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   To say Jack writes for a living is perhaps misleading. To say he scavenges the mind’s recesses for unlikely, if palatable, ways of relaying meticulously detailed carnage is certainly fairer.
 
   Similarly, one could in truth depict him as a games journalist, film critic and technology analyst. A copy editor. A freelancer. That said, bolting on the prefix ‘cheeky’ for each term would work wonders for the statement’s overall accuracy.
 
   Castling marks his first foray into the world of published fiction. Clinging true to the adage ‘write what you know’, it’s a series seething with sardonic jibes, emotional immaturity and inventive mayhem.
 
   To understate, and somewhat drastically, Jack really hopes you enjoy it. 
 
   

 
   

 
 
   1.
 
   Head thumping, Rook trudged past aisles of frozen vegetables. Phone in hand, he thumbed his way through its Inbox. His text had indeed delivered. He had the report to prove it.
 
   Eighteen degrees in the shade, his long fingers idly traced the freezers’ cool rubber lining. Molly hadn’t responded to his SMS in half an hour, which seemed a little incongruous given how charming he presumed himself to be.  
 
   “Meh” Rook grunted with mustered nonchalance. It was unconvincing. Though two long decades had passed since he’d been a thirteen year old boy, the attention of pretty girls was a narcotic yet to lose its kick.
 
   Speaking of which...
 
   The dull thump inside his skull promoted itself to full blown ache. Rook was in desperate need of a fix and its lure fairly hastened his gait. A few jogged steps and he found himself before a door, fogged with condensation. Thick digits snatched at the handle and yanked it clear.
 
   “Come here to me, you frozen sonofa... bitch...”
 
   Empty.
 
   He stood a moment, jaws slackened with cruel irony. The ice-cream section of the self professed Convenience Store was conveniently out of stock. Understandably, Rook took this as a personal affront.
 
   And it was all he could do not to burn the place to the ground.
 
   Assuming they’re not out of lighters too!
 
   Feeling the unmistakable tremor against his thigh, he dragged his mobile free, eager for the distraction brought on by Molly’s wry flirtation. Apparently his service provider had an offer on international calls over the Bank Holiday Weekend.
 
   “You’re doing this to punish me, aren’t you?!” Rook snarled, eyes narrow, yellow rimmed pupils cast skyward. 
 
   The ache became piercing, and relocated to his temples. Rolling hunched shoulders, Rook bounced his forehead off the freezer’s plexi-glass.
 
   Endurance ruptured for but a moment, fury crept in. He reckoned there should be public health warnings on the dangers of trying his patience. Still, he consoled himself with the knowledge his predicament couldn’t possibly deteriorate further. 
 
   A trio of sharp pops sundered that illusion.
 
   Oh, awesome.
 
    Gunshots. Probably just a handgun. And originating at the supermarket. About seventy yards up the road.
 
   Aggravated, Rook threw his arms, his head shaking in weary resignation,
 
   “You’re pushing it now!”
 
   He knew better than to get involved. This wasn’t his concern, hadn’t been for seven months. England had people for this sort of problem. Respectable people. Calm people. If not better than him, then certainly nicer.
 
   Rook knew what he should do. Turn on his heels and walk. Jump on a tube, march home and stick his head in the freezer. Besides, he had only just started his new job. And, unlike his previous employ, it called for subtlety, for delicacy. It called for a low profile.
 
   He couldn’t think of anyone less qualified to do it.
 
   Rook didn’t even want to intervene. His gut rumbled, his skull screamed and it was his first day off in twelve.
 
   But... They probably have ice-cream in that Tesco...
 
   So he never really had a choice in the matter.
 
   *
 
    
 
   Having rapped on the clear glass pane, Rook reclined against the locked door and waited. Shuffling footsteps answered.
 
   A man, perhaps ten years his junior, clothed in a needlessly baggy hoodie and far too skinny jeans, cranked the key in its lock. The door swung open and the cool barrel of a gun was promptly pressed to Rook’s throbbing head.
 
   He struggled to recall an instance wherein having a weapon levelled at his skull felt as soothing.
 
    “You brain-dead?” Skinny Jeans postured.
 
   “Getting there. Have you got any ice-cream?”
 
   “You wot?”
 
   Rook’s eyebrow arched at the confusion, “Uh, which part’s tripping you up?”
 
   Insulted, Skinny Jeans bunched a fistful of the arrogant stranger’s navy jacket and cocked the weapon’s hammer, 
 
   “You a pig?!”
 
   “Does anyone ever say yes to that?”
 
   A predictably tense moment followed, wherein Skinny Jeans contemplated pulling the trigger and Rook pretended to give a damn.
 
   “Actually, they don’t” the young hood revealed, withdrawing his firearm from the man’s brainpan. 
 
    “Might be worth rephrasing then. Can I come in?”
 
   “You come in, you aint leaving again!”
 
   Rook snorted, shouldering his way past Skinny Jeans,
 
   “Why would I leave? The ice-cream’s in here.”
 
   Ushered through at gunpoint, he caught glimpses of the other two geniuses hoping to make their fortune holding the staff of a local supermarket to ransom. One was even shorter and younger than Skinny Jeans, brandishing his polished handgun as a communicative aid.
 
   The other snared Rook’s attentions, undivided: Two metres of taut, bulging grey flesh. A respirator obscured the nose, mouth and bottom jaw. Orange gloop pumped intravenously into the giant’s bare neck, shoulders and spine. Bunched tubing tapered into a sophisticated harness strapped across the hoodlum‘s puffed chest.
 
   It was not the kind of tech street gangs merely stumble across.
 
   Wide eyes flashed in his direction. Three inches shorter and maybe fifty pounds lighter, Rook was almost relieved when Skinny Jeans shoved him forward, towards the other hostages.
 
   Inclining his head to the two men on the floor (one shook, clasping his knees while the other chilled his bruised cheek with a can) Rook strode over them, kneeling beside an anxious store clerk.
 
   “Tell me you have ice-cream.”
 
   “What?” the pale woman barked. Scrambling to her feet, she backed up, glancing clumsily against a confectionary stand. A deluge of chocolate rained down.
 
   “Maybe it’s the way I’m saying it...” Rook mumbled, scratching the back of his head.
 
   “Uh, yeah, we have some. Aisle four,” pointing she added, “just over there, toward the back.”
 
   Rook’s right hand reached out, snatching the coated handles of a wire basket. His left gestured,
 
   “Lead the way.”
 
   Approaching the store’s rear, and making a large assumption as to her captors’ earshot, the young shop assistant shrieked,
 
   “What were you thinking!?” 
 
   “I may need some context here.... Alison” he replied, reading at her name tag.
 
   “Who volunteers to be a hostage?!”
 
   Rook shrugged. 
 
   “What were you thinking... unless you’re, you know, unless you’re one of them?”
 
   “You know, of all the Tesco employees I’ve had the pleasure of chatting with, you are, by some measure, the most cryptic.”
 
   He halted before a fully stocked freezer. A giddy yelp escaped him. Alison rolled her eyes and latched onto his arm, fingers digging with mortal urgency, mouth downturned in a gaunt plea.
 
   “Are you here to save us? Christ, please be here to save us!”
 
   Unfortunately for the frightened clerk, Rook was miles away. He tore into the nearest box of choc-ices. Pinching the plastic wrapping with eager fingers, he stuffed his mouth. The relief was instantaneous, a sugar fix easily worth risking a bullet to the face for.
 
   Finishing it with a second wolfish bite he turned to the young woman, cheeks bulging,
 
    “Do I lookmpf like I’m here to savemph anyone?”
 
   Not entirely insensitive to the wrinkles of discontent crumpling her face, Rook rattled the box, offering a chocolate coated olive branch. She swatted it away,
 
   “Don’t have much of an appetite at the moment, funnily enough!”
 
   “What’s that got to do with it?” Digging through a mountain of Vanilla, tossing aside bricks of Raspberry Ripple, he eventually yanked free a two litre tub of Cookie Dough. “There’s always room for desert.”
 
   His basket crammed, his migraine subsiding, Rook beamed. Creamy residue outlined a toothy grin. Alison flinched; the severity of her station became clear; locked in her place of work with a trio of armed thugs and a madman.
 
   Noticing her discomfort, the tall, slim addict opted for a distracting tangent,
 
   “And where might one find the cutlery, Alison?”
 
   Pouting, she led him to an adjacent aisle, jerked a thumb towards the shining silverware. Her head shook in disappointment as he swiped a serving spoon. Turning away she entirely missed him pocket a steak knife.
 
   Basket looped over one shoulder, Rook tore the lid from a pint of caramel swirl and begrudgingly passed it to the panicked woman. He promised it would take the edge off. She seemed oddly reluctant to take his word for it, adding,
 
   “Hey, are you going to pay for all this, yeah?”
 
   Rook took a moment to respond, the spoon still in his mouth, its contents burning his molars. He swallowed, pulling the cutlery from his face and wiping with the back of a rough hand,
 
   “You are a credit to your workforce, you know that!? 
 
   No, I actually wasn’t planning on paying for it, Alison, what given our circumstance; the one with the hostages, shooters, and juiced up troll not thirty feet to our left.”
 
   “W-Well,” the ashen prisoner stammered, brushing blonde strands from her face, “Well, maybe we can come to an arrangement...”
 
   “Like buy one get one free?”
 
   Hands jammed in her pockets, Alison cowered between her bunched shoulders,
 
   “Help us and you can clear out the freezers for all I care” she whispered, convinced even her most self-assured voice would crack.
 
   “Who is it you think I am, love?” Rook asked suspiciously, deliberately lengthening each syllable.
 
   “Please.” She appealed.
 
   “But I didn’t bring my clubcard.”
 
   “Please!” She begged, voice finally cracking.
 
   Half a year out of practice, Rook had still hoped himself the equal of a seventeen year old girl. Looking into her wide, terrified eyes, he stood very much mistaken.
 
   He just prayed the over-muscled juicer would prove less challenging.
 
   “Ah, sod it then! Here,” he growled, handing Alison his basket, “go and bag these. And just.... just keep your bloody heads down.”
 
   Alison nodded and hurried off with the basket, coaxing her two workmates to take refuge behind a solid looking checkout.
 
   This left Rook alone against a trio of dangerous hoodlums, armed only with a spoon.
 
   Suppose the least I can do is make it fair on ‘em.
 
   He sheathed his spoon. Held upright in the tub, Rook placed it securely on an adjacent shelf, casually beckoning to Skinny Jeans. The young man strolled over, his firearm swaying listlessly in a loose grip.
 
   “Chief! See you found your medicin-“
 
   The ridge of Rook’s left palm half crushed the windpipe. Gripping the firearm with his right, he twisted it sharply, snapping Skinny Jeans’ wrist. Unable to scream, the muted thug dropped to his knees, desperate to relieve some pressure from his warped limb. 
 
   Rook reversed the butt of the gun into his victim’s jaw. A sickening slap and Skinny Jeans folded, unconscious. Slumping to the ground, strident whistling escaped his nose.
 
   Arm automatically lining up the shot, Rook raised his freshly acquired pistol. A hauntingly familiar clack sang through the checkout stands. The first round cleaved through the distant hoodie’s forearm. 
 
   The thug’s gun clattered to the floor, before his blood’s red could seep through his sleeve’s green. The following two projectiles found their way into the meat of his calves. Rook’s second opponent fell whimpering, trembling on the ground, eyes rounded with shock.
 
   The juicer’s bulging blue eyes simply stared as Rook’s hands blurred over the firearm. The clip was still dropping as he ejected the last round from the chamber. Field-stripping the weapon in a single fluid motion, he let it drop in pieces from his hands.
 
   His final, inhumanly built obstacle appeared decidedly unimpressed.
 
   Okay fine. That wasn’t terribly intimidating. I basically just disarmed myself, and made a wee mess. Different tack: Let’s try a little flattery.
 
   “How about,” Rook queried, unzipping his jacket, “we skip the part where you beat me to death and you can be on your way, no harm done?” 
 
   The juicer snapped open a circular latch on his harness and cranked the dial within. The slosh of orange gloop accompanied a growing tension which entwined the grey bulk of his shoulders, neck and alarmingly stout arms with bulging veins. 
 
   He snarled; a guttural rumbling, repeating across the entire supermarket.
 
   “Well that’s a fairly emphatic no” Rook sighed, snapping with his Smartphone camera. A series of blinding flashes captured the juicer’s likeness, who in turn vocalised his discontent with a stifled scream.
 
   “Mind this,” Rook called, tossing his mobile to Alison. Having packed his goods in tall brown paper and huddled with her colleagues beneath a checkout, she snatched the phone from the air. “I’m expecting a text.”
 
   The juicer charged. The floor rumbled. Produce rocked on its shelves. Rook pulled his coat off by the sleeves.
 
   Swerving under a thundering right, he tossed the jacket over his opponent’s face. As the larger combatant tore the garment free, Rook’s closed fist found its way into the juicer’s unprotected crotch.
 
   Thankfully, it was not similarly buffed with meta-human cocktails. And Rook was saved the embarrassing tale of how he fractured his hand on some guy’s junk.
 
   The juicer doubled over, eyes watering, groaning through his mask. Rook grabbed the harness and the tube bunching at the base of his opponent’s skull. Twisting about, he drove his every ounce of strength and torque into wheeling the giant.
 
   It worked.
 
   One hundred and eighty degrees later and the juicer’s face smashed through the adjacent fridge’s plexi-glass door. Further muffled groaning ensued. 
 
   Slop filled tubing still choked in his fist, Rook bounced the skull off the sharp edge of a conveniently located shelf. Yanking the huge, lacerated head backward, he exposed an unprotected throat from beneath the respirator.
 
   Rook’s spare fist shot forth, bony knuckles bruising the juicer’s windpipe. A shrill, choked rasp emanated from the masked thug. 
 
   Rook punched again.
 
   Way too eager.
 
   His fist slapped into an awaiting palm. The juicer’s fingers closed like a vice, ragged nails splitting his skin. Trapped in a cliché, Rook pushed against the young thug’s sudden defence, hoping momentum and leverage might finish what raw strength could not.
 
   But juicers were not designed to be outmuscled.
 
   “Balls.”
 
   A strapped boot thundered into Rook’s sternum. He was launched straight down the cereal aisle. After five airborne metres, he skidded to a halt, landing cushioned by some dislodged porridge. 
 
   Senses already recovered, trachea rapidly adjusting, the towering hoodlum charged anew.
 
   Rook kicked up his legs, landing on his feet with just enough time to slip a wild haymaker. He twisted to the juicer’s back and leaned, swaying on his rear leg to evade a spinning backfist from the twirling thug. 
 
   Tilting in, Rook’s rigid fingers snaked upward, opening a deep gash in the larger man’s brow. Blood poured down and in, blinding the left eye.
 
   Unconcerned, the brute persisted, swinging hooked arms as sledgehammers. Amidst a series of relaxed dips and parrying gestures, Rook mistakenly tried to block one outright. His skull rattled as a result. An uppercut chased it in with such ferocity he was forced to halt its path with a raised knee. 
 
   Another hook from the right followed. Rook dodged backward, slapping down the consequent jab. An opening appeared as the juicer stepped with an overhand right. 
 
   Rook darted in, catching the blow with a raised forearm. A chop clean through the muscle ruined the juicer’s bicep.
 
   As the thick right arm fell limp, accompanied by an agonised grunt, the point of Rook’s elbow worsened the damage to his opponent’s eye. The socket fractured. The juicer staggered, then dropped like a stone to the cold ground as the slimmer, smarter combatant stamped into his kneecap.
 
   “I’m betting,” Rook panted, taking a cautious step back from his downed foe, “my offer’s sounding pretty good about now, eh?”
 
   Skull fractured, trachea bruised, right arm useless and left knee held on by a sinewy thread, the juicer climbed to his feet. The revitalizing hoses tripled their amber output.
 
   “I can go back over the terms, if you’d like?” Rook pleaded, pushing himself upright again, “They were quite generous...”
 
   Fresh tactics not forthcoming, the juicer charged anew.
 
   Elbows bombarded the top of his bald, unprotected scalp, as he caught the slighter man around the waist. Ignoring them, the doped combatant hoisted Rook and drove him into the ground.
 
   The impact reverberated, rattling the jars on the right hand aisle, rocking the fridge doors to the left and driving the wind from Rook’s lungs. Before he could so much as rack himself with a juddering cough, the first of the giant’s hammering blows split his bottom lip, rolled his jaw.
 
   That was unpleasant!
 
   Blood pooling in his mouth, Rook permitted the second strike fall onto his eye. It was a gamble certainly, but the juicer’s growing confidence was also a distraction. 
 
   Pinned, assailed, Rook slid the kitchen knife from his back pocket unnoticed.
 
   The third blow cocked back, fist clenched, grey forearm pulsing. A haggard wheeze hissed through the respirator’s honeycombed nozzle.  The whirr and squelch of tawny fuel rung painfully in Rook’s ears. He twisted his grip, resting his thumb securely on the knife’s base.
 
   And waited.
 
   The face sized fist descended.
 
   Rook twisted, throwing his left forearm up to parry the blow. Punch redirected, cracking off the hard floor, his right arm reached up behind the juicer’s neck. His knife sliced through the tubing bunched at the skull’s base.
 
   Orange paste slopped down, splashing the aisle with a gummy sheen. The thug jerked upright. Back arched, hands clawing desperately at the severed pipes. A terrified shriek obscured the mask’s gurgling. 
 
   Hoping to add injury to injury, Rook kicked upward. A rising shoe forced its way into the massive diaphragm, hidden beneath the harness.
 
   The pulped juicer reeled. Rook retreated, rolling over his shoulder. Before his opponent could so much as steady himself with a bracing hand, Rook was on his feet, wrenching the handle to the nearest fridge.
 
   His whole form coiled into the effort.  The transparent door swung faster than its hinges catered for and was ripped free. The sheet of thermoplastic smashed across the juicer’s head, its hard frame catching his neck.
 
   The hoodlum toppled in a hail of bent hinges, cracked plastic and squirting fuel.
 
   Kitchen knife spinning in his grip, Rook settled his thumb on the blade’s grind. He strode toward the scrambling giant, his pace casual. Despite the swelling around his right eye and the blood dripping through his teeth, he was the picture of serenity.
 
   The juicer’s flesh was sapped, all that vein bulging might almost drained. His muscles had already begun their inevitable sag into atrophy.
 
   “Alright. How ‘bout we call it a draw?” Rook coughed through a crimson grin.
 
   A huge arm lashed out.
 
   Rook’s caught it, looped under the offending elbow and jerked. As the hoodlum yelped at the dislocated limb, a knife snuck under his tricep and severed more tubing.
 
   Rook hopped forward, thrusting with his knee. The respirator shattered, falling in pieces from the juicer’s dripping, swollen face.
 
   “Okay, so sarcasm’s a little beyond you,” he sighed, snatching a handful of harness and dragging the young man’s face but inches from his own, “No harm, I’ll clarify. If you do me the favour of staying down, I’ll do you the service of calling a ruddy ambulance.”
 
   A scarcely perceptible nod conveyed the juicer’s concession, hoses jutting askew from a broken nose. Rook slackened his grip and smiled warmly. Beads of dribbled red stained his sleeve.
 
   A moment later he bounced off the ceiling.
 
   Even as he fell, crashing to earth, tumbling across the cold floor, he still had no recollection of being struck. Nose gushing, jaw aching, Rook had thought the juicer unable to summon the speed, let alone power, to almost put him through the roof.
 
    “That’s what I get for thinkin’!” Rook groaned, prone, lifting his head to find the berserker barrelling down on him.
 
   Better do something about that...
 
   His hand flashed. Steel hummed. The giant collapsed mid-stride, a kitchen knife jutting from an already damaged knee. 
 
   Rook’s chest heaved, his face bled, his body shook from the dying adrenaline. Seven months? What was I thinking? Groaning, he permitted himself a well earned moment, luxuriating on the cool floor. 
 
   Eventually, he spared a glance for the shrinking brute. Vigour depleted, body broken, the lad lay dying in a pool of the same toxin which had made him beyond human, just moments earlier.
 
   Normally a staunch fan of irony, Rook felt oddly depleted.
 
   “Well, I can certainly fix that...”
 
   Surging upright, he limped over to his safely deposited tub. Rook pulled the spoon free and gorged. It was less than dignified. 
 
   Calmed, Rook strolled to the nearest checkout and liberated a plastic bag. Hobbling over to the felled juicer, he knelt alongside the young man. Gripping the handle of the protruding blade, Rook advised, “Deep breath.”
 
   Rook pulled the weapon free. Overwhelmed, the giant sagged into a lump of unconsciousness. Artificial blood was already coagulating about the wound, damming it shut.
 
   “Gross!” Rook winced, licking the back of a chocolaty spoon. 
 
   Carefully wrapping the ooze coated, blood stained cutlery in the plastic bag, he slid it in his back pocket and returned to Alison.
 
   “Consider yourselves thoroughly helped. Now, one of you be a dear and phone for an ambulance... or a forklift. Not you Alison! Hand over the goods.” Rook smirked, the corners of his mouth black with crusted blood.
 
   Slack jawed, wide eyed, Alison passed him a brown paper bag stuffed tall with cholesterol. Rook took it into his left arm and motioned with his right. She placed a long screened Smartphone into his palm. 
 
   He had one new message. Thirteen minutes old.
 
   “I’m presuming you meant ‘Droll’ and not ‘Drool’... :P”
 
   A witty retort not forthcoming, Rook opted instead to let her stew until he reached work. Pocketing his mobile, he passed the half finished tub to Alison.
 
   “Finish it. The sugar will help with the shock. Also” he added, stealing a final spoonful, “you know, it’s delicious.”
 
   He turned to leave then, before the authorities, human or otherwise, demonstrated their appreciation for his civic charity by wrapping steel poles around his face.
 
   Alison stopped him, slinging both hands about his arm, her clawing grip urgent.
 
   “Wait. You’re a, you like some kind of.... You’re a hero.”
 
   Rook stole a final glance at his three victims. One pale from blood loss, another slumbered through a bruised windpipe. Finally he stared down at the mass of torn flesh, dislocated joints and poisoning chemicals. The juicer about clung to life, body slowly choking itself from within.
 
   “Actually Alison, I think I’m the other thing.”
 
   *
 
   Leaning on the doorframe, arms crossed, lips drawn thin, Molly waited.
 
   And as a rule, waiting was not her thing. 
 
   A half hour had elapsed since she messaged the team’s newest addition. She had yet to be graced with his reply and didn’t exactly welcome the role reversal. Then she discovered, third hand, how he was actually on his way in, a significant lead in tow. The Boss had charged her with seeing this evidence processed and ushering him down to the briefing room. 
 
   This stoked no small rage in Molly. She certainly didn’t mind playing messenger. It was a small team. Everyone pulled their weight. But she resented being the last to know.
 
   And as a rule, knowing was her thing.
 
   Behind Molly rose a fairly innocuous two story semi-detached house. Roof tiled, walls painted white, front door thick, oak and a vibrant red. The gated garden rustled with life, bordered with hedges, lined with daffodils. 
 
   Housed within, a trio of sub-basements, several million Euros worth of hardware and ten of the most impressive Meta-Humans in the northern hemisphere.
 
   An uncontrollable grin dimpling her round face, Molly made eleven.
 
   Eyes welted, lips caked black with dried blood and a veritable sack of sugary delights in his arms, the hunched figure limping up the garden path rounded out an even dozen.
 
   Rook stopped at the doorstep, sallow eyes level with Molly. Deadpan, he drew a rough hand down across his bloodied mouth.
 
   “I clearly meant drool.”
 
   Molly cursed herself for being so easily cheered up.
 
   “Morning Handsome. So, this is what you get up to on your days off?”
 
   “Aye” Rook confirmed, returning the bag’s weight to both hands, “It’s been a slow day.”
 
   “That’s allowed. You’re getting on in years.”
 
   “You might be right there. I think some of my floating ribs are actually floating.”
 
   “Just as well the Boss hired you for more than simple grunt-work. You have something for me, I believe.”
 
   “Oh what gave it away, Mol? Right what flavour you fancy....”
 
   “How very drool. Where are the samples?”
 
   “Oh right, yeah,” Rook shook his head, genuinely mistaken, “In my pocket.”
 
   Molly cocked an eyebrow.
 
   “Back pocket.”
 
   Molly cocked another eyebrow.
 
   Sighing, Rook shifted his weight, forced to extract the plastic wrapped blade himself. He handed it over, hilt first.
 
   “Aww, Rookie! You really shouldn’t have. Really. This is yuck.”
 
   Rook shrugged, sheepishly, “I’m a romantic. So what? You sendin’ that down to the lab boys?”
 
   Molly giggled, laying a playful punch into his shoulder,
 
   “Ha! You think we actually have lab boys?! 
 
   I’ll run these down to Ron and ask him nicely to have a look see. I’m assuming you had the common sense to upload the captures from your phone? Or did that bruiser knock it all out of you?”
 
   “I managed to scrape some off the ceiling, yes. He should already have them.”
 
    “You’re getting the hang of this,” Molly teased, leading him inside, “Now if we can just get Hatch to teach you to keep that guard up...”
 
   Inside the house was similarly pedestrian. 
 
   The living room had previously been converted into an extended kitchen.  Travel guides, trashy novels and classified documents littered the study. A tiered staircase led to bedrooms above.
 
   And a host of illegal fixtures below.
 
   Rook veered left into the kitchen and hoisted the freezer’s lid. A frosty haze wafted upward.
 
   “See you down there?” He asked, unceremoniously dumping the contents of his paper bag.
 
   “Oh yes. I’m to grab Ron and lock us down. Big Family meeting!”
 
   “I hardly think what happened in Tesco qualifies as-“ Rook started.
 
   “Oh, oh I’m sorry. I couldn’t quite hear you over the sound of your massive ego!” she gesticulated, cupping a hand to her ear. She continued, “Something else came up. Something actually important. Um, did no-one tell you?” Molly smirked, gleaning more than a little satisfaction from his ignorance.
 
   “Evidently not.” Rook supposed, as he moved to the sink. He splashed his face with warm water, adding in a resigned tone, “Ah well, it’s not like today was my day off or anything...”
 
   “Chin up now, punching bag” she consoled, slapping him on a still spasming back, “It’s not like you had anything planned.”
 
   He turned on her then, soap suds cascading off his brow, his nose. He held her gaze for a long moment, before marching over to the long freezer. He yanked it open, pointed inside and hissed,
 
   “How can you look at that and tell me I didn’t have plans!”
 
   Jaws clenched, lips thin, they locked eyes for an instant, wills clashing.
 
   Rook cracked first, his cheek creasing slightly. Victorious, Molly let out another musical laugh. Gripping the doorframe, she swung out of the room and marched upstairs.
 
   *
 
   Cranking its handle, Rook shouldered the conference room door. Darkness greeted him. The four walls were relatively bare, the room’s sole dissecting feature, a long chrome table. A cyan dome was moulded into the metal’s centre and this obscenely expensive holographic projector proved the only source of illumination.
 
   “Chilly out” he grunted at the nine souls within. A tremor of subdued acknowledgement responded. Meetings tended to instil this effect.
 
   Only eleven chairs bordered the lengthy fixture: One tall, wide and dark, a throne at the head with five smaller, less elaborate seats on either side.
 
   Rook didn’t get a chair. 
 
   This wasn’t mere hazing nor was it symbolic of any inexperience. He had experience dripping out his ears. And washing-up liquid, probably... But unlike everything else in their surreptitious crew, chairs at the conference table did not need to be earned.
 
   Rook’s posterior was denied respite because he stood apart from the basic command chain. He worked with the Boss and with her alone. Aide, consultant, sounding board... Pit-bull: His was simultaneously the most coveted and unenviable station on the squad.
 
   Reputation aside, Rook was a stranger to her. He could be relied upon to drop truths, however brutal, without heed for their kinship. And quite unlike those seated, some looking through him with thinly veiled disapproval, it was precisely this unfamiliarity that had secured him the position.
 
   That and his knack for taking a beating, Rook imagined.
 
   Passing weapons racks and blinking doodads, he marched the table’s length to take his place at the Boss’ side. Once there, Rook sunk his shoulder into the far wall, body tilted, arms crossed.
 
   “This whole ‘low profile’ lark might take some getting used to,” Rook hissed to his employer, who had shot his blood stained attire a questioning glance, “But I gotcha present to make up for it.”
 
   The Boss turned, inclined her head. Cropped auburn locks scraped back, features severe, the ice of her green eyes never thawed. Her beauty had been meticulously crafted to impose, to intimidate; the kind honed, not diminished, by a relentless singularity of purpose. 
 
   A curt nod to Rook, both greeting and approval. The upturned corner of her mouth hinted at her mood.
 
   “I gather you went easy on them.” She stated, eyes pinned on his lacerated face, which knit closed before her. Her voice, rolling with the faintest Scottish twang, always seemed gentler than expected for a woman of such obvious martial stature, 
 
   Rook shrugged, “It’s my day off.”
 
   “It was.” She corrected, turning back to the table.
 
   The seats to her immediate left and right should have been empty. Rook could hear their occupants marching down the stairs. Second lieutenant, Ron sat on the left, directing the investigative, analytical members of ‘Team Look’. 
 
   And defying a mess of curly brown locks and charming disposition, Molly had earned her stripes. The Boss’ second in command, she controlled ‘Team Leap’. Mostly.
 
   But their seats already had asses in them.
 
   To the left Gil reclined, a mountain of sculpted, coffee flesh. More than six feet high and almost that again across, his colossal shoulders and hulking arms almost bowed the table they rested on. The most physically potent being in their little family (if not Europe as a whole) the legendary Lebanese tank sat, a true giant. Just not an intellectual one... Gil seemed oblivious to the irony of seating himself at the fore of ‘Team Look’.
 
   And to the Boss’ right sat Breaker.
 
   God knows how she convinced this pair to join her little crusade. But they sure as shit don’t appreciate being outranked by a pale ginger computer programmer and a hundred and sixty pound girl! 
 
   As if on cue, the door swung open. Ron and Molly entered the darkened chambers through a shaft of light, blinding the half dozen at the table’s far end. Secondary lieutenant, primary thinker, Ron silently took his seat beside the Middle-Eastern colossus. Wholly indifferent to the slight, he locked eyes with his leader and waited.
 
   Conversely, Molly strode up to her occupied chair, dark eyes burning holes in the back of the intruder’s shaved scalp. An awkward moment crawled by, punctuated by the rhythmic smack of Breaker chewing on... something.
 
   In a pinch, Rook would have put money on rusty nails over tobacco.
 
    “Looks like a comfortable seat, old man.” She snapped, hands bracing her hips, staring down at a goateed face that might have been anywhere between mid thirties and late fifties.
 
   Features hale yet weathered, Breaker turned to his ‘superior’, his chillingly quiet voice scarcely audible over the glowing table’s whir.
 
   “Precisely why I sat in it.” 
 
   Giving up, Molly angrily slumped into a seat beside the wizened killer. She cast Rook a sidelong glance. He motioned to his wrist, a finger tapping the empty space where his watch wasn’t. Her tongue snaked out.
 
   Then the Boss stood.
 
   Nodding at her pale lieutenant, Ron’s digits traced a series of sharp geometries on the chrome table.
 
   The conference room burst into light, holography shaping the bust of a gaunt, well groomed man. 
 
   “I know the bulk of you don’t actually watch the news, so allow me to introduce ‘Lancet.’
 
   Ye might snigger, but with a C.V. like this, his chosen alias is a pretty good fit. He’s something of a penchant for cutting people. Delightful. And not only has this skinny bugger out-thought and out-fought some of the world’s finest, most expensive bruisers, he’s just broken free of Tartarus for a third time. 
 
   And the charmer butchered eight prison guards doing so.”
 
   A hiss of disapproval swept the conference room. Beside Molly, TG’s hair rose with her hackles, static jolts dancing across blonde locks. Next to her Hatchet’s bearded throat released a low guttural sound.
 
   How the Boss had convinced such a disparate group of talented, strong-willed individuals to unite suddenly became clear.
 
   Bunch of softies!
 
   “This compounds the couple he butchered on a first offence and the busload of women and children for his second stay.”
 
   Gil flexed anxiously at the mention of the bus. Rook studied his unease. Eyes tightened. Jaw set. Thick fingers closed about their armrests, threatening to rip them free. His neck tensed, looking not entirely unlike a tree trunk. 
 
   The Boss continued, striding to-and-fro, hands clasped at the small of her back,
 
   “Ron reliably informs me we don’t know where he is, we have no idea what he’s got cooking and, for all we can tell, he could have a small army of resources at his disposal... Good to see those hundreds of thousands we spent on intelligence equipment paying for themselves!”
 
   A ripple of laughter peeled through them, dry charisma an obvious antidote to the gravity of civilian loss.
 
   “We’ve worked plenty of jobs before this, but we’ve been waiting on something with a higher profile to announce ourselves. 
 
   This is the sod that got the jump on Cracker, folks. Let that sink in. He’s also bested the likes of Claymore, that big Russian girl with the eye-patch, and even our Gilgamesh.”
 
   “Is that so?” Hatch interrupted, matted hair flopping as he turned to sneer judgement across the table.
 
   “He dropped a crane on me!” Gil thundered defensively, unused to defeat, less so having it paraded in front of him.
 
   Walking around, the Boss placed a calming hand on Gil’s titanic shoulder,
 
   “Easy, you’re not on trial. This one’s plenty sly, kids, and he’s more than a little robust! Fact is, it took half the continent’s metas to rope this scrawny prick last time.
 
   He’s sharp, he’s dangerous and far too many people are scared witless of him.
 
   So this time, we’re taking a crack at it!”
 
   The Boss allowed a moment for this most basic of information to permeate. Evidently, her squad felt vital data was best digested with a side of incessant questioning. She closed her eyes, pinching the bridge of her nose for strength.
 
   Ron looked to his team, subtle glances and facial tics conveying queries. Their concerns were mainly sub-vocal, subliminal and pitched at frequencies attuned to cochlear implants.
 
   True to form, Team Leap proved less discreet. 
 
   “I certainly wouldn’t lament the chance to redeem myself.” Gil mumbled, leaning back, folding vast arms across a barrelled chest.
 
   “You had your chance tubby,” Hatch growled, banging a scarred fist on the table, “Time to give the rest of us a shot. See if we can’t come up with something smarter than Duh, hit him real hard!”
 
   Once the pride and joy of the meta-human community, Gil’s brown eyes darkened. Praying he’d be spared the indignity of trying (and failing) to deflect Gilgamesh’s warpath, Rook was relieved when Molly, reaching across TG, grabbed a fist-load of Hatch’s collar.
 
   “You! Shut your fat mouth shut until told otherwise.”
 
   Released, Hatch straightened the bunched fabric of his uniform, scowling at the sniggering forms across the table.
 
   “Although I feel kind of dirty for even suggesting it, Hatch might be right.” TG sighed. Tilting forward, she refilled her water. Her bright round eyes caught Rook staring. A grin crept into her cheeks, before she quickly returned focus to her Boss and Captain, “Maybe our best move is just a pile-on. Take no chances.”
 
   The Boss gripped the table corners in long, bony fingers. Everyone seemed wise enough to stop gabbing.
 
   “Rook’s going to do him.”
 
   This time, a stunned silence accompanied their digestion.
 
   I am?...
 
   Ten pairs of eyes fixed upon his still healing face, Rook ensured he didn’t flinch, didn’t blink, didn’t betray so much as the slightest hint of apprehension. Or excitement. Instead his features retained their casual indifference, as if he’s just been asked to flick over the kettle, not go toe to toe with one of the most dangerous men in living memory.
 
   Stunned by the implied significance, Team Look chattered away inaudibly. Extrasensory communications, infrared data and unsettling astral projections bounced back and forth.
 
   Elsewhere, Breaker returned to his chewing, boredom conquering him once more. 
 
   Leaning back, Molly shot Rook a curious glance. Her features crinkled, devoid of their usual lure, replaced instead with...  Is that concern?
 
   Gil, TG and Hatch all exchanged shots of confusion, chased with outrage and sprinkled with a hint of doubt. But the Boss had said her piece, and they had sufficient sense to bite their tongues.
 
   Or at least, Gil and TG did.
 
   “Boss, seriously?! That’s moronic. You’ be better off sending Ron... You’ve got to be takin’ the piss right?” Hatch veritably spat across the table.
 
   Another silence befell the conference room, though to Rook, it felt sinister, not stunned. 
 
   As Hatch’s captain, Molly rose from her chair without comment. Her countenance collected, she stepped past TG, closing the distance toward her insolent subordinate. A Stanley knife was in her hand.
 
   Hatch screamed.
 
   Molly stopped, still three feet away, watching as he clutched his left wrist. His watch sizzled, its casing white hot. The dishevelled man grunted, drooling, sweat dripping from his brow as he struggled with its clasp. The stink of burning hair, melting nail and scalding flesh wafted through the room.
 
   Molly spared her Boss a cursory glance. Her cornea pulsed with a phosphoric hue.
 
   As the searing wristwatch dropped onto the chrome beneath, Hatch buried his burning limb under an armpit. His teeth ground with the pain. The viral strain in his blood got to work, healing.
 
   “Consider this a mercy on my part, Hatchet,” the Boss’ gentle voice warned, the glow fading from her gaze, “I’d wager my Lieutenant had a somewhat more severe reprimand in store. So next time, just do as Molly asks, and let the grown-ups talk.”
 
   Molly stood slack jawed. Mercifully, she was in good company. 
 
   She had planned to place the blade at his neck. But only to scare the hairy blighter. At most, nick him a little. Molly had not planned to inflict third degree burns while the entire organisation looked on in horror. Yet with a single cross glance, the Boss had reaffirmed Molly’s authority. 
 
   And her own.
 
   Rook re-evaluated his earlier position. This disparate group of talented, strong-willed individuals never stood a chance.
 
    “If I may...” Ron enquired to the supremely composed woman at the table’s head, no inflection in his tone, “Recent evidence suggests Rook might actually prove Lancet’s physical equal. Some preliminary analysis of the blood and serum extracted earlier is complete.” Ron traced further gestures on the table. Graphics illuminated at its centre. 
 
   “Those were military grade augmentations. The kind developed to fist-fight tanks. Nothing on Gilgamesh’s level, but still, Rook should not be standing. Or breathing. Or circulating blood.
 
   The fact he insists on doing so suggests the data he provided, regarding his condition, was grossly, deliberately inaccurate. As the one charged with precisely gauging our individual limits, I would like to publically express my gratitude to Rook for giving me yet more work to do. 
 
   Honestly, thank you. I had no real interest in sleeping tonight. I actually find the tedium of daily rest quite inconvenient. 
 
   And congratulations on coming to the realisation that those forms I made you sign were solely for your own amusement. It always makes the science a lot easier when “Meh! A little tough, maybe...” is scrawled into the Nature of Augmentation field.” 
 
   Ron’s transition from informative sincerity to seething sarcasm was flawless.
 
   “I’m sorry for surviving, Ron...?” Rook ventured, smiling, shrugging his folded arms.
 
   “You’re sorry? I’m the one who has to fill all this in again” the red haired lieutenant complained summoning forth Rook’s assessment form, incorrectly entered two weeks prior.
 
   “Fighting’s more than just taking punishment.” Gil assured his friend, resting a hand on Ron’s shoulder. And the bulk of his upper torso. “Besides, which military’s grade, eh? Some of them just aren’t that reliable!” he added, winking in TG’s direction. She pouted, shaking a gloved fist in feigned offence.
 
   The rumble of hearty debate reared once more. 
 
   Half the table brainstormed, deciphering the best means of uncovering Lancet’s whereabouts: transaction trails, surveillance hacks, coerced informants, astral breadcrumbs. But Team Look’s quiet musings were drowned out by the heated quarrelling of Gil, Hatch and TG. 
 
    “Just because he bloodied some noses, including his own, I might add...”
 
   “Well, there’s obviously something to him, but...”
 
   “Naturally! The Boss wouldn’t have picked him otherwise. Yet still...”
 
   Rook was impressed by the sudden proficiency at walking on eggshells. They each took special care not to blatantly accuse their leader of misjudgement. Again. 
 
   No-one in the organisation was actually stupid.
 
   Molly’s worried stare soon caught his eye. Hands squeezed together, the look of concern painting her face was flattering, and not altogether unwarranted. 
 
   I am still a little rusty... Rook mused, playing fast and loose with the definition of the term little. And rusty.
 
   Unable to offer consolation, Rook simply shrugged. He figured the gesture ambiguous enough to save him some face in the event of either victory or defeat.
 
   Breaker stood.
 
   Naturally, something died as a result. In this instance, it was the conversation.
 
   “You thought this through?” Breaker rasped, staring down, the silver of his beard glistening in the artificial light, “Give me the nod and Lancet dies: In the time and manner of your choosing...”
 
   Rook stared up at the man. Two metres of cold confidence, musculature bulged as steel cables beneath taught grey skin, only the slightest weathering of which could be found about the eyes, the cheeks. These were the sole hints as to his age. Far less vague was his design. It was in the name... 
 
   “When have you known me not to think things through?” The Boss whispered back, the only person in the room, if not the planet, not intimidated by the man, “You butchering him benefits us not one jot. Lancet has to live.”
 
   The Boss stood then, announcing loudly,
 
   “Rook is not going to kill him.”
 
   I’m not?
 
   “Rook is going to petrify him.” 
 
   I am?
 
   Turning, the Boss angled herself so Rook was incorporated into her view of the team she’d assembled not six months previously,
 
   “It’s up to you how you get this done. But we need this bugger broken. I don’t care if it’s poison or brainwashing, if you use a kitchen knife or the heel of your boot. Whatever.
 
   But we need this villain scared. We need him terrified. Not just of you, but of us. Of what we might do to him, tomorrow morning or far off in the future or just whenever we feel like it. Lancet has to break.
 
   Oh, and we need him to tell his friends...”  
 
   *
 
   “Ron, you busy?”
 
   Rook slunk into the lieutenant’s cluttered workspace. Three workbenches, six desktops, one whiteboard and a dozen instruments whose utility he couldn’t fathom given an hour (and a search engine) bordered an impressive, wall-consuming glass interface. Rook would fervidly contest the likelihood six people could work together in such cramped confines, was he not staring directly at them.
 
   Team Look worked in quiet unison, diligence and efficiency, doubtless facilitated by Ron’s short range ESP and Sabrina’s motivating pheromones.
 
   “Always busy, Rook. Was that not obvious?”
 
   Rook chuckled, pulling the door behind him as he squeezed inside.
 
   “Painfully apparent... Ron, are you too busy to help me catch this Lancet chap?”
 
   The clack of keys and scrape of mice halted.  They each turned to him individually, peering over monitors, pulling out ear-buds, swivelling in their seats. Ron spoke on their behalf,
 
   “Never too busy for a priority mission, Rook... That’s what priority means.” 
 
   Confused, Rook pulled himself to his full height, baggy t-shirt still a muddy red from the morning’s excursions.
 
   “Then why do you look like you’ve just seen a ghost?”
 
   “No. That’s not his ghost face...” Hinge, their resident Shaman (for lack of a more scientific descriptor) chimed from his carpet in the corner.
 
   “It’s just the others never ask for help with these sort of cases,” Ron elaborated, as Hinge returned his interest to the baubles of turquoise transparency floating before him, “Molly’s gene therapy makes her ideally suited for pattern recognition. Hatchet’s strain allows for heightened olfaction. TG’s implants are attuned to specific signatures in the EM spectrum.
 
   And Breaker, well, you know...”
 
   Rook actually didn’t know. But given the room promptly shrugged in agreement, he was willing to make an educated guess.
 
    “And they’ve never asked for your help?” He queried, disbelieving. To wilfully ignore a resource designed to process intelligence suggested a distinct lack of it.
 
   Wendy, a long Englishwoman about Rook’s age and enthusiastic enough for the whole team, fielded this query,
 
   “Well of course, we do the leg-work, research, analysis, data-entry...
 
   But not for the really urgent stuff, no chance! When something needs doing and fast, I guess the gut reaction is to...” she sighed, “Leap.”
 
   The fifteen year old Asian girl to Wendy’s left groaned disapprovingly.
 
   Nodding, Rook reclined against the nearest bench. Clearing a (possible) screwdriver from the space, he began whirling it between his fingers.
 
   “Well, my gut reaction tells me this target might be too damn sharp to leave us any breadcrumbs. So, rather than start at a disadvantage, chasing him down, following his trail, I’m hoping between us we can figure out where he’ll eventually end up. 
 
   And have a surprise waiting when he gets there.”
 
   Team Look conferred for a brief moment in the usual fashion. The only suggestion of their joint consultation being the faint green shade emanating from Hinge’s gaunt eye sockets. 
 
   Ron addressed his tall visitor, his expression even, his tone level,
 
   “After much deliberation,”
 
   “Really?!”
 
   “We’ve decided to halt other projects and assist you in this priority assignment.” 
 
   Wendy jumped in, resting a slender arm across Ron’s slenderer shoulders,
 
   “And in case it’s not obvious from Ronald’s flat lifeless inflection, we’re actually all delighted you asked! But a problem arises; to begin our investigation we require an intuitive...” she stared down at the girl beside her, beaming, “leap.”
 
   “Seriously?!” Jo complained once more, eyes vacant.
 
   Ron explained, “Hard as this might be to process, hunches and instincts are not my area of expertise.”
 
   Smiling, Rook threw the spinning tool, catching it as he approached the team. He leaned over the lieutenant’s shoulder, hand on the back of his chair to better view the monitor.
 
   “You know Ron, if this gig doesn’t work out, you could try your hand at some stand-up.” 
 
   “I would have thought that obvious.” Ron droned.
 
   “You needn’t worry; I actually have a little intuition on the boil. But first I need some evidence.  Any chance you can feed me the Tartarus CCTV?”
 
   “And he says I’m the comedian” Ron grumbled, instantly pasting an exceptionally clear, fluid recording into the central Smartglass terminal. 
 
   It featured the same smug figure from the conference room, strolling unhindered from the gates of France’s super-prison. Lancet walked free of the Tartarus compound. Clad head to toe in demeaning pink (save the arterial spray cutting across his front), he sauntered into the surrounding forestry of the French Alps.
 
   The time-stamp placed it at nine hours ago.
 
   “That man had help...” Rook’s inductive reasoning suffered the misfortune of sounding an awful lot like stating the obvious. A fact Wendy was happy to pounce upon.
 
   “You should donate that brain to science, sir!” the slender woman sneered, tying back auburn curls.
 
   “We’re after leaps and bounds, Mr Rook. This isn’t intuitive Hopscotch.” Sabs admonished from across the room in mock reproach. A snappily dressed young woman, Sabrina hoped to distract from her relative inexperience with chirp, respect and diligence. Rook would be impressed if such positivity survived another month.
 
   “Why everyone avoids this room is fast becoming clear,” Rook smiled, continuing his reasoning, “So, he had help. And it’s a safe bet said help’s IQ is significantly lower, thus more likely to leave their own trail. We follow it instead.
 
   Now, not to speak ill of the dead, but what are the chances one of those prison guards was on the take? 
 
   Which, for the record, I’m hoping is still a thing people say...”
 
   “Pretty good actually,” Wendy responded, catching up, her fingers a blur of depressed keys, “Discrepancies in two of the eight bank accounts.”
 
   “Define discrepancy.” Ron insisted.
 
   “Twin payments of fifty thousand euro.”
 
   “Oh, discrepancy.”
 
   Patting Ron and Wendy on the back, Rook stood again, retreated to the workbench. Replacing the screwdriver, he massaged his shoulder. That Tesco ceiling had done it few favours.
 
   “See? Breadcrumbs. So, follow that money, maybe sweep the guard’s emails and phones for informat-“
 
   “Rook.” Ron interrupted, face inches from his monitor, fingers dancing across his keyboard.
 
   “Ron?”
 
   “This is the part we’re very good at. Will let you know what we come up with, but it’ll take a bit of time...”
 
   “Alright so, are we talking hours?”
 
   “Pfft,” Wendy’s mouth leaked, “Twenty, thirty minutes tops.”
 
   “Excellent, so just give me a buzz when you’re done.”
 
   “Will send Wendy.” Ron corrected, “Faster.”
 
   The woman’s eyebrows bounced twice, before she threw herself back into the search. Her digits bounced across a trio of keyboards at inhuman speeds.
 
   “I believe you. 
 
   Okay, talk to you later, Lady. I’m off to see a tower about a crane...”
 
   *
 
   “Enter” beckoned the silken voice beyond the heavy door. Rook slid both hands into the gigantic latch and pulled. 
 
   As expected, Gil’s room was appropriately oversized, furnishings scaled to accommodate a man almost half a ton in weight. A table, chair and bed of reinforced alloys framed what Rook struggled to describe as anything other than a shrine to the former Middle-Eastern idol.
 
   The only aspect of Gil’s quarters not comically oversized were the myriad photographs, paper clippings and magazine spreads framed and hung across the four walls. A cabinet crafted to accommodate hands the size of spades housed almost two dozen medals and ribbons, awards denoting past glories and achievements. 
 
   Gil’s lodgings stood as a mausoleum to prouder days, happier times.
 
   Rook whistled long and low. The room celebrated the hero Gilgamesh had been, not only to his people, but to the wider world. The scene would honestly struggle to further contrast the vast being slumped lethargically in his armchair, sipping whiskey straight from the decanter at two in the afternoon.
 
   “Vanity” Gil started, gesturing with a spare hand to the case, “is not a quality deemed respectable in any social sphere I’ve yet encountered. But still...”
 
   The giant paused to wet his lips, sipping the golden beverage, “... each of those self same spheres encourage, demand maybe, that we strive for achievement, for excellence, for triumph.
 
   What do you think that says about us, Sir? That we’re bred to accomplish but forbidden from relishing it?”
 
   Rook smirked, tearing his gaze away from the front page spread of an articulated truck hoisted clean off its front wheels by the man now wallowing in self pity.
 
   “I’m no philosophiser, Gil, certainly not when I’m trying to walk off a concussion. But I’ve not come to resent you your pride. 
 
   Hell, there’s not a single shoulder in this joint without a sizeable chip on it.”
 
   “Presumably you include your own sloped pair in this sweeping generalisation?” Gil asked indifferently, sniffing the fragrance wafting up from the crystal carafe.
 
   Rook’s smile grew wider, his eyes darker.
 
   “You’ve come to ask me about Lancet.” The Lebanese warrior sighed, reaching, returning the decanter to his bed stand.
 
   Hooking thumbs in his pockets, Rook settled in against the nearest wall, finding a space for himself among the assorted paraphernalia, “And I thought Ron was the telepat-“
 
   “I’m not actually a cretin, Sir. I know my size invites a certain stereotype. And, by my own admission, my intellect is dwarfed by many in this very house. But rest assured, I am not so slow as to wonder why you, a man charged with this villain’s... disposal, would come seeking the one fool here who’s actually suffered an embarrassing, not to mention public defeat at his hands.”
 
   Gil’s voice strained, as if Rook’s innocuous comment had somehow rocked the giant’s core. But, as their eyes locked, the former’s hot with suspicion, the latter’s cold and unyielding, Gil buried his head in immense hands and huffed.
 
   Wiping his mouth, the Lebanese’s pained eyes puffed red as he whispered,
 
   “You want to know about the bus, don’t you?”
 
   Actually, Rook did not want to know about the bus. Not in the slightest.
 
   He had certainly registered Gil’s reaction when the cause of Lancet’s second incarceration arose. But he also had an exceptionally dangerous job to do. 
 
   Normally, Rook was a dab hand at feigning sensitivity. But, unfortunately, letting the leviathan weep into his shoulder wasn’t going to help him survive the night.
 
   “No, Gil, I don’t.” Rook surprised himself at how soft, how sincere his voice could sound when the need arose. He almost had himself fooled. 
 
   Almost. 
 
   “If you want to tell me your tale, then I’ll stand here silently, impartially and I will listen. And you won’t get a lick of judgement, not from me. Hypocrisy is a suit I’ve long since outgrown, you understand?” 
 
   Rook said this with a wry smile, a flick of his forehead. It was an unconscious invitation for the big man to relax, to settle, to befriend.
 
   “What I was hoping to learn from you, Gil, was how someone like me is supposed to stand a chance when this mark took down someone like you.”
 
   Ah, flattery. The great equalizer. Rook mused as his face slid, effortlessly, into a mask of dishonest admiration.
 
   Responding, Gil’s features ran the usual gamut – suspicion boiled into entertainment before eventually cooling into agreement. To Gil’s credit, he spent longer on suspicion than most. 
 
   But surround arrogance in relics of its bygone stardom and it will eventually flourish, however wounded. After all, Gil used to be the best. 
 
   Well, top five maybe.
 
   “Rook,” he began, composed once more, his voice rolled silk, “I don’t think I’ll be much help to you. The fact is he blind-sided me, even though I had him in my very sights!”
 
   Gil stood. The room nearly rocked as he pushed on his knees. Maybe two inches shorter than Rook, Gil was twice as thick and almost four times his width. An impossibility of human motion, he crossed his living space in a single stride, resting dinner-plate-palms on Rook’s shoulders.
 
   An indomitable force pressed down, sizing, gauging, judging.
 
   Snorting his satisfaction, Gil retreated a stride, swiping his whiskey back from the dresser,
 
   “He’s actually quite strong, you know. People forget that, because of his intellect. Now those prosthetics of his are scarcely a shadow of...” rolling-pin fingers brushed his own barrel chest, “this. But I’d say he might have you matched, son.
 
   Unless, of course, you’re concealing something.”
 
   “Wouldn’t dream of it.” Rook lied.
 
   Gil scrutinized a moment longer, then continued,
 
   “I am sorry, but I have so little knowledge of the man. He schemes incessantly, but you’ve probably already gathered that. Just know, anything you’re planning he’s probably already allowed for so-“
 
   “Why don’t you just tell me the details of your fight?” Rook prodded, trying to keep the Lebanese on subject.
 
   A harsh bellow rattled forth, bouncing off the room’s high walls,
 
   “We didn’t fight. He hammered me! That’s the extent of it.
 
   As for the details, well... 
 
   I arrived to see him put the finishing touches on a squad of C.A.M.L. goons. They had rifles. He had a scalpel. That’s how I know he’s strong. He cut them to pieces but had the sense to run at the sight of me.  That’s how I know he’s smart.
 
   So I chased him into these slums, lost him there. I must have searched and rooted and dug around for an hour, irate I had let this coward escape. I needed that collar. I really needed it.
 
   Then a stroke of luck!
 
   He put a bullet in my shoulder from a half mile away.” 
 
   “Um... How fortunate....”
 
   “My shoulder, Rook! It barely reached the bone.
 
   He had missed, he had flinched. This was unprecedented and I wasn’t going to let such opportunity just pass me by. So, like a fool, I sprinted straight at him, fast as I could.
 
   I wasn’t thinking, obviously. I so desperately wanted the acclaim, to bring in Lancet. Global Rankings mean everything in the E.M.T.F. and I had been number 4 for eighteen months. Perhaps not the most professional of motivations but that’s the reality of the largest meta-human organisation on the face of the earth.
 
   ... It’s somewhat petty.”
 
   Rook understood well the frustration. He never ranked beyond #12 himself. But he let Gil continue, uninterrupted,
 
   “Oh, how I would cherish telling you I had this sinking feeling that I was running headlong into a trap. But this precious insight came only as the ground crumbled beneath my feet, as that smirking bastard’s subterranean charges turned the asphalt to sludge.
 
   So there I lay, mouth full of dirt, maybe ten feet below street level. And this beeping cylinder plops right down beside me. I deduce it’s a Flash-Bang and have the audacity to think he’s made a second blunder. 
 
   You see Rook, my eyes, they’re as sturdy as the rest of me.
 
   Again, the error in judgement was mine. The beeping dies and a hiss of green vapour clouds me, plays hockey with my senses.”
 
   “Neurotoxin?” Rook asked inquisitively, riveted to the spot.
 
   “Something along those lines, yes. The world swam about me. The derelict skyline swayed and dipped, froze and cracked - All things considered, it was a phenomenal buzz. I’m unsure why I never looked to see if it’s available for recreational use.”
 
   “You seem none too short on recreation, Gil.” Rook pointedly observed, eying the rapidly emptying decanter swilling in his grip.
 
   “Ah, that’s probably why,” Gil concluded, taking a long draught, “Anyway when this tower crane starts swaying, a giant yellow lattice painting the sky, I figure...” Gil choked on the memory, “I reason it is just the poison meddling with my head.
 
   Needless to say it was not.
 
   Some very noisy moments later and I am trapped beneath a few hundred tons of corrugated steel. Beaten. Impotent. Helpless to do aught but watch as.... as he...”
 
   Gil’s eyes glazed. His breath cut short. Another long, desperate swig settled the trembling of his hands, his lips.
 
   “My advice, Rook? Firstly, try to catch him off guard and then keep pressing. Do not give him the time to strategize. And finally, whatever you decide, never fight him on his own terms... Too many children paid for such egotism last time” he managed with a grim swallow, his jaw set.
 
   Rook pushed off against the wall, brushing out the creases of a ruined t-shirt, “Well, two out of three. Not bad.”
 
   To this, the Lebanese arched an inquisitive brow. Rook elaborated,
 
   “I’ve come to the conclusion, if I am to make a lasting impression on this delightful chap, I’ll need to hit him where he lives.”
 
   “Beat him at his own game, eh? Ambitious.” Gil approved, sinking back into his reinforced chair. The world rattled.
 
   “No, I’m literally going to beat the crap out of him in his home.”
 
   The giant considered this for a long moment, eyeballing the dregs of golden fluid at the bottom of his carafe. He needed to slow down.
 
   “If you’re sure, Rook.”
 
   An amused grunt,
 
   “Christ no, I’m not sure! But this Lancet sounds intelligent and complex. I imagine a dose of simple, dumb violence may be just the medicine.”
 
   Rook nodded his thanks, a measure of trust between them slowly building. He made for the door. He halted as Gill cleared his throat. 
 
   Like puffing gravel through a tuba.
 
   “Well, if that is the extent of your ‘strategy’, perhaps I can offer a small, conciliatory piece of advice... While ambushing those riflemen from the Central American Meta-human League, strangely enough, he was topless. I noticed his torso, his body; it’s free of prosthetics.
 
   Nothing but flesh and bone there, my friend.”
 
   Rook understood.
 
   “See Gil, you helped.” he waved, his smile appreciative, “And they told me you were just an overpriced bouncer!”
 
   “What? Wait! Who said that?”
 
   But Rook was already gone.
 
   *
 
   The hall was long. Wendy had just turned its corner as Rook growled, heaving the door shut. Her gait was unhurried and he made to meet her half way. But perception warped and suddenly the tall woman was inches from his nose, fingers wiggling an affable greeting.
 
   Loathed to show genuine surprise, Rook acknowledged her speed with but a single, dimpled cheek.
 
   “Result?” he asked, rubbing his temples. His head was marshalling another protest. Already?...
 
   “Result.” She confirmed, yawning. As she stretched Rook stole a glance at her narrow frame. Slender limbs hinted at elasticity, not frailty.
 
   “Get in! Right, we’ll head back, let the others know what I’m plan-“
 
   “No need.” Wendy stated simply, signalling as an astral projection of Hinge’s stubbly face blinked into existence above her shoulder.
 
   “Hi Rook!” the cyan visage squeaked.
 
   “Hello Hinge.” Rook nodded, realizing he addressed the team in its entirety. His brain swam with possibilities, scenarios in which he might employ this ethereal connectivity to his advantage; chief among them the timely procurement of ice-cream.
 
   “Well, hows about you lot tell me what you uncovered while I go climb into the freezer?” 
 
   “Right ho.” Wendy chimed, following, “First: Them two guards received their irregular payments from a launderette in Edinburgh.”
 
   “Maybe the washing machines ate their socks?” Rook rumbled, a migraine flaring from nowhere. Eyes throbbing, he slowed, dragging himself up by the banisters. Wendy seemed too polite to draw attention to it.
 
    “The launderette in question is a relatively obvious front for a small time crime operation. Its sole proprietor goes by the name ‘Big Phil’.”
 
   “Imaginative bunch those Scots!”
 
   “Don’t let the boss hear you say that!” Wendy giggled, “According to phone logs and email exchanges, Big Phil organized both guards be paid off. Presumably their only tasks were to see our man through the gate and enjoy some early retirement.”
 
   “I suppose they are. Kind of.”
 
   “Way too soon.” Wendy admonished. She rethought a playful slap to the back of his head, deemed it unwise.
 
   They strode into the kitchen. Molly and TG sat inside, sipping tea. They whispered to each other, while studiously picking apart a set of confidential looking blueprints.
 
   With a silver-plated glove, TG tapped a sketch in the plan’s top left corner. The crackle of static was audible from across the room. Tall, blonde and distractingly attractive, the former Canadian super-heroine tied her hair back while trying to emphasise the importance of some detail to her captain.
 
   Obviously sensitive to his prying eyes, without looking up, TG extended the middle finger of her left hand.
 
   Rook snorted, shook his head and continued inside, missing the smile glimmering across TG’s downturned face.
 
   Flicking over the kettle, Wendy continued,
 
   “From what we gathered, Big Phil also organised for a contact to meet our boy five miles south of Tartarus. We can’t determine his exact instructions but in our experience it’s usually along the lines of fresh clothes, supplies, maybe some cash or the keys to a safe house.”
 
   “Now we’re getting somewhere!” Rook exclaimed as he hauled open the freezer, his second meaning lost to all but himself.
 
   His craggy hand dove into the sub-zero temperatures. Digits plunged, tearing through cardboard boxes, content with whatever they snared provided it met the criteria of being cold, unhealthy and coated in chocolate.
 
   “We were able to track this mysterious contact’s e-trail. Just regular updates on his progress really. Real amateur stuff like Still waiting on that suit and I’ve now officially mud-stained my shoes.”
 
   “That you deciphered their code astounds me, folks.” Rook droned, numbing his mouth with the first ice-cream he could find. He happily traded the hammering of his skull for the sting in his teeth. 
 
   “He was reporting back to one of the launderette’s inboxes quite consistently... up until two hours ago. We’re making the educated guess this sudden lull in conversation comes as a result of meeting up with Lancet. 
 
   And then, you know, getting eviscerated by Lancet.”
 
   “Jesus, don’t sugar-coat it Wendy!”
 
   She gave him a playful wink before plonking herself onto a nearby stool. Having imparted all the relevant information, she waited patiently as Rook worked through his snack and plan of action.
 
   Propping himself up on the long freezer, legs dangling, Rook outlined his strategy, waving his mostly demolished dessert for emphasis. It dripped, spotting the kitchen floor in cream.
 
   “Well, I don’t know about you lot but I feel it’s time to do our civic duty and inform...” he swallowed, “Big Phil of his clients somewhat extreme business practice.
 
   Seeing us as the only chance to keep his innards from becoming outards, Big Phil will give up the location of this safe house. Then all we need do is get there before the target...”
 
   The Kettle whistled. Wendy was suddenly across the kitchen, hands springing, brewing the speediest cuppa he’d ever seen.
 
   “And what makes you think Large Philip will believe you?” she asked, tossing a teaspoon into the sink.
 
   A blur of jeans and blouse and Wendy was back in her stool, mug cradled in her hands. Its steam warmed her glistening face. Rook suppressed an impressed grin and continued,
 
   “You mean besides all the evidence? Well I was hoping I could borrow young Sabrina. Speed things along. She has that whole pheromone thing going on, correct?”
 
   Deflated, Wendy slouched forward. Depositing her mug on an adjacent counter, she clasped her hands between her legs,
 
   “She’ll be delighted to know her million euro secretion system is being referred to with such awe and reverence. Yes, you can have Sabs. Productivity will have to take a hit for the afternoon. Right Ron?”
 
   The shimmering image of her captain’s approval winked out of existence with the same abruptness as it appeared.
 
   “But to be honest, Rook, I was quite hoping.... you might consider...”
 
   Inexplicably, Rook felt compelled to put the woman out of her misery. That almost never happened. In an instance of rare charity, he reached out and patted her forearm, 
 
   “Don’t worry Wendy! You’ll get your chance to stretch those legs, rest assured. If anything, I’ll be depending on you and Hinge’s ubiquitous voodoo funk-”
 
   “You flatter me, sir” Hinge chimed in, words etched in static. Rook continued,
 
   “- to keep me alive. And hopefully, in one piece. But until we get to that fun stuff, I really need to find out where this ruddy safe house is.
 
   Now can one of you downstairs please check the next train to Edinburgh?”
 
   The kitchen fell into stunned silence. Even Molly and TG looked up from their studies, mouths agape. Rook got the distinct impression he’d missed a beat. A feeling so uncommon it lingered in the memory.
 
   “Don’t tell me I can charge a taxi to the boss’ card!? Because I’ve been taking the train like a chump, ladies. A chump.”
 
   TG broad shoulders heaved as she suppressed a snigger, cooing “Ah Bless!” Molly’s hand flew up, slapping a seal around a toothy smile. Wendy reached across for her tea, positively beaming.
 
   Slurping, she enquired,
 
   “Why don’t you just take the helicopter?”
 
   Rook’s face slumped in a landslide of disbelief. Staggered, he sprayed vanilla across the kitchen floor,
 
   “We have a chopper?!?!”
 
   *
 
   “We have a chopper?!?!” 
 
   Waking up on the floor that morning, mouth dry, temples screeching, Rook hadn’t for a second entertained the notion his afternoon might be spent encased in reinforced glass, skimming the waters of Brittan’s east coast.
 
   Their transport amounted to little more than a pair of enormous turbines tethered to a half dozen chairs. Gyrating propellers, encased in articulate, plated superstructures, pivoted on twin axes for uncommon manoeuvrability. The turbines flanked a transparent, cylindrical canopy of toughened glass. The spacious cockpit could easily ferry six. 
 
   Or Gil and two others.
 
   “That one still not sinking in, eh?”
 
   Molly’s was a voice long acclimatised to such extravagance.  The aircraft’s low hum contrasted the breaking waves beneath.
 
   “Not yet no. But in my defence...We have a chopper!”
 
   He was right, though. They did.
 
   “Of course we bloody well do, Rookie. How did you think we get around?”
 
   “I’ve been taking the shitting tube, Molly!” Rook swore with real venom.
 
   “Don’t make me laugh, we’ll crash.”
 
   “Not the first time someone said that to me today...” He recalled a needlessly elaborate fiction concocted for the taxi driver earlier, explaining away his blood stained attire.
 
    “Did you keep the tickets?” She asked, punching commands into her GPS.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Tickets for the Underground, you donkey! You keep ‘em?”
 
   “...Oyster Card...” Rook whimpered.
 
   “I warned you.” Molly laughed, purposely swerving the craft. Passenger safety wasn’t something she was overly concerned with. Behind her, Sabrina yelped as the port rotor dipped low. Ocean sprayed against the hull’s underside.
 
   Their perpetual flirtation was annoying enough without the added possibility of plummeting to a fiery death.
 
    “How can she afford it?” Rook enquired, blatantly ignoring the pilot’s warning not to play with assorted dials, knobs and switches.
 
   “You’d be surprised the kinds of things you can afford when you don’t, in fact, pay for them.”
 
   “That cheeky whoore. Who’d she rob then?  The French? Cubans? It was the Cubans, wasn’t it?”
 
   Molly’s chin motioned to the dashboard. The chopper’s ancillary interface framed a red emblem with five yellow stars in its upper left. Beneath it, in embossed characters - C.A.P.
 
    Chinese Army of Proto-humans.
 
   Well, Shit.
 
   “I trust the both of you realize you’re working for a crazy woman, yes?”
 
   Intrigued, and desperate to be included in their conversation, Sabrina leaned forward, gripping the headrest of the co-pilot’s seat,
 
   “Shouldn’t that be ‘we’re working for’?”
 
   “The Boss and I have... an accord.” Rook dodged, showing herculean restraint in drawing his finger back from a red toggle ominously labelled ‘Countermeasures’.
 
   “Don’t listen to him Sabs!” Molly sneered, “He works for her same as us. If anything, right now, in this thriftily acquired Chinese aircraft, I have seniority.”
 
   “Seniority, is it?” Rook snorted, “How old are you again?”
 
   “Twenty Six.”
 
   Evidently, this was news to Sabrina. 
 
   “Really? We’ll have to update our files. Scan for inaccuracies. We have you listed as twenty nin-”
 
   “Uh, that’s enough Sabs. You just sit back and enjoy the flight. There’s a good girl.”
 
   For a long moment, the only sound within the canopy was the consistent drone of tilting engines. Molly could almost hear the grin sneak along her co-pilot’s smug face.
 
    “It’s alright Mol, you don’t look a day over thirty.”
 
   “That’s funny coz you look just like a jerk who should shut up and go away and leave me alone and shut up.”
 
   “Not the first time someone’s said that to me today either...” He couldn’t actually recall a specific instance. But chances were it happened. He had a way with people.
 
   Still gripping his headrest, Sabrina cocked a brow and asked,
 
   “Mr Rook?”
 
   “Please, it’s just ‘Rook’ Sabrina. I’m not married.”
 
   “Uh ok... Can you possibly explain what you’re expecting of each of us?”
 
   Gripping the lever under his seat, Rook pivoted until he faced both women.
 
   “There’s a good possibility I can. 
 
   You and I are going to share a few choice words with this Big Phil, during which you, Sabrina, will be at your persuasive best. 
 
   As soon as he reveals the location of this eh, sanctuary to us, I contact Wendy. I suspect sprinting to this safe house won’t be beyond her. She’ll scour for weapons, traps, alarms, explosives, etc. I imagine Hinge might help in that regard.
 
   With the location scrubbed clean by the time we arrive, Molly will take you and Wendy home. And there you will wait until Lancet and I are finished...eh... what’s a good euphemism for beating the crap out of each other?”
 
   Molly was less than enamoured with the plan.
 
   “Now just a minute! You’ll need a spotter, someone covering you, watching your back. And in this exact case I suggest from an adjoining building with a rail-gun or an RPG or an atomic-”
 
   “No.” Rook insisted, any suggestion of humour bled suddenly from his voice.
 
   “It’s policy! Not the nuclear thing but-”
 
   “Spotters have the nasty habit of getting spotted. What I need is to focus on getting the jump on this clown. I can’t very well do that with you lot breathing down my neck!”
 
   Catching the indignant expressions forming around him, Rook sought to elaborate,
 
   “Guys, listen. Don’t think all this help goes unappreciated. I’m all kinds of appreciative. We get this done there may even be a congratulatory High Five in it for you.
 
   But this isn’t a few hoods in Tesco that I’ll brawl out of morbid curiosity while wrestling a hangover. This isn’t some senseless juicer who I’ll permit to bounce me off the ceiling just because I’ve never had the pleasure.
 
   Side-note: It’s overrated.
 
   This very, very bad man might just be the single most dangerous, most frightening being on the entire continent. And your sadistic employer, in her infinite wisdom, has assigned me the task of making him piss his pants.
 
   As you can imagine, it’s probably one of those rare instances wherein my attentions are best undivided.”
 
   This rationale sufficiently allayed Sabrina’s qualms. But Molly was neither meek nor inexperienced. Nor did she have the manners to simply let the subject drop.
 
   “You’re not good enough. You’re out of practice.”
 
   “I warmed up this morning.”
 
   “We’ve all seen your stats.”
 
   “The same stats Ron is currently re-guesstimating?“
 
   “He is going to kill you.”
 
   “Then you won’t have to come back and get me. Early night.”
 
   “I don’t like it.”
 
   “Do you like anything, Mol?”
 
   “Some things. Not this.”
 
   “Molly...” Rook began, his voice low, kindly, “I’ll be alright.... relatively speaking.”
 
   “Believe it or not this right here, in this general area” She angrily gestured to the wider area of her face, her right hand keeping the chopper level as it climbed, “This is my concern-for-the-mission face. Not my worried-for-the-unfathomably-conceited-egotist face. You’re asking me to trust you with a lot here.”
 
   “I’m not asking you to trust me with anything. The Boss is.”
 
   “That is a good point.” Molly conceded, pondering. Sabrina deemed this as good a time as any to remind her superior that,
 
   “And she’s probably not asking.”
 
   “That is a better point!” Molly readily agreed, calmed. 
 
   The tension diffused, Rook reclined, scratching his elbow as he swung his feet up onto the busy console before him.
 
   “Well thank some assorted gods that’s settled! I was worried I’d be reduced to charming you there for a moment.”
 
   “I was unaware you possessed any.” A connoisseur of deception, Molly effortlessly buried her sarcasm.
 
   “Some, but it’s not pretty. There’s a reason I’ve not been sent to seduce Lancet.”
 
   “Now there’s a mental image I could have done without.”
 
   As the GPS chimed, the mounds and knolls of Edinburgh’s sprawl clawed free of the horizon’s blue.
 
   “Here we are. Any chance you can set us down close by.”
 
   “For someone as funny as you Rookie, I can drop you right here...”
 
   Rook cleared his throat. Being remarkably intelligent, Sabrina swiftly fastened her seatbelt. 
 
   “Ok, I’ve been working on this one, so be nice... Man walks into a bar. Says ouch.”
 
   The engines cut. The chopper plummeted.
 
   *
 
   The welcoming, unexpectedly accommodating launderette worker led them up the back stairs and toward Big Phil’s office. The middle-aged lady wished them both a wonderful day and returned to the warm, churning waft of soaked fabric and washing salts. Rook shot his accomplice a wry wink and turned the handle to the boss’ office.
 
   Rook smiled as he stepped inside, eyes scanning the room. They didn’t have to work especially hard. There was little within the office’s four corners beyond stained wall-paper and a framed inspirational poster.
 
   Big Phil was short and clean shaven. Suited in navy, he reclined with a cigarette. His flat-packed Ikea desk was topped with papers and miscellaneous stationary. The cramped confines hardly suggested a criminal entrepreneur who had made his fortune off the needs of an international fugitive.
 
   “Mr Phil. Mind if I call you Big?”
 
   The balding figure answered, drawing a gun from beneath the folds of his jacket. Sabrina inhaled sharply, tensing before the revolver’s barrel. Rook brushed her behind him with a protective sweep of his arm.
 
   “Put down that gun, Big” Rook ordered, his voice cool and level.
 
   Aligning the nozzle’s sights with the intruder’s forehead, Big Phil balanced his smoke on a nearby ashtray, cupping the pistol’s grip with a second hand,
 
   “Why don’t you go ahead and make us?!”
 
   “That is a fantastic idea actually,” Rook nodded, clicking his fingers to the young woman hidden behind him. The room swam for a moment, rippled in a chemical haze. Almost instantaneously, his body burned through the concussion of pheromones. 
 
   Markedly less resilient, the criminal in the cheap suit threw his weapon into a drawer, gesturing to the vacant seats before him. They sat. Sabrina rested her hands on her knees, relieved as the metallic slunk of a locking drawer secured the gun away. As ever, Rook lounged, legs crossed, infinitely more concerned by his returning cephalalgia than having a pistol levelled at his noggin. 
 
   “What can I do for you two?” Big Phil asked, his face betraying a profound confusion as to why he was entertaining these intruders rather than mopping them from his floor. And walls. 
 
   Rook replied before he could give it further thought,
 
   “You can give me that same address a particularly prestigious client of yours is heading toward as we speak.”
 
   Big Phil’s eyes widened, a suspicious glare darkening his features between heartbeats. He scratched his jowls, asking, “You’re talking about...”
 
   “Well unless you’ve begun servicing the entirety of the European Meta-human Task Force’s Most Wanted list, I’d imagine we’re on the same page, yes.”   
 
   The launderette proprietor scratched behind his ear. The pheromones were taking their usual toll, but the man’s latent fear was proving tough to shake.
 
   “Remind me again, why I should just offer up such protected details to yourselves...” He asked, tone more imploring than defiant. Inexperienced and overwhelmed, Big Phil sensed his predicament deteriorate with each passing moment. Assailed by airborne agents, he wanted a way out, to wash his hands of the affair. Rook was happy to oblige.
 
   “Sabrina. Illuminate the nice man.”
 
   She placed her mobile on the desk and thumbed the capacitive screen. A projection triggered, an inverted cone of glittering light consuming the roof above them. Big Phil inclined his neck, drawing the blinds closed, shuttering off the creeping afternoon sunlight.
 
   The projection rendered a reel of CCTV footage:
 
   A prisoner, clad in pink, is inexplicably freed of his shackles. A half dozen prison guards argue with his liberators. Momentarily forgotten, the prisoner works the hook of his cuffs into the nearest artery. The first guard drops, clutching his spurting throat. A second buckles, neck yanked and contorted, protruding in a fatal bulge. A third and fourth stagger a moment before toppling, temples caved in by an acquired truncheon.
 
   The remaining four hesitate, shaken. They make the mistake of reaching for their holstered weapons instead of raising the alarm. Lancet waltzes through them. Two fingers pop a windpipe. A driving elbow cracks open a sternum. An arcing club pulps the base of a skull.
 
   Big Phil flinched, physically recoiling at the sight of jagged shackles whipping out. Serrated teeth eat through the final guard’s face. The footage ends doused in red, a geyser in the arid dirt of Tartarus’ main gate.
 
   Sabrina’s hands shook as she killed the program. Rook is going to die. The image of a well groomed inmate strolling into the wilderness blinked, fading to black.
 
   “But... we agreed...” Big Phil trailed before dropping his chin to his chest, the depths of his naivety striking suddenly.
 
   “It gets better,” Rook coughed, his eyes suddenly fixed on the man opposite. He straightened in his seat. Leaning forward, he clasped his hands before him.
 
   “My guess: You sent someone to meet him. Makes sense, he won’t get far in pink PJs. 
 
   
And I’m guessing you told this someone to keep you posted, keep you informed of his every step, to keep you in the loop.”
 
   “Are these assumptions supposed to impress me?” the suit lashed out, clenching his fist to keep his hands from trembling.
 
   “No Mr. Phil. They’re supposed to scare some sense back into you.
 
   Now I’m guessing this fella you sent did report in. Diligently. Ceaselessly. Unfailingly.
 
   Until suddenly he didn’t?...”
 
   The man’s brow flickered, a bead of sweat forming on his crown.
 
   “Probably has something to do with the fact you sent him into the heart of the Alps, alone, unarmed, to meet with one of the decade’s most vilified killers.
 
   If I were to guess, you have not heard diddly from this previously un-shut-up-able young man for nigh on two hours now. I haven’t checked the clocks myself mind, but I would guess this time coincides with his scheduled rendezvous. The rendezvous with the star of that snuff film we just watched on your ceiling.”
 
   Suddenly feeling as small as he seemed, Big Phil wiped at his eyes, his nylon shirt drenched in a sweat both cool and profuse.
 
   “And Big?” Rook’s voice thinned to a whisper as he inched forward, his rounded frame creeping across the desk, imparting dire secrets.
 
   “Y-Yes!” he gulped.
 
   “I’m not actually guessing.
 
   Lancet is tying up loose ends.
 
   He approached you because you are small time, you are inexperienced, you will not be missed. He’s just out of Tarturus, so he’s obviously got no cash. It’s a prison, for Christ’s sakes! What possessed you to even agree to this, Big?” 
 
   The squat man tried to answer, but his throat seemed to lack the moisture for it.
 
   A few thousand feet up, Molly sniggered to herself. Histrionics were very hard to resist when Sabs had a target doped. And Rook was clearly having a whale of a time discovering this.
 
   “He is going to take your service, your clothes, your starting cash and even your safe house. And then he is going to kill you, partially because he’s an appalling human, but mainly because he’s a frugal one. It’s cheaper!
 
   Hell, that’s what I di... that’s what I’d do...”
 
    “H-he promised. He told me... he promised.” Big Phil’s composure had evaporated, leaving a naked, desperate soul bereft of hope and poise. Rook made a mental note to compliment Sabs on a job well done.
 
   “Don’t feel bad, Big. People lie. My own mother made some pretty outlandish claims about toys, chimneys and a fat man dressed in red. The wagon had me well and truly duped!
 
   It boils down to this single question. And unfortunately you have no time to think, confer, or google the answer, because I need it from you right now.
 
   One answer leads me to an address where I can set a trap for this butcher before he does any more damage.
 
   The other leads me back downstairs, where I wait patiently for Lancet to stroll into this very establishment and murder you where you sweat...
 
   I probably meant sit.
 
   True, the former is more convenient but either way I’ll catch him. So I don’t actually have all that much riding on your answer.”
 
   Big Phil forced a shell of calm upon himself, breathing deeply, marshalling his thoughts. He had been content as he was; exploiting and swindling on the small time. Then thoughts of riches and infamy had warped his common sense. Now, given the alarming alternative, he would be more than happy to return to those roots.
 
   “What’s the question?” the heavyset figure sighed, sitting forward in his chair, arching his fingers in a practised gesture. 
 
   Rook smiled,
 
   “Right you are, Big Phil. So, would you like to continue being alive?”
 
   *
 
   Slouched in the back of the chopper, Rook pulled off his grubby t-shirt. The bruising from his morning beating had faded, merely a yellow tinge dyeing already knitted ribs. His skin was preternaturally pale, devoid of scars, acne or even freckles. Stealing unnoticed glances in her rear view mirror, the only physical blemish Molly observed was a subtle bowing of the torso. The man’s shoulders hunched forward, bunching his front. Apish, they perhaps concealed the extent of his strength.
 
   Rook rummaged in a backpack, finding what passed for his uniform. He yanked a tight, black top down over his head. The sleeves, hemmed in scarlet, tapered, stopping halfway down his forearms. A red harness was stitched into the fabric, around the shoulders and under the chest. Gear loops traced its outline, but Rook left them intentionally vacant. Kevlar plates had originally been weaved through the elbows, shoulders and breast but he had specifically requested they be removed.
 
   Rook intended to go in, unarmed and undefended. Molly had accused him of a supreme arrogance on learning this. She was, above all things, perceptive.
 
   “Even Hatchet packs a little heat,” the pilot argued, plunging through the Oxford skyline.
 
   “Yeah! A titanium tomahawk with a blood red ceramic head! I think it’s safe to say he’s doing it for effect.” Rook objected, belting a pair of similarly tailored fatigues about his hips. The pants hugged the flesh of his legs, bulged only slightly with zippers and pouches.
 
   “And what effect!” Sabrina noted from the co-pilot’s chair, “You notice the way he straps it to his hip? An axe like. Just casually having a swing. On his hip!”
 
   “Hard to miss it, Sabs” Molly agreed, reminiscing fondly.
 
   Ignoring them, Rook called out as he laced shin-length boots. He suspected Ron had fitted the aircraft with some manner of always-on communication.
 
   “Wendy, we’re a few miles out. How’s it looking?”
 
   Wendy had begun her sprint the instant Big Phil offered up the address. Mercifully the safe house was less than one hundred kilometres from headquarters, in the heart of Oxford. Wendy arrived thirty seven minutes later, her lithe, almost-elastic frame exhausted but proud.
 
   “Surprisingly hospitable. There’s nothing here, Rook! Sure we found the staples; gun in the fridge, grenade under the sink, but nothing too diabolical.”
 
   “This disquiets my calm, Wendy. You check under the bed for zombies?” Rook suggested helpfully. 
 
   “What am I, an amateur? That was the first place I look- Oh, hold on. Hinge just spotted a trip-wire, which leads to... about a pound of squidgy plastic, presumably of the explosive variety. Satisfied now?”
 
   “Quieted, yes.” Rook sighed, grabbing the backs of his ankles, limbering up for the mission ahead. “Any chance you could disarm it without redecorating the walls with your innards?”
 
   “We’ll have to tell you in a second.”
 
   He watched the tiltrotors beyond the canopy. Slanted, almost vertical, the failing daylight distorted around their scything rotations.
 
   “Good news” Wendy’s voice broke the static.
 
   “You didn’t die in a fiery explosion?” the pilot enquired, banking left. The craft dipped, sloping with the course correction.
 
   “Not that I noticed. The bomb’s disarmed, Rook. The place is clean.”
 
   “Do you need us to lay some traps while we’re at it? We’re very good at traps.” Hinge’s disembodied request thrummed the back of his skull.
 
   “No. Thank you, Hinge” Rook answered, ignoring Molly’s disapproving cluck, “Now, unless you’d care to be locked in a room with a mass murderer, feel free to vacate the premises.”
 
   Wendy had cleared the first staircase before he finished speaking. 
 
   Though wrapped in the already notorious black and red for his first time, the uniform felt familiar. Hauntingly so. Synthetic fibres had gotten lighter and stronger over the years, but the sense of identity, of loyalty ever persevered.
 
   And while most indeed meant ‘sense’, Rook definitely meant ‘illusion’.
 
   Gripping the handrails above, Rook pulled himself to the cockpit’s fore. Deciding it would be appreciated, he clasped a palm on Sabrina’s shoulder. Eyes on the horizon, Molly dipped the pitch, slowing beginning her descent,
 
   “Rook, for God’s sake, there’s a weapons cache in the back. Go and take something, anything, you need the upper hand. Bring a spork for all I care!”
 
   “Honestly Mol, a spork? I was specifically told not to kill him, remember?!” 
 
   “Rook, this is insane!” Molly was openly furious now, her nose wrinkled in anger, “We know nothing about this chap, besides the fact he eats world class metas for breakfast. And you (amounting to little more than a toast triangle in this metaphor) are waltzing into his house, armed only with a t-shirt and a pair of cargo pants!”
 
   Rook pretended to give this a moment’s grave consideration.
 
   “So... you’re saying I should lose the pants?”
 
   Sabs turned to stare out her window, anxiously stifling a titter. Molly failed to see the funny side.
 
    “No-“
 
   “I’m not going to fight him in just my knickers, Mol.”
 
   “Rook-“
 
   “That would be ridiculous.”
 
   “Rook!”
 
   “And what if he liked what he saw?”
 
   “Stop it!”
 
    “That’d make the subsequent beating awfully uncomfortable.” 
 
   “Stop.”
 
   “For me that is. I imagine he’d rather enjoy it-”
 
   “Ron.” Molly called, exacerbated, “Help.”
 
   Ron’s face, tinged blue, blinked into existence above the dashboard. A pixelated grimace, rendered in disapproving 3D.
 
   “Rook, by now he’s had ample opportunity to tweak his prosthetics. And intelligence suggests most of his major systems and organs boast some degree of meta-humanism.”
 
   Rook winked at the hologram,
 
   “Ron, if you’re in the business of trying to make me feel inadequate, I’m afraid Molly already has a corner on that market.
 
   Guys, please try to relax? You think I’d be brazen enough to go in there without a plan?...
 
   Hinge! You there? I trust my ice-cream is in place?”
 
   A foreign buzzing crept up his spine,
 
   “I am and it is” the voice plucked in their ears.
 
   “See folks,” he grinned, reaching above his head, stretching out long stooped shoulders, groaning “I’m not totally unprepared.”
 
   Feet dangling, Rook pulled himself level with the rails above him. Molly had begun a hard bank, rolling the craft away from the city’s lights and prying eyes. The chopper levelled, rotors resetting into their lateral hubs as Molly announced “two minutes.”
 
   He peered through the windshield, picking out the shrinking people beyond, purposefully marching Oxford’s streets.
 
    “Uh, does anyone know where our mark actually is? Do we have, I dunno, satellite images or something?”
 
   “Yeah, or something” Molly chuckled, winking at her co-pilot as the whirr of the turbine’s oscillations fell to a low hum. Sabrina prodded a pass code onto the adjoining monitor and summoned a half dozen date stamped stills and feeds depicting Lancet strolling through Oxford in a three piece suit. 
 
   “You have about twenty minutes before he makes his way through the city centre. And another fifteen before he reaches the flat.” Sabrina calculated
 
   “Balls! I didn’t bring a book.”
 
   “Still plenty of time to reconsider your dubious ‘no weapons or armour’ policy, though” Molly tried again, this time as sweetly as she could physically muster.
 
   The chopper set down smoothly: The mechanical drone of supporting struts and a sudden, albeit gentle, pressure on the knees the only indication of their landing. Rook lifted the handle, sliding open the glass canopy. 
 
   Wendy was always waiting. 
 
   “No comms, like you asked” she shivered, pushing past him and into the chopper’s warmth. Rubbing her bare arms, she took a seat behind Sabs, “Assuming you don’t die horribly, we’ll need this to go viral. So I installed a camera. Just the video, mind - no audio, no sound.”
 
   “Spooky” Rook approved.
 
   “Told you he’d dig it!” Wendy nodded to Ron’s floating head.
 
   “Wendy. Thank you.” 
 
   Rook sounded like he meant it.
 
   “Meh, it was fun. Now Molly, if you’d be so kind as to take me far, far away from that murdering psychopath.”
 
   Rook flinched, before realising she was probably talking about his target.
 
   “No communications!?!” Molly’s demeanour was far from its flippant, blasé norm. Rook imagined he might eventually reflect on it as endearing. That was assuming, in the interim, he could successfully convince her to back off.
 
    “I was rather hoping you’d miss that one...” he spat through gritted teeth.
 
   “Rook, seriously. That’s there as much for our protection as yours.”
 
   “I’ll have my phone on if you get bored, Mol.” Brushing a hand through both his hair and irritation,
 
   “Rook. I’m trying to be serious.”
 
   “I can tell. And full disclosure; it’s baffling me.”
 
   “Well it doesn’t take much!” Molly barked with a condemning finger, “This isn’t my rule, bud. It’s hers. We have to be able to contact you, to monitor you.”
 
   “Ah-ha! So that’s why you wanted my pants off...”
 
   Wendy peered over Sabs’ shoulder and shot the young woman a questioning look. Don’t ask was the shrugged response. Molly continued to push,
 
   “What did I say about making me laugh behind the wheel?!  Listen, you may as well just bug the place. I’ll have Ron order Hinge to drop in on your little party if you refuse, so why not just do this small thing to make me happy.”
 
   “I’ve never actually seen you happy, Mol.” Rook admitted, gaze wandering, thinking back over the week and a half they’d known one another.
 
   “And lo, here is your chance.”
 
   Rook folded his arms, scarlet hemming defining the bulge of his forearms as he tapped a contemplative fingertip off his chin,
 
   “I didn’t think you did happy. Spitefully sarcastic, yes. But-“
 
   “Oh lord. Hinge: Be a dear would you?”
 
   The astral silhouette appeared in the windscreen, a grinning spectre of ectoplasm and contorted light. Hinge’s projection raised a motionless palm in greeting.
 
   “Aaaand I’m back! This place is nice, by the way. There’s a painting of some dogs playing poker. Can we get a painting of some dogs playing poker?”
 
   Skull officially shrieking, Rook buried his face in his hands. Chances are it was his condition, but he wasn’t willing to rule out ‘nagging concern’ as the cause just yet. He tried vocalizing to this effect,
 
   “This blatant disregard for my explicit preferences is very welcoming, kids. It really is. I finally feel one of the team. But-”
 
   “We’re just concerned for your safety, Rook.” Sabs pulled at his wrist, her face a well rehearsed mask of heart-breaking alarm.
 
   “Yeah, sure, what Sabs said!” Molly agreed feebly, at this stage ready to leap upon any bandwagon that might yield results.
 
   Outnumbered, losing time and in dire need of sugar, his index and middle fingers massaged a throbbing brain. He growled into the nearest console,
 
   “Any chance I can have a hand here? This isn’t getting my ice-cream eaten. Or you know, my mission underway and all that.”
 
   A moment’s static. And then the radio chimed with her voice,
 
   “Molly.”
 
   “Yes, Boss.”
 
   “Do what the stubborn man says.”
 
   “Yes, Boss.”
 
   “Good lass, Molly. That’s why you’re my favourite.”
 
   Rook marked his immediate departure with a single thumbs-up for the entire cabin to share. Given his frustration, they were lucky to get it. He disembarked, striding from the glass cockpit, adjusting the width of his belt. Unhooking her harness with a slap, Molly followed him down, pilot’s chair left swirling in her wake. 
 
   Catching up she tugged at his shoulder,
 
   “Rook, listen...”
 
   He listened, for a moment. Then two. Realising the silence wasn’t going to break itself,
 
   “Why, that’s the sweetest thing anyone’s almost ever said to me.”
 
   Smiling, Molly slapped a fist into the man’s shoulder. Idly scratching the underside of her elbow, she opened,
 
   “I don’t mean to step on your toes. It’s just, I’m normally the one handling these kinds of assignments. But the Boss obviously trusts you with this. So that’s more than enough for me. But I’m struggling to shake this feeling, I dunno, that something bad is going to happen.”
 
   “Something bad is going to happen, Mol.” Rook assured her, cracking the knuckle of his left fist. Her expression sunk, drained of its usual mirth and assurance,
 
   “That’s not as comforting as you might think...”
 
   “We’re in the business of making bad things happen! We are not pleasant folk. The things we do are not pleasant things. And the outcomes of the unpleasant things done by unpleasant folk are rarely, if ever, pleasant. 
 
   Something bad is assuredly going to happen, Mol. But tonight, by either twisted fate or a decent plan from your Boss, it’s going to happen to the person who deserves it the most. That’ll have to do for now, okay?”
 
   Molly held his gaze for a long moment. Rook liked to think some newfound affection, or attraction, was suddenly blossoming. But in truth he had no idea. As far as he knew, she could have been concocting some twisted punishment for his patronizing speech. 
 
   Her response did even less to clarify her emotions.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   That clears that up then! 
 
   When confronted with doubt, Rook typically resorted to joking. Or punching. But joking seemed more applicable here.
 
   “Unless of course, I’m utterly outmatched and he ends up killing me.”
 
   “A distinct possibility.” Molly nodded, thoughtfully.
 
   “Or there’s the chance he’ll torture me for the HQ’s location...”
 
   “I knew you looked shifty... Just be careful, alright?”
 
   There seemed to be something inherently flawed about her suggestion.
 
   “Eh, we’ve met right?” Rook queried, scanning his actions over the past two weeks for anything remotely resembling caution.
 
   “Let me put it another way” she rephrased, turning to climb back aboard the chopper. She stopped at the canopy’s entrance, hoisting herself up via the overhanging rail, “You’re not getting back in my jet covered in blood!”
 
   Rook smirked, waving a hand in farewell. The aircraft climbed twilight heights, engines whirring alongside the thin cabin like a giant, airborne percentage. 
 
   A thought occurred. He took out his phone and thumbed a text to the ascending pilot.
 
   “What if it’s not my blood?”
 
   *
 
   Ascending the stairs, he relived the day’s activities. His escape was textbook. Or at least it would have been, had he ever gotten round to chronicling his numerous exploits for future generations. Oddly, the novice Big Phil sent into the Alps struggled more than expected. Ultimately this proved beneficial, shaking the rust from his limbs.
 
   His hand slid up the steel banister as he climbed. Though the clack of piston and gear felt as natural as the antagonistic pull of muscle and sinew, he already plotted long overdue patches and upgrades to his arms.
 
   A quick shower, costume change and the butt of a thin blade in his hands and it’d be straight off to Edinburgh to settle his account.
 
   Approaching, he found the door ajar. A shaft of artificial light crept out from the frame, inviting. The clink of glass, slurp of liquid and gentle creak of floorboards enticed further.
 
   Shrugging, he strode inside.
 
   He paid little heed to the figure staring out his window, glass in hand. He was paid none in return. His jacket slipped from narrow shoulders and was hung upon a wall-hook. Rolling his sleeves, he made for the fridge, calling “Drink?” 
 
   The hunched mass of black and scarlet merely raised his glass, still eyeing the night sky.
 
   “Your loss.” 
 
   Long fingers pried open the fridge’s tall door. Blasted with cold air, he reached in to retrieve the handgun from the veggie box. The chrome weapon raised. Its iron sights aligned with the intruder’s skull. The trigger depressed.
 
   The hollow clap of an empty chamber betrayed the situation’s gravity.
 
   “Felt a little light...” he huffed, casually tossing the worthless gun into the sink. Discovered and disarmed without his knowing, Lancet irritably snatched a glass from the adjacent cupboard.
 
   Sighing, the visitor straightened, unveiling a back lashed with long muscle. Speaking at last, Rook’s voice was grave. 
 
   “We need to talk, Sean.” 
 
   Alarm pierced Lancet’s eyes. Thin lips and a clenched jaw stopped it from spreading through his remaining features. 
 
   Stalling, he poured malt scotch into a fat glass while his senses quested, gauging the danger. He heard nothing, smelt no gunpowder or chemical residue, felt no pulse of hidden heartbeats, saw no indication, no suggestion that the lone stranger looking out his window was anything other than just that.
 
   Alone.
 
   Like him.
 
   Sean relaxed, sipping his whiskey, happy to indulge the intruder with some chit-chat before snapping his neck. Or opening his throat. Or stopping his heart. Sean hadn’t quite decided yet, but the night was relatively young.
 
   “So we’ve met?” he opened, tilting his glass in a welcoming gesture.
 
   “We have.”
 
    “I can’t place you” the criminal admitted, coolly making his way for the cutlery drawer.
 
   “Well, you are getting on in years...” Rook teased as his mark was unable to find anything sharper than a wooden spoon “Besides, you’ve been busy.”
 
   Smirking, Sean pushed the drawer home. He propped himself up on the kitchen counter. His feet dangled, heels bouncing off wooden cabinet.
 
   “Well if I hadn’t, I’m guessing I’d be spared the house call? And its tedious small talk...” 
 
   Having fun, Rook slurped at his glass, wagging a finger at his perched target, 
 
   “Oh, come on! I think I’ve earned a few minute’s catch-up. Can you even remember the last time you were ambushed?” Rook didn’t really need to clarify what was happening. But he had a question in need of answering before the evening’s entertainment could begin in truth.
 
    “Just about, though I don’t recall them ever being so... sedate. Go on then, jog an old man’s memory; where did we meet?”
 
   Rook spooned some froth from the top of the glass, let the sweetness linger on his tongue. For the moment at least, his withdrawal was satiated. His head was clear, his limbs were relaxed and his heart rate was scarcely even elevated. 
 
   Rook reflected on such moments of serenity. And their inherent absurdity. He was as content now, moments away from a confrontation with the continent’s most capable killer, as he was decades past, in the rubble of a communist dystopia.
 
   “Cuba.” he responded eventually.
 
   Sean put his beverage down to better snort his derision.
 
   “Listen, just because you’re naive enough to think coming into my house without back-up was a good idea, doesn’t mean I’m a gullible old crone. 
 
   I remember Cuba. 
 
   Wild times! Made a name for myself that day, you know? Put a scalpel through Cracker’s eye and kicked him off a building. Not that it killed him, mind... or slowed him down all that much. But, the world watched me do it. Worked wonders for the old reputation. 
 
   You wouldn’t recognize Havana now, young man. It’s nice, sterile, filthy rich. A different place. None of the smoke or rubble or toppled buildings. None of the screams... 
 
   I’m disappointed. 
 
   You went to the effort of learning my name. I doubt that was cheap. But if you wanted me rattled, the least you could do is pick an event I’m unlikely to remember.  Yes, it’s been almost twenty five years, but I made my bones at Havana’s little street party. 
 
   And you’d have been what? Eight years old at the time?”
 
   “Nine.”
 
   Silence engulfed the apartment. Sean’s memory churned, digging through a lifetime of disregarded brawls and forgotten rivalries. His expression leapt as realisation finally dawned.
 
   “Rook?!”
 
   “Sean. Long time.”
 
   ‘Lancet’ leapt down, scotch still clasped firmly in his grip, “My God. You filled out!”
 
   “It’s all diet.” Rook grinned sheepishly.
 
   “Isn’t that a coke float?”
 
   “Diet coke float.” 
 
   Rook raised the murky brown foam for another swig. Chuckling, Sean gulped his tumbler’s remainder, sauntering back for a refill.
 
   “I heard a dirty rumour you collected so many heads that night, C.A.M.L. offered you a job on the spot. Are you here at their behest? Because I haven’t been to Central America for years.”
 
   Rook waved away the accusation,
 
   “No, no. Once Cuba dusted itself off and threw its resources into that peacekeeping meta-human league, they were content to let my contract... expire.”
 
   “Well I’m not surprised. You were an antisocial git. Hardly the poster child for super-human cooperation...”
 
   “I wasn’t that bad.” Rook insisted, a sudden uncertainty creeping in.
 
   “Oh yeah?! Tell that to whats-his-name, the Australian in the trench coat, that ponce everyone loved... Angle... Axel? Axel!” 
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   “And why is that Rook?” Sean teased, “Is it because you hit him so hard he went deaf?”
 
   “Okay, maybe I was a little antisocial.”
 
   “Ha! Bad is the only word that travels in our circles, Rook! Which is why I suspect your newest employer struggles with the basic tenants of irony; sending someone like you to lecture me on morality is a little rich, no?”
 
   “I’m not here to lecture you, Sean” he smoothly assured his mark. The man’s greying eyebrows hooked.
 
   “Oh bless, are you really playing the empathy card? 
 
   You understand how I feel, eh? You want to get me help, is it? No doubt the very same help that gave you a renewed purpose? So I give up my wicked ways all will be forgiven?! 
 
   You needn’t waste your breath. This isn’t my first house call. Europe, China, Africa, they all tried to get me on board, threatening then flattering. I’m sure you’ve noticed forgiveness isn’t all that hard to come by for individuals as... talented as us.
 
   Still you’re due some credit, at least. You’re here alone, unarmed, talking man to man. That’s dignified. Brain dead, but dignified. 
 
   But honestly Rook, are you still so desperate to play the hero?”
 
   Rook’s reply was immediate, explicit.
 
   “Nope.”
 
   Their eyes locked and Sean understood. Rook wasn’t there to lecture him, to bribe him, to strong-arm, threaten or flatter him. Rook was there to murder him. In his own home.
 
   Decidedly un-heroic.
 
   “Well, well, all grown up... good for you. So, before we redecorate, what did you want to talk about?”
 
   Rook swirled the dregs of his coke float, eyeing the brown foam staining the glass’ edge.
 
   “I want to know the why.”
 
   Sean’s flinch was almost imperceptible. A cybernetic hand rubbed the nape of his neck as he paused, sighing.
 
   “I don’t normally discuss the why...”
 
   “Well, let’s just say I’m doing a survey. So indulge me” Rook insisted, marching around to find a wall he could lean his shoulder into.
 
   “I had a boy.” Sean began, croaking, 
 
   “Probably would have been about your age now....” he paused, eyes glazed, then took another long swig. He swallowed, “I had a partner, a wife back then too. But we had to travel a lot, as folk of our stature are wont to do. 
 
   Long story short, my son... he had the misfortune of being born in Beijing. And there is no point trying to fight those conscription laws. Trust me, Rook. It can only make matters worse. So, the day he turns five, a couple of suits show up at the house, and they take...” a haggard breath escaped him, “they take my son.
 
   They pumped him full of that same poison everyone was pushing so hard back then. Same poison they gave you and three hundred other children. And my child, well, he wasn’t you was he? None of them were.
 
   So you already know he didn’t live through it. 
 
   Because none of them did.
 
   It hit me pretty hard. But my wife? It-“
 
   Rook dinked his glass with a fingernail, interrupting,
 
   “Can I just stop you there, please?! Sean, I don’t have all night. So, if you’re not going to take this seriously-“
 
   The mercenary threw his head back and howled, giddy laughter bucking his frame. His arm whipped out and snagged the bottle’s neck, pouring its golden contents into his glass. 
 
   “Oh alright! Couldn’t resist, but I have it on good authority that my little fabrication is both endearing and sensitive.”
 
   Rook sighed, shaking his head,
 
   “Of which I am clearly neither. Come on, Sean, fess up! I’m just interested in why...”
 
   He let the suggestion linger. Sean finished the thought for him,
 
   “Why... I’m such a shit?”
 
   “Essentially” Rook confirmed with a wink.
 
   “What do you want me to tell you? That I’m cruel? I’ve proved that on countless occasions, long before my first... lancing.”
 
   “I reckon we’re beyond euphemisms at this point.” Rook groaned.
 
   “I remember you being more fun, young man.
 
   Rook, there’s no secret trauma to me. No twisted-but-originally-benevolent code of honour for you to exploit. I’m neither complicated nor misunderstood.
 
   I am just really, really good at killing.
 
   And I want people to know it.”
 
   Rook mopped at the inside of his glass with a finger, scooping foam into his cheeks, rubbing it into his gums,
 
   “So just because daddy didn’t praise you enough as a-”
 
   “Oh, shut your face! Are you a shrink?!” Sean interrupted, “It’s just you’re not dressed as a shrink. You’re dressed as an idiot who breaks into people’s homes and asks them to explain their motivations before they beat you to death!”
 
   “That sounds like very specific attire...” Rook whispered to himself, glancing down at his clothes.
 
   “I’d love to stand here and tell you the only opinion that matters is your own. But so far, you’ve seen through my little fibs. So I’ll be candid: Reputation is the only thing that matters.
 
   Everyone wants to be known for something. Doesn’t really matter what that something is. That’s why some folk get paid to pocket balls with a tapered cue and why some cashiers actually pride themselves on the ability to scan barcodes faster than their co-workers.
 
   Everyone, everyone, wants their peers to think them impressive, useful, valued.
 
   Now, as you might imagine, I’m no comedian, I stink at footie and I can barely drink a single pint of larger without skipping to the bathroom like a girl.
 
   But I am simply exceptional at killing. And the world knows it.
 
   In the circles I travel in, it tends to make my life easier.”
 
   Rook looked contemplative. Brow furrowed, he licked the glass’ tall rim, cleaning off the sugary crust. Sean continued,
 
   “We’re quite similar, Rook. You’re here to make a name for yourself, too. Maybe you’re out to prove to whatever fool put you up to this that you’re the best at fighting. 
 
   Or the best at loyalty. 
 
   Or the best at getting beaten to death by a man twice your age.
 
   Whatever your alleged motivation, and I honestly could not care one jot as to what that is, you are only here to get a leg up in your peer group.
 
   And there’s nothing wrong with admitting that. Makes life a lot easier actually. Take it from someone who’s been kicked out of as many groups as you have, just for being good at something ugly.
 
   Reputation, Rook! It precedes you. Does most of the hard work for you.”
 
   Rook scratched at his scalp, sucking in breath between his teeth,
 
   “You say we’re quite alike but I feel obliged to point out a relatively major dissimilarity between us...”
 
   “Do enlighten me.” Sean smiled, pacing.
 
   “Well technically, I’m orders of magnitude better than you-”
 
   Rook didn’t bother finishing his jibe. Lancet was already sailing across the wooden floors, artificial fist clenched, cocked, and aimed squarely for his unguarded throat.
 
   *
 
   Tilting to his left, Rook narrowly evaded the strike that punched a hole in the concrete wall he was slouching against. The structure groaned as Lancet’s knuckles drove through it, launching white detritus into the living room beyond.
 
   Opponent off balance, Rook casually reached up with his spare hand. As sinewy fingers lunged for Lancet’s windpipe, the older man was forced to retreat. Wrenching his arm free in a hail of plaster and pebbles, he hopped back a few feet.
 
   Unwilling to let the interruption go unpunished, Rook pitched his glass across the kitchen. Lancet managed to save his face a few dozen deep lacerations by dropping a shoulder and rolling from the glassware missile.
 
   The tumbler shattered, burst into a hundred shards as it collided with the fridge-freezer beyond.
 
   “So we’ve started then!” Rook scowled in mock irritation, rolling his shoulders before strolling in to engage the seasoned killer.
 
   Lancet stepped in too, bouncing his back leg off the floor so hard the wood splintered. His foot sped up, curling towards the younger man’s face. It halted eight inches from his chin, breezily slapped down by a well placed hand.
 
   He tried again, front leg snapping a roundhouse kick into Rook’s thigh, then higher into the ribs. The former was caught by a raised shin, the latter bounced from a lowered guard. 
 
   Amused, but unimpressed, Lancet arched back out of range and spun on his right foot. His left heel whipped around with enough force to break a man’s neck. His opponent merely dipped his smirking head.
 
   Landing, the gyros in Lancet’s shoulders were already cranking out a trio of repeating strikes.
 
   The first was cut down, the ridge of Rook’s palm biting its forearm. The second missed its mark, with the younger combatant rolling his torso aside.
 
   The final strike buckled as, incredibly, Rook struck it with the point of his elbow. Artificial struts in the framework of Lancet’s hand snapped.
 
   Yelping, he retracted the wounded limb. Clutching a broken hand, Lancet watched in impotent horror as Rook’s counter, thrown with an insulting apathy, flew forward.
 
   A large fist hammered Lancet’s solar plexus, rattling the organs within. The blow launched him through the air, across the kitchen and into the folding metal embrace of the standing refrigerator.
 
   The wizened old killer bounced off the dented fixture, spluttering, eyes wide. 
 
   “Orders of magnitude, Sean” Rook reiterated, marching across the room.
 
   Dragged up by his shirt collar, Lancet launched a desperate defence, anxious to kill Rook’s momentum. He pushed hard into the arm that was lugging him to his feet, trapping the limb down. Simultaneously, he chopped for the exposed throat.
 
   A hand snaked out, catching the slice, crumpling the wrist. Lancet was forced to hurl himself into a cartwheel, preventing more prosthetic bone from breaking in Rook’s contorting lock.
 
   Agility unmarred from months in a hole, the aging fighter sprang. Landing fluidly, he kicked up into his opponent’s unprotected gut.
 
   Contact!
 
   Though Lancet’s roundhouse bounced off floating ribs, Rook’s long, bowed frame seemed no more stooped than usual. Lancet followed with a sweeping motion off his back leg, hoping to topple his opponent. 
 
   But Rook simply stepped over the swiping heel, elbows crashing down.
 
   Lancet raised his guard, and hoped for the best. Shoulders bruised, they took the brunt of the blows. Another close elbow tore upwards. It forced the guard higher, lest his jaw shatter on its point.
 
   Unseen, Rook’s uppercutting knuckles bit into his liver, lifting Lancet bodily.
 
   Jesus!
 
   Wheezing, he caught a telltale twitch in Rook’s stance. Lancet instinctively ducked under the winding hook, a clenched fist harmlessly skimming his scalp. Breathing deep, he pressed the unexpected advantage, launching a hook of his own.  It veered for the back of an overexposed skull.
 
   But Rook’s intolerable speed struck again. The lean black and red figure twisted, reversing an elbow back into Lancet’s haymaker. 
 
   Fractured fingers snapped further. Lancet bellowed. 
 
   Stepping back, he whipped out a lazy jab, praying it might afford him some room to think, to manoeuvre, to breathe. 
 
   It did not.
 
   Rook swatted the offending jab and stepped in to hoist his victim by the throat. Lifted aloft, Lancet felt a moment of weightless inertia. 
 
   Then he felt the kitchen countertop.
 
   The hunched fighter had pivoted, slamming Lancet’s dangling body through the kitchen’s marble island fixture. It cracked under the plunging weight. Dark polished stone chipped. Cabinets of varnished wood split and tore. Dishwasher tablets, buckets and bin-liners rolled across the floor.
 
   “Alright,” Lancet wheezed through aching ribs, as Rook stood above him, waiting ominously. Dishevelled, pots clattered about him as he rolled onto his back. Touching a finger to his throat, he pushed a sub-dermal nodule, 
 
   “I may have underestimated the ease with which I’ll end you... You just wait for it, though...”
 
   A faint buzzing filled the room.
 
   “Wait for it...”
 
   Rook suddenly reeled, tottering backward as a dose of ultrasonics sundered his equilibrium. Inner-ear greatly distressed, the swaying fighter soon doubled over. The contents of his stomach weren’t long in spilling.
 
   Vomit splashed against the hardwood floor as Lancet climbed to his feet, snatching up a sizeable chunk of smashed countertop. He waited politely for a gap in Rook’s retching before bouncing the marble slab off his face. 
 
   The clatter of metamorphic rock off his temple made the larger man reel once again. This, in turn, made him vomit once again. Thoroughly entertained, Lancet’s chuckling voice rang out, 
 
   “Honestly Rook, what did you expect? Did you really think I’d leave sole responsibility of safeguarding myself up to a man by the name of ‘Big Phil’?” 
 
   Another focused burst of ultrasonics brought Rook, dizzy and nauseated, onto one knee. Another swinging hunk of dark rock crunched against his exposed back, prompting a splutter of bile and string of imaginative profanities from Rook’s lips.
 
   “Seriously! ‘Big Phil.’ And I was under the impression you had a brain in there...” 
 
   Eyebrow split, cheek a healthy puce and mouth dribbling a cocktail of blood and vomit, Rook shrugged off the goading. Inclining his head, sweat running down his sharp features, he exuded the same cold, confidence.
 
   So Lancet broke his face.
 
   The stone’s edge butted his nose with an audible crunch. Rook fell. Slumped against adjacent drawers, nasal wheezing accompanied his every breath while rivulets of red gushed from his nose.
 
   “Don’t fret,” Lancet teased, cocking his artificially powerful arms for a final swing, “give me a minute and I’ll take a look for myself.”
 
   The countertop swung diagonally down. It was met halfway by the bony knuckles of Rook’s desperate swing. The marble crunched, knocked from Lancet’s hands. Spinning off, it hit the floor with a dull thud.
 
   Irate, Lancet attacked. Ultrasonics blaring, he backhanded his stubborn opponent in the teeth. Rook’s head turned, blood whipping across the walls. Leading with the knuckle of his middle finger, the follow-up strike thrust for the exposed mastoid. 
 
   But Rook stopped the mid-knuckle, forearm catching forearm. Meanwhile, the bent fingers of his half-fist shot into Lancet’s squealing larynx.
 
   This can’t be good... the old killer thought as bent digits passed, unhindered, up under his chin.
 
   With the satisfying crack of smashed electronics, the debilitating ultrasound ceased.
 
   Rook recovered instantaneously. Spinning his torso, he kicked a heel out for his target’s face. Gagging at the damage to his windpipe, Lancet backpedalled as the boot scraped his cheek.
 
   Clad in black, shoulders rounded like a gorilla, Rook advanced, his amusement evident in the cold smirk hung on his face. Lancet battled to keep his composure. Outfought at every turn, Rook’s prodigious skill and unflappable confidence seemed unassailable. 
 
   Lancet decided his sole recourse was to out-think his opponent.
 
   Shouldn’t be too hard, he surmised, just managing to hold off a barrage of roundhouse kicks to his thigh, ribs and neck, I’ve got my party tricks. And the advantage of not having been clobbered in the brainpan thrice in the last sixty seconds!
 
   Lancet threw a jab. 
 
   It was caught. 
 
   He followed with an arcing fist. 
 
   The ridge of Rook’s hand cut it down at the wrist. 
 
   Bouncing off the deadened arm, Rook’s chop sliced diagonally. 
 
   Lancet lent back, pulling his neck clear. 
 
   Rook followed up with a straight cross. 
 
   Lancet’s open palm parried it away as he countered with an uppercut. 
 
   It found his opponent’s solar plexus. 
 
   Which was good. 
 
   It had no effect. 
 
   Which was bad. 
 
   He tried to follow with a sneaky foot to the groin but Rook was quicker; his boot finding the underside of Lancet’s knee.
 
   Jarred, he landed awkwardly, unable to prevent Rook’s second foot from clouting the inside of his thigh. He wailed, tripping, his stance kicked wide. His attacker stepped in calmly, elbows swinging like hammers. Despite the numbness in both arms, the fractured fingers, the damaged wrist, Lancet covered his head, his guard fending off the pounding strikes.
 
   It quickly became clear his outthinking strategy needed some better ideas.
 
   Like Divine Intervention.
 
   Praying for the best rather than planning his attack, Lancet managed to snatch the back of the bigger man’s neck. He pulled with every ounce of his technologically enhanced strength.
 
   Rook’s head shot down. Lancet’s knee drove up. A broken nose bore the brunt.
 
   Lancet reckoned the resulting moan of displeasure was the sweetest sound he’d ever heard. Greedy, he repeated the tactic, driving his knee up and Rook’s head down.
 
   The second attempt was markedly less successful.
 
   Rook plunged his elbow into the rising knee. 
 
   Lancet screamed.  
 
   His other swept in and pounded the ribcage. 
 
   Deflated, Lancet stopped screaming. 
 
   Straightening, Rook acquired for himself two fistfuls of expensive Italian shirt and rammed his forehead unto the bridge of Lancet’s nose.
 
   Even as tears welled in his opponent’s eyes, Rook was winching him up. He shoved the dazed man bodily into the nearest supporting wall, half demolishing it with the effort.
 
   “Ok, I was wrong,” Lancet choked, braced against an unstable wall, held aloft by crushing arms, “there’s definitely a brain in there. Only it’s made of granite.”
 
   Taking the bait, Rook smiled, conceding “It’s a relatively common misco-AH!”
 
   Lancet had used the last of his strength to trap Rook’s right arm rigid. He then struck hard, below the elbow. The joint hyper-extended. Rook dropped his arms immediately, cradling the injured limb against his side. 
 
   Lancet finally had a point to focus on, an injury to exploit. He just had to stay alive long enough to make with the exploiting.
 
   Rook made plain his disapproval by punting his target’s torso so hard, it converted the half demolished wall into a thoroughly demolished wall.
 
   Lancet landed amid a mound of debris, plaster and gristle. Winded, he rolled over a shoulder and onto his back. Rook was advancing again. He had expected to see fury in the man’s face. Irritation at the very least. 
 
   But Rook’s grin had grown wider.
 
   He’s actually thriving on this.
 
   Cool terror trickled down Lancet’s spine. He’d fought worse. Surely, there had been stronger, deadlier, crueller foes over the years. But their rage had ever given him the edge.
 
   Rook was smart, skilled and smiling. Lancet had no idea what to do with that last one...
 
    “So, how much are they offering for me, these days?” He stalled, retreating into a deep stance, “Just out of professional curio-ah“
 
   Squatting, Rook launched a cross low into the bladder.
 
   Lancet palmed it off course and deflected a second from his face with an intercepting forearm. He returned with a blinding one-two of his own.
 
   Rook swatted the first aside, grabbed the other at the elbow and pulled in. Lancet was jerked forward, off balance. An intercepting blow broke his cheekbone, catapulting him. Lancet flew, jerking his hips off a jutting doorframe as he fell.
 
   Rook advanced.
 
   His mark swore, and launched a salvo of frenzied blows. 
 
   Rook’s shin stopped an attack to his thigh. His naturally rounded shoulders met the subsequent high roundhouse without yielding an inch. He ducked a haymaker, covered his ribs from an uppercut. A third, lazy fist headed his way.
 
   Rook head-butted it. The wrist sprained, its gears and cogs deformed.
 
   Screaming his frustration, Lancet was reduced to swinging feral arms, each of which Rook smashed down with well placed elbows to the biceps and joints.
 
   Rook caught a final, last-gasp blow inches from his gut in an iron grip. Simultaneously, his chop tore down into Lancet’s neck like an axe, almost snapping the bones beneath.
 
   Lancet wavered unsteady in Rook’s grasp. Trembling, aching, his swollen jaws made to speak, but only ragged breath escaped. Steadying himself a moment, the battered mercenary tried again.
 
   Rook looked on with cool indifference as his mark’s lips struggled to mutter a single word.
 
   “Gotcha!”
 
   A compartment withdrew on the prosthetic held in Rook’s grip. A long, spring-loaded blade plunged forward, deep into his side.
 
   Lancet maintained there was very little point in owning ceramic limbs without literally having a trick up your sleeve.  
 
   *
 
   “Ow.” Rook worded, gazing down at the ceramic knife sunk four inches into his abdomen. The weapon was housed in Lancet’s forearm, a slight lip on the back of his hand the only seam between knife and limb.
 
   It took Rook a long moment to react. It had been almost ten years since he’d last had a knife in him. Eventually his spare hand responded, clumsily reaching for the dagger.
 
   It twisted. Rook inhaled sharply.
 
   “Ow.” He repeated, and meant it this time.
 
   Lancet advanced, forcing his stuck enemy back. The bowed figure retreating hastily, not dreadfully keen on the idea of the blade slipping deeper. 
 
   “You know,” he breathed in shallow huffs, perspiration seeping from his brow, “there’s a quip in here somewhere...” Rook’s sweaty hands fumbled the offending forearm, “something about a sticking point...!”
 
   The blade twisted again.
 
   “Or not!” Rook spat between gritted teeth. Anxious, he shot an arm out. Catching Lancet under the chin, he frantically pushed the head away. 
 
   Unconcerned, Lancet simply batted aside the half hearted attack, and flung a sharp slap into Rook’s jaw. Opponent jarred, he clasped the hair of Rook’s scalp and closed the distance between them with a step. Unable to pull away or evade, the ceramic blade cut two inches deeper.
 
   Two inches. 
 
   Two inches was a lot, especially when it came to knives nicking his intestines. But Rook had paid higher prices to get his enemies in on top of him.
 
   “Okay, okay, I have a better one!”
 
   His thumb found its way into Lancet’s eye-socket. It gouged at the organ within. A heartbeat later, his knee introduced itself to his adversary’s crotch. Rook was almost surprised to find it defenceless, unprotected by Kevlar plates or robotic contraptions. 
 
   His target momentarily phased, Rook dragged the blade clear of his gut and twisted the wrist (and dagger point) away from him.
 
   “It’s all punch line, mind...”
 
   Before the knife wielding assailant could respond, Rook dropped Lancet to one knee by snapping a boot into his other. 
 
   Then he dropped an elbow onto Lancet’s face. 
 
   And a second. 
 
   And a third.
 
   Before the fourth could land, something flashed. Crimson spurted from Rook’s jaw, splashing the floor behind. He’d almost bent over backwards to avoid getting his neck opened by a second hidden blade. 
 
   Having narrowly dodged another ceramic scalpel, Rook returned his attentions to the first. Vice-like, he clamped the wrist as his free palm slapped hard at the flat of the blade.  The thin dagger bowed and snapped, its business end whirling harmlessly across the room.
 
   But Lancet was already swinging. 
 
   The second blade had popped clear of its housing forearm, already gripped in the older man’s hand. Its dark edge sliced the sinew of Rook’s damaged elbow, even as he hopped clear.  Lancet pursued, his knife lancing, slashing, tracing figures of eight - too neat for his opponent to close. 
 
   Side impaled, jaw nicked, elbow hacked, Rook had no intention of being tagged again. So he retreated into the debris field that was once a kitchen, palming away any opportunistic lunge Lancet chanced.
 
   Feinting left, Lancet pounced in for the exposed neck. Parrying the wrist, Rook redirected the attack, riposting with an elbow up into the armpit. With the crack of ribs, the older combatant backed off.
 
   They closed again. Rook’s thigh was opened with a long cut. Lancet’s face hit the wood floor, calves hammered by a hard sweep.
 
   Lancet slashed wildly as he spun to his feet. His first swipe barely caught an evading shoulder. The second was halted by a hammering blow to the arm. The third narrowly missed spilling the contents of Rook’s insides.
 
   Body swimming in painkillers, it was Lancet’s fear, not pain, that caused him to tremble. 
 
   A final reckless charge was seized at the wrist and its dagger re-circulated. Rook’s brute strength overcame the mechanical arm. It bent, and suddenly the razor tip was inches from Lancet’s face. The old killer was powerless to resist as the blade edged closer to his right eye, the darkened dagger casting an ominous shadow.
 
   “You’re really... urggh” 
 
   Lancet’s prosthetics had not been cheap. Extremely potent, durable and sturdy, his limbs remained the very best money could buy. But the virus coursing through Rook’s veins was not available for purchase. And it made Lancet look positively underprivileged by comparison.
 
   “... after your money’s worth, eh?!”
 
   Lancet gulped down a deep breath. An unlikely click and low hissing (that Rook really didn’t like the sound of) emanated from the back of his throat. A heartbeat later Lancet spewed a jet of Tear Gas right into Rook’s face. 
 
   Rook pitched backward, eyes streaming, chest racked with splutters. His footing lost on the demolished marble detritus, he crashed shoulder first into the ground. He growled, clawing at the poison harassing his corneal nerves.
 
   His record for besting Tear Gas this severe was seventeen seconds. But as he imagined Lancet advancing, twirling the blade in his hand, he suspected he’d have to do better.
 
   Three.
 
   He nipped up to his feet and threw a hard, blind roundhouse, hoping it would be accurate enough to knock the blade from Lancet’s hand. A scything whir implied the knife spun across the room. A reverberating thunk suggested it lodged in a nearby doorframe.
 
   Ha! Someone up there likes me Rook mused, arms deciding to guard his head. 
 
   A hard kick caught him in the groin.
 
   Obviously not too much... he groaned, dropping to one knee, wanting to cry.
 
   Rook felt himself dragged up by his scarlet harness. Something hard bounced off his teeth. Gums bleeding, he felt his injured elbow jerked straight. The same hard something bounced off the wounded joint.
 
   Eight.
 
   Fighting blind, stalling for time, Rook followed a left hook with a whipping back heel. Unfortunately Lancet had regained his composure. An outstretched arm deftly stopped the hook, his torso weaved under the spinning kick. His riposte was to hop, spin and force the heel of his right foot into Rook’s sternum.
 
   Sailing backwards into the living room, Rook clocked the back of his head off a table corner. 
 
   Eleven.
 
   Tears streaming down his cheeks, he struggled to his feet. A hard cross to the jaw sent him back down. Rolling, he sent two of his own chasing his unseen attacker. The first was struck down by a deadening block. The second, incidentally his injured right, was caught underarm and wrenched.
 
   Drooling, Rook felt the agonizing tug as his wounded limb was lifted high. Lancet’s back slammed into Rook’s front. Driven backwards, he found himself pinned to the far wall.
 
   Oh pants.
 
   Lancet jack-knifed the elbow, slamming the already hyper-extended joint onto his shoulder. Rook’s elbow popped, just as his body burned through the last of the Tear Gas.
 
   Ha! Fifteen: New P.B.
 
   His mark was already smiling. Another victory, yet another notoriously tough meta-human systematically picked apart. Basking in his own genius, Lancet was caught wholly unawares as a thick arm reached around and coiled itself about his throat. Airway constricted, he could barely shriek as Rook whispered softly in his ear, 
 
   “Did you just give me your back, Sean?”
 
   Out in his peripheral vision, he saw Rook’s mangled arm cock back, fingers extended.
 
   Lancet’s blue eyes grew wide in terror.
 
   Iron-rigid fingers tore into his vertebrae with a sickening crunch.
 
   *
 
   Sean dropped, sensation below his hips seeping away. He bounced off the living room carpet, his legs unresponsive. Hyperventilating, he scrambled forward on his elbows, away from the sadist who’d just maimed him. With no small effort, he turned himself, back lying on the rough fabric, flaccid legs askew.
 
   Horrified, he propped himself up on his hands,
 
   “What? What did you do?” he demanded, breathless, slapping at his limbs, urgently willing them to move. When they refused, his fear swelled.
 
   “Well, Sean...” Rook responded, looming above. A sudden vigour doused the man. His yellow eyes shined, vibrant. His wounds had calmed. Injuries to the abdomen and face no longer wept. Closed, the blood about them already ebbed.
 
   And that persistent smile, cold, calculating, cruel, beamed down at him still,
 
    “... let’s just say you won’t be hiking through the Alps again in a hurry.”
 
   As if to punctuate, Rook’s wrestled his dislocated elbow, repositioning it with an ugly snap. 
 
   Testing the wriggling digits of his right hand, Rook strolled toward his freshly paralyzed target. He gave the limp appendages a cautionary tap with the toe of his boot, making sure of his work. Sean whimpered, not from pain but from the frightening lack of it.
 
   “In case you’ve yet to notice,” Rook announced, peering down at his mark over folded arms, “I am here to deliver a message.”
 
   Sean set his jaw. He had been “delivering messages” long enough to realise his life was at an end. Teeth chattering, he stared up at his relentless attacker and spat,
 
   “Do it then.”
 
   Rook’s sharp nose scrunched at that.
 
   “Um... I already did. Have you not worked it out yet?” he kicked the sagging, sinewy limbs once more, “It wasn’t exactly subtle.” 
 
   Sean was turning white, as much a product of his growing dread as the signal loss between his brain and the half dozen implants in his lower half. Rook clarified,
 
   “You’re being left intact, dummy.”
 
   Sean’s eyes narrowed, his temper temporarily offsetting his anxiety,
 
   “Intact? Intact?! Are you trying to be funny?!” he spat, dark bile spewing from dry lips. 
 
   Without his regularly scheduled secretion of treatments, Sean’s body was already beginning to reject his augmentations. These and other similarly important signals were typically carried through the spine. 
 
   Which in turn, typically wasn’t severed.
 
   “Pipe down! You’re still technically in one piece.”
 
   Back still arched, racked by the occasional spasm, Sean inhaled deeply and locked eyes with his attacker,
 
   “You should have killed me. It was a mistake not to because now I plan on putting all my not inconsiderable resources, and attention, into you. And those you work for.
 
   I’ll come for you, Rook. I’ll stroll right into your home. And when I do, you are going to wish you had the intelligence to end me when you had the chan-“
 
   Sean’s rant was cut short as the sole of Rook’s boot casually depressed the man’s windpipe. He flailed, thrashing underfoot, gargling a final breath of bile and phlegm.
 
   Rook didn’t say anything. He struggled to vocalise threats convincingly, too often coming across as disingenuous or ironic. Luckily, his frame was much more adept at getting the message across. He twisted the ball of his foot on the older man’s throat, as if stamping out a discarded cigarette. It seemed to do the trick. 
 
   Considering he lay in a pool of his own blood and excrement, in his own home, outsmarted and half crippled by a fighter who had now quite obviously been restraining himself, Sean could safely attest to never having been as scared in his life.
 
   “Why?” the broken convict asked. Shivering, an expression of resignation fell over his choking features.
 
   “Now he asks me! It’s actually just as you said; it all comes down to reputation. 
 
   Specifically yours.
 
   You did something as simple, as trivial as slipping a scalpel into Cracker’s eye-socket and you became an instant legend. Your rates quadrupled. You jumped to the number one slot on every most wanted list. As I understand it, cadets are still told horror stories about the man who finally took down one of The Siblings.
 
   As you said, you’re kind of a big deal Sean. You weren’t lying.
 
   So, why batter the notorious Lancet? Why cripple one of the planet’s most feared individuals in his own home? Why step on his neck and chuckle while he writhes and messes himself?!
 
   Take a sodding guess, Sean!
 
   I don’t need you to run to your friends, tail between your legs and tell everyone how scary and handsome I am. You know cameras these days; always someone watching.
 
   It’s out. You have been beaten. And I’m letting you walk away... figuratively.
 
   Test me and next time I will turn you into a dead person. And that’s me at my most literal, Sean.
 
   But for now at least, and until I arbitrarily decide otherwise... congratulations, you’re off the hook.”
 
   Message delivered, hostilities ceased, Rook removed his foot from the windpipe. Air filled hungry lungs. As Sean clawed for oxygen, eventually rolling onto his front, Rook strolled deeper into the only room that had escaped complete annihilation.
 
   He swiped a few tissues from a box on the mantelpiece and sauntered back to his suffering mark. Rook crouched, handing the tissues to his former associate.
 
   “Clean yourself up, man. You’re a mess.” He chided as Sean dabbed the dark fluid staining his cracked lips and swollen chin. Visibly shaken, supported on a propping elbow, Lancet gestured to the younger man, flapping soiled tissue as he did so,
 
   “No arguments here. But for the record, I’d like to remind you that the overwhelming majority of that, is actually yours!”
 
   Rook tilted his head and considered for a moment the deep stab wound in his side, the swelling at his recently relocated elbow joint, the gash across his thigh and the assortment of minor, closed lacerations about his face.
 
   “You’re absolutely right.” Rook concurred.
 
   And remembering the warning Molly had issued, he threw a friendly thump into Sean’s prone shoulder, adding, 
 
   “I’m just going to jump in the shower.”
 
   Incredulous, Sean’s jaw swung open.
 
   *
 
   Torcher typically left performance reviews until breakfast, when the mind was fresh. Her lieutenants’ reports were typically thorough enough to hold ‘til the morning. Additionally, they both had the sense (and stones) to wake her should the sky start falling.
 
   But for a firsthand account of how her consultant, her tactician kindled the first real embers of her society’s infamy; she was willing to let her bed wait her a few hours more. 
 
   The Smartglass of her desk tolled 2:07am precisely as she edged forward in her chair. Fingertips meeting in an arch, she asked,
 
   “So you left him flapping there, in his own living room, while you helped yourself to the poor bugger’s shower?!”
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   “That is harsh.” 
 
   “Molly was very clear about the terms of my return flight” Rook explained, still wet, plunging his ear with an index finger. The Boss hooked a knowing eyebrow,
 
   “That girl has you wrapped around her finger.”
 
   “There’s a dirty joke in there... Somewhere...”
 
   Torcher raised a hand, openly revolted at the suggestion,
 
   “Spare me.
 
   So, you reckon he’s scared straight?”
 
   Rook reclined, folding his arms. He recalled the casual wave he sent Sean’s way on leaving, the look of abject misery on the man’s face. Crippled, scared and carefully insulted, he would prove an easy pick-up for Tartarus’ crews. 
 
   “Uh nope. If you wanted him to stop killing, then we probably should have decided on a more permanent solution. But the damage is done. His rep will deflate. Ours should balloon.”
 
   Torcher sat back, massaging her brow. She had long grown used to dealing with Lancet’s sort: cocky, tough and too clever by half. The only thing they ever responded to was a good murdering. And she’d always been happy to oblige.
 
   But what she attempted now was covert, manipulative and subtle - decidedly outside her comfort zone. Specifically the part where she needed to let some of them live.
 
   Precisely why I need his expertise, his... varied skill-set...
 
   “But you reckon he’ll gab?”
 
   “Unceasingly” Rook assured her.
 
   “About us?” She stipulated,
 
   “Exclusively.”
 
   She looked gaunt and pale, cheekbones sharpened by weeks of stress and overworking. Had Rook not known better, he’d have doubted the fires within. He’d have seen a tired, severe woman approaching middle age and scrambling to tie together the strands of her machinations.
 
   But Rook knew better.
 
   Everyone knew better.
 
   “He’s bound to put a spin on it.” Torcher argued, always second guessing, always double checking. Rook tried to reassure her,
 
   “Of course he will. I would. 
 
   But after losing eight of their own, no-one in that prison is going to be in a hurry to repair him. And it’ll be hard to take seriously the bluster of any half-job that mangled. Plus there’s the evidence. Videos are bound to leak sooner or later.”
 
   “Sooner. Ron set them live before he turned in for the night...I watched the footage by the way. We all did. You spooked most of my kids.” 
 
   “Really?” Rook asked, sceptical.
 
   “Badly. And mine are not easily frightened pups. The way you toyed with him - It was not pretty.”
 
   He crossed his ankles, throwing his arms behind his head with a coy wink,
 
   “And here I thought you approached me for my looks!”
 
   Her expression darkened, any cinder of fatigue or vulnerability immediately doused.
 
   “Rook, I already have pretty people. I have an analytical genius asleep in his bed. I have a prodigy of violence so disillusioned by the best this world can muster, he’s considering taking up knitting. 
 
   I need you as my consultant because, famously, you have the unparalleled ability to annoy people. I need that candour. I need your objections, experience, advice, strategies and tactics. But mostly I need your belligerent persistence. 
 
   When I start seeing only trees, I need you to point out the woods.”
 
   “Otherwise we’ll have a forest fire?” He shot her a wry grin,
 
   “Aye, and not just metaphorically. We need to be straight with one another. Starting now: So... how are you?”
 
   Genuine confusion seeping in, Rook nodded, pointing out,
 
   “Better than Lancet. Why?”
 
   “Why?! Because you fight like a bloody sadist, is why!
 
   In my experience this level of spite is usually reserved for miserable auld sods trying to drown themselves in booze or the psychologically... unwell. 
 
   Warm, sunny gits who flirt with my XO, whip my entire intelligence team into a love-struck tizzy and have Lebanese giants weeping on their shoulder don’t tend to be that sadistic.”
 
   “Maybe you’ve been hanging out with the wrong sadists?” Rook argued defensively,
 
   “Probably.
 
   Listen, I can appreciate putting on a brave face for the team. Hell, I expect it of you. But this work, it takes a toll, even on the best of us.
 
   I know you don’t need the lecture. You’ve been at this game longer than most. But even I get bone weary sometimes. And you’ve just had a very long day.”
 
   “Which, I might add, was meant to be spent relaxing in an armchair.”
 
   “All the more reason to spit it out” Torcher’s smile was thin, threadbare, but mysteriously reassuring.
 
   Rook knew the Boss wouldn’t lament him any sentiment. Be he jubilant, livid, amused, or even shaken to his core by the day’s events, she could handle it, manage it. That’s why she had both grumpy sods like Hatchet and Gil on her team as well as bubbly personalities like TG and Wendy.
 
   Poetically, Torcher demanded a certain fiery passion in her underlings. And Rook genuinely considered revealing to her how he had none. 
 
   At all. 
 
   But he wasn’t in the habit of retreading past missteps. So he lied.
 
   “Honestly, beyond a bit of a headache, I’m fine.  Well actually, since we’re being honest, I was a little disappointed in Lancet.” 
 
   “Really?! Because he seemed to surprise you a few times, son!”
 
   “No no. Before. I asked him the usual. And he came out with this predictably insightful and utterly meaningless spiel.”
 
   “What was it about?”
 
   Rook considered for a moment, drawing his palm across his mouth,
 
   “Reputation, I think? To tell you the truth, I stopped listening. I dunno, I was expecting mind-games or something.”
 
   “Are you truly complaining the task I set for you wasn’t dangerous enough?” Torcher asked disbelievingly, hands slapping the glass table in mock outrage.
 
   “Yes, ma’am! I’m a junkie. And occasionally that can be said of my relationship with adrenaline. This wasn’t exactly the baptism of fire I was expecting.”
 
   They held each other’s gaze a moment before Torcher broke off, her cheek dimpled with a smirk, 
 
   “Ha! Rook honestly, should I ever wish to see what you’re really capable of, I need merely give my brother the nod. And then time how long you last.
 
   This assignment was to ease you in. A professional courtesy.”
 
   Rook deemed now as good a time as any to feign shock,
 
   “I got stabbed four times! In what universe is that courteous?!”
 
   “Maybe you’re a masochist too! Listen to me, Sean may have been tough, but he was an arsehole. You say you’re fine and I believe you. But dismantling mass murderers is the easy part, isn’t it? When the time comes to start throwing the boot in on the good ones, the nice ones, those poor well meaning dopes who lose control for just a moment, well...  we’ll all be sorely tested then. 
 
   Even a cold bugger like you, Rook.”
 
   Across the table, they stared into one another for another long moment. Differences laid bare, their eyes narrowed and squinted as they took turns questioning one another’s motives, the depths of their resolve. 
 
   Massaging the phantom pain in his already healed side, Rook finally asked,
 
   “So, the big reveal’s done. What now?”
 
   Torcher’s expression transitioned from gravity to levity, her eyes widening with conversational ease,
 
   “Well, Team Leap’s been making demonstrations (not like tonight’s, but considerable) for about six weeks now.  But we’re still very much shadows and whispers-“
 
   “Cloak and dagger?”
 
   “See, this is why I need you around! Ron’s been checking the ether, but the sad truth is unless we want to be labelled common thugs, we have to keep our heads down and wait for something bad to happen...”
 
   “Something with a lot of collateral damage.”
 
   This wasn’t a question, but the Boss nodded anyway.
 
   “… And then we hammer whoever’s responsible, brutally, publically. That’s bound to raise a hackle or two.”
 
   Rook nodded his assent, a grim acknowledging smile on his lips. He liked her plan. It was simple, achievable and had that callous logic that sent most people running. 
 
   Of course, I like it. 
 
   More ambiguous was why someone as decorated, beloved and openly maternal as Torcher would commit to it. He guessed asking couldn’t hurt,
 
   “Well, turnabout’s fair play: So tell me straight, why are you doing this?”
 
   “You mean why aren’t we just a gang of mercenaries with hearts of gold who dedicate themselves to white knuckle justice and world peace?
 
   Admittedly, it hasn’t worked for E.M.F.U. or C.A.M.L. or C.A.P. but we’ll nail it first time because we’re smarter, right? Maybe because we’re meaner? Or wiser? Or just generally better?
 
   No, Rook.
 
   I know you can feel it: The tension, the aggro, all those wee supers itching to pound one another into paste. This world is getting ready to eat itself. And if we want to spoil its appetite, we need to feed it a villain. A real villain. Only then will you get heroics from the aforementioned prima donnas!
 
   And in the absence of a good, old-fashioned, clean cut, baddie, we will have to wing it. Stand in. Do our very best imitation. With a lot of luck, maybe we can stave off a meta-human war that bit longer. 
 
   And give my wee sister time to do what she does best...”
 
   Fixer...
 
   Rook waved his hands in an attempt to brush away the confusion,
 
   “Yes, yes, I’m clear on that. We’re on the same page, Torcher. (It almost definitely won’t work, you know. But it sounds like fun so I’m with you all the way!) 
 
   But what I was asking is why are you doing this? Did you lose someone? Someone, I don’t know, not like us?” His faint chuckle escaped as a sigh, “Someone innocent?” 
 
   “A few of the kids have. Hinge’s partner was sideswiped by a chucked lorry.  And I pulled young Jo from the rubble of Budapest, but couldn’t find her family. She never recovered. Not really. 
 
   Fact is, most of them downstairs have a personal stake in this. And they were only too glad to make this sacrifice.
 
   But as for lifers like you and me, Rook? Well, I suppose we never had anyone to lose in the first place now did we?”
 
   Rook suspected she had stumbled upon an excellent point,
 
   “Suppose we didn’t. Well, this is getting awful maudlin!”
 
   “It is. I blame the lateness of the hour. Go to bed.”
 
   Rising with no intention of lying down for eight hours, Rook lied,
 
   “Gladly, Boss.”
 
   “And Rook...”
 
   He stopped at the door to her office, leaning back with a hooked brow.
 
   “Go to your own bed.”
 
   Giving her a full view of the mischievous grin slapped across his face, he closed the door behind him.
 
   *
 
   Rook sat in the dark. Head cradled in clawing hands, he bent over the kitchen table.  On the street outside the pedestrian crossing chirped periodically before being swallowed whole by the night’s oppressive silence. The occasional late night tram sped by with a softly fading electric whine. And excluding the gentle flutter of sleeping bodies floors beneath him, the headquarters was still.
 
   Save, of course, the rhythmic grunting of Hatch and Molly directly below. 
 
   He was not surprised. His ears latched onto her quickened pulse in the war room earlier. He’d caught the scruffy man’s pupils dilate when Molly grabbed his tunic roughly. He’d felt the jealously peel from Hatch as Molly bantered incessantly with the team’s enigmatic new strategist. And Rook was genuinely astonished no-one else could actually smell the tension between them. 
 
   But he felt no betrayal, no disappointment – if anything, he sympathised. 
 
   Yet to meet a Meta without some kind of vice: And at least hers is comparatively harmless. A little flirting never killed anyone.
 
   In fact, this recent revelation stirred nothing within him.
 
   Quite conversely, inside the confines of his skull, things were far from tranquil.
 
   Rook’s head was ablaze, burnt to ashes from withdrawal. 
 
   His body a constantly churning cocktail of epinephrine, assorted neurotransmitters and (for lack of a long-winded scientific descriptor) Rocket Fuel, the agony of so much unspent energy had only worsened with age. By his twenty third year it had all but devoured him. 
 
   As much as he wanted to assure Torcher he was an impassioned, emotionally available member of her crew, the truth was he had suffered little beyond the searing torment of his condition for years. 
 
   Necessity demanded he find a way to numb it. An addiction of his own design, the slightest trace of sucrose triggered a deluge of painkillers. But the comforting endorphins washed him clean.
 
   When Rook wasn’t in pain, he was numb. A trait he hid expertly.
 
   But curiosity had bested him. Something the Boss had said resonated. So he braced the anguish and went in search of sentiment. Provided he could recall what it felt like...
 
   ‘Well, we’ll all be sorely tested then... Even a cold bugger like you, Rook.’
 
   He honestly wanted to prove her right. One day. 
 
   But tonight, unsurprisingly, he discovered only pain.
 
   No joy, no remorse, not even the satisfaction of a job well done: Just the weight of dependence and the fires of his affliction. This at least would have made anyone else miserable, frustrated, manic, depressed. But it only made Rook sore.
 
   A bowl, piled high with ice-cream, slid under his nose.
 
   “My favourite” he groaned, “How on earth did you know?”
 
   He heard her stir minutes earlier. He caught her scent, however faint, as she crept into the kitchen. He had even felt the thump of her heart as she spooned chocolate goo into the bowl. But the withdrawal had dulled his focus and he’d forgotten she was even there. 
 
   Hardly ideal for a man as widely disliked as Rook. 
 
   “I’m a fifteen year old girl and you eat twice as much ice-cream as I do.” Jo explained, “Didn’t take a genius.”
 
   “Thanks” Rook smiled, one finger still on his temple, pawing the bowl closer to him. Clad in comically oversized pyjamas, an obscure anime logo plastered across her t-shirt’, Jo climbed into a chair alongside him. Gathering her knees in her arms, hooding her toes in excess pyjama leg, she advised,
 
   “You hide it too well.”
 
   Pain receptors overtaxed, patience too thin, he simply stared at the young girl. It took less effort than conjuring a pithy quip.
 
   “You have them convinced. They all think you’re like them. Just like them.” She interrupted herself to reach out with a previously concealed tea-spoon and scrape away some midnight desert. Smiling, Rook nudged the bowl closer to her. “So when, like tonight, they get a glimmer of what you really are, it freaks them the fuck out.
 
   It’s best if you just ease them in. Let them come to terms with what you really are gradually. Take me, for example: Everyone knows I’m a bit... off. I just can’t care in the same way they do. I pretend like it got worse when my Dad and my brothers... But... I dunno.
 
   They can’t empathize, they can’t. But they try their best to be patient. And when that wears thin they’re nice enough to give me a wide berth.”
 
   “No-one’s avoiding you, Jo” Rook ventured automatically, mimicking concern,
 
   “Stop that!” She bit “See, that’s what I came to talk to you about: You needn’t. Not with me. With me you can relax, because I get it: You don’t mean a damn word you say. 
 
   And I don’t need you to.”
 
   Giving in, Rook shovelled a heaped spoon into his mouth. An eerie calm fell upon him as a fog.
 
   “What gave me away?”
 
   “Nothing. You have them” Joe flicked a wrist, gesturing to the wider world, “down better than anyone. Better than me, anyway. And that’s the problem – you’re going to break their hearts.
 
   My best friend was singing your praises earlier. You stood in front of a gun for her...”
 
   “It was only a .22. Barely even qualifies as a gun-”
 
   “And then she cried herself to sleep tonight having seen what you did to that old guy. Or maybe it was how you did it. Or why you did it.
 
   The point is, I don’t know why they get so upset but they always do.”
 
   Rook jabbed an accusatory spoon in her direction, licking ice-cream from his lips before it set and cracked,
 
   “She must have seen worse than that these past few months...”
 
   “Oh she has. But from grouchy old warriors and, what’s the word, veterans? She expects Breaker to be vicious. Not sweet men who wink at her and make jokes and put their hand on her shoulder and tell her what a good job she’s doing. She had no idea you’d be capable of such... callousness, I guess” she shrugged, becoming braver with the size of her scoops.
 
   “But you did, Joe. How did you know?”
 
   “I always know, Rook. All the sodding time! For as long as I can remember. No surprises, no twists or discoveries. Just this oppressive...”
 
   “Omniscience?”
 
   “That’s a big word for this late. Anyway, I just thought I’d give you a heads up. Dial it back a bit. A little coldness now will mean a lot less heartbreak later.
 
   G’Night Rook.”
 
   Leaving her teaspoon in the half-emptied bowl, Joe unsheathed her toes and made to leave.
 
   “Stay where you are, young lady.
 
   If you really wanted me to buy your little spiel, you probably wouldn’t have handed me a bowl of medicine. Besides, you said it yourself, I’m a perfectionist. I’m hardly going to pack it all in, am I? Not just to save their feelings. Feelings I can barely define anymore.
 
   But you already knew that. Just as you knew I’d see right through your little pep talk and confront you.
 
   In future, you needn’t go to all that effort, Jo. Not with me. Never with me. 
 
   So why don’t you pick up that spoon, help me finish this ice-cream and just tell me straight why you came up those stairs in the first place.”
 
   Jo smiled, not with joy or relief, but with a grim satisfaction. The cream cold on her molars, she worked it around before swallowing and admitting,
 
   “I love Sabs and the rest but... It’s lonely being the only hollow.”
 
   “I know.” Rook admitted, truthfully.
 
   “I figured we could keep each other company. Maybe share a giggle at all that nonsense they’re always crying about. Look out for one another, I guess. And before you start, yes, I believe even someone like you needs a friend to look out for them. Someone to, what’s the word-”
 
   “Empathize?” Rook hazarded, pulling the spoon from his smacking lips.
 
   “Bingo.”
 
   “Empathy...” Rook daydreamed, wondering if he could actually appreciate the concept on anything beyond an intellectual level, “Sure, why not? Let’s give it a whirl.”
 
   “You promise?” Joe looked up at him sceptically. She was instinctually disinclined to trust him. Chiefly because he reminded her so much of herself.
 
   “Promise.” 
 
   “Are you upset about Molly?” She asked abruptly, finding no need to linger now the former subject was put to bed. Yawning, Jo was about to follow suit.
 
   “Kid, I don’t even understand why I would be.”
 
   “Awesome. Me neither.” Joe nodded, genuinely excited to agree with someone for a change.
 
   “Good. Now go and get some sleep. Sabs has stopped whimpering.”
 
   “Well thank Christ!” Joe exclaimed. And as Rook let out a delighted chortle, she bent down to kiss his cheek before scuttling off to bed.
 
   Rook turned back, regarding the silence, the darkness. He didn’t resent the comfort and familiarity they brought as much now. And he was content to let the numbing mist of dopamine consume him until morning.
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