactly where the blood was coming from.  “I did this when I hugged you,” he stated with such guilt on his face that Miko doubted he'd ever forgive himself. 
 
    “Do not be silly,” Miko offered.  “The bullet did it.” 
 
    Toby's jaw dropped.  “You've been shot?  How could you not tell me you've been shot?” 
 
    “You would worry?” 
 
    It looked like Toby would never do anything but worry from now on.  “Oh my God.  This is because I called you, isn't it?  I distracted you—” 
 
    “You saved me.  I let you make me late and it saved me.  This,” he gestured to the wound that in his mind was flooding the car with blood, “is nothing but long story.”  It didn't feel like nothing, and Toby could always tell when Miko was lying so he added, “Good story!” 
 
    Hugging him around his head like Nasir did, Toby buried his face in Miko's hair.  “Jesus Christ, Miko.”  He sniffled and released him, reaching into the glove compartment for some tissues. 
 
    “I have things in my bag.” 
 
    Toby gave him an unconvincing glare and bent down to go through Miko's duffel bag where he'd dropped it and the flowers on the pavement by the car.  He handed Miko the flowers before carefully unbuttoning his shirt.  “Don't look.” 
 
    Closing his eyes, Miko held the flowers to his face.  These were flowers from home, not flowers Toby had picked up on the way to the airport.  The stems were bare, unwrapped.  Miko imagined he could smell the bedroom on them. 
 
    “Simon killed Hector?” Toby asked after setting a new layer of gauze over the saturated one.  He'd left his hands on Miko's chest, lightly touching him where he'd placed the tape.  Miko was glad for it. 
 
    “He thought Hector would convince me to leave it alone.”  The conversation he'd had with his papa was replaying in his head on a loop. 
 
    Gently stroking his face to get Miko to look at him, Toby simply said, “I'm sorry.”  He hugged Miko again, their foreheads together.  “This isn't your fault, Miko.  You know that right?” 
 
    Miko felt like crying all over again.  “Simon did because of me.” 
 
    “No, he did it to manipulate you.  That doesn't make it your fault.” 
 
    “If I listened to Hector—”  
 
    “Hector died trying to protect you.  Don't you realize that?  He didn't die of a broken heart, he died because he was looking out for you.  He wouldn't have given up trying to keep you safe any more than you could give up your vengeance for Ophelia.” 
 
    Miko hadn't realized that.  He'd been imagining Hector as Simon's victim, a weak old man killed in his bed.  But Toby was right.  Hector would've fought to the death with as little as he had, and he would've done it for Miko no matter who he was in love with.  “He was protecting me.” 
 
    “And you know what Simon got out of everything?  A single fucking hit.  A hit that killed one of his men.” 
 
    “István.  He drowned someone in a toilet.” 
 
    “Yeah, and think of how pissed Simon was to lose that skill set.” 
 
    “It is good skill to have,” Miko said with a smirk.  He gripped Toby's hands even though there may have been blood on them.  “Thank you for making me happier.” 
 
    “Don't think for a second that I'm not really annoyed with you for not telling me you'd been shot,” Toby warned.  “Did you...take care of Simon?” 
 
    “Nas did.” 
 
    Toby sighed and turned away, looking just as sad as he'd been for Miko.  “Poor Nasir.”  He consolingly held Miko's hand tighter, proving just how well he understood him.  “Is he okay?” 
 
    “I do not know.” 
 
    “People can come to terms with anything.”  Toby smiled and kissed Miko's head.  “Remember?  He told you that.” 
 
    “Yes.”  With everything that had happened, Miko hadn't remembered. 
 
    “Let's get you home.”  Toby put the bag in the backseat and got in the car, taking a moment to steady himself before backing out of the space.  “Did you get to find out who...um...” 
 
    “Rodrigo.” 
 
    “Shit.”  Toby missed his turn at the distraction and had to loop around again.  “Rodrigo?  Really?” 
 
    “Simon told Nas that she said his name.  She recognized him and she said his name, and now he's terrified that the Mako Shark is after him.” 
 
    “The Mako Shark is after him.”  Toby anxiously licked his lips and asked, “Aren't you?” 
 
    “I will exsanguinate him.” 
 
    Toby nodded and said nothing, continuing the drive in silence. 
 
    Miko tried to get his bag out of the backseat when they got home, but Toby sternly said, “Don't even think about it” in a way that implied Miko would be sleeping on the couch with one more indiscretion, so he settled for carrying the flowers and let Toby do the not so heavy lifting.  But when Toby put his key in the lock, it didn't click. 
 
    It wasn't locked. 
 
    “It's fine, Miko,” Toby said when he saw the panicked look on Miko's face.  “I must've forgotten to lock it.  I was in a hurry to pick you up and—”  Miko held him back, signaling for him to be quiet. 
 
    Pushing the door open, Miko took in what he could see: empty hall, the light left on.  He picked up the crystal candy dish from the side table that Toby kept his keys in, holding it in his hand like a weapon as he led Toby inside.  Toby gripped Miko's wrist to avoid pulling off his fingers, stopping himself every time he tried to open his mouth and protest what Miko was doing. 
 
    Miko could smell blood but he wasn't seeing any.  He wasn't seeing anything. 
 
    Finally Toby got words out that actually gave Miko pause.  “You're scaring me.” 
 
    There was no one inside.  Miko released him and put the candy dish back, dead-bolting the door and slumping against it, his heart racing. 
 
    “I forgot to lock it, Miko.  It's not the first time.” 
 
    Miko shook his head.  “I picked your lock, Toby.  I did break in.  You were not so tired you forgot it.”  He could still remember Toby's expression when he came home from work and unexpectedly found Miko in his kitchen after not seeing him for months.  It was a smile that had made it to Toby's face, more than fear or anger.  He'd been happy to see him even under the circumstances. 
 
    “I thought so,” Toby said. 
 
    Rubbing his head, Miko admitted, “I am scared too.” 
 
    “Of what?” 
 
    He swallowed down a lump in his throat.  “Being bad for you.  Making you scared and worried.  Losing you.” 
 
    Toby came to him, still wearing Miko's inside out coat, and he wrapped his arms around him in a way that wouldn't get him bleeding again.  “I love you, Miko.  I want to be together forever.  And hey, if Simon's dead maybe people will stop trying to kill you so I don't have to worry.”  Miko laughed, then winced.  Toby rolled his eyes.  “Come on, little spoon.” 
 
    He brought Miko to the sofa and went to wash his hands so he could address the wound properly.  “This had better be a good story.” 
 
    “It is!” Miko exclaimed, wincing again and settling back down.  “I was supposed to kill this man at exactly three o'clock but then you called and I got excited and was a little bit late.” 
 
    “Maybe now that Simon's dead you'll stop fucking up jobs,” Toby teased, gently taking off Miko's shirt.  He pulled off the gauze and held his other hand above the wound so Miko couldn't see. 
 
    Focusing his eyes on the ceiling, Miko continued, “If I did at three o'clock I would not have seen his daughter and I would not do in front of little girl anyway, but she was wearing Nas's bunny ears!” 
 
    Toby gaped at him.  “Bella's daughter?” 
 
    “And then I saw Frank was with him!  He is civilian but like Frank's baby brother.  Simon set me up to kill him so they would kill me, but they are my friends so I followed them and went to Frank to tell him.”  Toby had completely abandoned his nursing duties, sitting on the floor enthralled while Miko bled on the sofa.  Neither of them noticed.  “The client wanted a witness but I didn't know who she was or who the witness was and I went to cafe with Frank and he was with little girl and there was a baby too, and then a man came who was the witness and he had a gun and I had vest so I thought I was okay so I took bullet for Frank.”  Miko smiled, clearly pleased with himself.  Toby was no longer smiling. 
 
    “Goddamnit, Miko.”  Toby shook his head, then shook it even more when he realized the state of the sofa.  He went back to patching Miko up.  “These people should be idolizing you.” 
 
    “They are my friends.  Really now.  Frank gave me hug for two seconds even though he does not do hugs.  Blondie apologized for beating me up.  And when I went in the woods with Frank he said he would not carry me if I could not walk but I know he would.” 
 
    Toby sighed, trying not to laugh.  “Why didn't you just stay there until you felt better?  You shouldn't be traveling like this, and being there is a dream come true for you.” 
 
    Miko cocked his head, the same way Nasir did when Miko said something that didn't make sense.  “Toby, I think you have been cooking with bad fumes.”  Toby blushed and sat on the sofa with him.  Miko slowly lay down on Toby's lap, his cheek on the place on Toby's thigh that had once belonged to Emmett and now belonged solely to Miko.  “I would have come sooner if doctor said okay.” 
 
    Stroking his hair, Toby gazed down at him as if this were all somehow perfectly normal.  Miko got shot, Toby changed his bandages.  If the couch got stained, Toby could get the stains out.  Toby could clean up anything.  “Did you tell them about me?” 
 
    “A little.  Not really details, but I talked to Frank about having civilian.  It works, you know?  He is with Bella and she is pretty scary.  More than I am.” 
 
    “But they do know about me?” 
 
    “Yes?” Miko had a feeling he was walking into a trap. 
 
    “So instead of risking your life getting on a plane, I probably could've just flown there to see you?” 
 
    “Well...how could you come if you did not know I was shot?” 
 
    Toby laughed, then gave him a dirty look.  “I'm gonna smack you.” 
 
    “But I am injured,” Miko said innocently. 
 
    “You're gonna be injured,” Toby threatened. 
 
    “In kinky way?” he tried, but they both frowned at the realization that it would be some time before they did anything in “kinky way.” 
 
    The frown deepened on Toby's face and his expression grew solemn.  “You didn't call to say goodbye to me.” 
 
    “It was not so bad.”  Miko left out the part about Frank taking his phone, and about blindfolding him because he didn't really trust him.  In his mind they were best friends from the first moment, and he selectively omitted the parts he didn't like.  It was only a matter of time until Frank did do hugs. 
 
    “You just about fainted in the airport when you saw the blood, you're telling me it wasn't worse when it happened?” 
 
    Miko reached for Toby's other hand, pulling his arm closer.  The blood thankfully hadn't soaked through Miko's coat, but he wouldn't let Toby wear that shirt again even if he could get the stain out.  Miko had no intention of keeping the coat.  Maybe Sophie would want it.  “The blood was worse, but it was not on you.”  He amended, “I think it was worse.  I am not best judge.” 
 
    “Now that is the truth.” 
 
    Miko snuggled against him.  “There was a girl there, Sophie.  She is au pair.  She got kidnapped by Malkolm and now she is a bit crazy like me.  I tell her assassin stories.  She is going to take care of Fee's cat.” 
 
    “Sophie?”  Toby smirked.  “Of course.” 
 
    “Why of course?” 
 
    “Because you say her name just like that.  So fee.” 
 
    Miko turned his face to hide his embarrassment.  He hadn't even noticed.  “She is more like Tola I think.  Outgoing.”  She looked more like Tola than Ophelia ever had.  Dark hair and eyes, she and Miko could pass for siblings.  “She wears red glasses.” 
 
    “Makes her bold.  Are you gonna write to her?” 
 
    “You think is weird?” 
 
    “You, weird?  Never!”  Toby squirmed when Miko playfully pinched him, but not enough to jar Miko with the movement.  “Where are her parents?  MIA like yours?” 
 
    “Missing in action,” Miko confirmed, always pleased to get Toby's acronyms.  “Her mother is dead.  Her father is friend of Frank's.  He runs Frank's bookshop for him.  Frank owns a bookshop.  That is how he knew about Fee's biography.” 
 
    “A bookshop?” he balked.  “Your super cool assassin idol who killed someone with flowers owns a bookshop?” 
 
    “He was retired.  You think is weird?” 
 
    Toby laughed.  “Just...unexpected.  It's so normal.”  Miko shrugged.  He considered it more along the lines of extraordinary, but that was just him.  “Isn't he still working though?  Or working again?” 
 
    “Again,” Miko said.  He hadn't asked Frank about retirement.  It was Sophie who told him about the bookshop.  He was tempted to call Frank and talk to him, but he imagined they were very busy with all the other assassins they needed to kill as a precaution. 
 
    “And what about you?”  Toby asked, his fingers slowing to a stop in Miko's hair as he looked at him expectantly.  “Your handler is dead, are you...” 
 
    Miko had only gone back to work to stop Nasir from doing it.  He didn't think Nasir would be killing anyone for a very long time.  Miko only had Rodrigo to kill on the horizon.  He smiled, knowing exactly “what about” him.  “We travel, silly.  That is what we do.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    A Different Kind of Story 
 
    Miko: Age 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    Still feeling like he was covered in the blood of his last marks, Miko traveled to Hector's home where he was certain he could get clean.  After Tola's murder, Hector had taken Miko to a rest stop to wash his face and properly dress his wound.  To rinse his mouth.  But it wasn't until Hector brought Miko back to Germany, to his house where he bathed Miko and brought him clean clothes that Miko finally felt like the blood was gone. 
 
    He only spoke with Hector briefly to say hello and declare his intentions before heading upstairs, but he was twitching enough that the old man would've been able to see it, so Hector did not fault him for his breach of etiquette.  Miko turned the water on as hot as it would go, which wasn't as hot as Miko would've liked because of the advanced age of the pipes.  But it was enough that he could look down and see the water running clear as it should've been after only a few minutes. 
 
    Miko's eyes found the dark contrast of the bruises on his arms from the Kevlar, and he stared down at his body instead of the water circling the drain.  The only hands to touch him in so long had been his marks, desperately fighting for their lives.  He felt very much alone. 
 
    Ophelia had invited him to come live with her, locked away from the world.  Hiding.  There was nothing left for her on the outside, no reason to leave the house.  In that moment he decided he would.  There was nothing left for Miko either.  Just his job.  Just death. 
 
    Hector had laid out clothes on Miko's bed for him, and he was downstairs preparing lunch that Miko would not be permitted to refuse no matter how politely he tried.  “You are having a hard time these days,” Hector said as Miko sat at the kitchen table, pulling the vase of flowers closer to himself and resting his head on his arms. 
 
    Miko wondered what exactly defined a “hard time” according to Simon.  His handler was the only one who would've mentioned anything to Hector.  “He gives me horrible hits.” 
 
    “He gives you what he believes you can handle.  That is part of his job.”  Hector patted Miko's back.  “Perhaps Simon isn't nearly as good at his job as he thinks he is.” 
 
    Lifting his head, Miko asked, “Have you ever been in love?” 
 
    “I have been in love many times.” 
 
    Miko sighed.  That wasn't true.  It couldn't be true.  He couldn't imagine feeling this way about anyone ever again.  He'd loved Toby with everything he had.  He still loved Toby.  “But you did not get married.  Or have children.” 
 
    “This life is not meant for such things, my boy.”  Hector pulled up a chair beside him.  “For someone to know who you truly are, and accept you, is not common.  Even if it happens, people get scared.  Fear is stronger than love.  It's in our nature to survive.  Your heart can be replaced.  Your life cannot.” 
 
    “You had someone that you loved?  They got scared?” 
 
    “I've fallen for women who would never understand me, but there was one, a very special one,” Hector plucked a flower from the vase and twirled it in his hand, “she knew who I was.  She knew everything.  Then one day I went to see her and she was gone.” 
 
    “She was murdered?” Miko gasped, his eyes wide. 
 
    “No, Miko.  She ran away.  From me.  She left her whole life to get away from me.”  He put the flower back.  “When you get close to someone, you may not see them clearly.  I did not realize just how afraid she was.  I thought it was enough to be together, but I was wrong.” 
 
    “Why was she afraid?” 
 
    “Telling them what we are is not the same as showing them.  She and I were walking one night, and we took a shortcut through a tunnel.  There was a gang of men in the tunnel, but I told her to keep walking even though she wanted to turn around and go the long way home.  As we got closer, their intentions became very clear, but people like us, Miko, do not have the same sense of fear that a civilian might.  We are the apex predators.  They had clubs and bottles.  I had my pride.”  Hector paused to laugh, which made Miko twitch again.  He knew this story had an unhappy ending but he still didn't want Hector to waste a moment before telling it.  “I told her to run and she did, and I went at them with such ferocity.  They had offended me, upset my companion, and I wanted to punish them.  Now, I did not have to kill them.  I disabled them very easily, but that was not enough for me.  I finished them off, and then I saw that she'd made it to the end of the tunnel and stopped.  She'd watched the entire thing.” 
 
    Toby had kissed Miko after he attacked Emmett.  He wasn't afraid of Miko because he trusted that Miko would never hurt someone he loved.  Then Toby had watched the news of Fee's attack, got the skewed information from the mouths of her parents.  He'd probably watched for hours. 
 
    “She left after that?” Miko asked. 
 
    “Not right away.  She was grateful for my protection, and we went about our lives as if it hadn't happened.  Then I went off to a job and when I returned she was gone.”  Hector took Miko's hand in his.  “Do you want to marry Ophelia?  Is this why you're asking?”  Miko emitted a sound of pure shock, which Hector took as confirmation.  “It is different between you two.  With everything that has happened, it is no longer dangerous for you to be near her.  Her fame has nearly dried up, the risk is gone.” 
 
    “Hector—” 
 
    “Perhaps you will give me grandchildren, hmm?”  Hector got such a light in his eyes that Miko could only nod and feel even more heartbroken.   
 
    “Did you ever find her?  See her again?” 
 
    “Find her?”  Hector gave a soft chuckle.  “No, Miko.  I did not look for her.” 
 
    “But why?” Miko asked desperately.  He kept calling Toby's answering machine at work just to hear his voice. 
 
    “Because there was no future in it.  Our marks are afraid of us, my boy.  Our loved ones should not be.” 
 
    Miko slipped his hand away, placing it in his lap underneath the table.  “This is a very sad story, Papa.”  And a true one. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    A Serving of Revenge 
 
    Miko: Age 27 
 
      
 
      
 
    The call came at night, just like Ophelia's fateful call from Morocco.  Like before, it was Toby getting out of bed that woke Miko.  Toby handed over the phone.  “I think it's Russell.”  The only other person who might call so late was Sophie, and by now Toby knew her number even though her sleeping had vastly improved by having the cat to cuddle with. 
 
    Joe didn't say hello.  He just said, “We've got him.  Meet me in Madrid,” and then he hung up. 
 
    It had been months of waiting, months of Joe sweet talking Rodrigo to gain his trust.  And now it was time. 
 
    “Should I wake Nasir?” Toby asked.  Nas had been sleeping on Toby's sofa, keeping Miko entertained during the day while Toby was at work and taking cooking lessons from Toby when he got home.  He hadn't learned a thing. 
 
    “He will be awake.”  Miko hurriedly started packing, his hands inexplicably shaking. 
 
    Toby stood aside, watching him with a mournful expression.  “Are you okay?” 
 
    Miko gave him a perplexed look like he didn't understand the question.  “Of course I am okay.  I am getting my revenge.” 
 
    “I know, that's...why I asked.”  Toby nodded towards Miko's hands and Miko twitched. 
 
    Gripping the bag to steady himself, or so Toby couldn't see the trembling of his hands, Miko turned an accusatory eye on him.  He felt rattled.  Anxious.  There was blood everywhere.  “Why would I not be okay?” 
 
    Shrugging insecurely, Toby said, “Because you idolized him, because he was just doing his job?  Your job.” 
 
    Miko glared at him and kept packing, slamming the dresser drawer shut after he threw some more clothes in the bag.  The force knocked over Toby's picture frame and Miko took a deep breath before carefully righting it.  “He killed her.  He deserves to die.” 
 
    “He did, but—” 
 
    “But nothing!”  Miko shoved several candies in his mouth without bothering to unwrap them, then held his head.  “Why are you saying these things?” 
 
    Toby tried wrapping his arms around Miko's shoulders, but Miko pulled away.  “You're upset.  I'm worried about you.” 
 
    “You are always worried.  About everything.”  Roughly zipping up his bag, Miko started to get dressed. 
 
    “Like I don't have reason to worry?” 
 
    “I will not be shot.” 
 
    “Miko, did you even stop to consider what effect this is going to have on you?  Look how fucked up Nasir was after Simon and—” 
 
    “Rodrigo is not Simon.  He is not my friend.  He killed Fee!” 
 
    “He was your friend,” Toby said meekly.  “At least to you he was.  Just think about it.” 
 
    “I have done nothing but think about it!  I am going to do it!”  He stormed out of the bedroom, Nasir already dressed and waiting by the door with his own bag, and all the toiletries for them both from the bathroom.  “I am going,” he said again, and left without saying goodbye.  Nasir silently followed. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    It wasn't until they got to the airport that Nasir finally spoke his peace.  “You should not have raised your voice at him.” 
 
    “I know.”  Miko sighed.  All the hostility had left him with the closing of the door, and now Miko was doing nothing but thinking about what Toby had said.  This wasn't the only time Toby tried to justify what Rodrigo had done.  He'd said it before, and Miko had yelled at him before.  There was no justification.  It didn't matter why Rodrigo had done it.  Assassinations were still murder, and he'd killed Miko's first real friend.  Ophelia wasn't a mark.  She was sweet and shy and never cruel to anyone.  She wasn't someone bad who deserved to die.  Not like Rodrigo deserved it.  Hamlet concerned himself with the client and the weapon.  It was the only way his vengeance would ever be satisfied, and it made Miko feel that helpless anger all over again to have that vengeance discounted.  More than that, Miko didn't want to admit how scared he was of Toby not understanding what this meant to him.  Of not understanding who Miko was.  “You think he is right?” he asked, desperate for the reassurance that Toby was wrong. 
 
    “I think you need to do this.  At least face him.” 
 
    Miko nodded.  He hoped Joe would bring him a weapon.  A straight razor.  Miko did not care about facing Rodrigo.  He wanted to slit his throat. 
 
    Neither of them slept on the plane.  Miko kept getting up and pacing the aisles, unable to sit still.  He couldn't have anything to eat or drink, not even the cookies Toby had made that Nasir had the foresight to pack.  It all looked like blood.  Nasir let the flight attendant know that he'd forgotten his medication, but was not dangerous.  Somehow they didn't have airport security waiting for them when they got off the plane.  But Joe was. 
 
    Miko let Nasir sit up front, bouncing his way to the backseat with their luggage.  He almost always put his luggage in the backseat instead of the trunk, as if trunks were more appropriately designed for human passengers than cushioned seats with seatbelts.  “I need straight razor,” he said to Joe. 
 
    “I know you do, kid,” Joe said.  “I'll give it to you once you settle down a little.  You're a bit twitchy.  Wouldn't want you to cut yourself.” 
 
    “Cut my fingers off,” Miko laughed, putting another candy in his already full mouth.  “Where is he?” 
 
    “I'm scheduled to meet with him tomorrow evening.  In public.  He's pretty freaked out.” 
 
    “Good,” Miko said.  He made a fist, pretending he had the razor already. 
 
    “I told him you were the one who killed Simon, considering your reputation and the state of things.”  He turned to Nasir and said, “Hope you don't mind.” 
 
    Nasir shook his head.  “That's what the reputation is there for.” 
 
    They both glanced in the rearview mirror at Miko, flicking his fingers and practicing with the air.  “I see what you mean,” Joe said.  “But it's nice to have some enthusiasm in this business.” 
 
    “I suppose that's true.” 
 
    Joe drove to the hotel he'd already reserved for them, leaving them with the keys for a van that was parked in the lot.  Once they got in the room he gave Nasir a map showing the meeting place and somewhere to take Rodrigo where they wouldn't be interrupted, and a syringe of horse tranquilizers courtesy of Miranda to help get him there.  Then Joe handed the weapon over.  Miko practically snatched it out of his hand in excitement.  “If you need anything else you know where to find me.”  Joe patted Miko on the shoulder, not even flinching when Miko moved in for a hug instead.   
 
    Miko's ribs were still a bit sore but he wasn't thinking about that right now.  “Thank you.” 
 
    “The team says hi,” Joe told him after Miko had been reigned in by Nasir and was no longer cemented to his side. 
 
    Sophie had been keeping Miko updated on their issues, though she embellished the truth even more than Hector.  She seemed to know excessive gory details despite not having been anywhere near the events when they happened.  “They have killed many assassins?” 
 
    “They do what needs to be done.  I'm sure Sophie has told you all about it.” 
 
    “Yes, she did.”  Sophie had given him nightmares. 
 
    “Well, good luck tomorrow.”  Joe shook Nasir's hand before leaving.  He'd offered to train Nasir to be an associate once everything was settled.  Nas wouldn't have to kill anyone again, but he wasn't comfortable enough around people to be a handler.  The clients wouldn't be comfortable around him either. 
 
    Taking the razor from him, Nasir set it on the dresser along with the map and syringe.  “I am not letting you have a weapon until we get him off the streets.  It's not that I don't trust you—” 
 
    “I will exsanguinate him on sight.” 
 
    “Precisely.”  Nasir sat on the bed, gesturing for Miko to join him.  “We have come a long way for this, my friend.” 
 
    Miko couldn't take his eyes off the razor.  It was so sharp.  Sharp enough to end Ophelia's career.  And her life.  His life. 
 
    “Do you remember what I said to you last year?  Before we went to her parents' home?  I told you that going after them would not change how you feel.  The pain in your heart.” 
 
    “I remember everything you say, Nas.” 
 
    Nasir nodded even though he looked doubtful.  “Your journey is different than mine was, Miko.  I have guided you the best that I can, but I do not know where you go from here.  Perhaps this will be the last life you take.  I daresay the sheen that was on your idols is no longer quite as bright.” 
 
    “I have found my true idols.  They are my friends.  You are my friend.”  He held Nasir's hand, but he was imagining the weapon, not Nasir's bony fingers.  “Rodrigo is my enemy.”  Rodrigo was his colleague. 
 
    “Sometimes these things are not so clear,” Nasir said quietly.  What was clear was who he was thinking about.  “Would you like to speak with him?  Ask him about her?  I can hold you back until you're ready.” 
 
    Miko had only ever waved to him.  They'd never spoken a word to each other, and Rodrigo was terrified of him.  Terrified of the Mako Shark.  Would Rodrigo tell the truth about her last moments?  Could Miko bear to hear it?  He was shaking again.  “Yes, hold me.  Back.” 
 
    Nasir brought out Frank's Shakespeare book from his bag.  Miko hadn't even realized Nasir had it.  “I will read you this story.” 
 
    “I do not understand it.” 
 
    “I know,” Nasir said, and he began. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    The sight of his traditional steak sent Miko to the bathroom to be sick, and he stood in front of the mirror, his eyes watering, his lips vividly red.  The vomit in the toilet had been red as well, likely due to his diet of nothing but cinnamon candies for the last thirty-six hours as much as his mental problems. 
 
    Rinsing his face, Miko held a candy under the weak stream of cold water, watching the blood flow.  He'd stolen the butter knife from the table just to have it to hold, and he gripped it in his right hand the best he could, holding it in his pocket. 
 
    Miko remembered tracing a candy over his neck, drawing a line like Rodrigo's scar.  Pretending to be Rodrigo.  That was the first job that went bad for him.  He spoke his name like he imagined Ophelia had.  A barely audible whisper.  In terror.  He put the candy in his mouth and went to rejoin Nasir.  The plates had been cleared. 
 
    Nasir stood and set some money on the table.  He held out his hand and Miko gave him back the knife.  He put that on the table too and they walked out together.  Nasir would drive and Miko would be in the back.  They would pull up alongside Rodrigo as he left the meeting with Joe, feeling reassured that Joe was taking care of him.  That he would protect him from the Mako Shark. 
 
    Nothing could protect him now. 
 
    “He was never my friend,” Miko said to himself, swaying in the back of the van as Nasir drove.  His mind was muddled, too much Shakespeare the night before.  Good night, sweet prince.  Miko hadn't slept since he was in bed with Toby.  And flights of angels sing thee to thy rest.  The order came from on high.  It was Simon, not Silva.  Flights of angels would sing Rodrigo to rest.  Sing from on high. 
 
    Miko ate another candy.  Ophelia drowned in the play.  A red brook.  A red bathtub.  Sweets to the sweet.  “I need the razor.” 
 
    “Not now.” 
 
    “Two seconds?” 
 
    “No.  It's almost time.” 
 
    Miko twitched and went back to swaying.  “Okay.” 
 
    Pulling over, Nasir checked his phone, the screen illuminating his scarred face.  “Joe will be with him.  He can help me grab him.  Stay here.”  Nasir didn't give him a chance to argue, getting out of the van and leaning against the door.  The latch to open the back of the van from inside had been purposefully broken and Miko couldn't get over the seats because of a steel partition, but he would watch the rearview mirror.  It took a few more agonizing minutes before Miko spotted them, not realizing at first that it was them. 
 
    Rodrigo looked very different than Miko had remembered; no longer proud, he wore a gray scarf around his neck.  His hair had turned white. 
 
    Moving closer, Miko slipped the fingers on his left hand through the grating, his heart pounding as Nasir began his approach.  Miko didn't permit himself to blink, watching as Joe lagged a bit behind and then grabbed his arms behind his back, pulling Rodrigo off center while Nasir fell upon him with the syringe, plunging it into his throat. 
 
    They held Rodrigo together, like helping a drunk friend home.  Miko watched until they disappeared from view behind the van, then turned around, painfully catching his fingers that he'd forgotten to remove.  He anxiously sucked on them, staring at the doors without breathing. 
 
    When the doors were pulled open Miko found himself frozen in place, a man who had always been larger than life to him now limp in unconsciousness.  The sheen was gone.  Nasir tugged Rodrigo's scarf off his neck, using it to tie his hands instead of the rope they'd brought since Miko was standing on it.  “How long will the drug last?” Nasir asked. 
 
    “He'll be out awhile.  I was going off Miko's description of his height and weight, and Miranda said an hour or so.  He's lighter than speculated.” 
 
    Miko gave Rodrigo a tentative poke.  “He is lighter than speculated.”  And shorter than Miko remembered. 
 
    “Ride up front with me.”  Nasir took Miko's hand like he was a child and led him out of the van.  He didn't seem to mind that Miko's hand was wet from being sucked on, and probably sticky.  Joe gave them a courteous nod and walked away as if he hadn't just delivered a man to his death.  “Rodrigo has changed since you saw him last,” Nasir stated, the look on Miko's face confirmation enough. 
 
    Craning his neck, Miko watched Rodrigo in the back of the van, rolling slightly with the turning of the wheel.  “Not the man I thought he was.” 
 
    “They seldom are,” Nasir said thoughtfully. 
 
    Miko did not take his eyes off of Rodrigo the entire journey.  This man had killed Ophelia.  He'd killed many people.  Just like Miko.  “'It shall to the barber's, with your beard,'” Miko recited, remembering the line because it mentioned barbers even though he was fairly certain it meant something else entirely, just like the rest of the play.  Rodrigo didn't have a beard.  Perhaps he should've. 
 
    Nasir stopped the car outside the abandoned building Joe had located for them, once again instructing Miko to stay put as he dragged Rodrigo inside.  Miko didn't listen this time since the doors didn't lock from the outside, and he followed Nasir, walking in the lines Rodrigo's feet had left in the sand. 
 
    There was a chair in the center of the room and Nasir slumped Rodrigo onto it.  “Tie him to the arms,” Miko said as Nasir started tying Rodrigo's hands behind his back again.  “Wrists up.” 
 
    Doing as instructed, Nasir tied one of Rodrigo's hands and asked Miko to bring the rope from the van for the other one.  “What do you think?” he asked once Rodrigo was firmly bound. 
 
    “I want the razor.” 
 
    “We're going to speak with him first.” 
 
    “Oh.  Yes, I remember.”  Miko sat on the floor in front of the chair, staring up at him.  Then he hopped to his feet, reaching out and touching Rodrigo's scar.  Gasping and tugging his hand back in pain, Miko sat down again and put his hands in his lap.  His fingers were scalded.  “He is hot?” 
 
    “No, you're imagining it.” 
 
    Miko inspected his fingers to be sure.  It was Toby's burn that he'd seen.  Not real.  Not now. 
 
    He was about to eat a candy when Rodrigo's eyelids began to flutter and Miko stood, the candy dropping forgotten to the floor.  Nasir held Miko's shoulder, whether to keep him from attacking or falling over wasn't clear. 
 
    Rodrigo had some difficulty waking up, his head heavy as he tried to raise it.  He blinked to focus, his eyes settling on Miko and Nasir with confusion on his face.  He muttered something in Spanish, too quiet for Miko to make out if it was even a word he knew.  Pulling ineffectually at his restraints in an attempt to regain control of his faculties, Rodrigo turned his attention to his bound wrists.  “No,” he said, and he began pulling his arms, trying to get free.  “No!” 
 
    “Yes,” Miko said smugly, drawing Rodrigo's gaze back to him. 
 
    “You?”  He squinted like he couldn't make Miko out.  “I know you.”  Rodrigo seemed more surprised to see who the Mako Shark was than to see his worst nightmare standing before him at all.  They'd only seen each other once, at Silva's when Miko was going to the doctor for gonorrhea or chlamydia or both.  Months ago it would've excited Miko to be remembered.  Now Miko would be the last thing Rodrigo saw in this life. 
 
    “It is me,” Miko said, holding his head a little higher like he had before the mirror, pretending to be the man in front of him.  “And here we are.” 
 
    Giving a final tug at the scarf and rope that held him, Rodrigo set his jaw and tried steadying himself but he was trembling.  “It was a job.  You know this.  You know what we do!” 
 
    Miko moved forward, Rodrigo's bound figure the only thing in the room that wasn't red.  He wasn't aware of Nasir any longer.  Rodrigo was all he saw.  “She said your name.” 
 
    A startled sob escaped Rodrigo's lips.  “Dios mio,” he cried.  “I tried to help her!” 
 
    With a violent twitch, Miko leaned in close to him.  He roughly stroked Rodrigo's hair, tilting his head back.  “You are lying.” 
 
    “It was too late.  It was too late.”  Rodrigo squeezed his eyes shut which made Miko pull harder on his hair until he opened them again.  “How she could know my name...it was not right.  It was not right.” 
 
    “Give me the razor, Nas.” 
 
    “NO!” Rodrigo screamed.  “I'm not lying.  I'm not.  She said my name and she smiled and she knew me!  I told Simon.  He said I imagined it...”  He spoke quickly, something else in Spanish, the word God again and again, and Miko thought about Fee's mother, blubbering, “Oh my darling daughter, my daughter, my baby Ophelia.”  She'd told Miko to avenge her darling daughter.  Sweets to the sweet. 
 
    Releasing Rodrigo's hair, Miko stepped back and held out his hand.  “Give me the razor.”  Nasir obeyed, going over and grabbing Rodrigo's hair in Miko's place since he only had one hand. 
 
    “Don't,” Rodrigo sobbed.  “Don't.” 
 
    “Did you really burn it shut?” 
 
    Rodrigo was too busy crying in terror to hear him and Miko angrily repeated himself, slashing at him and making Rodrigo cry out.  “Burn what?  What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You emptied your gun into murderer BANG BANG BANG BANG BANG until the man was on the floor and the barrel of the gun was red hot to burn your throat shut” 
 
    “That...is not possible,” Rodrigo said, completely at a loss over Miko's strange story and even stranger reenactment.  But it was Miko who was truly lost, Hector's falsehood laid bare in front of him.  One of Hector's first stories, the moral to make Miko accept his disfigurement and himself.  And it was a lie.  Rodrigo's scar was not so horrible it scared children. 
 
    But it would be. 
 
    Miko swiped the razor across Rodrigo's neck, the blade so sharp that at first there was no blood at all.  Then it started to flow and it wouldn't stop and Miko was screaming, trying to stop it, trying to free Rodrigo's hands so he could stop it but all Rodrigo could do was gurgle and bleed and die. 
 
    Nasir's eyes were wide, staring at Miko in silent bewilderment while Miko stared at his entire world dripping down the walls.  “You didn't say 'do widzenia,'” Nasir remarked as if the rest of the evening had gone exactly as expected. 
 
    It took Miko several minutes to find the words to admit, “I thought he would save himself.  I thought he would not die.” 
 
    “No, my friend,” Nasir said, his eyes filled with regret.  He released Rodrigo's hair.  “That only happens in stories.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    At the sound of the parking brake Miko opened his eyes.  He'd begun nodding off while Nasir drove them back to the hotel, his hair still wet from washing up.  Joe had the foresight to find them a building with running water.  He'd even left towels.  And soap. 
 
    The last time Miko could remember being this tired was after Tola was killed.  He'd slept nearly the entire drive to Germany, had practically slept through the bath Hector gave him, and spent the next several days doing little else. 
 
    “I fear that I have led you astray,” Nasir said.  He'd been silent since helping Miko wash Rodrigo out of his hair.  “It seems Toby knew what was better for you than I did in this respect.” 
 
    “You have accompanied me astray.”  Miko gave him a wan smile.  “As my friend.” 
 
    “Yes.  But perhaps I could not look past what I thought was best for you based on what had been best for me.  Just as I could not see past my trust in Simon.” 
 
    “I did not see Simon either,” Miko said.  “Toby did.  He suspected him.” 
 
    Nasir smiled.  “Did he?” 
 
    “He is a good spy.”  And Miko was a bad boyfriend.  “When are we dropping off the car with Joe?” 
 
    “Do you want to call Toby?  We have time.” 
 
    “I want to take another shower.”  He really wanted to go to bed.  He didn't have the energy for as big of an apology as he owed Toby. 
 
    Nasir walked him inside, setting out a change of clothes for Miko and beginning to pack everything else while Miko went to the bathroom.  They'd changed already at the building, their soiled clothes in the back of the van to be burned.  But Nasir knew him well enough for this: he'd set out one of Toby's shirts. 
 
    Miko scrubbed himself from head to toe, ignoring the blood circling the drain, the pink lather.  But he couldn't ignore that his hand hurt, not where he thought he'd burned himself on Rodrigo's skin but where his fingers were gone on the other hand.  That was where the blood was coming from.  Phantom pains.  Phantom blood. 
 
    Turning off the water, Miko reached for a towel and dried himself before stepping out.  He wrapped the stained towel around his waist and stood before the mirror, swiping his hand over the fog to clear it.  He felt strangely calm despite the hallucinations, and he knew he'd sleep well on the plane.  “It is done, Fee,” he said to his reflection.  His hand had stopped hurting.  He put his prosthetics back on.  “'And flights of angels sing thee to thy rest.'” 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Nasir asked when Miko stepped out of the bathroom. 
 
    “I am not sure.”  He struggled to pull Toby's shirt on.  That made the blood on the towel go away.  Nasir courteously turned his head so Miko could put on pants as well, since Miko had managed to get the shirt on by himself this time.  “It is no wonder Hamlet went mad.” 
 
    “You were mad before.” 
 
    “Yes.  But this has been a strange journey, even for me.” 
 
    Nasir shrugged.  He couldn't argue with that. 
 
    They drove to the coordinates Joe had left them, setting the van on fire once Joe arrived to give them a ride to the airport.  “How'd it go?” he asked. 
 
    Having no clue how to describe how it went, Miko simply nodded and got in the back of Joe's car.  “It is done,” Nasir added and got in as well.  Joe did not ask them to elaborate. 
 
    “I broke into his house while you two were with him,” Joe said casually.  He handed him copies of Ophelia's biographies in Spanish.  “You could probably buy them in the airport, but I thought you might want these.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  Miko flipped through, first the original biography and then the updated one.  The first looked practically new, but the second had been pored over considerably more, pages threadbare and nearly falling out in some sections.  Miko didn't need to compare with his English version at home to know what they said.  Rodrigo searching for answers in a book, just like Miko had been. 
 
    Joe dropped them off at the airport and Miko watched him drive away, remembering doing the same thing after finally tracking Joe down and being told her name wasn't in Silva's book.  “It is done,” Miko said just as Nasir had, and Nasir patted him on the back and led him inside. 
 
    Miko slept the entire flight, only waking when they began their descent into Boston.  He looked down, Nasir holding his right hand.  He'd used a red pen to draw a thick line across Miko's wrist, a band with the letter R barely visible in the same colored ink.  The ends met Ophelia's flower petals on the underside of his wrist. 
 
    “We can make it permanent if you want.  Think on it.” 
 
    “Yes,” Miko said automatically.  “It is good place.  Good to remind me the scar is not so horrible.”  He gripped Nasir's hand back the best he could with his thumb and pinky.  “Thank you, Nas.  See how well you know me?” 
 
    Nasir smiled.  “Would you like me to get a hotel?  You and Toby should have some time to talk.” 
 
    “No, come with me.  He would be more upset thinking you felt unwelcome.” 
 
    “We certainly would not want that.” 
 
    They'd left the extra BMW in short term parking, and seeing it there without Toby waiting for him made Miko feel lost all over again.  He texted Toby to let him know they were on their way, hoping for a response to alleviate the longing in his heart, but he stared at the black screen the entire drive back to the apartment before Miko conceded that Toby wasn't going to respond.  He must've been working.  The car wasn't there. 
 
    “It's late,” Nasir said but that wasn't abnormal for Toby, especially when Miko was away. 
 
    Miko took out his keys, becoming unreasonably angry when he realized the door wasn't dead-bolted again.  But it wasn't Toby he was angry at.  “He forgets when he is tired.  When he is upset.” 
 
    “It is not that important.  If someone truly wanted to get inside a dead-bolt would not stop them.” 
 
    As they entered the apartment it became clear just how upset Toby must've been.  Every surface in the kitchen was covered with different sweets and pastries, cookies and cupcakes and sheets upon sheets of streusel.  “Working from home?” Nasir asked. 
 
    “Stress baking.”  Miko had never seen it quite this bad.  “I am horrible to him.  I do not deserve him.” 
 
    “Maybe not.  But you have earned him.” 
 
    At the moment the only thing Miko thought he'd earned was a nap.  “Will you lie down with me until he gets home?” 
 
    Nasir nodded and followed him to the bedroom, but they got no farther than the doorway.  The flowers were in the trashcan by the bed.  So was the picture frame, the glass cracked.  Bleeding.  “Is there blood?” Miko asked, afraid of both answers. 
 
    “No,” Nasir said. 
 
    Miko knew Toby was upset, but he hadn't considered for a second that it was like this.  He twitched, forcing a handful of candies into his mouth.  “What do I do?  I do not know what to do.” 
 
    “First, spit those out and unwrap them.” 
 
    Looking around helplessly for something to spit in, Miko was about to swallow the lot of it when Nasir held out his hand so he spat there instead.  “Sorry for gross.” 
 
    “What are friends for?”  Nasir started unwrapping them as if they hadn't just been in someone else's mouth.  He handed them back once they were all fully unwrapped.  “Now, the stems of those flowers are still wet, the oven is still warm.  He has not been gone long.”  Toby clearly wasn't the only one who was a better spy than Miko.  “He probably left when you texted because he doesn't want me to feel unwelcome by scolding you in front of me.  Go find him and apologize.  You should not have spoken to him the way you did even if he was wrong, and he wasn't.” 
 
    Miko nodded.  Between Toby and Nasir, it was a wonder he was ever right. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    The car was parked outside the commercial kitchen Toby leased, a place they had not christened upon signing the lease despite Miko's efforts because Toby had chickened out.  He hesitantly knocked, bouncing anxiously on the balls of his feet. 
 
    Toby looked genuinely surprised to see him, but not angry.  He had gloves on and old clothes, obviously there for cleaning, not cooking.  “Hi,” he said, barely making eye contact and his body tensed like he was afraid of the confrontation.  Considering their last moments together it was no wonder. 
 
    “Hi,” Miko said.  In the short drive to the kitchen he hadn't figured out his first course of action based on an assumption that Toby was mad at him, much less a contingency plan if he wasn't. 
 
    “I didn't know you were back.”  His brow began to furrow with concern as he asked, “How did it go?” 
 
    “You want to know?”  Miko must've sounded accusatory because Toby looked away, but really he was just confused and growing more so by the minute.  Toby didn't know he was back.  He hadn't gotten the text like Nasir said. 
 
    “Of course I do,” he sighed.  “I was trying to help.  I was afraid if you killed him—” 
 
    “I know I was horrible but you were right and I did not realize I thought he would get up until he did not get up and I am sorry but you did not have to break the picture or throw the flowers.” 
 
    Toby gaped at him, looking terrified like he really believed Miko would've listened to him and spared Rodrigo.  Listened to him like he should have. 
 
    “I am sorry,” Miko said again, holding his breath, waiting for Toby to speak. 
 
    But nothing could've prepared him for what Toby said.  “You'd better come inside.” 
 
    It was what he'd said before telling Miko bad news on Christmas, the worst news, and inside was the last place Miko wanted to go and he started back up again as if he could fix this if he just said the right words.  “I will buy you a new frame and the flowers and I am sorry.” 
 
    Toby shook his head and Miko knew he would die if Toby dumped him again. 
 
    “But we will travel,” he said pitifully. 
 
    “Miko...”  Toby took his hand, the left one because his gloves were dirty and it was more effort to get the prosthetics clean, and Miko would've found it encouraging if Toby didn't have such a hopeless expression on his face.  “I didn't break the picture.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    The Breaking Point 
 
    Toby 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two days worth of stress baking had yielded an entire church bake sale's worth of cupcakes and cookies, and maybe just enough streusel to cheer Miko up if the meeting with Rodrigo went as Toby feared.  Now Toby's entire kitchen was depleted and he felt no better.  He'd blown off work, which should've helped his stress level if it hadn't caused his phone to ring practically nonstop from the last person he had any intention of speaking to.  He would've just turned it off but he was worried he'd miss Miko's call.  If Miko even wanted to speak with him. 
 
    A text chimed through and that Toby did respond to.  All done, boss, from Shannon, the event wrapped up and with it the contract for Senator Bradley and his psychopath son.  Toby promptly blocked the number that had been harassing him all evening and slumped onto the sofa, rubbing at the skin on the heel of his hand.  The burn had blistered and peeled and now it was a scar, but that didn't bother him as much as having to lie to Miko about how he got it.  In all his childhood daydreaming, Toby never imagined for a second that he'd be in a situation where he could say one word and cause someone's death. 
 
    Miko would've certainly hurt Phillip Bradley after the first time, when he'd kissed Toby and blamed Toby for leading him on.  Miko would've definitely hurt him after the way Phil spoke to Toby, threatening his reputation if he screwed up the job when Toby tried avoiding his calls.  But Toby still tried to give Phil the benefit of the doubt, to see the best in people.  Maybe he'd just misinterpreted Toby's small town kindness as flirtation.  Maybe Toby was flirting.  He was used to taking the blame and naturally accepted responsibility, and of course he would never cheat on Miko but he did miss him.  Missed Shannon and Bobby while they were back in Ohio, and having anyone around to talk to, immediately going into a defensive mode like it would be the same as it was before when he was alone. 
 
    He even tried being a friend to Phil, thinking maybe he was just lonely too, but when he'd had to cancel their meeting at the last minute after he got his days confused and needed to pick up Miko, things had escalated beyond what Toby could ever overlook.  Phil had truly terrified him, come into the kitchen without permission when Toby was alone and gotten in his face.  Then Toby had backed up and burnt his hand, and Phil stood in his way before he could make it to the sink and rinse his hand, just looking at him like Toby was a piece of property, so entirely beneath him that his punishment was justified. 
 
    Toby had spent a considerable effort steadying himself so Miko wouldn’t know anything was wrong, only for Miko to jump on him and scare the life out of him.  He didn’t blame Miko for it.   He knew Miko meant no harm.  Even with his marks Toby doubted that Miko truly meant harm.   He was just doing his job.  But when it came to protecting those he cared about, Miko meant harm.  Toby didn’t blame him for that either.  With everything that had happened to Miko, there was something in him that turned any potential threat of someone he loved into a personal attack.  He’d become so overly protective that even a dirty look pointed the wrong direction became a death wish.  And by now Phil's death wish would undoubtedly come true. 
 
    But Toby couldn't let that happen, no matter how much Phillip Bradley may have deserved it.  He understood what Miko did, he accepted it and could acknowledge that a death penalty may be warranted, even encouraged, but Toby was too close to it now.  He'd baked the man's wedding cake, watched him dance with his new bride, spoken with her at length about how much she loved him and never wanted to be away from him, and all Toby could think was how devastated she would be.  And how devastated he would be in her place.  He couldn't spend the rest of his life looking at Miko—and Toby wanted nothing more than to be with Miko for the rest of his life—if he knew that it had been his own fault that the happiness he felt was taken away from someone else. 
 
    She was pregnant too, to make matters worse.  She wanted Toby to cater her fucking baby shower.  One more happy event for him to ruin. 
 
    Toby hadn't told anyone about Phil's advances.  Not even Shannon.  He just bore it in silence, which was probably exactly what Phil wanted, and he did everything he could to stay busy and not think about what Miko would do to him.  To fear what Miko would do.  But he'd allowed Phil to take up so much of his schedule that Toby had to either be near him constantly or be alone with his thoughts.  And those thoughts were worse than any story Miko could've told because the only outcome was for Miko to be the villain. 
 
    Checking his cell phone even though it hadn't been out of sight or earshot long enough for him to miss anything, Toby sighed and once again looked up the time in Madrid despite having the time difference in just about every country memorized.  He liked to imagine that when it was that time in Boston Miko would be home. 
 
    The knock at the door lifted his spirits for just a moment.  But Miko wouldn't knock like that no matter how mad he was at Toby when he'd left.  Miko had a key.  Toby shook his head and got up, not bothering with the chain because he knew exactly who it would be. 
 
    “You think you can just fucking blow me off?” Phil asked as the door cracked open, shoving it the rest of the way.  Toby wished he'd never let Phil drive him home after the car wouldn't start.  Now that he knew what Phil was like, he didn't doubt the car had been sabotaged specifically for the purpose of finding out where he lived. 
 
    “I didn't blow you off.  Catering for your father's fundraiser was provided, as stated in the contract.” 
 
    Phil scoffed and sneered at him.  “You don't know who you're dealing with, Larsen.” 
 
    “Yeah, I do.”  But Phil didn't have the slightest idea of who he was dealing with.  Or who he was dealing with's boyfriend.  “You're a spoiled rich brat who doesn't deserve the wife that cherishes him.  Now that our business arrangement is concluded we have no other reason to see each other, so please leave.” 
 
    “Our business is over when I say it's over.  You work for me.” 
 
    “Worked.  Now I don't.” 
 
    “I could make that happen,” he said plainly, a smirk on his face over the threat.  “Have the health department shut you down.” 
 
    Toby hated himself for letting Phil get to him but that's exactly what he did, that doubt in the back of Toby's mind that he could do this, run his own business.  Follow his dream.  “They'd have no reason to shut me down,” he said, little strength in his conviction.  He knew there were bad people in the world, lies and bribes and an uphill battle for someone who played by the rules and tried his damnedest to be nice. 
 
    “If you say so.”  Phil smiled again.  “Or maybe I talk to some of my buddies who run that shithole prison your brother calls home.  See that he never gets parole.”  With as surprised as Phil was to find himself on the ground with a quickly forming black eye, he wasn't nearly as surprised as Toby was for putting him there.  “You are going to regret that, Larsen,” he warned. 
 
    “I already do.”  Toby slammed the door, then grabbed his hand and winced, hissing “fuck” between his teeth.  When Isaac taught him to throw a punch, he'd neglected to mention just how much it would hurt.  And how much it was about to. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    “Are you seeing blood right now?” Toby asked, unable to look at him even as Miko sat beside him on the spotless floor.  Miko hadn't said a word while Toby explained the situation, and Toby hadn't mustered the courage to make eye contact and try to figure out what Miko was thinking. 
 
    “Your kitchen is clean, Toby.” 
 
    He smiled just slightly.  “Liar.” 
 
    “It is probably clean,” Miko said with a shrug.  Popping a couple of candies in his mouth, Miko crunched down.  Hard.  “You are here because you think he can do what he said about health department?” 
 
    “I'm here because it's the only thing I can do anything about.”  Toby sighed and shook his head.  Now both of his hands hurt from scrubbing and he'd accomplished nothing.  If Phil had that kind of power it wouldn't matter if the place was covered in blood, the result would be the same.  It was Phil's comment about Isaac that had really pissed Toby off.  But Isaac was doing better in prison than he'd done on the outside, and Toby didn't think he even wanted to be paroled.  Which meant the only place Bradley could hurt him was right here.  He could either give up everything he'd worked so hard for and let Phil win, or he could destroy his relationship with Miko, forever see him as a man to be feared, and never be able to live with himself.  Toby pulled off the gloves and tossed them across the floor. “Fuck it.  Let him shut me down.” 
 
    “Do not let this spoiled man ruin something you love for you.  He does not matter.  I can squash him like bug.  He is vermin.  I will eradicate him.” 
 
    Toby felt so low that he didn't even smile at the way Miko said eradicate.  “No.  I can't.  I can't be responsible for this.” 
 
    “It is not your fault that I have to kill him,” he said as if killing was the most natural thing in the world. 
 
    “Yes it is.”  Shaking his head again, Toby closed his eyes so he wouldn't start crying.  “I can't let you kill him, Miko.” 
 
    “I will make him disappear!” Miko exclaimed, so enthusiastic and so entirely missing the point.  It was a purely Miko response, one that made Toby love him even more.  And made him even more adamant that this couldn't happen. 
 
    “Do you know how many hours I've spent worrying about you?  Worrying that you'd disappear?  I can't do that to her.”  Toby couldn't do that to himself.  All the time he spent thinking he would never see him again, thinking someone would take Miko from him, he couldn't handle it if Miko was that someone. 
 
    “You are not responsible for what he did.  You did not lead him or flirt.” 
 
    “It's not your fault Ophelia and Hector are dead.  Do you feel any less guilty about it?” 
 
    Miko twitched, that endearing habit of his when he was agitated.  “I thought you only made point with guns.” 
 
    “Did I make my point?” 
 
    “Something has to be done about him.  He threatened your business.  And your brother.  I will call Nas.  He can get him off the street.  At least until we know what he can do.  Not kill, just hold onto.  Okay?” 
 
    “Kidnap,” Toby said grimly.  With all the terrible things Toby had imagined Miko doing to Phil, throwing kidnapping into the mix somehow made it even worse. 
 
    “He is not kid.” 
 
    “And then what?  If he's bluffing, you let him go?” 
 
    “Yes.”  And there it was: the lie.  Not the innocent one, the unable to tell the truth lie but a malicious one, lying because Toby told him no and he would do it anyway. 
 
    “I meant what I said, Miko.” 
 
    “What good am I if I cannot do this for you?” he shouted, all previous calm gone as Toby did make his point. 
 
    “What good are you?” Toby scoffed.  This was exactly why he didn't want to tell him.  Even with Emmett, only a few days into their relationship, Miko acted like it was his duty as a boyfriend to fuck him up, to punish Emmett for upsetting him.  And Miko didn't listen when he told him to leave him alone.  “I'm not in love with you for your assassin skills!” 
 
    Miko pouted like a child.  “I do not have skills,” he said dejectedly. 
 
    “Rodrigo?” he asked, softening towards him.  He'd been so shocked by finding out Phil had broken in that he'd forgotten the whole reason Miko left in the first place.  And why he'd tried to stop him. 
 
    “You were right.  I did not want him to die.  I did not think he would die.” 
 
    “I know you didn't.”  Toby held his hand, the two of them leaning into each other.  “I'm sorry.” 
 
    “He did not really burn it shut.  Hector's story was not true.” 
 
    Nodding to the red line Nasir had drawn on Miko's wrist, Toby smiled and said, “The moral was.” 
 
    Miko's eyes went wide as he said, “Rodrigo was so scared his hair turned white.” 
 
    “Maybe it was merciful then, in its own way.” 
 
    “You think so?” he asked, that sincere desire to hear what he wanted to believe that Miko and Toby had in common. 
 
    “Well how scared do you have to be for your hair to turn white?  I mean, my hair is fine and some of the scares you've given me I wouldn't wish upon anyone.”  Like the fear of losing him, disappeared without a trace.  Toby couldn't bear the thought of losing him.  He couldn't bear the thought of staying with him and knowing what Miko had taken from someone else.  “Maybe that's it!  Maybe you can scare Phil.  Scare him so bad that his hair turns white.  He won't have to die, he can just be afraid of you coming after him for the rest of his life.  He doesn't deserve the mercy of having it end.” 
 
    “I can hurt him just little bit?” Miko adorably demonstrated with his right thumb and pointer finger pinched together, the fact that it was a prosthetic over the stump of what was left making the “little bit” that much bigger.  “Nas can keep me from too much?” 
 
    Toby nodded, smiling with relief.  Phil didn't have to die.  Miko could scare him.  Miko didn't have to scare Toby.  “Yeah.  Yeah, I can live with that.” 
 
    “I will call Nas.  Then we go home.” 
 
    “I don't think I want to sleep there tonight.”  Toby wrapped his arms around himself.  He felt sick thinking about it, realizing that maybe he hadn't forgotten to lock it before either.  They had no idea what he'd touched.  He could've sat on their bed.  Lain on their bed.  “Not after he's been in our bedroom.” 
 
    “We get hotel.”  He kissed Toby's head and dialed Nasir, not having to use a payphone making Toby feel even better about the situation.  But Miko only got a few words of the request in before he just stopped and listened, his twitch returning.  He hung up, blinking like he wasn't seeing clearly.  Like he was seeing blood.  “He stole your gun.  He came back to the apartment with it.  I am killing him.” 
 
   


  
 

 A Special Occasion 
 
    Miko: Age 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    Miko returned to Ophelia's London home on a dreary day in November.  His birthday was a week away.  He did not feel like celebrating.  He was coming off a job in Russia where it was so cold and inhospitable that not even Miko thought he deserved to be there.  
 
    The little cottage was nestled in a fenced yard behind bushes that had easily grown double Miko's height, so thick that daylight couldn't get through, much less cameras.  Barely within the city limits, it appeared so run down from the outside that it looked completely devoid of value.  Miko empathized. 
 
    He sent Ophelia a text to let her know he was there, then climbed halfway up the gate and hurled his bag over the bushes into the yard.  There was only one section of the fence that wasn't strewn with razor wire, hidden behind the leaves, and Miko shimmied his way to that side of the fence since there was nowhere to hold onto for the initial climb.  He could've used the front gate after some struggling with the hedge, but he always went this way instead like it was a child's tree fort.   Ophelia barely left at all, locked away from the world.  Hiding.  There was nothing left for her on the outside, no reason to leave the house.  There was nothing left for Miko either.  Just his job.  Just death. 
 
    Over the wall of bushes, the house seemed in even worse a state.  The windows were painted over, the mostly paved yard in desperate need of a broom.  There were flowerbeds but no flowers.  Ophelia hadn't planted them in time to grow before it got cold.  Now they had to wait until spring. 
 
    Inside the house it was cozy and warm, everything soft with blankets and throw pillows and multiple cat beds underneath tables even though she only had the one cat.  It was usually bright inside too, the lights set up on dimmers to replace the lack of natural lighting so it was the perfect day outside no matter what.  But now the lights were all out. 
 
    Standing in the doorway, Miko felt the cat rub against his leg.  He set down his bag, knowing what was coming, and he shut the door so he'd be engulfed in darkness. 
 
    “Surprise!” Ophelia yelled, the lights all snapping on.  She'd decorated with streamers and red balloons and she held a cake outstretched in her hands.  Fee was not much of a cook, but neither was Nasir and Miko had managed not to starve in his company. 
 
    “You should not jump out and yell surprise at assassins, Fee,” he scolded even though he wasn't surprised or much of an assassin. 
 
    “You know you'd never hurt me,” she said, but the smile died on her face with the change in his expression.  Miko knew it.  Toby didn't.  Ophelia quickly turned her head so he couldn't see the scar, thinking his remorse was over saving her and not sacrificing himself.  “You shouldn't feel guilty over it.” 
 
    “I would never hurt you,” Miko agreed, kissing her on the cheek.  It was easy to look beyond the damage he'd left now that the light had returned to her eyes.  She wasn't under the fog of medication any longer.  She'd even offered Miko the rest of her pills if he could find a way to use them for killing someone.  Miko didn't think he could bear doing it even if that worked.  It was a cruel way to die.  And to live. 
 
    Ophelia led him into the kitchen.  There were flowers in a vase on the table.  The local florists knew by now just to leave them at the gate.  Ophelia would wait until they were gone to retrieve them.  She lit some red candles on the cake and Miko watched the wax drip into the frosting like blood.  He blew them out without making a wish since he couldn't have the only thing he wanted.  The only person he wanted.  With a hopeful smile she served him a piece that hadn't been bled on. 
 
    “This is good,” Miko said encouragingly as he ate, though he hadn't had an appetite in months. 
 
    She shrugged.  “As much as I'd love to take the credit, it's a box mix.” 
 
    “I could not tell.”  All he could tell was that it wasn't Toby who made it.  Nothing tasted good anymore.  Even his candies were different.  At least that made them easier to give up while he was with Fee. 
 
    Ophelia smiled.  “You're too kind.  Even if you are a terrible liar.”   
 
    Miko set down his fork, that familiar stabbing pain in his chest.  She hadn't meant to upset him, had never known how Toby teased him, pretending like the lies didn't matter. 
 
    They did matter. 
 
    “I cannot be both,” he said.   
 
    “Of course you can.  White lies.  Like telling a girl that her bum doesn't look big.  They're harmless.” 
 
    “Harmless,” he repeated.  His entire relationship with Toby had been lies.  Red lies.  And Miko was not harmless.  That's what had scared Toby.  Seeing the truth.   
 
    Picking the fork back up, Miko closed his eyes and let himself pretend for just a moment, pretend he was somewhere else.  Someone else.  Because that's what it would take.  Miko would've done anything to get him back, but he couldn't be anything except who he was.  The Mako Shark. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    The End 
 
    Miko: Age 27 
 
      
 
      
 
    They didn't speak in the car.  Toby had thrown up in the parking lot and Miko tried giving him a candy to cover the taste but he wouldn't take it.  He just stared straight ahead, stunned.  Miko didn't know what to do.  Informing Toby that someone had just made a viable threat against his life took a sensitivity that Miko hadn't been capable of in the moment, and now he was afraid that he'd made an already traumatic situation even worse.  But it wouldn't matter once Miko was finished with Bradley.  He would fix this.  He would fix him.  But first he had to fix Toby. 
 
    “You want to wait in car?  I can get your things,” he said as he pulled up to the curb.  He was still seeing blood but he felt calm knowing he'd soon be seeing it for real. 
 
    Toby reached for the door handle and Miko got out to help him, setting his hand on Toby's back to guide him inside.  The candy dish by the door where they kept their keys was missing.  Nasir must've used it to disable Bradley.  Miko did his best not to call Toby's attention to it, but Toby didn't seem to notice anything, walking directly to the bedroom in a daze. 
 
    He stopped where Miko had in the doorway, his eyes on the picture frame in the trash.  The flower stems had dried.  The oven was not warm. 
 
    “You should maybe sit down?”  Miko tried touching his back again but Toby stepped forward out of his reach, slumping to the bed and picking up the frame.  “See, sitting is better,” he said, even though Toby did not look better.  He looked utterly hopeless.  “I will buy you new frame.” 
 
    “I shouldn't have hit him,” Toby said numbly. 
 
    “Your hand hurts.  I will get you ice.”  Miko rushed to the kitchen to grab a bag of frozen peas, and the cinnamon schnapps as an afterthought.  It only occurred to him that Toby's regret over hitting Phillip Bradley probably wasn't from the pain when Miko returned to the bedroom and found Toby crying.  “You are upset to be here.  We go to hotel.”  He reached out to take the picture frame from him but Toby held onto it just a little too long and he winced as his finger was sliced with the broken glass. 
 
    “Don't look, there's blood.”  Toby plucked a tissue from the box on the nightstand to wrap around it, considerate of Miko's squeamishness even in his catatonic state. 
 
    But Miko couldn't do anything except look at it.  “I hurt you I am sorry.” 
 
    Toby said nothing.  He just got up and went to wash his hands in the bathroom.   
 
    Miko obediently followed, feeling a renewed sense of helpless rage when he saw the pills in the open medicine cabinet.  The bottles were nearly empty.  Miko thought Toby had stopped taking them once he'd come home after being shot.  He thought he was the one scaring Toby into taking them.  “This is what you were waiting out?” he asked.  “For this to be over with him?” 
 
    “It wasn't supposed to get worse.”  Toby shut the cabinet, avoiding looking in the mirror and at Miko as he went back to the bedroom to pack. 
 
    Taking the pills from the shelf, Miko brought them along, gently setting them in the bag next to the schnapps.  But Toby was packing way more than they'd need for a night in a hotel.  “Toby—” 
 
    “We can just leave,” he said with a frenzy that was so unlike him that it made Miko twitch.  “Have Nasir let him go.  He'll never find us.” 
 
    Miko blinked, baffled that Toby could possibly still have any objection to him beating the man to death.  “Toby, he came back here to kill you.  To kill me.” 
 
    “And you kill people all the time!” he said in exasperation. 
 
    “But I am just weapon like Rodrigo posted on website.” 
 
    “This isn't your job, Miko.  It's our life.  I would walk away from everything I have built here, my life's goal, so I could be with you.  I'm asking you to do the same.” 
 
    Only it wasn't the same.  Toby could be a caterer anywhere.  He could rebuild his life.  What Toby was asking was for Miko to go against his nature.  “And what about next person?” 
 
    “What next person?” he asked, calmed by confusion. 
 
    “The next one Bradley does this to.  The next caterer, or gardener, or whoever he thinks he owns.  What happens to them?” 
 
    Toby shook his head and rubbed the back of his neck.  “Maybe it's me.  Maybe I attract this type.” 
 
    “You attracted me.” 
 
    “Well you are an assassin.” 
 
    “That does not change how I feel about you.  Or how you feel about me.” 
 
    “No, but it does change how problems are dealt with.  You can't kill him.” 
 
    “What would you do if I was not here?” he asked, growing angrier since he already knew the answer.  “Give him whatever he wanted?” 
 
    “Yes!” Toby sobbed. 
 
    “Let me tell you, because I know this man.  He will not stop.  Not with you.  It probably did not start with you.  I know you try to do right thing, but he does not give you choice.” 
 
    “You're not giving me a choice.  Doing this, killing him, makes you the person I've had nightmares about.  It makes you the person I'm afraid will take you away from me every time you walk out the door.  Is that what you want?  For me to be afraid of you?” 
 
    Miko twitched.  “You know I would never hurt you.” 
 
    “Doing this hurts me.   Making it so when I look at you I think of a pregnant young widow who would be happy right now if she'd chosen a different caterer for her wedding hurts me.”  He picked up one of the pill bottles.  “You asked if I felt trapped in my life.  I felt like there was hope, that once today came around and the contract was over I could forget all about it.  Now?  Now I feel trapped.”  He tossed the bottle back in the bag and took a large swig of schnapps instead. 
 
    Each of Toby's points, valid as they were, just made Miko want to kill Bradley more.  To punish him for everything he'd put Toby through, making him this scared, making him think these things.  Miko couldn't let Bradley live.  He wouldn't.  And after all of Toby's protests, trembling in the face of Miko's violence against Emmett, Miko remembered what came next.  It wasn't fear.  It was closeness.  Desire. 
 
    Pulling Toby to his feet, Miko roughly kissed him which seemed to have the same hypnotic effect as the alcohol on what Miko imagined was a very empty stomach.  He hauled the bag up onto his shoulder from the bed.  “We will figure it out.”  Miko hadn't hurt Ophelia to free her.  It just looked like he did. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    By the time they got checked in the bottle of schnapps was half empty and Toby was unsteady on his feet, but he still insisted on taking a shower.  He did not want company.  Miko drank some himself and stood at the window overlooking the city while he called Nasir.  He could hear yelling in the background.  “You are questioning him?” 
 
    “I did earlier,” Nasir said.  “Now he's just shouting commands at me.  I think his family neglected to teach him manners.” 
 
    “I will teach him.”  Miko smirked at his reflection in the glass. 
 
    “And what does Toby have to say about that?” 
 
    Watching his reflection twitch, Miko said, “He is upset.  He will come around.” 
 
    “And what is it that 'coming around' entails, exactly?  Or not coming around, as the case may be.” 
 
    “He does not want me to do what I must do.” 
 
    “You specifically or in general?” 
 
    “Both.  But mostly me I think.  He feels for the wife.” 
 
    “Well it does have to be done.  After speaking with him, I believe Toby was very fortunate not to get hurt by this man.” 
 
    “He did get hurt.”  Miko glanced up when Toby came out of the bathroom in a towel, and he pulled the curtains shut so he could have privacy.  “You can stay there for while longer?” he asked Nasir as Toby watched him with sorrowful eyes. 
 
    “Yes, as long as you need.  I can take care of it altogether if you'd like.” 
 
    “That will not be necessary.”  He hung up, watching Toby get dressed.  “You are okay?” 
 
    “No.”  Toby wiped his face and started putting on his shoes. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I'm leaving,” he said, his voice catching in his throat. 
 
    Miko stood in front of him, only realizing he was holding the bottle like a weapon after Toby leaned back.  He sat beside him.  “Do you know what Nas said?  That you were 'very fortunate not to get hurt' by him.  He would have killed you.  Shot you with your gun.” 
 
    Tears streaked down Toby's face and he quickly brushed them away with the back of his hand.  His finger was dripping with blood, no longer bandaged.  “Maybe he should have.” 
 
    Miko turned away from the sight, his stomach churning.  “You do not mean that.  You have drank too much.  You are melancholy.” 
 
    In an attempt to make Toby look at him Miko reached to hold his face but Toby wrenched away and nearly fell off the bed with his lack of coordination.  “I've meant every word I've said tonight.  Have you heard any of it?” 
 
    What Miko heard was slurring.  And an opportunity.  “What if it was someone else?  Someone not me?”  Toby blinked drowsily, giving Miko his attention but not eye contact.  “You still have the money in the suitcase?” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For your business.  To keep your business.” 
 
    “To kill him?” 
 
    “If it was not me, would you be okay with this?” 
 
    “Nasir?”  Toby shook his head, the schnapps clearly slowing him down.  “But you don't want him to kill anyone else.” 
 
    “Not Nasir.”  Miko knew he should feel guilty for taking advantage of Toby's condition, the alcohol and all the emotion of the evening affecting his judgment, but fury was affecting Miko's judgment and he was the one with experience in these matters.  Toby was too sweet.  Trusting.  Gullible.  That's why this had happened in the first place.  If he didn't have Miko to take care of him, he would be dead already. 
 
    “Your friends?” 
 
    “I can call them right now.” 
 
    “Do it,” Toby said with an assertiveness that would've turned Miko on if he was actually ordering Bradley's death rather than challenging Miko's lie. 
 
    Miko smiled, thinking himself quite clever as he dialed Frank's number that he knew by heart.  Frank spoke German.  Toby didn't.  But like the last time he'd thought he was being clever in Frank's company, he was quickly and painfully corrected. 
 
    “Yes, we'll do it,” Frank said before Miko got a chance to explain that he needed an alibi so he could fix the problem himself, rather than an assassin to fix it for him.  “You do owe Vincent a job, after all.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “You need to go through Joe though.  Make it official.  Nasir's already briefed him.  He's on his way.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “See you soon.” 
 
    Miko lowered the phone as the call disconnected, aware that Toby was staring at him expectantly.  Aware that Joe did not speak German.  “He said he will do but I have to go through Joe.” 
 
    “Well I could've told you that,” Toby said, proving once again that Miko would never have a career in espionage. 
 
    Taking another swig of schnapps, Miko begrudgingly called Joe.  “Nasir is going to make a great associate,” Joe said in greeting. 
 
    “Yes,” Miko grumbled. 
 
    “Go ahead and say what you need to say.  I'm assuming you're being watched?” 
 
    “I have problem that I cannot take care of myself.”  The worry lines were starting to smooth out on Toby's forehead as he believed what he wanted to believe, and Miko continued, “Maybe you can have this go away?” 
 
    “Going away probably isn't the best route, but we'll meet tomorrow to discuss it.  Considering the situation, I think I should prep your friend as well.” 
 
    “You want to meet Toby?” he asked with his own worry lines.  Toby looked at him questioningly, but there was no more doubt on his face over Miko's ruse. 
 
    “Standard protocol, you're both involved as clients.  I don't have to, but there's always a possibility that someone comes poking around and he should be ready for that.” 
 
    Miko smiled, imagining that Joe was doing everything in his power to help Miko convince Toby he wasn't lying when really Joe was just doing his job.  “Okay, we see you tomorrow.” 
 
    “One o'clock?  The entrance sign to Public Garden?” 
 
    “You are familiar with the city?” 
 
    “I've met clients there before.  We'll find time to speak privately as well.” 
 
    “Yes.  Very good.”  Miko hung up and Toby threw his arms around his neck, no longer doubting him.  Trusting him.  Miko held him back, the guilt he should've been feeling all evening finally setting in.  He stroked Toby's hair and said, “It will be okay.”  It could've just been the light in the room, but Miko thought he saw a strand of white. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Miko's fatigue finally caught up with him and he slept late into the morning.  Toby was just starting to stir himself, rolling over in Miko's arms and groaning.  “Why did you let me drink so much?” 
 
    “You needed it,” Miko said.  And Miko had needed Toby intoxicated to believe him.  “Do you want water?” 
 
    “Fuck!”  Toby sprang out of bed.  “It's eleven thirty!” 
 
    “We have until one.” 
 
    Toby pulled on his pants while Miko was barely sitting up.  “The bank closes at noon!” 
 
    Rubbing his face, Miko asked, “Bank?” not understanding the urgency until betrayal flashed on Toby's face.  The suitcase was in the safe deposit box.  The suitcase Miko had no intention of using.  “Uh...it is okay.  We do not have to get right away.  Joe trusts me.” 
 
    “Does he,” Toby stated accusingly.  A hangover was not nearly as useful in convincing Toby he was telling the truth. 
 
    “Of course, yes.”  Miko went to get Toby some water, briefly considering how much schnapps he could get in it without having Toby notice.  But Toby hardly needed alcohol to alter his mind, taking a handful of pills with the water and continuing to get dressed without a word.  “Are you nervous to meet him?” 
 
    “Are we actually going to meet him?” 
 
    “At Public Garden.  Entrance sign.”  Miko kissed the top of Toby's head and gave him his best not-lying-to-you smile.  “I am going to take quick shower.  Okay?” 
 
    Toby looked away.  “Yeah.” 
 
    Miko did his best to make himself presentable, deciding that glasses and a suit were not appropriate since he wasn't killing Bradley until that evening and it would only raise suspicion.  Plus Toby was dressed casually, and looked hungover, and that was a far more inconspicuous fashion statement for a Saturday afternoon. 
 
    Toby was in the exact spot Miko had left him, gazing down at his hands.  The blood was still there.  Miko wondered whether Toby saw it too. 
 
    “You are doing her a favor,” Miko said.  “The baby too.  He is not good man.” 
 
    “He certainly has her fooled.” 
 
    “He is psychopath.  They are good liars.” 
 
    “Lucky for me you're a terrible one.” 
 
    Somehow the implication was not lost on Miko.  “I am not like him.” 
 
    Toby finally raised his eyes to him, bloodshot and swollen from crying, and he had that same look of longing that he'd had when they first parted at the airport three years ago.  When Toby had said, “Goodbye, little spoon” and let him go.  “I believe you,” Toby said. 
 
    Miko was starting to wish he didn't. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Even though they were early, Joe was already waiting for them.  “Is that him?” Toby asked, his grip on Miko's hand getting a little tighter. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “He looks nice.” 
 
    “He is nice.”  Miko was glad he'd dressed casually since Joe was too, and Joe nodded towards a bench before heading in that direction.  Joe was seated by the time they caught up with him and Miko wondered if that was to put Toby at ease or Miko.  Until Joe had spotted them Miko hadn't realized just how much he needed Joe to approve of Toby.  To accept him as Hector couldn't.  “I forgot to go to the bank,” Miko admitted even though he hadn't intended to. 
 
    Joe snickered.  “I know you're good for it.  Have a seat.”  Miko sat beside him, bringing Toby along as an extension of his arm.  He could feel Toby shaking.  “So you're what all the fuss is about,” Joe said.  Toby blushed severely but he managed an embarrassed smile.  “All right, what I've gathered thus far is there's a high profile threat that needs to be handled with some delicacy.” 
 
    Miko resisted the urge to tell Joe how cool he sounded.  “He needs to disappear.” 
 
    Whether or not Joe noticed Toby tense, he quickly countered Miko's request.  “No, for something like this you need a touch of scandal.  It's the wife we're worried about, right?”  Toby nodded, Joe's strategic use of the word “we” making them allies.  “Here is what I propose: he's found at an hourly motel, alcohol, cocaine, leave little to the imagination on what he was doing there and with whom.  Things got out of hand with a lady of the night, her pimp comes along, and the wife misses him just a teeny bit less when he's gone.” 
 
    Toby gaped at him in disbelief, then slowly nodded again.  “You are good at this!” Miko interjected, trying not to sound so enthusiastic about someone's death in Toby's presence. 
 
    Joe continued, “You catered events for him?” 
 
    “Yes,” Toby said.  He wasn't shaking anymore. 
 
    “But you weren't at the last one.  Have you missed any others?” 
 
    Lowering his head a bit like he felt guilty over missing work, Toby said, “Yes.” 
 
    “Good.  Then it's not unusual.  Did you tell anyone why you weren't there?” 
 
    “No, um, Shan—my general manager covers for me.  Usually when I'm with Miko.” 
 
    “Okay, you're not likely to be questioned but here's the story: Miko was getting home that night from Spain and you wanted to be there.  You baked him something nice, burned it...” Toby flinched and looked away.  Miko tried not to smirk.  “And the apartment still smelled like smoke so you got a hotel room.  Don't offer any information about being away from the apartment when he got home.  If they catch you in a lie, admit that you went to work to finish baking but you were worried about getting in trouble for using business resources for personal purposes.” 
 
    “What was he doing in Spain?” Toby asked without missing a beat. 
 
    “He and his friend were meeting a prospective buyer for the factory Nasir owns.” 
 
    “Why not fly into Portugal?” 
 
    “Madrid was cheaper.  If a buyer needs to be arranged we've got it covered.  Any questions?” 
 
    Looking around, Toby took a deep breath and asked, “Will it be...bad?” 
 
    “It will be authentic.  The nice thing about politicians is they're good at keeping things out of the news, so you probably won't hear much about it.” 
 
    Toby closed his eyes for a moment, then nodded.  “Okay.” 
 
    Joe stood, his knees creaky like Hector's were.  “Pleasure meeting you, despite circumstances.  Miko, why don't you walk me to my car and we can finalize this.” 
 
    Miko stood too, giving Toby an encouraging smile as he followed Joe.  “You like him?” he asked hopefully. 
 
    “He's smart.  Too smart for what you're trying to get past him.” 
 
    Miko twitched, pleased and offended over what Joe said.  “I have to do this.” 
 
    “Whatever you have planned for him, however bad you want to hurt him for what he's done, know that Frank and Vincent would do that and worse without any sort of grudge against the man.  Much less taking into consideration that we look out for our own.” 
 
    “I am your own?”  Miko bounced a bit.  Joe politely pretended not to notice. 
 
    “If you want my advice, let them handle it.  Have dinner with them tonight, and if you still want to do it that's okay too, but I will say that bringing Vincent cookies would soften the blow of having this job dangled in front of him and taken away.” 
 
    Miko knew the feeling.  And there was an entire apartment filled with cookies at home. 
 
    But Toby started throwing everything in the garbage the minute they got there. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Miko gasped. 
 
    “He could've touched any of this.” 
 
    “But I was going to bring some for Blondie.” 
 
    Toby paused in his path of destruction.  “You're meeting with them?” 
 
    “Yes?”  Miko had the strangest feeling his lie was revealing itself. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Just to see them since they are here.  My friends.  For dinner.” 
 
    Toby gave him a wounded look.  “You're planning to do this with them?” 
 
    “No,” Miko said truthfully. 
 
    “No,” Toby repeated.  “Because if they were doing the job you would need to pay them.”  He sighed and started writing down a list  “You're all liars, I don't know why I thought Joe would be any different.” 
 
    “Toby—” 
 
    “Here,” Toby handed him the list.  “Go shopping.  I'll bake him his fucking cookies.  I have to scrub this place first.” 
 
    “I can help you clean,” he tried. 
 
    “I think you've helped me enough, Miko.” 
 
    Miko nodded and accepted his dismissal, hoping that flowers would cheer Toby up but all of the flowers at the store were red and made him feel sick, and Miko was too embarrassed to ask the clerk what color they really were.  Cleaning was wise at least.  They needed to remove any traces that Bradley had been there, and Toby was very good at cleaning up messes.  Miko's mess just kept getting worse. 
 
    There was barely enough time for baking when Miko got home, and he sat at the kitchen table watching Toby cook.  He didn't have the heart, or the courage, to tell him that it smelled horrible.  Miko was fairly certain it was all in his mind anyway until Toby dropped the plate in front of him.  Miko flinched back with revulsion at the steak, the blood overflowing on the plate.  “For you.”  He set down a nice bag of cookies tied with a ribbon beside it.  “And for your friend.”  Miko swallowed down the bile that threatened its way up, closing his eyes and putting a candy in his mouth.  It had been in the freezer for so long it was a wonder that Toby would even deign to serve it, but perhaps he was not as enthusiastic about using a gun again to make his point after Bradley had stolen it.  “I...I do not need that.” 
 
    “I really want that to be true,” Toby said tearfully. 
 
    Miko picked up the cookies and stood, just wanting to be away from that plate.  “It is,” he said, and he kissed Toby's cheek with his eyes closed because he was covered in blood too.  “I will be home soon.  Just...dinner.”  He rushed out of the apartment, nearly making it to the car before throwing up. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Unlike Joe, Frank and Vincent were not already there when Miko arrived.  He was glad for it, taking the time to steady himself and rinse his face in the bathroom.  “He can come to terms with this,” Miko said to himself.  “Given enough time, he can come to terms with anything.” 
 
    Miko didn't think he'd ever come to terms with Toby cooking steak.   
 
    He went and got a table, wanting to order cinnamon schnapps but they didn't have any so he just got water instead.  He set the cookies on the table, and they were promptly snatched up as Blondie hopped into the booth across from him. “For me?” Blondie asked, already untying the ribbon. 
 
    Frank smiled and sat beside his husband.  “That was very nice of you.” 
 
    Miko nodded.  He wasn't feeling very nice. 
 
    None of them looked at a menu.  Blondie ordered the special, Frank got a cup of coffee, and Miko automatically ordered a steak even though he had no intention of doing so.  Frank gave him a curious glance but Blondie didn't seem fazed at all.  “I thought you were a vegetarian,” Frank said in German after the waitress returned with his coffee. 
 
    “It is...ritual before job.” 
 
    “You are planning to do it yourself then?” 
 
    Miko twitched.  The Mako Shark would never let this go.  “What would you do?  If someone hurt him?”  He nodded towards Vincent, who had not wasted any time with the cookies. 
 
    Taking a sip of his coffee, Frank nonchalantly said, “Cut off his dick and feed it to him.” 
 
    “Oh.”  Miko set his hands in his lap.  Maybe Joe had a point about Frank's brutality.  Miko hadn't questioned Blondie's. 
 
    The waitress brought their food and Miko pushed the plate of steak away.  He wasn't going to eat the side dishes that came with it either, but that could stay close by.  “What if he did not want you to...do that?” 
 
    “The only problem Vincent might have with it would be if he didn't get a piece himself.  But Casey?”  Frank gave him a look of understanding.  “Maybe I'd sic you on them.”  Miko smiled for the first time that evening.  He was one of theirs.  “So what do you say?  Are we doing this or not?” 
 
    Looking from the steak back to his plate of vegetables, Miko was no longer smiling.  Everything Miko was, everything that defined him, hinged on one more lie.  Everything he'd been taught, everything he believed in: justice and vengeance; protecting the ones he loved from those who hurt them; violence.  One more lie and he would have revenge.  And lose Toby. 
 
    Miko was about to helplessly admit that he didn't know when Blondie reached over with his fork and knife, asking “Are you gonna eat that?” while already cutting into the steak. 
 
    Staring at Blondie aghast while he fiendishly devoured Miko's ritual, Miko very confidently stated, “He is doing it.” 
 
    “Good choice,” Frank said.  “We'll make him regret ever laying eyes on your friend.” 
 
    “Toby!” he said far louder than necessary in his enthusiasm.  Miko cleared his throat and quietly added, “His name is Toby.” 
 
    Tossing some cash on the table, Frank stood and gestured for Vincent to follow.  “Thank Toby for the cookies.  If he changes his mind, call me.  Let's say midnight?” 
 
    “Danke.”  Miko watched them leave in awe.  The only plate that wasn't licked clean was his vegetables.  He hadn't even noticed that Blondie ate his mashed potatoes.  Miko was supposed to pay for dinner.  Miko was supposed to pay for the hit.  But Miko was their own. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    He hurriedly drove home, so excited over everything that had happened that he was jittery.  But Miko was most excited that he'd done the right thing.  He'd made the right choice, the good choice.  Toby would not be scared ever again. 
 
    But Miko would. 
 
    He stood in the apartment, the silence weighing so heavily on his head that he felt like he would fall down.  Toby wasn't there. 
 
    Toby wasn't there. 
 
    Miko looked around but he knew the apartment was empty.  He could feel its emptiness and he wanted to sit in the cabinet but he couldn't do it without him.  He couldn't do anything without him. 
 
    Sitting on the floor where they'd sat together while Miko told him the truth, Miko thought of that moment, of Toby holding him and comforting him and promising to never let go of him.  Saying he loved him.  That it didn't matter what he did.  Who he was.  The steak Toby had cooked was no longer on the table.  Just the fruit bowl that Miko may as well have broken.  Toby wanted to leave last night.  Just walk away.  “But I did the right thing,” he whispered.  He was too shocked to cry.  He was too shocked to stand. 
 
    He was too shocked to hear Toby come in behind him until he concernedly called out, “Miko?” 
 
    Miko hugged Toby's legs.  Getting up would take too long.  “They are doing it,” he said, holding Toby's legs so tight that Toby had to grab the top of Miko's head to keep his balance.  “I did not lie.  Well I did lie but now I am not and I want to kill him because I love you but I will not.”  He looked up at Toby expectantly but Toby just looked confused. 
 
    “You want to try that again in English?” 
 
    “Oh,” he said sheepishly.  “I was speaking German with Frank.  They will do it.  At midnight so I can call if you change your mind.  I did not lie.  For you I will not kill him for you.” 
 
    “I know,” Toby said with that pitying smile on his face when Miko was slow to understand.  “You were telling the truth when you left.” 
 
    “I was?”  Miko didn't even realize that himself.  “I mean yes I was!” 
 
    “Kocham Cie, little spoon.”  Toby tried to sink down to the floor with him but Miko was still holding on so he just sort of tipped over on top of him instead. 
 
    Miko mauled him with kisses and pinned Toby down beneath him as if he could keep him there forever.  “I thought you were gone.” 
 
    “I was just taking out the trash.  That had to be like twenty pounds of baked goods.” 
 
    “And the steak.” 
 
    Toby sighed apologetically.  “And the steak.  Are you totally traumatized?” 
 
    “You made good point even without gun,” Miko said, tracing his finger over Toby's forehead.  “I need to mark your words in my brain with my mental problems.”  
 
    “That would certainly save a lot of trouble,” he teased and Miko kissed him again.  But Toby's expression quickly grew serious once more.  “Thank you for understanding.  I know it must be hard for you to let this go.  It's hard for me too.” 
 
    “There is nothing to let go.”  Miko grinned, opening both hands wide.  “You set the kitchen on fire so we stay at hotel—” 
 
    “Smoke is the story,” Toby corrected sternly, “not fire.  They were merely burned.” 
 
    “Because of bad smoke that I will not kill, we stay in hotel.  And soon we travel and stay at lots of hotels.” 
 
    Toby's face lit up with joy.  “I have some free time now.  I just finished this really big contract.” 
 
    “You could use vacation.”  Miko was so enamored with Toby's smile that it occurred to him just how long it had been since Toby was truly happy.  “You work so much you are tired and burn cookies even without the D.” 
 
    With a slight blush Toby asked, “Did Blondie like his cookies?” 
 
    “He ate my steak.” 
 
    Toby gasped.  “He what?” 
 
    “And my mashed potatoes.  He is little monster.  They said thank you for the cookies, though I do not think he shared with Frank.” 
 
    Gently wrapping his arms around Miko's ribs, Toby smiled and said, “I saved some for you.” 
 
    “Frank cannot have those either.” 
 
    “You wouldn't share with Frank?” he laughed. 
 
    “I have forgotten his phone number so I cannot call him.”  Miko smirked and looked away as if it wasn't clear that he was lying.  “For cookies.” 
 
    “I'm sure it'll come to you.” 
 
    “Probably after midnight.” 
 
    “Probably.”  Toby's eyes met his, fully without shying away.  “Can I make you dinner?” 
 
    Miko nodded, sensing this was just as important to Toby as not letting him murder Bradley.  He helped him up and followed him to the kitchen, staying close as if Toby would vanish into thin air if he let him out of his sight.  Miko positioned himself behind him, holding onto him and watching over Toby's shoulder while he chopped vegetables.  The knife was so sharp that Miko couldn't help but think of it cutting through Bradley, of Toby using it on him instead of just hitting him.  But even hitting him had caused Toby so much turmoil, killing him would've killed Toby too.  He just didn't have it in him.  If Miko hadn't come home when he did, there may not have been anything left of Toby no matter what the outcome.  “You will tell me if someone is scaring you?” he asked.  Toby tensed and Miko affectionately nuzzled the back of his neck.  “I would not have you be afraid of anyone.” 
 
    “I thought he was nice,” Toby said quietly.  Maybe he really did attract the type. 
 
    “You thought I was trouble,” Miko reminded him.  Toby laughed.  “We can fix together before it is too bad?” 
 
    “I didn't want you to break all of his limbs and throw him in the harbor, either.”  Toby wasn't particularly convincing in that matter since he'd released the knife and was sensually leaning back into Miko's embrace, but there was a clear difference in his reaction to broken limbs and savage murder. 
 
    “I do not have to hurt.  I could just...show you are taken.” 
 
    “What, like marking your territory?” 
 
    Sliding his hand up Toby's chest to his throat, Miko gently tilted Toby's head back, Miko's prosthetics against his jaw.  “Yes that.”  Between healing from his gunshot wound and having Nasir staying with them, there hadn't been much opportunity for true intimacy, the kind that took strength and made noise.  The kind that Toby craved.  Miko craved it too.  His ribs remained sore but compared to the pain in his heart over Rodrigo and then nearly losing Toby, it would've taken another bullet to slow him down now. 
 
    Toby panted as Miko held him to his chest with one arm, the other hand traveling lower to grab Toby's thigh and pull him closer.  “But your dinner...”  Toby didn't continue, shifting in Miko's arms to kiss him as several pieces of chopped vegetables were knocked off the cutting board and fell to the floor. 
 
    Pressing Toby against the counter, all of Miko's agitation left him, the stress of that week and of the months before it, revenge and mourning and helplessness, and it was just Toby there with him in the kitchen, cooking for him.  Taking care of him.  He kissed him roughly, the taste of Toby's mouth clearing his head more than his candies, the quiet moan it elicited ringing in Miko's ears. 
 
    More vegetables fell as Miko pulled Toby's shirt up over his head, raising his arms so Toby could help him with his own shirt.  “Bedroom,” Toby whispered. 
 
    Miko shook his head.  “Kitchen.” 
 
    Toby blushed, that part of himself he endlessly struggled with, to do what he was told, what was appropriate.  That made him want it even more for being wrong.  “Miko—” 
 
    “I can hold you down,” he added, not so much a threat as more foreplay.  Toby's blush deepened and he gripped the sides of Miko's pants, turning his face away just slightly to smile and nod.  Miko purposefully grabbed the most expensive cooking oil Toby had from the cabinet, nearly evoking a complaint from him before touching his prosthetic finger to Toby's lips. 
 
    Lowering his head, Toby kissed Miko's palm, closing his eyes and resting his face against Miko's hand.  He held onto Miko's wrist, his lips trailing down to the beginning of the tattoo.  Toby's delicate touch made it feel like the skin was still sensitive there, and Miko watched him wordlessly, remembering how much he'd longed for him back in that hotel room but thought he could never have him. 
 
    Miko stroked Toby's hair with his other hand, smiling as Toby's eyes opened for just a moment and then he dutifully knelt before him, reaching up to unbutton his pants.  Miko casually moved the knife further away so it wouldn't get knocked down with the few remaining vegetables that hadn't already ended up on the floor, and he cradled Toby's head with both hands as Toby took him into his mouth.  But Miko found himself distracted by how skinny Toby looked, the angle and light making the bones in his bare shoulders stick out, all the extra weight he'd been carrying alone.  He wanted to make Toby forget about it forever. 
 
    Tracing his thumb over Toby's cheek, Miko commanded, “Come here.”  Toby smiled and stood, self-consciously wiping his mouth as Miko nodded towards the stove.  “Turn around.” 
 
    Toby's fingers curled instinctively towards his palm where he'd been burned, but a smirk crawled across his face.  “Over the stove?” 
 
    Fortunately the knobs were at the top so they didn't have to worry about the burners being turned on, or having them embedded in Toby's hips.  “Yup,” Miko said proudly.  Toby turned and quickly attempted to switch out the olive oil with something cheaper but Miko laid him out flat across the burners before he could get very far, his right hand pressing into Toby's back while he unbuttoned Toby's pants with the left.  He took the bottle from him as if Toby had intended to give it over instead of putting it away.  “Danke.” 
 
    “You're welcome,” Toby said breathlessly, glancing at him sideways with his eyelids heavy. 
 
    Miko unscrewed the lid with his teeth which temporarily had Toby wincing until the oil was drizzled over him.  Then he desperately arched his back for it, moaning in anticipation.  Keeping Toby pinned down with his other hand across his back, Miko swirled the oil between Toby's legs, slipping his finger inside just to tease him.  Toby moaned and held on, the hand he'd burned fearlessly splayed across the cool burner. 
 
    Using just the oil remaining on his finger Miko stroked himself, moving his hand up to the back of Toby's neck and forcing himself inside.  Toby groaned, his eyes glassy with that beautiful moment of letting go, and Miko pulled out to plunge in again, snapping his hips with a force that would leave them both sore. 
 
    Miko wrapped his hand around Toby's cock, the side of his arm resting against Toby's inner thigh, the spot Emmett may have touched but Bradley never did and never would, and he began stroking him in rhythm to each solid thrust.  Toby reared back without a word, his body begging for the release but clearly preferred it to come from inside rather than at the touch of Miko's hand.  Miko stopped stroking just as Toby's breath became more labored, his legs trembling before climax, and he leaned off of him to hold Toby's hips with both hands and fuck him as hard as he could. 
 
    Toby tightened around him, squeezing his eyes shut and crying out, and Miko kept going, forcing Toby's moans to get louder and louder until all Miko could hear were his own and he emptied himself inside him.  The pain in Miko's ribs was immediate once he pulled out and was no longer favoring other parts of his body, but Miko stayed right where he was, swaying slightly on his feet.  Toby would be far more likely to have his legs give out after that level of pummeling so Miko kept him propped up while he caught his breath.  Toby rested his face on the cold steel of the stove, reaching back to take Miko's hand.  “Did that hurt?” 
 
    “No,” he said truthfully.  “But it does now.” 
 
    Slowly righting himself, Toby gave Miko a sympathetic look but the apology thankfully never made it to his lips.  “Why don't you go sit down?  I'll get you some ice.” 
 
    Miko was pretty sure he'd left Toby's frozen peas on the nightstand yesterday evening, but Toby didn't mention the waste of food or destruction of furniture, and joined him on the sofa once dinner was in the oven.  Miko scooted back so Toby could lie in front of him, the warmth of Toby's body far more soothing than the ice pack.  It was already nearly ten o'clock and Miko was highly aware of the time, wondering if Toby was too but afraid to mention it in case he wasn't.  Two hours, sixteen minutes.  Less time than the longest two and a half hours of Toby's life when Miko had called to say he might not be coming home.  “When is dinner ready?” 
 
    “Twenty minutes.  Are you starving?” 
 
    “I am okay.”  Miko had already eaten half a dozen cookies while Toby was finishing up dinner preparations.  He kissed the back of Toby's neck.  “Do not worry.” 
 
    “I'm not worrying.” 
 
    “Then I have fucked you properly.” 
 
    He smiled.  “You always fuck me properly.” 
 
    “But you still worry as soon as I am done.” 
 
    Snuggling up to him, Toby kissed Miko's hand again and laid his cheek against it.  “You know how I said you were all liars?” 
 
    “Lying is part of being an assassin.” 
 
    “I know, but...when you were working with Simon, I worried.  A lot.  Even when I thought you were just a spy I worried a lot.  But I feel kind of okay with Joe Russell.  Like he'll make sure you come home to me.  I mean, if he's gonna be your handler now.” 
 
    Joe had said that Toby was smart.  And Toby said Joe was nice.  “I think he will be, when I go back.  You do not mind this?  As long as I do not do it to someone you bake cakes for?” 
 
    Toby huffed a laugh.  “That pretty much sums up the last few months of misery, yeah.” 
 
    “And you are happy now?” Miko asked, pressing his hips into him, a sudden urge to fuck him forgetful again. 
 
    “Don't even think about it.”  Toby crawled off the sofa and out of Miko's reach, glancing over his shoulder with a look that had Miko following him back to the kitchen.  “Sit down, I want to serve you.” 
 
    Miko sat at the table, welcoming Toby onto his lap with a plate of food.  “You eat first.” 
 
    “I made this for you!” Toby scoffed. 
 
    “It is for me.  You are so bony you hurt my hips.” 
 
    “Sorry.”  He smirked as he took the first bite, knowing Miko didn't like when he apologized. 
 
    Miko relented to take the second bite since Toby's food was nearly as irresistible as Toby himself, and he thought suddenly of Hector, how he had tried so hard to find food Miko would actually eat.  Apart from the steak, Toby had never made Miko anything he wouldn't eat.  “Do you want to see Germany first?” 
 
    “Yes,” Toby said plainly, feeding Miko another bite.  “I want to see where you grew up.” 
 
    “I grew up all over.  We traveled.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said again, and he smoothed Miko's hair off his forehead to kiss him.  “That's where I want to see.” 
 
    But once they finished another plate of food between them, all Miko could see was the clock, counting down.  Miko didn't know what would happen if Toby changed his mind.  He was fairly certain changing his mind wasn't actually an option.  Even if he called Frank off, it didn't make any difference in what had to be done.   It just made everything complicated all over again. 
 
    Miko kept stealing glances at Toby as they sat together in front of the TV, Toby's arm around him, his hand warm on Miko's sore ribs.  Miko couldn't remember ever being this nervous before a job.  It wasn't even his job.  What if his bad luck passed onto Frank and Blondie?  What if Toby was implicated in Bradley's death?  What if Toby changed his mind? 
 
    “You okay?” Toby asked, and it occurred to Miko that Toby would've been able to feel his heart pounding.  Toby's heart was pounding too.  Fifteen minutes. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Toby turned back to the TV, but his grip on Miko had grown tighter.  He quickly flipped the channel from a nature program on sharks.  Ten minutes. 
 
    “I did not really forget Frank's number.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Seven minutes. 
 
    The channel was switched again. 
 
    If all clients went through this it was a wonder there was ever work for Miko to fuck up in the first place.  He hoped Bradley would suffer more than he was but in those final minutes he was beginning to doubt it. 
 
    At eleven fifty-nine Toby took a deep breath, his mouth open to speak.  Miko stopped breathing entirely.  It was too late to cancel.  It was too late to cancel.  The time changed.  “Should we say it?” Toby asked nervously.  “Do Wid—” 
 
    Miko placed his hand over Toby's mouth, the words simultaneously bringing him relief and dread.  “No.  You do not ever say it.”  A reassured smile spread over Toby's face from underneath Miko's prosthetic fingers and Miko took his hand away, carefully sliding it down across Toby's jaw to his throat.  “And I do not say it to you.” 
 
    “Dziekuje,” Toby whispered, laying his hand over Miko's and tilting his head up for more. 
 
    The commercials finished on the channel he'd stopped on.  It was one of Ophelia's movies.  She died at the end.  Miko cuddled up against him, the only person who'd made him feel better through everything, just like Nasir had said; who knew Miko better than he knew himself.  Who took care of him.  Miko closed his eyes, wanting to remember her with the scar.  To remember her being free, finally at peace. 
 
    Toby lovingly stroked Miko's hair, and turned it back to sharks. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    A New Beginning 
 
    Miko: Age 29 
 
      
 
      
 
    Miko stood alone before the bathroom mirror, fiddling with his tie, his hands out of practice and unsteady with grief.  Even though Miko hadn't seen him for some time, his death still marked the end of a period in his life and the pain of his passing was more intense than Miko had anticipated.  Feeling defeated, he straightened his hair instead, the orange-smelling pomade Hector used to use that he'd picked up last year in Germany with Toby.  He couldn't get that right either. 
 
    With the tie draped over his shoulders he left the bathroom, his head down.  “I cannot do it.” 
 
    “It's a wonder you ever managed this as it was,” Toby said, standing from the bed.  He'd managed his tie just fine, and he stepped forward to manage Miko's too.  “You look lovely.”  
 
    Setting his hands over the top of Toby's, Miko held them to his broken heart.  “I am sad.” 
 
    “I know.  But he lived a full life.” 
 
    “This is fat joke?” 
 
    “I would not make fat jokes about the deceased,” Toby scoffed, looking scandalized.  He pulled Miko closer by the tie and kissed his forehead.  “Anyway, he wasn't fat.  He was just fluffy.”  The cat was fat and had gotten fatter under Sophie's watch, but Toby was too polite to say.  “Are you ready?  Nasir's waiting for us.” 
 
    Miko nodded, slipping on his shoes.  Nasir was parked outside the hotel, his propensity towards taking care of Miko translating well with his new role as Joe's associate, although Miko only had to work when Frank and Blondie or Bella were too busy. 
 
    Nasir hugged him and hugged Toby as well, all residual awkwardness between them gone.  Toby was comfortable with Sophie now too, and would pick up the phone any time she was calling with problems of the romantic variety, talking her down from wanting to kill her latest in the endless string of boyfriends.  Toby was best for those discussions, since the advice she got from Bella was to kill them and the advice she got from Miko was to let him kill them, and usually her murderous inclinations were quickly resolved with apologetic bouquets of flowers from her paramour. 
 
    Toby had taken the phone call about the cat as well, and had broken the news to Miko as gently as possible.  Toby was good at breaking bad news.  He fit well in cabinets. 
 
    Nasir drove them to Sophie's house, the three of them taking a step back when her father opened the door.  Sophie had described him as a gentle giant, but giant hardly did him justice.  Bertrand Durrant was nearly as tall as Nasir and about as wide as half a dozen Nasirs.  Her father extended his hand to Miko but he was so large that Miko wanted his entire arm not just the hand itself and he went in for a hug instead. 
 
    Having heard a great many stories about Miko but never actually met him, the man handled the situation with an unexpected grace for someone his size and surly disposition and held Miko right back.  He said, “Sorry for your loss,” in English as bad as Miko's French, patting him on the shoulder the way most people did when they wanted Miko to detach.  Toby and Nasir settled for the handshake, and Monsieur Durrant led them to the backyard where Sophie was waiting. 
 
    There was already a hole dug in the ground and a small wooden box inside that looked a bit like Tola's old craft box.  Sophie wore a black dress and veil but she had her red glasses underneath.  Miko hugged her, which was far less cushiony than her father's embrace had been and far less dry, but he'd missed her and speaking on the phone or writing letters just wasn't the same.  Nasir steered clear of her but Toby greeted her familiarly as if she actually was Miko's sister.  “Toby is really cute,” Sophie whispered to Miko once she'd released Toby.  Ophelia had said the same thing, although Fee never had the look in her eyes like she was picturing him naked.  Somehow, this did not bother Miko. 
 
    With Sophie on his left and Toby on his right, holding their hands, Miko stared down at the grave marker Sophie had made, Mikocat Marlowe written in large loopy handwriting.  He felt closer to Ophelia than he'd been in years, felt like this was where recovery truly started instead of with his unfulfilling mission of revenge.  The red tattoo across his wrist served as a reminder of her just as much as the flower petals tattooed up his arms.  He would have a paw print added amongst the petals for the cat.  Sophie would get one too.  Her first. 
 
    He had brought flowers for the funeral but there really was no need, since the cat was to be buried near Bertrand's flowerbed and Sophie had brought plenty of flowers on her own, even threading them around the marker with that extra special touch it seemed only girls would ever think of, and she held one in her hand, a red one, which she tossed into the grave with a sigh. 
 
    “Au revoir,” she sniffled, releasing Miko's hand to grab some dirt and sprinkle it over the flower on the wooden box.  Miko took some as well, his handful bigger and his dirt covering a greater area than hers. 
 
    “He had full life,” Miko reassured her.  “Not fat joke.” 
 
    Sophie nodded, dotting her eyes with a tissue and putting her glasses back on, leaving the black veil lifted.  Then she smiled sweetly and said, “I think I am ready to kill people now.” 
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