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A New Beginning

Dr. Oldfield displayed an X-ray of Jon’s right knee on the computer screen. 

“How does it look?” Jon asked. 

“A lot of cartilage has been worn away,” Dr. Oldfield replied. “Looks like you’ve been rough on your knees. Have you been doing anything recently that would cause wear and tear?” 

Jon thought about the events that had occurred last year. “Maybe I’ve been pushing myself too hard at the gym.”

Dr. Oldfield glanced at Jon with a kind expression. “These things are to be expected. You’re 33 now, and it’s time to start thinking about making some lifestyle changes. You’re not in your twenties anymore. You can’t treat your body however you want. But don’t worry, these things are natural.” 

This wasn’t the news Jon wanted to hear. He still considered himself young, but the pain made him feel otherwise. “What kind of lifestyle changes are we talking about?”  

“Well, I know you like to work out, so my recommendation would be to use lighter weights and more reps. You can still get a good workout that way.” 

Once again, this wasn’t the answer Jon was looking for, but that’s life. His many years in the military had obviously taken a toll on his body, and while this might be a source of regret, he understood that he couldn’t change the past—only move forward. 

Jon thanked the doctor for his time and then went to the receptionist to schedule a follow-up appointment. 

The receptionist addressed him by his new name, Mark Crowley. Jon still had a hard time adjusting to his new identity and would often catch himself slipping, only to correct himself. Sometimes people would call out his new name, and he wouldn't respond. Realizing they were talking to him, he would have to act as though he had bad hearing. 

After setting up his appointment, Jon made sure he wrote it down: March 13th at 2:00 pm. He left the doctor’s office and headed home, hoping to see Ian before he left for his new job. 

Ian was now working as a waiter at a local restaurant down by the port, close to the dock. The place was called Harris’s Harborside Bar and Grill. Since they both had to start new lives, Ian had to find a new job. He couldn’t continue working in the school system—and he didn’t want to—so he went back to being a waiter, a job he’d held when he was younger. Being a waiter was hard work, but it paid well, and since they lived in a town full of wealthy residents, his tips were substantial. 

Jon continued to write, but now under a different name, of course. He didn’t like having to start all over but accepted that this was the way things had to be. Jon wasn’t short on ideas for books; in fact, he had already started working on a new one. The story was about a man whose husband is involved in a hate crime. The main character is ex-military, and when the police can’t do anything, he chooses to take matters into his own hands, exacting revenge on the men who put his husband in a coma. Sound familiar? Jon thought it would be interesting if art imitated life. After all, he had plenty of real-life experience to draw from. 

Jon arrived home to his old Georgian saltbox house, built in 1793, with a large central chimney and cedar shingles. It still had its original windows, a rare find that gave a unique charm to the house. Jon had purchased the place using money he had set aside for emergencies and, of course, with Kowalski’s help. 

When Jon stepped inside, Ian was busy getting ready for work. Ian stopped what he was doing to greet Jon with a kiss. “How did the doctor’s visit go?” he asked. 

“In short, I was told I’m old.” 

Ian laughed. “We knew that was coming, didn’t we? You’d have to face the truth sooner or later.”

Jon wasn’t amused, and he didn’t think it was funny at all. He dreaded the idea of getting older, and not because he was afraid of death, but because he was afraid of aging and the decline of his quality of life. “How’s the new job going so far?” he asked, feeling the need to change the subject.

Ian was no fool. Although he was aware Jon was trying to change the subject, he went along anyway. “The customers are snobs. But for the most part, they leave good tips, except for one or two cheap assholes that leave only 10% on a $300 dollar bill,” Ian scoffed. 

“That’s ridiculous,” Jon remarked. 

“My coworkers are okay to work with so far, but who knows? I’ve been stabbed in the back in the past in this industry, so I’m not sure I’m ready to let my guard down.” 

Ian decided to change the subject this time while getting dressed in his work clothes. “By the way, I invited our neighbors over for dinner tomorrow night. Alf and Eve Petcher. You remember them, don’t you?” 

Jon was caught off guard. “You invited them without talking to me first?” 

“I didn’t think I needed your permission. This isn’t the 1950s, and I’m not a woman. We need to start socializing. We moved to a whole new town and changed our identities, all thanks to you, so I don’t want to hear any bitching from you about having some friends over.” 

“Friends? We hardly know them,” Jon argued. 

“Exactly, and that’s why we have to invite them over and get to know them better.” 

Jon buried his face in his hands. While he didn’t like the idea, he didn’t want to argue with Ian. “Whatever you would like, my dear,” he said. 

“That’s the spirit. I’m sure you’ll like them. Besides, it will make me happy.” 

Jon decided it wasn’t worth being bothered by something so small. “If it makes you happy, then I’m happy.” 

“Thank you, my love.” Ian then kissed Jon on the forehead and left for work. 

Jon decided to take the time to work on his novel. He needed to write fast since he didn’t want to take a year to publish it. If Jon didn’t publish his book within the next six months, he feared he would have to get a regular job to help pay the bills. Jon, of course, wasn’t a fan of that option. He only wanted to be a writer and felt he was not suited for any other job, especially one that dealt with the public. He wasn’t really a people person; maybe that was why he was so uncomfortable with inviting the neighbors over. He did realize that socializing is healthy and would set aside his personal feelings, at the very least so that Ian didn’t feel so bad. 

Jon was aware that starting this new life was difficult for Ian. 

He had to leave his friends behind. Although Ian wasn’t close to his family, it still must have been hard to leave them behind as well. It was necessary, though. Scorpio may still have wanted them dead, and their only choice was to go into hiding. 

As Jon sat at his desk in his office, he powered up his green IBM Selectric and began typing the words, “Chapter Four.” 

The following day, Ian had the day off. He and Jon prepared for their guests. 

Jon took charge of preparing the meal while Ian cleaned. He moved around the house, fluffing pillows, vacuuming rugs, dusting, and washing the floors. Ian wanted his neighbors to have a great first impression. 

This was their moment—a chance to make new friends—and Ian wanted everything to go so smoothly and without a hitch. 

While Jon may not have been totally on board with the idea, he jumped at any chance he had to impress someone with his cooking. He planned to cook beef Bourguignon, a classic French beef stew made with red wine. The beef is slowly braised in red wine (preferably from the Burgundy region of France), beef broth, and aromatic vegetables. This dish was one of Jon’s all-time favorite. 

Hours later, the rich aroma of the stew wafted through the house. The food was prepared, and the home was presentable for guests. Moments later, the doorbell rang. Ian answered the door, and Jon stood behind him. 

Ian greeted Alf and Eve Petcher with excitement. “Welcome! Come on in. I’m so glad you guys came!” 

Alf and Eve appeared equally thrilled. They brought over a bottle of red wine, which caught Jon’s attention. 

“We brought you a little something,” Eve said, passing the wine to Jon. 

Jon quickly examined the bottle, confirming it was a Meiomi Pinot Noir. “Thank you. This should pair well with tonight’s dinner.”

“Dinner is almost ready,” Ian announced. “Let’s sit down.”

As they settled into the cozy dining room, Ian poured the wine into glasses, the rich red liquid glistening in the soft light. 

“What do you think of the neighborhood so far?” Eve asked, trying to break the ice. 

“We like it. Everyone has been so welcoming,” Ian replied, glancing around. “And we’re excited to finally get together like this.” 

Jon returned from the kitchen, a steaming pot in hand. “Alright, here it is. Beef Bourguignon.” 

Alf’s eyes widened with delight. “Wow, that looks amazing. I can’t wait to try it.”

After Jon served everyone generous portions, he raised his glass. “I hope you enjoy it as much as I enjoyed making it. Let’s toast to new friendships!” 

“Cheers!” they all chimed in, their glasses clinking together as laughter filled the room. They dove into the hearty stew, and the evening promised to be unforgettable. 
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British Branch

As the sun began to set over the streets of London, a man named Nigel Bunyan arrived at a mostly empty parking lot for a rendezvous. His heart raced and hands trembled as he gripped the steering wheel. 

Another car pulled up and two men stepped out. They were twins named Aiden and Jayden Ravenwood. Aside from a scar on Jayden’s left eye, they were identical and indistinguishable. 

The twins wore matching grey suits and sported short, combed jet-black hair. As they approached Nigel, Jayden asked, “Do you have what we asked for?” 

Nigel stepped out of his car and opened his trunk. Inside was a bound and gagged man in his mid-thirties. 

“Good work,” Aiden remarked. 

“I was promised a substantial reward,” Nigel replied, his voice lacking confidence. 

Aiden frowned. “Bad news, I’m afraid.”  

“Scorpio doesn’t want any loose ends.” Jayden retrieved a switchblade from his pocket, stabbing Nigel maliciously. Nigel collapsed to the ground. Blood leaked from every stab wound, ten in all. Nigel lay there in complete shock at the betrayal. 

He didn’t have much longer to live. Aiden and Jayden moved the bound man from Nigel’s trunk to their own. Jayden then rummaged through Nigel’s pockets to stage the murder as a robbery. Afterward, the twins drove off, fleeing the scene of the crime. 

The Ravenwood twins were enforcers and assassins working for Scorpio. Their most recent assignment was to capture a traitor, who happened to be the man tied up in their trunk. This traitor had plans on leaking information to the British government in exchange for an immunity deal. 

Aiden and Jayden were clever; they bribed the traitor’s bodyguard into giving him up in exchange for a large sum of money. 

The brothers were then instructed to deliver the traitor to the British branch of Scorpio, where he would be interrogated, tortured, and killed. His betrayal would serve as a warning to dissuade any other turncoats from betraying Scorpio. The twins had an unhealthy love for their work. They were sadistic, cruel, and incredibly intelligent, which made them even more frightening. 

The following day, Clive Munt of the British Parliament spoke on the BBC defending recent allegations. A number of victims had come forward, accusing Munt of sexual assault of a minor. 

“These are baseless accusations,” Munt said. “I have never participated in the activities I’m being accused of.” He tried as hard as he could to defend himself, but the court of public opinion had already found him guilty. An official investigation was still underway, but many officials in his own party asked him to resign. When Munt returned home later that afternoon, Aiden and Jayden greeted him. 

Munt was startled by their presence. “What are you two doing here?” he asked. 

“Mr. Munt, we watched your speech today,” Jayden replied. 

“But we were not pleased,” Aiden chimed in. 

Clive tried to defend himself with excuses, but the twins wouldn’t hear any of it. 

“Mrs. Slaymaker was not amused,” Jayden said. 

“You have been marked for death, I’m afraid,” Aiden added. 

Aiden and Jayden tackled Munt to the ground and injected him with poison. Munt was a client of Scorpio, whose past caught up with him. The sexual assault charges were real, and had the investigation gone any further, it would have exposed elements of Scorpio’s human trafficking ring. Scorpio couldn’t risk the scandal, so Clive had to be killed to silence him. 

Aiden and Jayden had to make his death look like a suicide. Jayden injected a concentration of fentanyl into his system. With a scandal like his, no one except conspiracy theorists would question his death, and who would believe them? 

When Aiden and Jayden returned to their car, they received a phone call from the main headquarters of the British branch of Scorpio, directing them to come in immediately. The twins arrived and went straight to the main office. They were asked to take a seat in the waiting room until they were called in. 

Moments later, the secretary informed them they could enter, and they walked through a large oak wood door. The office itself had a 1950s aesthetic. Sitting in the executive chair was a woman named Helen Slaymaker, the head of the British branch of Scorpio. 

Helen motioned for the twins to sit down. “The American branch has requested you two 

specifically,” she said, getting right to the point. “They believe your particular skills are needed.” 

“Don’t they have some of their own men for the job?” Jayden asked.

“Not with your ability to make a murder look like a suicide,” said Helen. 

Jayden and Aiden looked at each other. They were intrigued. Normally, members of one branch would not cross over to another branch, unless under certain circumstances, but it was very rare. So rare that Aiden only recalled one other time that had occurred. 

“We are flattered, of course,” Aiden said. 

Jayden nodded in agreement. “Do you know any of the specifics?” 

“I was told that you would be briefed on the way.” Helen reached for a leather briefcase and set it in front of them. Jayden opened the briefcase; inside were passports, U.S. currency, and various other documents. “You are scheduled to leave on a private jet to the United States tomorrow morning,” she instructed. “I want you to go home, pack your things, and get plenty of sleep. You will need it for tomorrow.” 

“This isn’t a permanent transfer, is it?” Aiden asked. 

“We will return, right? After the assignment?” Jayden inquired. 

Neither of them liked the idea of staying in America; they were true Brits through and through and would miss England too much. 

“Complete your assignment, and I’m sure you will return soon after,” Helen said. 

The twins were not overly thrilled about leaving Britain, but they certainly weren’t going to argue with Helen Slaymaker. The twins got up, shook her hand
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