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Chapter One

Ghosts and Jars

 


“So where are you headed?”

Tim turns his head. He had been staring
blankly at the departures board, his heart pounding, unable to make
a decision—so many cities, each blinking red, each as foreign and
inhospitable-sounding as the next. The stranger’s voice cuts
through the combination of panic and numbness that has filled him
like a fog since he came home and saw his open laptop waiting for
him on the kitchen table, the screen frozen on that video.
“I don’t know,” he says, trying to sound calm. “I just need to get
out of here as fast as possible.”

The stranger cocks his head, looking Tim
over curiously. He’s tall, dressed in black, with a mess of shaggy
dark hair around a pale, angular face. His big shoulders are
hunched awkwardly under an enormous backpack. There are
raccoon-like rings of smudged eyeliner around his dark eyes. And
his sulky, full-lipped mouth is so red that it strikes Tim as
vaguely improper, like something that shouldn’t be visible to the
public. “I’m leaving for Bangkok in ninety minutes,” he says. “Is
that fast enough for you?”

“Sure.” Bangkok, Tim thinks, at
least it’ll be warm there. All he has with him is the thin
sweater he had worn to school that pleasant fall day. “What
airline?”

“Thai Airways.” The stranger jerks his thumb
over his shoulder. “Ticket counter’s that way.”

“Okay. Thanks.” Tim moves off in the
direction he had indicated.

Somewhat to his alarm, the stranger follows
him. “I’m Argent,” he says, sticking out a big hand.

“Tim,” Tim says automatically, then wonders
if he should have come up with a fake name. “Argent” certainly
doesn’t sound like anyone’s real name. Argent’s hand is very warm
when he shakes it—it envelops Tim’s smaller hand entirely. Argent
holds on for a fraction of a second too long, his narrow,
long-lashed eyes fixed on Tim’s face. Something about his gaze is
deeply unsettling. Tim swallows hard, feeling goosebumps rise on
the back of his neck.

At the ticket counter, Tim starts to offer
his father’s stolen credit card to pay for his flight, then pulls
it back when he realizes that the name on the card will be
obviously different than the one on his passport. He pays cash
instead. He looks into his father’s wallet afterwards. He has just
over 40,000 won left. He wonders how far that might take him
in Thailand.

Argent is waiting for him, shifting
restlessly from one foot to the other. “So who’d you kill?” he
asks, grinning at Tim, as they walk towards security.

“Nobody, unfortunately,” Tim says frostily,
“at least not yet.” He walks faster, but Argent matches his
stride.

“Come on.” Argent elbows him. “You’re
desperate to get out of the country, you just bought a flight to
Bangkok with cash, and when I first saw you, you looked like you’d
just seen a ghost. What’s going on? You can trust me.”

“I don’t even know you.”

“Well, that’s what I’m trying to fix,”
Argent says easily. “You’re obviously American and you’ve got that
haircut—are you stationed here in Seoul? Did you desert from the
military? Are the MPs chasing you down?”

“No. And what I’m doing is none of
your business.”

“You’re coming to Thailand with me,” Argent
points out. “We might as well get to know each other.”

“You suggested Thailand as a possible
destination and for some reason I agreed,” Tim says crossly. “But
I’m not going there with you.”

Argent looks hurt. “Fine,” he snaps. “If
you’re in some kind of trouble, I just wanted to help. But
whatever.” He flounces off.

Moments later, they find themselves standing
next to each other again in the line to go through security. Tim
stares resolutely straight ahead. He can feel Argent eyeing him.
“Here.” Argent suddenly thrusts a small piece of folded paper at
Tim. “That’s my WhatsApp number and the guesthouse where I’m
staying. Come find me if you do need help, okay?”

Reluctantly, Tim takes the paper and puts it
in his pocket. The reality of his situation—approximately forty
dollars in cash, a stolen credit card that will immediately alert
his father to his whereabouts if he tries to use it, and a plane
ticket to a city where he’s never been—is beginning to overwhelm
him. He debates just turning around and going home … maybe one of
his friends would let him stay with them for a few days. But their
parents are all in the military too. They would undoubtedly feel
obligated to tell his father where he was. “Okay,” he says to
Argent, “thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” Argent shuffles sideways a
few feet. “Now this is me leaving you alone.”

Tim feels a laugh unexpectedly burbling up
from his chest. “You don’t have to do that.”

Argent looks at him. “I don’t have to leave
you alone? Or I do, but I don’t have to do it from a distance?”

“Either way, I guess.” Tim hesitates. “This
place you’re staying in Bangkok … is it expensive?”

“No, it’s really cheap. About thirty dollars
a night.”

Oh, Tim thinks. Somehow he had
thought that Bangkok might be the sort of place where a person
could easily get by on just a few dollars a day, but apparently
not. Argent is still looking at him.

“You know,” Argent says, “if you need a
place to stay, you can crash with me. I’m just bumming around. You
can do whatever, it won’t bother me.” He grins. “And I won’t tell
the MPs.”

Tim peers suspiciously at Argent, wondering
what he might want in exchange. He imagines Argent demanding that
Tim suck his cock or … or something even more depraved … and
realizes, with a guilty little shiver, that the idea is more
exciting than frightening. After all, if he has to do
it…

“Thanks,” Tim says, trying to sound casual.
“Out of curiosity, do you make a habit of inviting murderers and
deserters back to your hotel room?” The elderly man in the line
ahead of them glances nervously at Tim over his shoulder. It occurs
to Tim that the way he had worded his question might have sounded
as if he thought Argent was hitting on him, and he feels his face
go hot.

Argent laughs. “I’ve been traveling on my
own for a while now. Gets kind of lonely.” He winks at Tim. “I’m
willing to take a chance on a mysterious stranger.”

Now what does that mean? Tim thinks
helplessly as he takes off his shoes.

On the plane, Tim finds himself in a middle
seat, sandwiched between a middle-aged married couple who silently
pass Tupperware containers of pungent-smelling food back and forth
to each other over his lap. Both of them have taken Tim’s armrests.
The husband is playing some sort of easy-listening music so loudly
through his headphones that Tim can hear every note.

When the plane levels out at altitude, Tim
clambers out over the husband—he had tried to excuse himself, but
the man didn’t move—and makes his way up the aisle towards Argent’s
tousled dark head. The flight seems like a good opportunity to
determine whether or not Argent is a serial killer before they’re
alone in a hotel room together, he decides.

Argent is wearing an enormous pair of padded
headphones, but he pulls off one side and looks pleased when he
sees Tim hovering over him. “I’ve got an empty seat next to me,” he
says invitingly.

“Thanks,” Tim says, squeezing past him to
sit down. In spite of his serial-murder-related concerns, there’s
something about the way Argent looks at him that makes this trip
feel less like a desperate escape and more like an adventure. He
thinks briefly about how thoroughly Argent’s eyeliner and longish
hair would enrage Tim’s father. So much the better, he tells
himself. “So, you said you’ve been traveling on your own for a
while? Are you just on vacation, or are you, like—”

“A spy?” Argent asks. I was going to
guess a trust-fund baby, Tim thinks. “No. It’s my gap year. My
mother wanted me to take a year off before college. See the world,
you know?”

“That’s extremely nice of her.” Tim tries
and fails to imagine a world in which his own father would even
consider paying for Tim to spend an entire year traveling around
doing nothing in particular.

“Well, I tried to kill myself last fall when
everyone else was applying to college,” Argent says breezily, “so I
guess she figured going straight into college might not be the best
idea for me.”

Tim winces. “I’m sorry to hear that,” he
says stiffly. I knew this was a bad idea, he thinks. But
what other options do I really have?

Argent’s dark, smudge-ringed eyes are
scanning Tim’s face anxiously. “I’m okay now. Don’t be scared of
me.”

“I’m not,” Tim says indignantly. “I just …
well, I just met you, that’s all.”

“Yeah. I just try to be straight-up with
people, you know?”

“Yes,” Tim says drily, “I definitely know
that now.”

“Anyway,” Argent says, more cheerfully, “I
think traveling has been really great for me. Gets you out of your
comfort zone. I’m like a shark, you know? I’ll die if I stop
moving.”

Tim resists the urge to roll his eyes. He
wants to say that this doesn’t seem like an especially sustainable
way to live in the long term, but Tim’s own long-term plans have
all just been upended anyway. Maybe Argent has a point. “So where
have you been so far?” Tim asks, trying to get back onto safer
ground.

“Just Japan and Korea so far. I’m a big
anime fan, so I had to start in Japan, right?” Of course you
did, Tim thinks, once again wanting to roll his eyes. “But it
wasn’t really what I was expecting. It was so beautiful, but I was
kind of lonely, you know? I felt like I was horribly offending
people everywhere I went without meaning to. I felt more
comfortable in Korea, actually.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. People seemed more chill, like they
would just yell at me if I pissed them off instead of silently
hating me like in Japan.” Tim laughs. “Plus, I met some Marines in
Seoul and that was really fun. They took me to this crazy club in
Itaewon and then we all went hiking up this mountain at dawn while
we were still drunk. It was awesome.” Argent nudges Tim with his
shoulder. “So, can you at least tell me what you were doing in
Seoul? Or is that classified too?”

Tim sighs. “My father is the USFK commander.
That’s all U.S. forces in Korea. He’s a four-star general.”

“Oh.” Argent’s eyes widen. “Well, don’t tell
him about those Marines—I think they were breaking curfew or
something. We saw some MPs at one point and the guys I was with ran
out back to hide in an alley. Then they went back to screaming and
doing shots of Jager.”

“That sounds like the Marines,” Tim says.
“Anyway, if I ever see my father again, those Marines are going to
be the least of my worries, trust me.”

“Is it really bad with him?” Argent reaches
out as if to touch Tim, then seems to think better of it and pulls
his hand back. Tim is suddenly very aware of the pressure of
Argent’s shoulder against his own. Argent seems to be too large for
his seat. His knees are pressed up uncomfortably against the seat
in front of him, and his broad shoulders protrude on either side.
Normally Tim would be annoyed to have a stranger intruding into his
personal space on an airplane. But somehow he finds he doesn’t
mind. It’s cold on the plane, for one thing, and even through his
black layers Argent’s body seems to radiate heat.

Tim realizes that Argent is still looking at
him intently, waiting for an answer. “Yeah, it’s pretty bad,” he
says. “He, er, he found something of mine that I didn’t want him to
find. I’m pretty sure he was planning to kick the shit out of me
when I got home, but I got out before he realized I was there.”

Argent looks intrigued. He leans closer. He
smells good, Tim notices, like leather and clean laundry. “Can I
ask what he found?”

Tim opens his mouth, then closes it again.
Argent’s full bitten lips are very close to his own. “No.”

Argent grins. “I’m going to assume it was,
like, your secret unstoppable superweapon or something, and that’s
why you’re now an international fugitive. Or was it porn? It
couldn’t just be porn, right? You wouldn’t flee the country just
because of porn.”

Tim kicks him. “Shut up,” he hisses.

Argent is laughing. “Oh, my god, it was
porn, wasn’t it? Everyone jokes about fleeing the country if their
parents walk in on them jerking off, but you actually did it.
Legendary. Absolutely legendary.”

“Shut up,” Tim says again, elbowing
Argent hard. He lowers his voice. “And he didn’t walk in on me
jerking off. Thank God.”

“So what kind of porn was it?” Argent
whispers into Tim’s ear. “You can tell me.”

“We are not having this conversation,” Tim
says firmly, trying to ignore the hot shiver that goes through him
at the feeling of Argent’s breath on his ear. He reminds himself
that he’ll lose his place to sleep for the night if he makes Argent
uncomfortable.

Argent looks at Tim as if there’s something
more he wants to ask. “Okay,” he says eventually, “have it your
way. I’m going to sleep. Those Marines wore me out.” Something
about the way he says this seems unnecessarily suggestive, at least
to Tim. He reclines his seat as far back as it will go—there’s an
annoyed grunt from behind him—and closes his eyes.

Tim is half-asleep himself when he feels the
warm weight of Argent’s head droop onto his shoulder. He tenses,
wondering whether to push him away. Argent’s hair is silky against
his cheek and the side of his neck, and his nearness soothes Tim’s
panic-blasted nerves. Eventually he allows himself to relax into
sleep, leaning against Argent.

****

“I think you drooled on my head,” Argent
announces cheerfully some hours later, after the plane lands.

“Sorry,” Tim says, mortified.

“It’s okay.” Argent gets up and begins
attempting to wrestle his enormous backpack out of the overhead
compartment where, against all odds, he had managed to wedge it at
the beginning of the flight. He flashes Tim that grin again. His
teeth are slightly crooked and the canines seem to be larger and
sharper than most people’s—the effect is slightly vampirical, but
also oddly sweet. “You can drool on me whenever, I don’t mind.”

“Thanks, I guess.” Tim wonders if Argent is
attempting to flirt with him, or merely being odd. He reminds
himself again not to risk the roof over his head for the sake of
what might be only wishful thinking. “You’re definitely the first
person to ever tell me that.”

“Awesome.” Argent smirks. “I’m so proud to
be your first.”

That sounds like he’s flirting with me,
doesn’t it? Tim thinks, but this is distinctly not his area of
expertise. He’s always done his best to avoid the few girls who
seemed as if they might have been interested in him, and the boys
he finds attractive—the captain of the baseball team, the guys he
sees doing tricks in the skatepark near his school—are so far out
of his orbit as to be more hypothetical than human.

As they step out of the air-conditioned
airport, the heat and humidity break over Tim like a wave. It’s
after midnight and the October day had been pleasantly crisp in
Korea, but in Bangkok it still seems to be in the eighties. Between
the hot wind and the weird glaring light that shines from an
enormous statue of a white elephant in the distance, Tim feels as
if he’s just landed on another planet. If he were alone, he
reflects, he would be entirely overwhelmed. He’s so grateful for
Argent’s company that it embarrasses him.

Argent, meanwhile, has yanked off his
leather jacket and his sweatshirt, and is now wearing only a tight
black tank top over his equally skintight jeans. Tim’s face goes
hot as his eyes fix on Argent’s muscular arms and chest. He forces
himself to look away before Argent notices.

“I just realized,” Argent says, once they’re
sitting in the backseat of a taxi that is speeding along a vast
dark highway towards the neon lights of the city, “I don’t even
know your last name.”

“My last name is Connelly,” Tim says. “And
‘Argent’ … is that—”

“It’s the first thing that came up when I
googled ‘cool vampire names’ when I was thirteen,” Argent says
cheerfully. Tim laughs. “I’ve decided to go with it. New name, new
me, you know?”

“Sure,” Tim says with a shrug. Under normal
circumstances he would find both this explanation and nearly
everything else about Argent to be bizarre and objectionable, but
these are exceedingly abnormal circumstances.

Argent clears his throat. “And, uh, how old
are you?”

“Just turned eighteen. A few weeks ago.”

“Oh, good.” Argent sounds very relieved. “I
just remembered you said something about coming home from school
and I was like … shit, I hope I didn’t just kidnap an unusually
tall fifteen-year-old.”

“No, I’m a senior in high school.” Argent
doesn’t say anything in response, and Tim keeps talking, feeling
compelled to fill the silence. “My mother didn’t want me to start
kindergarten too early. I was small for my age.”

“Can I ask—does your mom know what’s going
on with you?” Argent asks. “She wouldn’t be okay with this, would
she?”

“She’s, um. She’s dead. She died in a car
accident when I was in second grade.” Tim hears himself continuing
to talk as if he were eavesdropping on someone else in another
room. “I think it happened because she was trying to get away from
my father. Although he has told me several times that she left
because she was tired of taking care of me.” He has a strange sense
of relief. I can finally be honest, he thinks. A stranger
in a taxicab in Bangkok … what does it matter what he thinks about
me?

“What the fuck,” Argent says furiously,
staring at Tim. His eyes are huge and dark in the dim light. “What
the fuck on every level. What kind of massive dickhead says
something like that to his kid?”

“That’s my father for you.” Tim pauses. “I
don’t know why I just told you that. I don’t normally talk to
anyone about this sort of thing, but, well, it’s been a strange
day.”

“You can talk to me about anything you
want.” Argent is still staring intensely at Tim. He moves
suddenly—Tim flinches—and puts his arm around Tim’s shoulders. “And
you don’t ever have to go back to see that asshole again unless you
feel like it. You can stay with me as long as you want.”

Unless your parents decide to stop paying
for all of this, Tim thinks. “I’m not really in the market for
a knight in shining armor, but I appreciate it.”

“Fine, I won’t be your knight in shining
armor.” Argent’s arm around Tim’s shoulders is warm and comforting.
I should push him away, Tim thinks, but he doesn’t move.
“Can I be your designated protective goth instead?”

Tim laughs. “The kind that sacked Rome, or
the kind that hangs out in cemeteries listening to sad music?”

“I can do both, I have range.”

“Well, in that case,” Tim says, breathing in
the faint scent of Argent’s sweat as the alien landscape of
downtown Bangkok flashes by outside, “I’ll allow it.”

****

The guesthouse is dark and silent when they
arrive. Even the birds in the cages outside the front door are
asleep. “Hello?” Argent calls as they step into the lobby. He pulls
a Lonely Planet phrasebook out of his backpack. “Sawat dee
khrap?”

An exhausted-looking woman with long
disheveled hair suddenly rises like a ghost from behind the front
desk, where she had apparently been sleeping on the floor. Argent
and Tim both yelp, startled.

Argent shows her something on his phone, and
she hands him a room key. “Mee WiFi mai?” Argent asks,
looking at his phrasebook again. She points silently to a sign over
her head, where the WiFi password is written. “Oh,” Argent says,
“thanks. Khawp-khun khrap. How do you say ‘internet’ in
Thai, by the way?”

She looks at him as if she wishes she could
disintegrate him into particles with her eyes. “In-TER-net,” she
says, very slowly and clearly. Tim laughs.

Argent flushes. “I guess I should’ve figured
that. Uh, thanks. We’ll leave you alone now.”

“Mmm,” she responds, disappearing behind the
desk again.

Upstairs, their room is spacious and mostly
unfurnished, except for a single enormous bed. Argent coughs.
“Sorry. I always ask for a king-size bed, and I didn’t think to
change the reservation when you decided to come with me. And, uh, I
think that lady downstairs might strangle me if I wake her up
again. Are you okay with this?”

“It’s fine.” Tim is trying to ignore the way
his stomach flutters at the idea of sharing a bed with Argent.
Don’t do anything stupid, don’t get yourself kicked out, he
thinks. “Don’t worry, I’ll stay on my side. I won’t bother
you.”

“Trust me, I wasn’t worried,” Argent says.
“I just didn’t want you to freak out. Anyway, I’m gross. I can’t go
to sleep like this. You want the first shower before I get in
there?”

“I don’t have anything clean to change into
anyway.” Tim had grabbed only his passport and his father’s wallet
before he bolted out the door. “You might as well go ahead.”

“I have clean clothes I can lend you. If you
need anything, if I’m asleep or not here or whatever, just dig
around in my backpack. You’re welcome to use whatever I have.”

Tim stares hard at Argent. Argent is
kneeling on the floor by his bag, yanking out armfuls of black
clothing, apparently looking for something that might fit Tim. His
biceps flex distractingly as he moves. “I have to ask,” Tim says
after a moment, “why are you being so nice to me? Honestly. You
don’t know me. You don’t owe me anything.” What do you want from
me?

Argent stops rifling through his bag and
stares back at Tim. He seems to be considering the question very
seriously. Eventually he says, “I always have this problem with
feeling like everything I do is meaningless and nothing matters.
You know? But then I ran into you, right when you needed help. I
feel like that was fate or something.” His face takes on a luminous
intensity as he looks at Tim. “Like that was the point of me all
along, my destiny, for me to be there and rescue you.”

So he is crazy, Tim thinks.
Wonderful. But he doesn’t seem to be deranged in a way that
poses an immediate threat to Tim, and in fact having a large,
strong, and apparently rich crazy person decide that his life’s
purpose is to protect Tim seems potentially rather more useful than
otherwise. Especially under the circumstances. “I see,” Tim says
warily. “I don’t really believe in fate, or any such thing, but …
well, thank you for all your help.”

Argent cocks his head at Tim. “You think I’m
nuts, don’t you.”

“Oh, no, no,” Tim responds hastily, “not at
all.”

Argent looks wounded. “It’s okay if you
think I’m crazy. Lots of people think I’m crazy. I just don’t want
you to lie to me. I’m not your asshole dad, you know? I would never
hurt you. I’m just a very passionate person.”

“So I see,” Tim says drily. Argent’s psyche
is far too much of a minefield for him to navigate at this hour of
night, he thinks. Or possibly at any time. “Anyway, I’ll take those
clean clothes, if you don’t mind.”

Argent laughs. “Oh yeah, right. I forgot.”
He hands Tim a black t-shirt and a pair of boxer shorts. “Does that
work for you to sleep in? I usually sleep naked, I don’t really
have pajamas.”

“That’s fine,” Tim says in somewhat
strangled tones, wondering how exactly to navigate sharing a bed
with a naked Argent. He retreats rapidly into the bathroom. Under
the shower spray, behind a locked door, he jerks off hastily,
trying not to think about Argent, but it’s no use. “Now it’s time
for you to pay me back,” he imagines Argent saying as he shoves
Tim’s head down below his belt. He wonders what Argent’s cock would
taste like, how thick it might be in his mouth.

Argent’s t-shirt hangs off Tim’s narrow
shoulders like a tent, and his shorts cling just barely to the
points of Tim’s hips, but the fabric is soft and comfortable and
smells faintly of Argent. Wearing these clothes makes Tim feel …
owned, like another possession for Argent to carry around in his
enormous backpack. He can’t quite decide whether he likes the
feeling or not. But when he comes out of the bathroom dressed that
way, Argent looks up at him with an enormous, sweet smile on his
face, as though Tim in his oversized clothes is the most adorable
thing he’s ever seen—and Tim admits to himself with some difficulty
that he definitely likes that.

Tim is in bed, mostly asleep, by the time
Argent finishes his shower. He cracks open an eye to peer at
Argent, who has emerged from the bathroom wearing only a pair of
very short black boxer shorts as he towels his hair vigorously.
Even in the faint light from the window, the sight of Argent’s bare
chest and muscular thighs is distinctly unhelpful to Tim’s efforts
to calm down and sleep. He tries to tell himself that he isn’t
disappointed when Argent slides into bed—as far as possible from
Tim, it seems—without taking off his shorts.

At some point, Tim stirs awake, feeling warm
and oddly happy, and realizes in a sudden rush that Argent is
wrapped around him from behind. Argent is breathing softly against
his neck. For a moment he’s angry that Argent would touch him in
his sleep, even unintentionally. Then he realizes that he’s
actually on Argent’s side of the mattress. It’s surprisingly cold
in the room. The rattling air conditioner is turned up to arctic
levels and there’s only a thin cotton blanket on the bed. Tim seems
to have migrated in his sleep towards the only available heat
source.

Tim wriggles slightly, feeling that perhaps
he should move before this situation becomes more embarrassing for
either of them, but Argent only tightens his grip on Tim and seals
himself more firmly against Tim’s back. His bare skin feels
scorchingly hot, almost as if he has a fever. It seems unlikely
that Tim will be able to move off without waking him. Under the
circumstances, Tim decides, the most courteous course of action is
to remain where he is. Gradually he falls asleep again.

When he wakes up again, sunlight is pouring
in through the window, and it’s hard to breathe. Argent has rolled
mostly on top of him, and he’s unmistakably hard. His cock is thick
and hot against Tim’s ass. Fuck, Tim thinks deliriously,
heat flaring along every nerve at the feeling. He squirms
underneath Argent, grinding his own erection down against the
mattress. Argent, who had been snuffling gently into Tim’s hair,
lets out a small whimpering noise.

Then suddenly he wakes up. “Oh shit,” Argent
says frantically. “Sorry. Fuck!” He vaults out of the bed and
disappears into the bathroom before Tim can figure out how to
respond. There’s a sound of water running. Tim squeezes his eyes
shut, willing his cock to go soft, trying not to picture Argent
jerking off in the next room.

Tim has mostly succeeded in calming himself
down when Argent steps out of the bathroom, a towel wrapped loosely
around his waist. He doesn’t seem to have showered, however. His
powerful arms and chest are even more distracting now that Tim can
see them properly. Tim wants to grab his pecs with both hands, sink
his fingers into them, get his mouth on them. He wonders if Argent
would like having his nipples pinched or bitten. Tim likes to pinch
at his own nipples sometimes, on those rare occasions when he feels
secure enough to relax and enjoy getting himself off slowly.

Argent seems to have noticed him staring. He
smirks, looking pleased with himself. Tim glances away hastily.
Argent clears his throat. “So, um, sorry about that. Earlier. I’m a
pretty heavy sleeper. Didn’t mean to grab you like that.”

“It’s okay,” Tim says. Argent walks towards
the bed. The towel around his waist slips slightly, and Tim
swallows hard, his eyes drawn to the faint trail of dark fuzz that
leads down over Argent’s flat stomach. Tim realizes that he wants
to lick it, and feels disgusted with himself. “I-it was my fault, I
think. I was cold and I think I moved towards you in my sleep.”

“No problem.” Argent winks at Tim. “I’m
happy to keep you warm. Any time.”

Jesus, what is he trying to do to me,
Tim thinks. “I—er, I’ll go shower,” he mutters, darting past Argent
and locking the bathroom door behind him.

When Tim emerges, Argent is sprawled on the
bed on his stomach, still shirtless, and now wearing … a black
pleated skirt? A kilt? Tim stares helplessly at the shadowy space
between Argent’s spread legs, his mouth going dry. He can’t quite
tell if Argent is wearing underwear.

Argent glances over his bare shoulder at
Tim—rather provocatively, or so it seems to Tim. “Oh, hey,” he
says. “I was just looking at the guidebook. Is there anything in
particular you want to do here?”

“Uh, not really, whatever you were planning
is probably fine.” Tim swallows hard. “Are you … is that how you’re
planning to dress today?”

Argent laughs. “I’ll put a shirt on, don’t
worry. But yeah, it’s tough to be a goth in hot weather. This is a
lot breezier than, like, black leather pants.”

“Do you always wear a kilt when it’s hot?”
Tim wonders how many days of being distracted by Argent’s bare
thighs are ahead of him. Not that Argent in leather pants would be
much better.

“This is actually an extra-large Catholic
schoolgirl skirt, not a kilt.” Argent grins. “I got it at a uniform
surplus store. But you can call it a kilt if that makes you feel
more comfortable.”

“Oh,” Tim says, faintly. “Well, I guess if
my father does track me down, hopefully your skirt will give him a
heart attack and then I won’t ever have to deal with him
again.”

“Hopefully,” Argent agrees. “Or, hey, if you
really want to kill him, wearing skirts is only one of the services
I provide.” He gets up and comes closer, resting his hand lightly
on the small of Tim’s back.

“What, are you going to tell me that you’re
secretly an assassin now?” Tim asks, his heart rate picking up at
Argent’s nearness. Argent’s fingers feel hot even through Tim’s
t-shirt. “Is that why you’re really traveling around the
world?”

Argent laughs. “Sure, let’s go with that.
But actually I was going to say, you know what I bet would really
freak your dad out?”

“Practically everything about the modern
world unnerves my father, but what did you have in mind?”

Argent sways closer. He holds up his phone.
“I mean, if my skirt would give him a heart attack, pictures of me
kissing you would probably make him drop dead on the spot.”

Tim feels like a cartoon character who has
just been hit over the head with a rubber mallet. He can’t quite
breathe. “Uh, yes. That would definitely kill him. For sure.”

“Let’s do it then,” Argent murmurs. Tim
freezes, like a trapped animal, as Argent leans forward to lightly
press his lips against Tim’s. Sweat breaks out on Tim’s forehead
and heat flares between his legs. Argent’s lips are very soft. His
fingers tighten on Tim’s waist and he inhales sharply, kissing Tim
more firmly. The tip of his tongue edges past Tim’s lips as his
phone’s camera clicks.

Tim jerks away, startled, breathing hard.
“Sorry,” he says. “Did you, um, did you get the picture?”

“The picture, yeah.” Argent is looking at
Tim intently. His face is flushed. “I … sure, just give me your
number or whatever, I’ll send it to you.”

****

“So why, exactly, are we going to a medical
museum?” Tim asks, later, as they take a commuter boat north along
the Chao Phraya River. Tim has nothing in particular that he wants
to see in Bangkok, but he still finds Argent’s choice of
destination odd. The river is wide and brown, choppy with small
waves as the wind kicks up.

“Because it’s supposed to be really creepy
and scary.” Argent flashes Tim that sweet, crooked smile again.
Today his full lips are highlighted by a wet-looking plum-colored
lipstick. Tim has been finding it difficult to look at Argent’s
mouth without blushing ever since the kiss that morning. He
wonders, for the nth time, whether Argent had really only kissed
him to shock Tim’s father. Surely he had done it because he wanted
to. But on the other hand, Argent certainly seems like the sort of
person who would enjoy being shocking for its own sake.

“So are we just going there on general goth
principles?” Tim asks. “Or is there some specific exhibit you want
to see?” He looks away from Argent. As they pull away from
downtown, there are fewer skyscrapers along the waterfront. Here
and there he can see the golden spires of a temple. At one pier,
when the boat pulls up, the water is thick with enormous catfish,
flopping on top of each other, thrashing towards the pellets of
food that an old man is tossing to them.

“General goth principles, mostly, and also
I’m trying to get inspiration for my novel,” Argent says. The wind
is whipping through his hair, making it into an even wilder tangle
than usual. His ears are pierced, Tim notices for the first time. A
row of silver studs and crosses glitters from each ear. Argent sees
him looking and pulls his hair down over his ears with both hands,
as though he’s self-conscious about them. As soon as he lets go the
wind blows his hair back again.

“What kind of novel?” Tim asks,
curiously.

Argent seems pleased by the question. “It’s
going to be erotic horror,” he says proudly. “That’s kind of the
other thing I’m doing this year, besides just wandering around. I’m
trying to write a novel.” He looks gloomy again. “But all I have
right now is atmosphere. I can’t seem to come up with a plot.”

“Well,” Tim says, patting Argent’s arm,
“maybe you’ll get lucky and something erotically horrible will
happen to you at the museum.”

“That’s what I’m hoping for,” Argent says,
sounding happier. Tim realizes that he’s still touching Argent’s
bicep, and hastily withdraws his hand.

****

“This is definitely very horrible,” Tim
announces as he stares at a pickled corpse in a large glass case.
The English-language caption identifies it, helpfully, as the body
of a “Rape Murderer.” “But not erotic.” He glances at Argent. “I
hope.”

Argent laughs. “Yeah, no.” He looks sidelong
at Tim. “I prefer alive people, don’t worry.”

Tim wonders, again, if Argent is attempting
to flirt with him. Tim is certainly alive, but that seems like a
low bar. “So is this giving you what you needed for your novel?” he
asks.

“Kind of.” Argent is still staring at the
murderer’s corpse. “A lot of this stuff seems more sad than scary,
though. Like, did you see that people were leaving candy for the
spirits of the poor dead babies in the jars in the other room?”

“Yeah.” Tim grimaces. “And that diorama
about the tsunami, with the mannequin of the bloated drowned woman
in a bikini.” Tim is accustomed to the sanitized, sanctified way
that violent death is presented at American war memorials. The
bluntness of the medical museum’s exhibits is startling to him.

“That one was pretty awful,” Argent agrees.
“You know, I went to southern Thailand years ago, with my parents,
just a couple of years after the tsunami. We took a boat trip to
this beautiful empty island with birds and palm trees—it seemed so
perfect and untouched, like no one had ever been there. It was
awesome, actually. Then later one of the scuba instructors told us
that the whole island had been a fishing village before the
tsunami. Everyone who was there that day was killed. She told us
she would never go there again, because of the ghosts.”

“Well,” Tim says, edging towards the exit,
“there’s your ghost story, I guess.” In his present circumstances,
the idea of people being wiped away as if they had never existed
seems particularly unnerving.

“I guess,” Argent says. “Kind of hard to
write erotic horror about a tsunami, though. They built a bunch of
nightclubs there after we left. It’s, like, the party island now,
apparently.” He follows Tim towards the door. “You know, we don’t
only have to do my weird stuff here, we could do regular tourist
things if you want. I already saw the Grand Palace and the
Reclining Buddha and all that with my parents, but I’d be happy to
go back with you.”

“It’s okay. Palaces and Buddhas aren’t
really my thing, anyway.”

“What is your thing, then?” Argent asks,
curiously.

Tim opens his mouth, then realizes he isn’t
sure what to say. “Working, I guess. Mostly all I do is homework
and track and robotics and debate. I try to stay out of the house
as much as I can without pissing my father off.” He sighs. “I’ve
just been trying for so long to keep my head down long enough to
graduate from high school and never have to see him again. I almost
made it.”

“It’s not fair.” Argent is looking at him
sympathetically. “I mean, I’m a total fuck-up and my parents are
just, like, ‘Go see the world! Have fun!’ You’re probably a perfect
straight-A student or whatever and your dad is still such a dick
that you had to run away.” Some resentful thoughts along this line
had in fact occurred to Tim, but it seems ungracious to agree with
Argent. “You probably already got accepted to Harvard or somewhere,
didn’t you?”

“Not Harvard, but I did have a letter of
assurance to West Point. They’re holding a spot for me on the
condition that I pass a physical fitness test and get a
congressional nomination. And graduate from high school,
obviously.” He holds out his hands. “So much for that, I suppose,
unless I go back.” I can’t go back.

Argent looks alarmed. “West Point? But
doesn’t that mean you’d be in the army and your father would be,
like, in charge of you?”

“Not directly. And he’ll most likely retire
before I graduate.” Tim has ticked over the pros and cons of his
various options so often that he recites them almost mechanically.
“West Point is free, and you’re required to live in the barracks,
so he won’t be able to make me live at home or threaten to cut off
my tuition if he’s angry at me. It’s almost the only way for me to
be entirely financially independent as soon as I finish high
school.”

“But even if he can’t tell you what to do,
the army can,” Argent objects. “That just seems like … like moving
the ball and chain from one ankle to the other, you know?”

Tim shrugs impatiently. “It hardly matters
now. I blew all that up by running away. I can’t do any of it
unless I go back.”

“That’s perfect then,” Argent says happily.
“Stay with me. Don’t go back to your dad and don’t go to West
Point.”

“It’s not perfect,” Tim says irritably.
They’re outside now—the sunlight and the muddy smell of the river
are a relief after the faintly sick-smelling dimness among the rows
of horrible glass jars inside the museum. “I feel like … like I
fell down a manhole and I’m still falling.”

“But I caught you,” Argent says earnestly.
His face has that slightly manic intensity again. “You’re not
falling anymore.”

Tim bites down hard on his lip, feeling
suddenly furious at everyone. “But you have to understand how crazy
this is. I just met you last night.” A line from a play he had read
in English class floats into his head: I am dependent on the
kindness of strangers. He scowls at the thought.

“Yeah.” Argent puts his arm around Tim,
tentatively. “First good thing that’s happened to me in a long
time.”

“I mean,” Tim says, staring out at the
river, “well, yes. For me, too, actually.”

Argent’s arm tightens around Tim. Tim
breathes out, slowly.

****

Over a lunch of spicy pork noodles from a
roadside stand, Tim flips half-heartedly through the guidebook. It
seems impossible to choose an itinerary for the afternoon. He finds
himself wanting to simply sail along in Argent’s wake, letting
Argent make all his decisions for him, even though Argent is
demonstrably a person who makes terrible life choices, such as
inviting potentially dangerous airport strangers to travel the
world with him. Clearly something is wrong with my brain, he
thinks. This isn’t me.

“I know you said you just work all the
time,” Argent says, “but haven’t you ever gone on vacation before?
What did you do then?”

“My father likes to take me to war memorials
and battlefields and march me around lecturing me about them.” Tim
rolls his eyes. “I’ve been reading military history since I was a
child just so that I could point it out to him when he got
something wrong. Even if things went badly for me after that.”

“Sounds like fun times.” Argent grimaces.
“So basically you’re saying you’ve never been on vacation.”

“I suppose not.”

“So, just let me know, whatever you want to
do. We’ll go for it.”

Tim bites his lip uncomfortably. He’s always
hated feeling indebted to anyone. “Really, that’s not necessary.
It’s your vacation. You’re paying. We can do whatever you
like.”

“Whatever I like, huh.” Argent grins.

Tim blushes. “Ah, within reason.”

“What does that mean?” Argent’s grin
widens.

“It means … it means no more babies in
jars.”

Argent makes a slightly pouty face. “Oh all
right, if you insist. And by the way, stop freaking out about me
paying for things. I would’ve had to pay for my hotel room and taxi
and stuff anyway. You’ve cost me like a dollar’s worth of noodles
since I met you, it’s not a big deal.”

“I’ll still pay you back.” Tim frowns.
“Eventually. I’ll find a way.”

“Yeah, I was really worried.” Argent rolls
his eyes. Then his face brightens. “Anyway, I know how you can pay
me back.”

“Oh, really?” Tim’s shower fantasy comes
back to him in a flash of heat—Argent pushing his head down…

“Yeah. Come with me to the Mae Nak shrine
this afternoon, I really want to see it.”

“Oh, no, what’s that?”

“Mae Nak is a ghost,” Argent says
cheerfully. Tim groans. “I saw a movie about it. Her husband went
off to war and she was killed while he was gone, but when he came
back everything seemed just the same, except that all the other
people in the village were avoiding them. Then he looked at her
through a special rock and it turned out that she was actually just
a rotting corpse. And now there’s a shrine to her about a half-hour
from here.”

“Oh, my God,” Tim sighs, “why?”

“Well, if you bring her an offering, she’s
supposed to help you avoid being drafted into the military,” Argent
says earnestly. “Maybe she can help you figure out something to do
with your life besides West Point. She does winning lottery
tickets, too.”

Tim shakes his head. “I guess I could
certainly use one of those.”

****

“I feel like I spent all day wandering
around being an idiot,” Tim says, as they get back to the hotel in
the evening.

“That’s okay,” Argent says happily. “That’s
pretty much what I do all the time, anyway. That’s why travel is
good for you. Like I said, it gets you out of your comfort
zone.”

They had arrived at the Mae Nak shrine late
that afternoon, after an extended journey through Bangkok traffic.
A woman at the gate peered suspiciously at their bare legs. Argent
was in his skirt, and Tim had borrowed a pair of running shorts
that seemed to be possibly the only unobjectionable item in
Argent’s wardrobe. The woman handed them each a colorful sarong to
put on over their clothes. Argent, who was wearing a cut-off black
t-shirt that had been distracting Tim all day by exposing his arms
and a pale stripe of his abs, was also required to wrap his upper
body in a pink shawl. Argent took all this in stride, but Tim found
it mortifying.

“This sarong would actually be really
comfortable if I didn’t have the other skirt on under it,” Argent
announced. “I think I’m going to get one and wear it all the time.
You should get one too—you look cute. We could match.”

“Ugh, no thanks,” Tim said, trying not to
look pleased to be called cute, of all things. “Although if
we are trying to get my father to drop dead of shock, I suppose
sending him a
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