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Chapter One

 

 

 

“…DEFG…” Brier placed the last file in the appropriate spot and closed the drawer. “Do you have anything else for me to do, Sheila?”

“No, sweetie, you’re all done. Why don’t you see if Bram is ready to call it a day?” the accounting office secretary said with a smile.

“Okay. See you Monday.” Brier picked up his coat and started to leave, but Sheila called him back.

“Brier? You forgot your paycheque.”

Smiling, Brier turned and picked his cheque up from the table where he’d laid it earlier. “I’m gonna need this, too.”

“Yeah? Special plans this weekend?”

“The carnival’s in town. Bram and Declan promised to take me.”

“Oh, isn’t that nice. You have fun.”

“I will.” With one last grin, Brier went to find his twin brother. Since being released from the psychiatric hospital nearly three years ago, Brier had worked and lived with Bram and his partner Declan.

He knew Bram was taking him to the carnival to help get his mind off of Jackie. Brier stopped walking and rubbed his eyes. Thinking about the only man he’d ever truly been in love with still made his chest hurt. Jackie had said he loved Brier too, but then Jackie had gone away to some foreign country and left him all alone.

Brier knew it was Jackie’s job to go train bodyguards for Three Partner’s Protection Agency, the company they all worked for, but it didn’t make it any easier to be alone. He waved hi to Mac as he passed his office on the way to Bram’s.

He poked his head in and smiled. “You almost finished?”

Bram looked up from his computer, those little tiny reading glasses perched on the end of his nose that Brier thought made his brother look so smart. “Yep. Just give me another ten minutes or so.”

“Okay. I’m gonna see if Mac’s going to the carnival.”

Bram nodded and went back to his computer. Brier travelled back down the hall to Mac’s office. He leaned against the doorjamb and waited for Mac to notice him.

“Hey,” Mac greeted. “How was your day?”

“Good. I got everything filed that Sheila asked me to, and I finished painting the break-room.”

“I know. The break-room looks terrific. I’m glad you suggested we go with the yellow. It really livens it up.”

Brier felt a blush creep up his cheeks. Mac always said nice things to him, but it was still hard for Brier to take a compliment without getting embarrassed. “Are you going to the carnival?”

Mac smiled and leaned back in his chair. “No, I think we’ll skip it this year. You?”

“Yeah. Bram and Declan are taking me.” Brier held up his paycheque. “Except I’m paying for myself.”

“That’s good.”

Brier tapped his foot on the leg of the desk. He wanted to ask a question, but didn’t want Mac to get mad at him.

“Something wrong, Brier?”

Brier shook his head. “I was just wondering if you’d talked to Jackie? He hasn’t called me for a while.”

Mac looked uneasy for a moment before his attention shifted to the door. Brier looked over his shoulder at Bram. “You ready?” Bram asked.

“Yeah. I was just asking Mac if he’d talked to Jackie.”

Bram took a deep breath. “I imagine Jackie’s too busy to call anyone these days. Don’t take it personally, brother.”

Brier stood and stuffed his cheque back into his coat pocket. He had a feeling something was going on. For several days he’d caught Bram whispering to Declan. A couple of times Brier thought he heard Jackie’s name, but when he questioned Bram, his brother always denied it. Maybe Jackie wasn’t coming home. What if he fell in love with someone else and didn’t want Brier anymore?

He felt that throbbing thing start in his head again. Brier lifted his hand to the thick scar on the side of his skull to rub away the pain, but it didn’t help. The scar his father had given to him as a baby was a constant reminder that he’d never be as smart as his twin brother. How a father could abuse an infant and then just sign over custody to the state when that abuse had permanent repercussions, Brier still didn’t understand. At least he was happy his father had been convicted after abuse led to the paralysis of his younger brother Thor. Brier didn’t feel a bit sorry that his father had been murdered in prison. He began to rub harder at the raised scar that ran in a large arc above his right ear.

“You okay?” Bram asked, stepping into the office.

“Head hurts.”

“Did you take your medicine?”

Brier hated it when Bram tried to baby him. He wasn’t a baby. “Yes. It just hurts sometimes when I get upset.” He pushed past Bram to the hall. “See you Monday, Mac. If you talk to Jackie, tell him I said hi.”

Bram stayed in Mac’s office for a few more minutes. Brier decided not to wait on him and went out to stand by Bram’s car. It was hot outside, so Brier took off his jacket. He thought it was weird how the mornings could be cold, but then the afternoons would get so hot.

Bram finally came out of the building and unlocked the doors. “I guess I should’ve given you the keys. You could’ve started the air conditioning.”

Brier didn’t say much. He got in and fastened his seat belt before leaning his head against the window. The hot glass felt good as it rubbed on the scar. “Are we going to eat at the carnival?”

“Whatever you want. This is your night.” Bram pulled out of the parking lot and headed for home.

Brier turned to his brother. Bram had been very patient with him since Jackie left. He hated that he’d had the meltdown while staying at the Triple Spur. Ever since that night, Bram had treated him differently. The way he’d been treated when he’d first been released from the psychiatric hospital in Oklahoma.

The hospital reminded him of Carl, Jimmy and Rick, the men who’d sexually abused him in the hospital. Bram had told him that Carl and Jimmy were in a little trouble, but they wouldn’t be going to jail, and the police hadn’t found Rick yet. He’d moved away. “Have you heard anything about Rick?”

Bram got a surprised look on his face. “What brought that up?”

Brier shrugged. “I don’t know, just thinking about stuff.”

“Sounds like some pretty heavy thinking.”

“Maybe,” Brier mumbled.

“The police haven’t located Rick yet, but when they do, they want to put him in jail.”

“Because of me?”

“Because of what he’s done to several men in the hospitals he’s worked in.” Bram shifted in his seat, and didn’t look at Brier anymore. “They want you to testify, but I told them no.”

“Why?” Brier asked.

“I don’t think you’re up to sitting in a courtroom with Rick, telling everyone in the room about the things he did to you.”

Brier pressed his scar harder against the glass. “I don’t wanna see him. He’s scary.”

Bram nodded and reached over to squeeze Brier’s hand. “I know, buddy. That’s why I told the police they’d have to find another way to convict him.”

Brier felt better. At least Rick couldn’t get to him if he didn’t see him. Rick used to tell him he’d kill him if he ever told. Brier knew he’d do it to. Rick was a bad, bad man.

“I have money to buy us all corndogs for supper,” he said, trying to change the subject.

“Are you sure that’s what you want to do with your paycheque? I can buy my own dinner.”

“You buy me dinner all the time.”

“Okay. Corndogs it is.”

 

* * * *

 

Brier felt a lot better by the time they arrived at the carnival. He got out of the car and looked around. There was so much going on. He didn’t know what to look at first. “I want to ride that,” he announced, pointing towards the Ferris wheel.

Bram chuckled. “I think we should save that one for after we eat. Let’s try one of the more adventurous rides first.”

Brier took off towards the rides. He remembered from the previous year that he had to buy tickets in order to ride. He dug his wallet out of his back pocket and counted out some money. “Do you want me to buy your tickets, too?” he asked Declan and Bram.

“We’ll get our own,” Declan said, pulling out some money.

Reading the note on the front of the ticket window, Brier tried to figure out how many he needed. He glanced over his shoulder at Declan. “How many are you getting?”

Declan reached past him and pointed towards the third option down on the list. “I think this one will do just fine for me and Bram, but maybe you should get this one.”

Brier nodded and counted out enough money before stepping into line. He wanted to go in the Fun House for sure. Those goofy mirrors always made him laugh. Once it was his turn, he handed his money over to the guy behind the glass. “Tickets, please.”

The guy gave him a bracelet instead of tickets. Confused, Brier held his money back out of the man’s reach. “Don’t I get tickets?”

“You had a twenty in your hand, I thought you wanted the bracelet,” the guy droned.

Declan cut in front of Brier and spoke to the ticket guy. “He does. I’ll explain it to him.” Declan took the money out of Brier’s hand and gave it to the guy behind the glass.

Brier watched Declan give the guy money for actual tickets. Now he was really confused. When Declan led him away from the booth, Brier questioned him. “Why do you get tickets, and I only get this silly paper bracelet for my money?”

Declan smiled and took the bracelet from Brier. “Because with this, you can ride as many rides as you want. It’s a better deal for you.” Declan fastened the bracelet around Brier’s wrist.

“So why didn’t you and Bram get one?”

“Because we don’t like to ride as much as you do, so it wouldn’t have been worth the money for us.”

Brier nodded like he understood, but he really didn’t. Money still tended to confuse him. He knew he was getting better. Bram had already started a savings account with the money he earned at his job. He was saving up to buy a car. Bram had promised to take him to get his driver’s licence as soon as the doctor cleared it. Sometimes he worried that he should spend his money and get an apartment to live in like most men his age, but Bram and Declan kept telling him they enjoyed having him around.

“What’s first?” Bram asked when they rejoined him.

Brier looked around. He knew he wanted to ride all of them, so he decided to let Bram pick first. “Whatever you want.”

Bram headed towards the Tilt-A-Whirl. Brier grinned. He loved that one. Everyone always got all smushed together. As they waited in line, Brier turned to Declan. “So what do I give the guy when I get up there?”

Declan gave him a friendly pat on the back. “Nothing, just show him your bracelet.”

“Wow. Cool.” He liked the bracelet thing already. Usually he ended up dropping half his tickets on the ground when he dug them out of his pocket.

Brier flashed his bracelet with a smile when it was their turn. He chose one of the little sea-shell-shaped cars that was already a little tilty. “This one looks good.”

“Hmmm, the big question is who sits where,” Bram said.

“Declan in the middle since he’s the smallest,” Brier replied, getting in.

After the guy came around to make sure everything was locked down tight, the ride began. Brier leaned to the side, hoping to make the car spin. He noticed a little resistance from Declan, but Bram helped him out by leaning into Declan. Their little sea shell started spinning really fast, and Declan began to groan.

Brier couldn’t keep from laughing. He loved the way the spins made his tummy feel. By the time the ride slowed to a stop, Brier was ready to go again, but Bram had to help Declan off the ride and down the steps. “Are you okay?”

Declan took a handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped his forehead. “Just a little dizzy.”

Brier felt bad that he’d made Declan go on the ride. “Should we go sit down?”

Declan shook his head. “Why don’t you go on one, and Bram and I’ll watch.”

“Okay.” Brier bounced a little as he tried to decide on which ride to choose. He saw one that went upside down. “Ooh, that one.” He pointed.

Bram laughed and rolled his eyes. “Better you than me.”

There were a couple of chairs close to the ride, so Bram made Declan sit down. “You go ahead. We’ll watch from here.”

Brier nodded and got in line, happy to have his bracelet. The line was really long which told him it must be a really good ride. He was looking up at the small cages as they spun around and upside down when someone slapped him on the shoulder.

“Hey, Brier.”

Brier glanced over and saw Charlie and another guy from Three Partners that he’d seen in the halls. “Hi, Charlie. You gonna ride this?”

“Yeah.” Charlie removed his hand and scratched the back of his neck. “Listen. I just wanted to say how sorry I am about what happened to Jackie.”

“Huh?”

“Don’t worry though. I’m sure he’ll pull through. Jackie’s one of the toughest sonofabitches I know. No way a little bomb could keep him down.”

Brier’s mouth filled with saliva. Uh oh. He covered his mouth and ran to the nearest trash can before he threw up. He heard Charlie and Bram arguing behind him as he continued to spew what little was left in his stomach.

All he could think about was Jackie and the word bomb. He’d seen bombs on TV and knew it was bad, really bad. Brier wiped his mouth and turned around to face his brother. He could tell by Bram’s expression that he already knew about Jackie and the bomb. How could his brother have kept something like this from him? The days of not getting a phone call from Jackie suddenly made sense. Bram kept telling him Jackie must be busy when all the time he knew the truth.

Brier went from sick, to heartbroken, to pissed in about sixty seconds. Without saying a word, he reared back and punched his brother in the face, feeling the satisfying crunch as his fist connected with Bram’s nose.

Without looking back, Brier turned and started running. He needed to talk to Mac. His boss would be able to tell him where Jackie was. All Brier wanted was to find Jackie and make him better.

He pushed his way through the crowd to the main street of town. After running several blocks, he stopped and tried to figure out where he was. Since the office for Three Partners was also Mac’s home, he knew the address. He saw a cab and waved down the driver.

Getting into the backseat, Brier gave the older man the address before digging out his wallet. He’d never taken a taxi by himself, but he’d been with Bram and Declan several times when they’d taken a cab. The car pulled up outside Three Partners and he gave the driver some money, making sure he gave him a few extra dollars for a tip.

He ran up the front steps and rang the doorbell. After a few seconds, he looked through the stained glass panel beside the door and pounded on the heavy wood. He saw Nicco running towards him.

The door opened and Nicco pulled him inside and hugged him. “I’m so glad you’re here. Bram called. He’s worried sick about you.”

“I don’t want to talk about him. I want to know about Jackie. I need to find him. Will you help me?”

“Come on,” Nicco said, leading Brier to the living quarters.

Mac and Amir were both on the phone when Nicco sat with him on the couch. “Amir is talking to Bram, and Mac is finding out the latest on Jackie. He knew you’d want to know.”

Brier’s heart plummeted.
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