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  CHAPTER 1 

Get in the Car 


It was getting late. The sun had already faded well over the horizon, but the sky wasn’t completely dark just yet. The halo of light blue still clung to the tallest buildings in the heart of Kingsport, and everything else had dimmed to featureless black silhouettes. 
Oscar flipped on the headlights and the radio.
“Don’t Dream It’s Over” by Crowded House echoed dreamily through the cab of the Honda Civic, between the smell of the ugly air freshener that he didn’t like, and the car seat in the back for a kid that he didn’t have.
Without any warning, he snatched the air freshener and chucked it out the window. The cool night air rushed in, and mingled with the chorus on the radio.
He didn’t toss out the little stuffed turtle seated on the dashboard, which was just cute and pathetic enough that it had the privilege of keeping its position as his only accomplice, and that’s the way Oscar liked it.
Other people always just complicated jobs like this, or got in the way. He did his best work alone. After all, Oscar was the quintessential troubled youth, from a poor broken family who’d been enveloped in a life of crime from a young age.
But Oscar had the distinct feeling that his good luck was running out. He wasn’t a minor anymore, and the older you got, the less people generally gave a fuck about you. Except for his Nanna and his state-appointed therapist. Oscar liked his therapist.
He didn’t figure that she really cared, but she was damn good at pretending, and that was fine with him, because if he was gonna have to waste an hour and a half, two Thursdays a month, with the same person, then the least they could do was pretend they cared about daddy never being around, and mommy never loving him as much as her cocaine pipe. She’d also given him a prescription for medical weed, which easily put her number at the top of his contacts.
But the truth was that Oscar had accepted what a lot of bright-eyed, well meaning, therapists and social workers wouldn’t—that some people were just born to be the bad guys, so that everyone else could be the good guys.
Kingsport needed young men like him, so that the 6 o’clock news had stories the upper and middle class could shake their heads at—prompting them to ask their perfect families, “What’s this city coming to?”
Oscar glanced over at the little beady eyes of the turtle who sat quietly on the dash, watching him with a look that had gone from empty to mildly judging in Oscar’s opinion. He pulled a pack of cigarettes out of the breast pocket of his leather jacket and placed one between his lips while he searched for a lighter... 
And that was when his phone started to blare his heavy metal ringtone. 
Now, normally, Oscar wouldn’t have answered, not because he was under any moral pressure to not talk and drive, but because he refused to let anyone throw off his groove when he was working. It was sorta superstitious.
But he’d caught the name on the screen and, unfortunately, it was a name that was very high on his contacts—right up there with weed therapist lady.
With a heavy sigh and a cringe, he thumbed the button on the screen for speaker and tossed the phone in his lap while he lit his cigarette and drove with a knee.
“Yup, it’s Oscar,” he murmured around his cigarette before taking a deep drag. “Sup?”
“Hey, It’s Max. I thought you said you were down for club hopping tonight, Man.” There was a distinct echo to his words, and a thrumming bass in the background, and even still, he could tell Max sounded disappointed. “So, where are you?”
Oscar’s jaw rocked back and forth for a moment behind the cigarette. He should get this car to the chop shop. He knew that, and any other time that’s what he would have done, but this was Max, and what were rules for if not to be broken, right? He doubted anything would happen to the car while they did some harmless club hopping, and he could just drop it off at the shop at the end of the night.
“Yeah, work ran late. Where can I meet you?” 
“The Match,” Max replied. Oscar imagined him leaning against the wall just outside the club, a wall covered in a patchwork of colorful graffiti. “How long do you think you’re gonna be?”
“Uh,” Oscar glanced at the time as his foot pressed the gas pedal to the floor. “Like ten? See you there.”
He made it in six minutes, but he had to park his meal ticket at a local parking garage, and wait in the short line, so it was about ten minutes on the dot before he was inside the club.
The Match was small and cheap. It drew in a crowd of regulars that ensured its doors would stay open. Oscar had been coming here for years, but was finally old enough that he no longer needed to flash a fake ID to get in.
Finding Max was easy. He kind of stood out with how clean-cut he always looked. No matter what he was wearing, Max’s clothes always seemed like he’d just taken the tags off and put them on. Oscar suspected that this was because in most cases, Max had done just that. Couple that with his charm, and it didn’t surprise Oscar at all that his friend was already chatting up two cute girls when he found him.
Max was out of these girls’ league, though. Not because they weren’t pretty—they were. Both were absolutely Oscar’s type when it came to chicks, or at least people who looked like chicks. No, Max was out of their league because they looked just about as affluent as Oscar and the rest of the people packed into the club. They could probably smell the money on Max, just like he and everyone else with a brain could. That’s what had drawn Oscar to Max the first time they’d met. That, and the fact that Max seemed to like the grunge of these poor, seedy places, and that was something they had in common.
Oscar swung his arm around Max’s shoulder. “Hey, sorry I’m late. Work was a bitch,” Plucking Max’s drink from his hand, Oscar took a sip, making a face as he realized it wasn’t a whiskey and coke.
“It’s cool,” Max replied, watching Oscar with mild amusement. “Maybe just text or something next time, cuz I’m ready to get outta here. Did you bring your bike?” He pulled the drink away from Oscar, sucking up half of what was left in the plastic cup through the neon blue straw, before adding, “I didn’t bring my car.”
“Actually, it’s in the shop, so I got a loan right now.” It wasn’t an entire lie. Oscar thought of mentioning that it was a sedan, and could easily fit the girls as well if they tossed out the car seat, but he didn’t get the chance. Max was already headed for the exit.
It wasn’t cool outside, but stepping out of such a crowded space into open night air must’ve made all the difference in temperature for Max. He breathed a pleased and exaggerated sigh as he followed Oscar to his ride, but did a double take once he’d climbed in. “Did you…loan this from a friend?” he asked, looking pointedly at the car seat and Mr. Turt nestled on the front dash.
“Eh—heh, yeah,” Oscar murmured as he slouched towards the steering wheel and touched two wires together.
The engine turned over, and Max’s expression fell. For a minute, Oscar wasn’t sure if he should say something. They’d had a lot of fun in the time they’d known each other, which had been several months now, and they’d done some pretty wild shit at parties. But riding around in a hot car could be pushing it…
“So, I know we haven’t talked much about…well, a lotta shit, but you can be real with me,” Max said. “Just want you to know that. I’m not gonna judge you, Oz. We’re friends.” 
Oscar glanced at Max, then at the scrutinizing stare of little Mr. Turt and sighed. “Right,” he breathed, assuming that Max was smart enough to put it all together by now. “I can cut you in, but, truth is… I’m broke until I get this to a shop.”
“Cut me in? Oh, nah, Man. That’s not necessary,” Max said with a laugh. “Where’s this shop of yours?”
That was right. Max didn’t need to be cut in. He was, and probably always had been, rich. Oscar felt stupid for even suggesting it as he took the car out of park. “A couple minutes. Shouldn’t take long.”
Oscar wasn’t exaggerating. The shop was really close to The Match, and soon Max was pacing the deserted parking lot next to the rear garage door at Charley’s Automotive, which stood open. The light from inside pouring out made all the cracks in the concrete look that much sharper, but was always somehow attracting less flies than the only street light for the entire mini strip mall on the other side of the two-lane road.
Oscar stood just inside, trying to rush through his conversation with Charley. Every time he glanced over at Max, the more impatient his friend looked.
“Hey, Oz, we about ready to go?” Max asked, poking his head in. “I don’t really like this side of town.”
“Yeah, almost!” Oscar shouted back.
“Who is that, by the way?” Charley asked before Oscar promptly changed the subject back to his pay. Finally, Charley left and came back with a roll of twenties and slapped it into Oscar’s hand. As he departed, Oscar made sure to duck into the car one last time and snatch his plush companion before he rejoined Max outside. “Alright, let’s go.”
“Great,” Max chirped as they started walking. “So, where to? What are we feeling?” he asked, face illuminated by the glow of his phone’s screen. “Booze? Food? Babes?”
While Max was distracted with his phone, a glossy black car came rolling into view, headed in the opposite direction that they were walking, without its headlights on.
The car stopped about a yard and a half down from them, and two big motherfuckers climbed out. One was clearly in a polo with vertical stripes. The other, Oscar couldn’t tell, but he definitely had a scally cap on. It wasn’t until they’d closed their car doors that Max even looked up to see the pair coming towards them.
“That…doesn’t look good.” Oscar’s blood ran cold. That car he just stole couldn’t have belonged to anyone important…right?
Max stopped in his tracks. “Oh, shit.” 
“Here—just let me do the talking.” Oscar tried to sound confident or reassuring, anything but what he actually was, which was freaking the fuck out.
“Oz, wait—”
The men were a few feet away now, and were both wearing a familiar look on their faces. One of mild disgust and annoyance.
“What exactly are you doin’ out here?” the man who’d been driving asked. He wasn’t a loud man, but the rasp in his voice, and the circumstances plenty made up for anything some ignorant idiot, who knew nothing about life on the streets, might not find initially intimidating about him.
Oscar was intimidated, but he knew he couldn’t show it, and it wasn’t like he expected Max to understand what was going on.
“Hey guys, this is the Devil’s Rejects’ territory,” Oscar said. “I hope there’s not a problem.” Now all those ride-alongs and boring motorcycle club meetings felt like they were worth it. Oscar wore the Devil’s Rejects’ patch on his jacket’s right arm, and his number on the left. That made him an official member. While he knew that didn’t really offer him much in the way of protection, they were in the motorcycle gang’s part of town.
“He wasn’t talking to you, piss stain,” the man in the scally cap said.
“Get in the car,” said the other.
Oscar was so confused that the man’s insult hardly registered in his brain. They wanted Max?
Max tucked his phone in his pocket and left his hand there. “Come with me, Oz,” he muttered as he passed him.
“If I knew a Devil’s Reject was gonna be in the car, I would’ve brought some newspaper,” the driver said to his buddy, as they made sure Oscar and Max climbed into the back of what might as well have been a hearse.
Once their abductors climbed in, Oscar heard the door locks click into place. His heart pounded in his ears. His pulse was racing like it hadn’t in a long time. Spending your life in a motorcycle gang, it takes a lot to get you going, but this had undoubtedly done the trick.
“Max,” Oscar whispered, leaning into him once the car’s engine was started. “These aren’t just thugs! I’m pretty sure they’re mafia. We’re fucked.” Oscar’s hands were sweating and one of his legs bounced wildly.
“The Rejects are getting ballsy...liftin’ SUVs from downtown and taking them for joyrides,” The man in the passenger seat said.
“Who said he was downtown?” Max replied.
“You know how your pops feels about petty criminals in our territory.”
Pops?! These guys knew Max? These… These guys knew Max…
“We own the police station.”
“And pigs aren’t cheap, Marcus,” the driver cut in. “And they’re squealers when they’re put under too much heat. Why do ya think they’re called pigs in the first place, eh?”
Marcus? What in the actual hell was happening?
“Anyway, where am I dropping him off, Marcus?” the driver rasped over his shoulder.
Max sighed in a dramatic fashion, resting a hand on Oscar’s bouncing thigh. “Meadow Ave, near The Bored Dog,” he replied. “That would be fine, right?“
Oz just nodded, beads of sweat collecting near his temples. Was he tripping? Maybe this all was just a bad trip.  
They rode in silence for about a block before Max looked directly at Oscar. “And yeah. You were right—about two of the things you said earlier.”
“What?” Oscar stammered.
“They aren’t just thugs. That’s Petey,” Max said pointing to the driver, before pointing to the one in the scally cap. “And that’s Duncan. They work for the Gallagher family… My family.”   
Soon Oscar was watching the black tinted windows as the car drove off, with Max inside, leaving him halfway between his apartment and the Bored Dog Bar. So...he wasn’t the only one with secrets. Oscar felt a sudden and inexplicable loneliness settle in him.
“Fucking Mafia… Pfft. How’d I not see that?” Oscar murmured to himself. “Mafia?”
It figured. He’d not met anyone he felt that comfortable around in a long time, and Max had quickly become what he considered his best friend. They didn’t even have to do anything. Oscar would drive them out of town some nights, and they’d just hang and talk for hours. Admittedly, maybe he’d let his guard down around Max too quickly; he’d considered him a friend before really knowing him, and yeah, that was his fault.
His apartment building always seemed to look slightly green under the outdated incandescent lighting, and the hallways were a minefield of strange smells and sounds coming from each apartment. The elevator was broken again—it had been for about a week—and it would probably stay that way for another few weeks before being fixed for a few days.
Oscar’s place was on the third floor. It wasn’t a nasty climb, but high enough that he wasn’t paying for the convenience of a first or second-floor unit, and enough that it imposed even more time on him to ruminate. His front door opened into a tiny kitchenette with two doors across from the counter and sink. One led to the bathroom, a cubby with a tub and toilet, and the other was a pantry closet. Past the entry was the only other room, which had a box TV, a bed with no bedframe, and a cheap dresser. His favorite part was his window, which had a shit view, but at least it could be opened to let in a breeze when the AC was struggling.
Oscar checked his phone one last time before letting himself free fall into his bed. His weight toppled a stuffed frog to the floor. Judgy Mr. Turt joined it. No missed messages. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected. Max to call him? Not likely. The Devil’s Rejects hated the mafia families of Kingsport and the mafia only tolerated each other at best. Biker gangs like the Devil’s Rejects…they were nobodies to players like Max’s family. Petty thugs. Insignificant and easily dealt with if they were to act up outside of their respective borders, despite how intimidating the Rejects liked to believe they were. Not to mention that Max was actually Marcus fucking Gallagher. His family was so wealthy that they were like, in a different stratosphere from everyday, normal people, like him and his Nan. While he was living his life sporadic paycheck-to-paycheck, Max was making trips to the West End to cosplay middle class… It wasn’t like Oscar hadn’t known it, in a way, but… He hadn’t expected this. If he and Max had just never found out who they were associated with, maybe they could have stayed friends, but…not now.






  
  CHAPTER 2 

Who’s She?


Max’s gaze flitted across the elegant ballroom when he arrived at the gala. Each of the round dining tables were dressed in champagne table clothes, and extravagantly set with dinnerwear, small bouquets of red or navy flowers, shapely folded napkins, and wine glasses. His family sat at one of the tables, his mother and sisters chatting, while his father stared down at his phone. 
“Who are we giving money to this time?” Max asked as he pulled out the empty chair beside his father.
“Kingsport PD,” James said without looking up.
“And the Fire and Rescue,” Elise, his younger sister, added.
Angela, his older sibling, grinned. “I do like firefighters.”
“Well, don’t get too preoccupied speaking with any of them,” his mother stated. “Mitchell Berti and Sicuro Cappella will be here. Oh, and I think Rufino Dina and his cousins… I saw Adrian Bassioni earlier as well.”
“Really? I thought he was out of town promoting a new book.”
It all just sounded like word vomit to Max. He’d already heard what he needed to know. It was important that they were here because the Italians were gonna be here. And if the Cappellas and the Bertis and the blah, blah, blahs, were showing up, then the Gallaghers and the other Irish had to as well. Mostly to show their rivals just how deep they had their fingers in the government funded services of Kingsport. Petey was right about them being expensive.
And all the while, they would eat, and sip wine, and dance, and laugh, and act like they were all having a great time together in front of the press and the women in their lives, who knew little to nothing about said rivalry. High society at its most civil. But that’s what it was to be rich. Not to say that all of the wealthy were criminals, but rather, the best criminals were always wealthy.
“Marcus?”
“Hm?” Looking up, he found his mother and sisters were staring expectantly.
“He wasn’t paying attention,” Angela dismissed, rolling her eyes.
“Your sister asked if you would come to her upcoming recital,” Gloria filled in.
When Max looked at Elise, she was smiling innocently. “Would you mind, Marc?”
Ugh. Another event where Davenport was likely to be. He was honestly surprised the man hadn’t made it over to their table yet, now that Max was here.
“Of course not,” he replied, pulling out his phone to add it to his schedule.
Oscar still hadn’t texted. Max wouldn’t hold it against him, though. Last night was probably a shock for him, but that didn’t mean he was ready to give up on the punk. He angled his phone screen away from Elise’s gaze, and opened his messages. But no sooner than he’d typed something out and hit send, he caught his mother greeting someone who’d approached their table, prompting her and his father to stand to greet them.
“If he replies, tell him I’ll call him in a bit,” Max quickly said under his breath, passing his phone to Elise before he also rose from his seat.

      [image: ]In Commerce City, Oscar’s cheek was one with the sticky surface of a polished cherry wood bartop. From there, he watched the flat screen across the room through the bubbling amber liquid of his drink. It promised that the six o’clock news would be next. The bartender circled by again to ensure Oscar was still awake and breathing. He’d not drunk himself into oblivion yet, but was working in that direction. 
“Hey, you doing alright?” the bartender finally asked, and for a moment, Oscar peeled his face from the heavily lacquered surface to answer, only to have his reply cut off by some girl who took the stool next to him. His mouth snapped shut, and in an embarrassed panic, he left his stool, only to have to return a second later for his drink before he could retreat outside onto the covered patio.
Two old men were chatting on the opposite end of the porch, and Oscar took the table furthest away from them, all for himself, as he pulled out a cigarette. He had a few puffs before his phone rattled. Max’s name came across the screen.
[05:21] Max: What are you doing tonight?
His expression didn’t change outwardly, but inwardly, Oscar felt his entire stomach tense. He knew he wasn’t going to ignore it. But what was he going to say? Pretend nothing had happened? Was that how they were gonna play this?
[05:24] Oz: Nothing. You?
[05:25] Max: I’ll call in about an hour.
[05:25] Max: <3
The smirk on Oscar’s face turned into a wide grin, and then a snicker that burst past his best laid defense of indifference, and drew the attention of both the old geezers sitting in the patio. Oscar’s smile quickly faded as he issued a curt middle finger and went back inside.
It was ridiculous how excited a stupid text had made him. It had to be the booze or the weed from earlier—probably both, he assured himself, as he returned to his stool at the bar. He still wasn’t sure what to make of all of it… Actually, he knew exactly what he wanted to make of it, but the pessimist in him tried to dash all those thoughts.
“He’s just playing with you,” he warned himself. “Or he texted the wrong number.”
Right. That was a possibility; a very reasonable and likely one, but then why was his leg bouncing up and down like a bunny on crack? And why was time moving so goddamn slow all of a sudden?
Oscar’s phone didn’t ring until a quarter to seven.
“Hey, Oz, about last night, I apologize,” Max said over the phone. It sounded like there was a lot of talking in the background, but certainly not the usual backdrop of rowdy, horny drunks, or booming trap music. “We’re still cool, right?”
“You’re asking me?” Oscar blurted out without really thinking. People could say whatever they wanted about the Devil’s Rejects, but they didn’t make people disappear. Yeah, there was a shakedown here and there, but for the most part, they were all about intimidation. Their bark was worse than their bite. The same couldn’t be said for Max’s side.
“Yeah,” Max answered easily.
“I don’t know, are we?”
“Of course we are!”
“Oh…” Oscar paid the barkeep and exited out onto the street, where it was only slightly quieter. “Hey, what was up with the—”
“Hang on a minute…” There was a muffled noise, like Max had either pressed his phone against his clothes or had at least put a thumb over the receiver for half a minute or so before he came back. “Hey, listen, just give me a place, okay? I’ll meet you there.”   
“Look, Max, I want to, but are you sure that’s a good idea? I mean my people and your people…they don’t really get along, ya know?” Oscar said as he glanced at the street name on the sign next to him.
“Are we chillin’ tonight or not?” Max said quickly, talking under his breath. “Cuz I need to get off the phone.”
“Well, I mean, of course we’re going to hang, I was just asking if it was a good idea,” Oscar replied as he continued down the sidewalk. “I’ll text you the address.”
“Perfect. See you there.”
After they’d hung up, Oscar texted Max the address of a Japanese restaurant on the border between Commerce City and Golden Heights.
Commerce City was the industrial side of Kingsport, and it stretched from the docks to the airport on the west edge of town. It was teeming with warehouses, train tracks, and crime, but it was where Oscar called home. 
Golden Heights, however, was a few blocks north of the docks, nestled on the west side of downtown and separated by the I-155 from Glasspoint. It was the business district of Kingsport, with the tallest buildings, and Oscar figured that since this restaurant was there, and boasted authentic Japanese dishes, like calamari and real sushi, that it would fit someone like Max better than taking him to the old Five-N-Dine near his place.
What Oscar hadn’t thought about was how he would look walking into a halfway respectable establishment without a reservation.
“That’s alright, we have a few open tables tonight. Follow me, right this way,” said the hostess as she made her best effort not to stare at Oscar for too long—a feat that some of the customers weren’t able to achieve. At least she gave him a booth, which afforded him more privacy than being sat out in the middle of the room at a table.
Oscar slid into it and had just started to relax when the waiter arrived at his table.
“I’m waiting for someone. Can I just get a Jack and Coke?” Oscar asked, but the waiter’s confused expression told him about all he needed to know. “Right, scratch that. Coffee is fine.”
“We have Sake?” the waiter offered meekly.
“Fine, yeah. Great.”
After about fifteen agonizingly long minutes of sitting with his cup, the same hostess that had brought Oscar to his booth showed back up.
“Is this him?” she asked, motioning subtly towards Oscar, and she couldn’t possibly look more uncertain.
“Yep, that’s him,” Max said, once he’d stepped into view and gotten a better look at Oscar. “Thank you.”
Max looked like some kind of cover model off of fucking Vogue or GQ; with his reddish brown hair slicked back to show off his devilishly handsome face, and his athletic form wrapped in a deep copper-y brown suit that seemed tailor-made to look perfect on his body…which led the eye to the absolute baddie attached to his arm.
She was at least a foot and a half shorter than Max, and dressed just as sharply, with a long high ponytail and a heart-shaped face. The kind of girl that was so stunning that Oscar immediately felt his palms starting to sweat. She also looked a little baffled by Oscar’s appearance, but unlike the hostess, she was quick to recover with a dazzling smile.
“You weren’t waiting long, were you?” Max asked, as he wordlessly invited the girl to sit first before he began to remove his jacket.
“Yeah, but like I said, I wasn’t doing anything anyway… Looks like you can’t say the same,” Oscar said, eyeing Max’s arm candy. It wasn’t like Max to bring a girl with him. Normally, they just congregated once they got somewhere. This was…new.
“Well,” Max draped his jacket around her shoulders and sat down. “Had an event we had to attend.” Before he could explain further, the server was already back at their table—far faster than she’d been when Oscar had been seated, that was for sure.
“Can I get you something to drink, sir?”
While Max was distracted, the girl leaned forward, holding out her hand in front of Oscar. “Elise Gallagher.”
Well, one mystery solved… Only ninety-nine more to go. Oscar wiped his hand on his pants before touching hers. “Oscar Bradley—” he cut himself off, turning his attention towards Max. “Is everyone in your family needlessly hot? Wait, you are related, right? She’s not your wife or something?”
Both of them laughed. “Please don’t call my little sister hot.”
“You don’t mind him calling you hot, though?” Elise asked with a coy grin.
The warmth in Max’s expression was already to die for, but the warm tinge of color that spread across his cheeks made him look ten times as sexy as his dark amber eyes met Oscar’s. God, this wasn’t fair.
“Dude, she’s Ariana Grande-hot. There’s no way you haven’t heard people say she’s smoking.”
Max snorted. “Pretty sure Ariana Grande is an Italian-American entertainer. My siblings and I are actually mixed.”
“Wait…you are?” He’d just kinda figured Max tanned a whole lot, but this did make more sense.
“Irish-Indian,” Elise said. “Though mom rarely talks about her side of the family. She doesn’t even use her birth name.”
“Probably because of how not-well her family took her marrying a white, red-headed Catholic, who whisked her away to live in the States before they could meet or approve of him,” Max offered casually.   
“And—um—f—for you, miss?” the waitress stuttered, still standing there like an awkward little statue with pen to paper.
“Oh! Um…tea is fine,” Elise said, then the waitress took off.
“Right, so, I figured you and I can drop Elise off after we get outta here. Traffic’s a beast right now, otherwise I would’ve taken her home first,” Max said. “That cool?”      
“He was eager to get here,” Elise chimed, without looking up from her menu.
Max rested his elbow on the table. “I like being punctual.”
“Right,” said Oscar, though it wasn’t completely clear to whom or which part of what conversation he was referring to, and from his tone, Oscar didn’t seem to care much. Instead, he’d been watching the expression on the waiter’s face. Max and his sister were making them, and the entire wait staff visibly flustered, and he doubted it was just because they were good looking. Oscar might have been even more nervous too, if he hadn’t had a gut full of Jack. “Hey, what the fuck was up with the heart thing, by the way?”
“She was texting for me,” Max said, giving Elise a side-eye that didn’t seem to bother her at all. 
They were only about five minutes into their calamari and neatly plated sushi rolls when Max set down his chopsticks and waited for Oscar to look at him. The moment their eyes met, Max spoke. “Are you into Japanese food?”
“Yeah, I guess I am,” Oscar said with a shrug. “I don’t come here much. Not my style, ya know?” 
What was Oscar’s style was a Cup-o-ramen with a few generous squirts of Sriracha sauce, a large can of sweet tea, and a bag of potato skins from the dollar store, but he decided to keep those details to himself, while he used his chopstick to skewer a piece of squid to get it to his mouth. Whoever said chopsticks were tricky, were idiots.
“Wanna try the real thing? I won’t drag you there tonight. The flight is a little over seven hours, which is a long-ass time to be sitting, but it’s a cool place.” Max looked like he was trying, and partially failing to keep the smile on his lips restrained.
The piece of food that was on its way to Oscar’s mouth paused as he stared pointedly at Max. Then, his brows lowered into a glare. “Fuck off.”
Max let out an astonished laugh. “What?” 
“You heard me,” Oscar said as he stood up. He wasn’t stupid. He knew when he was being flexed on, and he also knew where the door was.
Max looked shocked. “Oz—”
“I’ll get this,” Oscar heard Elise say, as Max stood. 
Max waited until he and Oscar were both out of the restaurant and on the street out front before talking again. “Oz, wait! Seriously, what’s wrong?”
“What’s wrong is I don’t want to go seven hours to anywhere! I don’t want to hang out with some rich prick. I just want my friend back. Not whoever the fuck this is,” he said, motioning to Max.
Oscar might as well have punched Max square in the gut, because that was exactly how the Mafia Prince looked—like he didn’t quite know how to process it.
“Right…” Max’s jaw was clenched, and his flush was back. Only this time, he didn’t look flattered. He looked mad as hell. “Look, I didn’t mean it like that. We don’t have to go anywhere.”
“No, Max, there’s no we.”
Elise stepped out of the restaurant, and even though she clearly spotted them, she didn’t come over. Instead, she pulled Max’s coat a little tighter around herself and stood waiting as if for a cab, minding her own business. Oscar could appreciate that.
“You should probably…” he said, motioning towards Max’s sister.
Sighing, Max ran a hand through his hair. “Let me make it up to you. When are you free next? It’ll just be me. No fancy restaurants, no gala clothes,” he said, plucking at his black tie. “We can just chill, like usual.”
Oscar pinched the bridge of his nose. “That’s not—that doesn’t solve anything,” he grumbled, but it did sound tempting. Tempting in the way that a scam sounds tempting when you know it’s too good to be true.
“It will, though.” There was hope in Max’s tone. And it tugged at Oscar. “Tonight was just fucked. I mean, I fucked it… How about some blunts and booze on the beach? Whenever you’re up to hang out next.”
Oscar gave Max a hard squint and folded his arms… Truth was, Max seemed to care more than all the other friends Oscar had ever had combined. Whenever he’d pulled away from people in the past, they’d just…let him go. Max seemed to genuinely want to fix this though, and deep down, so did Oscar. His tongue prodded the inside of his cheek as he thought hard about what he said next.
“Well, I mean…what, you got some sort of a bedtime? Let’s just go now,” Oscar said, playing it off with a shrug.






  
  CHAPTER 3 

Cheap Plastic


They weren’t waiting long before one of their drivers arrived at the restaurant to collect Elise, but Max still felt better waiting with her just to be safe. Then he strode over to Oscar, who was sitting astride his bobber—a stock Harley that had been stripped down in a particular way, from what Max understood. He’d never really gotten super into bikes, but goddamn if Oscar didn’t look good on it. 
Its bare-bones profile had all the grungy appeal of its owner. Oscar wasn’t at all what most might find handsome or sexy at first glance, unless they were the type who hung out at HotTopic a lot as preteens. But to Max, Oscar’s thin, tattooed figure and punk-cut hair were perfect. His piercings, his clothes, the thick dark layer of eyeliner framing crystal blue eyes… Everything about Oz looked uniquely and unapologetically him. And to Max, that was hot as fuck.
This came as quite a startling realization as Max stared at the man he considered his realest friend, backlit by the last rays of the dying sun. When had he gone from wanting to get high and party with Oz to wanting to run a hand through that nearly black hair and give it a tug? When had he started imagining sitting on that red plaid-covered lap or having Oscar on him?
Max shook his head and cleared his throat. “So, where to?” There weren’t actually many real beaches to speak of on the west side of the bay. That area was Commerce City, the commercial district of Kingsport, and was south of Golden Heights, where they currently were. But there were plenty of docks where they could spend a secluded evening, provided the tide didn’t bring the water in too far.
“I think I know a place,” Oscar said with a smile.
Where he took them was a docking station that had been abandoned decades ago. The old dock was preceded by a brick building, likely an old warehouse, with broken windows and boarded-up doors. Graffiti covered every inch of the reachable surface. The drive leading up to it ended in a large chain link fence with some rusted signs that warned against trespassing and professed private property. But from the amount of overgrowth breaking through the cracked asphalt, Max was pretty sure that whoever owned it had long forgotten about it.
Oscar walked his bike over to the side of the fence that was obscured by bushes, to where someone had already detached enough of the sagging chainlink from its frame that Oscar could slide it aside like a curtain. He tucked his bike on the other side, just out of view, should anyone drive past. Even if they had, all they would’ve spotted was Max’s car, which was a far more enticing prospect than a mostly hidden custom bike.
It was pretty dark as they made their way down the path to the abandoned building, so Max pulled out his phone to use the flashlight, mostly to avoid losing his footing again in his sleek dress shoes.
“If it wasn’t for the waves and the crickets, it’d be really quiet out here,” Max noted appreciatively. He wanted to say something else, but he wasn’t sure what. In a weird spin of events, he felt like he had to be more careful with what came out of his mouth now than he had to before, or else he might come off like too much of a ‘rich prick’… That shit had hurt. As stupid as it felt to acknowledge it, it had. Max had never in his life felt embarrassed of his money or lifestyle until Oz’s sudden humbling of him, and he wasn’t looking to repeat the experience. “I forgot to ask if you even had any herb on you…”
Oscar patted one of the pockets of his leather jacket. “Always. Only one bottle of whiskey, though…”
“That’s plenty.”
Oscar bent down to grab a stick. His boots crunched the gravel and rocks beneath the thick soles, and Max wagered that even a nail would have had a hard time posing a risk to them. They passed by the building on the side that looked like it used to be a trucking bay, and down a set of cement stairs to the dock. The wooden parts had probably crumbled into the water a long time ago, but the cement bit was still standing, and Oscar strode right out to the end of it.
Everything was pitch black except for the glow of downtown in the distance and the specks of light reflecting off the water’s surface. Oscar’d been breaking branches and picking up old pieces of wood the whole walk out there, and now dumped the fruit of his efforts into a rusted metal barrel before grabbing the small can of lighter fluid left next to it and his Zippo out of another pocket.
After nearly draining the entire bottle, the fire took hold inside the barrel, offering some decent light illuminating a set of eclectic chairs, empty bottles, and plenty of other trash.
Oscar tossed the empty plastic container into the bushes. “Used to come down here a lot when I was younger.”
“What, like, two years ago?” Max teased, brushing off one of the dingy plastic chairs, hoping it wouldn’t crack under him as he eased his weight onto it.
Oscar didn’t even break a beat as he was pulling out the bag of herb, and an impressively concealed bottle of alcohol, to flip off Max in return. “Like, before I went to juvie, younger,” he said, passing Max the fresh spliff and lighter before plopping down in an old camping chair beside him. “You can’t be that much older.”
Max tilted his head. He’d never actually put that much thought into it. He’d just sort of assumed that they were about the same age. He knew Oz was at least old enough to drink. He’d seen him carded in clubs and bars. Oscar was a hair shorter than him; what shoes each of them was wearing usually made the difference, and while Max had a little more meat on him, he would guess that Oscar weighed a little more. Oz was kind of like his dad’s Dobermans in that way. Nothing but bone and sleek, lean muscle if his occasionally bare arms were any indication. “How old are you?” Max wondered around the stub in his mouth as he lit it.
“Twenty-one,” Oscar replied as he cracked open the bottle of Jack. So he was the same age as Elise… “What are you, like twenty-three? Twenty-five?”
A plume of skunky smoke left Max’s mouth, made only partly visible when the light from their little hobo fire caught the fleeting wisps of it. “Twenty-nine,” he said, trying to choke back a cough.
“Fuck off,” Oscar scoffed as he squinted like he was trying to take in the details of Max’s face more carefully. Maybe Oscar was just so accustomed to seeing the hardened and world-weary faces of the bikers he hung with, that he couldn’t imagine Max being almost thirty.
“It’s the money,” Max said with a chuff. “You know, the easier lifestyle, the blood sacrifices...micro plastics…”
Oscar’s appraising gaze shifted into a smirk as he offered the bottle in exchange for the blunt. “So, about that… How’s this going to work exactly? Ya know, us being friends and all?”
Max took the bottle, his inquisitive expression melting into a relaxed smile as he stretched his legs. “It can work the same way it always has,” he answered easily. “We don’t have to change anything, Oz. I’d only brought up the Japan thing because I thought you might enjoy it, and it was something I could do for us… I mean, I’m always drinking your booze and smoking your green… I just want to do something nice for you. And those servers at the restaurant…well, Elise forgot where she was. She shouldn’t have named-dropped us like that, but she doesn’t get out as much as I do, and she was excited to meet you,” he explained before taking a pull from the bottle. “One of my actual friends…not just another of the wealthy pricks I’m around for show the rest of the time.” He grimaced briefly before swallowing down the harsh liquid. It wasn’t smooth in the slightest. It was cheap garbage, and that was just what Max wanted right now.
“Heh, when you say it like that, it sounds like I was the prick… But that’s kind of my point—when you got nothing, everything is worth something. But everything suddenly becomes worthless when you can just do anything,” Oscar said as he stared thoughtfully out into the dark waves. “Sorry about what I said earlier… It would be cool, not going to lie.”
“No, man, that’s the thing, though.” Max vaguely motioned as if he could actually outline the abstract concept they were getting at with his fingers. “This is worth something…” His eyes found Oscar’s in the dark, the dancing shadows playing with the planes of the little punk’s handsome face. “You can’t just buy what we have. This kinda bond, I mean. Especially when you’re born into a family like mine. Everyone fucking wants something from you. A favor, a leg up, a hand out… You aren’t like that…and that means something to me.”
Smoke seethed out between Oscar’s teeth when he laughed. “Listen to this sentimental bullshit…” he jeered warmly as he shook his head, but something mischievous sparked behind Oscar’s eyes.
The punk stood, blunt still in hand, as he strode over to Max and swung a leg over his lap to straddle him. In one swift motion, he grabbed Max by his dress shirt and pulled him forward, locking lips with him and exhaling the smoke from his lungs into Max’s mouth. Max wasted no time returning Oz’s kiss, and the once-white plastic chair legs beneath them put in a valiant effort…until bending violently just before producing a loud—
“SNAP!”
Max dropped backward, landing hard enough to draw a grunt out of him and flinging whiskey high into the air. Before he could even clearly process what had happened, he was gasping for breath and blinking up at Oz, who was still seated on him but had planted his hands on either side of Max’s head to catch himself and keep them from knocking each other’s teeth out.
The stretch of silence that followed felt like it lasted as long as the fall before Max began to howl with laughter. “Jesus, fuck!” He had to wipe tears from his eyes.
“Fuck!” Oscar scrambled on all fours to snatch the bottle before it rolled into the water, but was a hair too slow. He collapsed onto his chest while they both watched the few sad bubbles break the surface as Oscar’s bottle disappeared into the depths. “You were right… This night is fucked…” Oz mumbled.
Max was grateful he couldn’t watch them going down in third person, like a classic film. If there had been the addition of dramatic music and slow-motion doves flapping into the sky, he would’ve literally died laughing, right there, with a sore head and in his ruined suit.
Once Max got his giggles under control, he got up and grabbed Oscar by the arm, yanking him around to face him. “Forget about the Jack,” he whispered hoarsely, cupping Oscar’s face and pulling him into a deep kiss.
…If this was any indication of how their romance was going to kick off, then at least for the moment, Max didn’t care.






  
  CHAPTER 4 

Show Me Yours


“Hey, Oscar!” The familiar voice caught him just as he left his apartment. It was technically afternoon, but as far as Oscar was concerned, it was still morning because he hadn’t been awake for more than an hour yet. 
“Oh, hey, Brit,” Oscar returned as he paused in the hallway outside his door. He and Brit used to talk a lot, but lately, he’d not seen her around. “Didn’t you move in with your boyfriend?” he wondered.
“Yeah, well, sort of—not really. I mean, I was, but he’s not my boyfriend anymore,” Brit explained as she pulled one of her long sleeves down over her hand so only her black nails peeked out.
“Ah, I see… well, probably for the best,” Oscar assured, fighting briefly to get his key out of the lock on his door. He knew the type that Brit generally dated, which always ended the same. It was why he’d never attempted to date her despite their similar taste in fashion. They’d screwed around a few times, but Oscar avoided anything that seemed like a committed relationship. Or at least, that’s what Brit had told him about himself.
“How have you been?” she asked. “You look good.”
“Good. You too. Sorry, I’m kind of in a hurry. I’m meeting up with someone,” Oscar said as he started moving towards the stairs as a subtle hint that he was ready to be done talking now, and because the elevator was likely still broken.
“Oh, right, of course!” Brit said, taking a step back to her door. “We can catch up some other time!”
“See ya later.” Oscar waved before the door to the stairwell closed behind him, safely relieving him of any further social obligation. He liked Brit; she was nice, but she was too nice, and he knew her type. She saw him as someone who was broken and needed fixing. But Oscar didn’t want to be fixed. He was fine with the level of broken he was and had no interest in bettering himself to the standards of some stupid social ideology. He was perfectly imperfect, as he liked to put it.
But more importantly, he was supposed to meet up with Max, and after how things had gone last night, Oscar was eager to see his friend again. Their kiss was still burned into his mind, replaying over and over. He wished he’d been more sober to remember how Max had tasted or hadn’t picked such a stupid moment to make a move, but hindsight was a bitch like that. Rather than dwell on it too much, Oscar decided to focus on the present, and on what could happen this time. 
He stepped out of his building’s lobby into the rush of noise from the city and surveyed the street for Max’s car. When he didn’t see it, he checked his phone.
He’d just gotten a text from Max, telling him he was almost there, but he must not have heard it while he and Brit were talking. As promised, Max soon pulled up to the curb right in front of Oscar’s apartment building. He wasn’t in his usual car, though. This one was sportier looking but also a less expensive model than the one he’d driven last night, and was a bright electric blue with matte black racing stripes and a spoiler to complete the ‘rich-douchebag-car’ look.
He popped open the passenger door for Oscar, wearing a casual smile and a pair of cheap sunglasses on top of his hair that looked way better on him than they should have. “Hey, sorry about that. Should’ve just taken the highway here, but you know how it is.”
Oscar rolled his eyes, but probably failed to look displeased with Max as he slid into the passenger’s seat. He wasn’t wearing his biker vest this time and looked pretty bare in just his sleeveless T-shirt. However, there were still plenty of hidden signs in his full arm of tattoos that marked him as a Devil’s Reject gang member. He had a red plaid flannel shirt tied around his waist in case he wanted to cover his tattoos, but it was usually just something to wipe his hands on.
“So, how many places does your family own around the city? Is it a lot?”
Max shrugged. “Yeah,” he replied as he merged back onto the street traffic. “Not as many as the Cappella’s in the area we’re going to, but it’s more than a few.”
“So where’s the one you mentioned last night?”
“It’s over in Applerock.”
Applerock couldn’t have been any further away from where Oscar lived. It was on the far eastern edge of the city. “So, is this place we’re going to, where your family, like, ya know,” Oscar made a motion across his neck to get his point across. “Deletes people?” Oscar had to admit that the idea that Max and his family had that kind of power was as terrifying as it was thrilling, and it was no secret that he had an affinity for thrills. He wouldn’t be part of a biker gang if he didn’t enjoy a good rush of adrenaline.
“That usually depends on who needs to be deleted,” Max said, smirking.
“And as far as my family, we, my dad and I, that is, we don’t discuss the specifics of that kinda thing at the table. That was how he raised me, anyway. We don’t talk about or conduct business in front of the women. But Petey said once that it’s best to smoke an Italian in his own backyard…and there’s nowhere in Kingsport that you’ll find more Italian mafia than in Applerock.”
Oscar would have to take Max’s word on that one, being that he knew so little
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