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Chapter 38:
Search

 

PORSCHE

“G‌OING TO THE TEMPLE and making merit this morning… didn’t help you find peace at all, huh?” Arm remarked, shaking off Pete’s viselike grip. 

We’d been to the temple that afternoon to pray away Pete’s misfortune, and now we were at Madam Yok’s. Despite our trip to the temple, he was still shaken—maybe even more paranoid than before. I had no idea how that’d happened. 

At one point, after we fed some fish, Pete had excused himself to go to the bathroom, but when he got back, he wasn’t the same; he acted like he’d seen a ghost and kept asking for the abbot to sprinkle holy water on him. No matter how much we poked and prodded, he wouldn’t tell us why. I was worried he was so far gone that we wouldn’t be able to bring him back.

Vegas, what the fuck did you do to my friend? You gave him back, but you forgot to give his wits back with him—look at him, he’s got anxiety! Fucking hell!

“Tonight, I’ve booked the whole bar just for us. You, you, and you”—Tankhun pointed at us—“order whatever you want. As for you, Pete, if you want anything, you can tell me… I’ve got you. No limits.” He threw his arm over Pete’s shoulder, pulling him into a hug.

“But it looks like there’s people over at Madam Yok’s. Are you sure you booked the place?” Kim pointed at the bar, which looked like it was open for business as usual.

“Where?” Tankhun’s temper flared as his eyes followed Kim’s pointing finger. “Hmph! Chase them all out!” he shouted, loud enough for other people to stare at us.

Kinn shook his head at his brother’s antics. “We don’t actually have to book the entire bar, Khun. We can just go in like normal.”

Tankhun switched targets to me. “Porsche! I told you to call ahead, didn’t I?!” He glared at me like I’d just killed his dad and he wanted revenge or something. Argh! Why do you have to throw such a tantrum, huh? The themed shirts he forced everyone to wear were embarrassing enough.

“I did,” I said. “Don’t point at me unless you wanna get kicked.” I swatted his hand away and tried to walk behind Kinn to hide.

Khun had ordered everyone to wear the same exact color to go to the temple today, and who in this world could say no to that asshole? No one! His theme was “Sacred Saffron,” so we had to put on shirts as orange as monks’ robes—each and every one of us. Tankhun said it’d look holy and inspire faith to help drive the misfortune away from Pete. Really, you damn tyrant?!

“Pol! Go tell Madam Yok right now to chase everyone else out. I want us to have the whole bar to ourselves!” Tankhun threw a fit and stomped his foot. If he could lower himself to roll around on the floor right now, he probably would.

“Hah… What are you going on about?” Kim scoffed. “If you want privacy, why don’t you buy a few bottles and drink at home, stupid?” He jabbed a finger at Tankhun’s forehead and pushed, almost making him lurch backward.

“Fuck off, Kim! That hurt! I’m telling Father you assaulted me!” Tankhun made to pounce at Kim, who crossed his arms and looked bored. Kinn quickly stepped between them.

“Enough! Do you want to drink or not? If not, we’re going home,” Kinn said. That stopped Khun in his tracks.

The fact that Kim nonchalantly went to loop his arm around Chay’s neck, though… Bastard! Just because I haven’t said anything, don’t think I won’t—

“Fine, fine,” Khun said. “Drink. But Chay can’t go in now. If it’s open like this, it’s not a private event, so no children under eighteen are allowed. You can call a taxi and go home.” He pulled on Chay’s arm, steering him toward the sidewalk.

“C’mon!” Chay protested. “You said you’d let me drink today!” 

I looked at him sternly. “Who said you could drink?”

“P’Khun said so! I want to drink, so I’m staying!” Chay whined. He was acting so bratty that I wanted to give him a swift kick in the ass.

“You can’t drink because of Kim! Remember that,” Khun snapped back at Chay, who turned to give Kim a dirty look. 

Argh! They were driving me crazy! Fucking hell. Arguing in front of the bar and wearing the same orange shirt, they looked like two carrots having a fight. Damn it, it’s embarrassing, y’know? I’m fuckin’ mortified!

“Are you going back?”

“I’m not letting you party on your own! You can’t be trusted!” Chay told Kim. I rolled my eyes. My little brother had it bad—he was far too possessive of Kim. It was like he didn’t even care that he was breaking his poor older brother’s heart.

“Argh! Then we’re all going back. I’m not in the mood anymore,” Kim grumbled. 

I wasn’t in the mood to party either. I was so embarrassed by our group blocking the entrance and earning stares from people walking by. And then there were the fucking orange shirts. I wasn’t wearing anything strange, just jeans and a t-shirt, but the whole group was wearing the same damn thing. Shit. Looking like this? We’re just asking for trouble.

“I’m not going back! I want to drink! I’m celebrating for Pete!” Khun hollered, not embarrassed at all. The three brothers and Chay stood there arguing with each other while Arm and Pete bickered behind me—those two seemed to have tuned out the bullshit going on around them for some time now.

“What are you so afraid of?” Arm asked.

“I told you I didn’t want to go out!” Pete said.

“You can refuse our young master?”

“I want to go home.”

“Stop clinging on to me,” Arm said, trying to peel Pete’s hand off. “People are going to think we’ve got something going on. Gives me the creeps just thinking about it.”

Pete looked scared shitless. His pleading eyes darted left and right, and his mouth twisted like he was about to cry. Fuck! Have you gone soft, Pete? 

The old Pete—cool, take-charge, skilled-at-everything Pete—seemed to have died at his funeral, leaving this weak and jumpy Pete in his place. He looked like he needed constant protection. It was like he gave off some sort of aura now that made me see him in a different light.

“Argh! Get off!” Arm shoved Pete away, clearly having suffered enough of his behavior. Pete swayed and lost his balance, stumbling back into someone with a thud.

“Ah! Sorry.” Pete hurried to apologize. I grabbed his arm to help steady him and keep him upright.

“Hey! Watch it… Oh, Pete. And P’Kinn. Hello.” 

All eyes turned to look at the person Pete had just bumped into. The brothers abruptly stopped arguing, as quick as a flick of a switch. 

“Oh! Macau.” 

The youngest son of the Minor Clan stood before us. Pete froze, looking like he’d seen a ghost, before swiftly grabbing hold of my arm. Macau? You’re even afraid of Macau? This brat? You could blow him over with a light breeze. Why the hell are you so scared of the Minor Clan?

“You’re here on a night out?” Macau asked Kinn, choosing to ignore Khun and Kim completely.

“Mm-hmm… You as well?” Kinn said. He’d greeted him normally, but Macau looked worried. Between that and his worn-out appearance and sweat-soaked shirt, I suspected Macau wasn’t here to party—or maybe he was just tired from dancing.

“No, P’Kinn,” said Macau. “Hia went missing yesterday around noon. His latest GPS location was around here, so I’m here to bring him home.”

I turned to look at Pete. He seemed to be avoiding Macau’s bodyguard, gingerly sighing and staring at the floor.

“Vegas is missing?” said Kinn. “Maybe he’s just here to have fun.”

“No, P’Kinn. Hia slipped and hit his head last night, and he ran away from the hospital. I really don’t know where else to look,” Macau said, his eyes looking cloudy and troubled. 

“Is Vegas all right?” Kinn asked him. He kept sneaking glances at Pete, who looked no less troubled than before.

“Not really. The doctor wanted to keep him for a bit longer, but he ran away.”

“Is that so?”

“Kim! Is this a bar or the Ghost Festival? What are the preta doing out and about?”1 Tankhun butted in rudely, looping his arm around Kim’s neck like a gangster and pulling him close. Weren’t you two fighting to the death just now?

“What preta?” Kim switched gears at once, playing along with his brother like nothing had happened.

“Why, right in front of you,” Tankhun said. “It’s Preta Junior. It’s a good thing Preta Senior isn’t here, or else we’d really have to pray for them to go away.”

“Hello, P’Khun, P’Kim. And wearing matching shirts, too! From a distance I thought you guys were monks. But how could someone like you be a monk? You really just look like a bunch of shitheads.” Macau smirked. He looked exactly like his brother when he made that face.

“Macau!” Tankhun tried to lunge at him, but Pete and I held him back.

“Calm down,” I said wearily. We’re attracting enough attention as it is, dumbass!

“What did you say, P’Khun?” Macau said. “Ghost Festival? Seems like it. You’re pretty tall…” He leaned in. “Purse your lips.” 

Khun frowned, but did as Macau said. 

“Now raise your hands…” 

Tankhun raised both his hands. 

“…And wave.” 

We smiled wryly at Tankhun, who was going along with it for some reason.

“It’s true, Nop, it really is a preta,” Macau drawled. “Let’s keep looking for Hia—this place is full of them.” Then he brushed past Tankhun with his head held high.

“Huh? Macau!” Tankhun exclaimed. “What did you just say?!” 

Pete and I hurried to stop him. “That’s enough. It’s embarrassing,” I said.

“Why should I be embarrassed?! There’s nothing to be embarrassed about! Macau, where are you going?!” Tankhun jerked away from us and stomped off after Macau. Fucking hell. I couldn’t believe it.

Just as Macau was about to enter the bar, Khun grabbed his shoulder and yanked him around to face him. “You can’t go in here.”

“Why? Is there a sign saying I can’t?” Macau shot back, the mouthy little shit. You’re not backing down either, huh? At least learn to avoid arguing with crazy people. 

“What’s going on out there?!” Madam Yok’s voice rang out from inside the bar, followed by her imposing figure. “Oh, Mr. Kinn and Mr. Tankhun. You’re here very early,” she said, immediately switching gears.

“Didn’t I book the whole bar? Why are you letting people in?!” Tankhun complained as soon as he spotted her.

“Ah, well… I thought you all were coming much later, so I accepted a few customers first.” Madam Yok smiled awkwardly and looked at us for help.

“Chase them all out!” Tankhun demanded. “And don’t let this brat in!”

The rest of us sighed. Tankhun was so unreasonable. What did your father feed you to make you grow up so brazen?

“Who gave you the right?!” yelled Macau. “I’m going to look for my brother!” 

Major Clan, Minor Clan—it was all the same. If you asked me, it really would be best for the bloodline to end here. If any of these clowns had kids, it’d be a disaster.

“Then I’ll buy out this bar! How much?! Pete! Call my father, I’m buying this place!”

“Kim, get P’Khun to settle down a bit.” Chay tugged at the hem of Kim’s shirt. 

Kim shook his head and backed a good distance away from Khun. “I’d rather be a son of a bitch like he called me,” he said. “It’s not like I want a brother like him. Kinn, go take care of your brother.” 

“Heh. No. Porsche, he counts as your brother now. You go stop him.” Kinn stepped behind me and nudged me forward toward Tankhun.

“Fuck you!” I groaned, glaring at him, but Kinn just smiled back.

“Ten million? Bring the deed! Now!” Tankhun demanded.

“Uh… Mr. Tankhun, let’s calm down first. We can talk this out, yes? If I sell the bar, how will I live?” Madam Yok simpered at Tankhun before turning to hiss at me, “Porsche! Come stop him!” 

Argh! Why is this my problem?! “Fucking hell, that’s enough! Ma’am, let’s settle this inside,” I said. “As for you, Khun, if you don’t stop getting on my nerves, I’ll stomp you into the ground.” I pointed at Khun, whose mouth twisted in displeasure.

“Macau, let Nop go inside to check,” Kinn said. “You’re too young, you shouldn’t go in.” 

Macau nodded and agreed without putting up a fuss.

“What about this one?” Kim asked, pointing to Chay.

“That one’s yours,” said Kinn. 

I whipped around to glare at Kinn. He immediately shut up and slapped a hand over his mouth, realizing he’d said something he shouldn’t have.

“Chay is my brother! I can take care of him!” I snapped, pulling my brother into my arms.

“Of course, darling, of course,” Kinn murmured. 

We stood outside, waiting for Madam Yok to clear out the bar. It felt like I’d brought three attachments with me—my right arm was looped around Chay’s shoulders, Pete tightly gripped my left arm, and Kinn’s arm was propped against my head. All around me, I had nothing but burdens. You’re getting in the way, you bastards!

“You think he’s inside?” Pete whispered.

“What are you afraid of?” I said. “If he tries anything, I’ll crack his skull open.” Really, he’s surrounded by so many people, what’s he so afraid of?

“I don’t want to see his face,” said Pete. 

I stared at him. “You hate him that much, huh?” I asked, trying to figure him out.

Pete went quiet for a while before humming noncommittally: “Mm.”

“Took you a long time just to think about it.”

Pete quickly changed the subject. “Can we go in now? I need a drink.” 

I squinted at him in suspicion. “You just said you wanted to go home.”

“I want to drink now. I didn’t drink a single drop for nearly a month, I’m dying for some booze!” Pete’s mood suddenly took a different turn. Maybe he needed to release all the stress and anxiety he’d been bottling up for so long.

On Khun’s orders, Madam Yok cleared out the bar, and we were seated inside in no time. Khun also bullied Madam Yok into setting up a karaoke machine right in the middle of the club, saying he wanted to sing to his heart’s content. He had Pete sing first as the opening act, and…well, Pete wouldn’t put the microphone down long enough for anyone else to sing after him.

“Memories of yesterday and the love you left behind. 

Why would you ask me if I’m doing fine? 

Why would you want to know? 

Don’t want to say it, it’ll only hurt. 

Feels like I’m dying, it’ll only get worse. 

Don’t you know? How long it takes to forget you…”2

Song after song, Pete didn’t put the microphone down for a single second. The rest of us sat at the table knocking back drinks to chase away some of the awkwardness. 

Tankhun was going to pick out some upbeat cha-cha dance music like usual, but he just had to give Pete the honor of being the opening act—now look what he’d done! I had no idea why Pete was so into it, but once he had some alcohol down his throat and a microphone in his hand, the atmosphere inside immediately turned into Club Friday.3 Dreary sadness hung so heavily in the air that it almost made me want to cry along with Pete. His behavior confirmed that what I suspected was true. Whatever’s going on between Pete and Vegas…it isn’t so simple anymore.

Tankhun, who’d been staring forlornly at the list of Luk Thung songs he wanted to sing, hurriedly started clapping as the music died out. His eyes shone with hope that this was his chance. 

“Everybody put your hands together for Pete!” he said. “I already picked the next song for the dancers among us…” Tankhun snatched the microphone out of Pete’s hands and nodded at Arm to type the song he wanted into the machine, but…

“Can I have one more song, Young Master?” Pete said, grabbing the microphone back.

“Ugh, I don’t want to listen to your picks anymore! You keep picking breakup songs or whatever the fuck. I’m getting depressed! Look!” Tankhun had started out by spoiling Pete rotten, but now he was starting to get restless. I’d noticed his legs twitch quite a few times—he clearly wanted to get up and dance already.

“Just humor him for a bit,” Kinn said. He was spoiling Pete just as badly as Khun. He probably still felt guilty about indirectly causing Pete’s misery.

“I’ve humored him for ten songs in a row! It’s my turn! Look at Chay—the poor thing has been yawning nonstop. I feel so sorry for him. He’s been dying to dance.”

Chay shook his head. “I haven’t said anything.” 

But a lunatic like Tankhun wouldn’t listen to anyone. He managed to get the microphone back, even though Pete tried to resist.

“All right, all right, no more sadness! This is my time!” Tankhun rose from his seat and ordered Pol and Arm to put on the songs he wanted. Meanwhile, Pete downed more alcohol.

I turned to Kinn. “Kinn, do you think Pete’s been acting weird lately?” 

“…No,” he replied.

“Really?” I stared at Kinn in disbelief. But he kept sneaking questioning glances at Pete—a gaze not so different from mine.

“Mm-hm,” Kinn hummed. 

Liar. I heard everything you said to Pete. If you’re that curious, just ask him! I’m only asking you to be sure!

“You’re thinking the same thing I am,” I muttered, frowning at him.

Kinn looped his arm around my shoulders. “What are you mumbling about?”

“And how are you going to deal with the Minor Clan?” I asked seriously, backing away from him a little. I knew Kinn wasn’t going to simply let this matter go, but I wanted to know what he was thinking.

He actually let something slip. “Honestly, I don’t want to stay quiet—especially after seeing Pete like that.” 

I gently nudged his arm. “Didn’t you say he wasn’t acting weird?”

“Well…a little,” Kinn said, smiling and shaking his head slightly. 

Right now, we were in our own little world. Everyone else had gotten up to dance to the cha-cha music.

“So what are you going to do?” I asked.

“I’m calling a meeting this week. There’s a big shipment coming into the warehouse, so I don’t think the Minor Clan will be able to just sit back,” Kinn explained. “Father wants to catch them red-handed. This way, we can get all the people involved in one go.” 

I listened and nodded. “And once you catch the Minor Clan in action…what will you do?” I asked, uncertain. Usually, traitors to the Major Clan were killed, but in this case, I wasn’t sure how it’d be handled.

“I think you know what we have to do… If we’re not firm about quelling corruption, it’ll fester.” Kinn lifted his glass and took a leisurely sip.

“But they’re…your own relatives.” 

I still wasn’t used to this casual attitude about killing, especially when it came to family members. I really couldn’t fathom how anyone could bear to take the life of a relative. I hated Uncle Thee, for example, but it’s not like I wanted him dead.

“We’ve reached the end of the line,” Kinn said, staring into the distance. “If we don’t do something now, it’ll keep causing problems.”

“And…Vegas?” I asked, lowering my voice so no one else could hear—especially not Pete.

“I’m not sure, but…he’s done a lot. We can’t keep him around.” Kinn turned back to stare steadily at me. I could only sigh and shift my attention to Pete, who was currently being forced to chug his entire glass by Tankhun.

“May our Pete be happy as a morning flower! 

Bloom at night, bloom at dawn!

Drink, drink, drink! 

Don’t stop until it’s all gone! Hey!” they sang.4 

I felt so damn sorry for Pete. But, hell, I didn’t even know what it was I should feel sorry about.

Kinn put his arm around my waist and tugged me closer again. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong.”

“You’ve been looking troubled since yesterday. What are you thinking about, hmm?” Kinn rubbed circles into my hip and leaned toward me.

“…Nothing.” I twisted away from him, afraid we’d end up doing something that Chay really shouldn’t see. He was sitting right there!

“Mmm… Do you want anything? Wanna go on vacation? Or how about…” Kinn trailed off. I immediately shook my head. 

I knew how much Kinn cared about me, but I didn’t even realize that I’d started letting those thoughts show on my face. Was I so obvious that Kinn could see it? Apart from all my worrying about Pete’s troubles, there was that photo of Mr. Korn with my parents. I still couldn’t figure out how I was involved with this family…

Should I just ask Kinn directly, or should I try to find the answers myself? I’m not sure Kinn will tell me the whole truth…

A dramatic sigh from Pete as he flopped down next to us made Kinn and I jump apart.

“What’s up?” I asked.

“I want to date,” a tipsy Pete said abruptly, staring sadly at me and Kinn.

“Huh?” I furrowed my brow. I was sure I must’ve misheard what my friend said. “What did you just say?”

“I want to date. I want to get married. I want to start a new life,” Pete rambled, taking another swig of his drink.

“You’re drunk,” I said, reaching out to take the glass from his hands.

“Who? Who’s getting married?” Tankhun stopped his flailing “dance” and turned to us with sparkling eyes.

“Pete says he wants to get married.” Kinn pointed to Pete, who was sprawled out uselessly on the sofa.

“Oh, good, I’m going to demand a large sin sod. ‘Ohhhhh! Who’s got a lemon to swap for a lime? Who’s got a daughter to swap for a son of mine?’” Tankhun sang.5 

My ears! Damn it, Tankhun. Can someone just knock him out already?

“He’s a guy, he has to bring the sin sod to the bride to get married,” Kim piped up, snatching the microphone from Tankhun’s hands.

“Oh? Then who’s the bride?” Tankhun asked.

Pete stared back blankly. “I don’t know.” 

I saw that this was devolving into nonsense—a lunatic talking to a drunk—and it was giving me more of a headache than the alcohol, so I thought I’d go outside for a smoke to clear my head a bit. I prodded Kinn to tell him I was going out to light a cigarette. Just as I started to step out, Pete came over to grab my arm.

“I’m going too,” he said.

 

***

 

Pete and I opened the back door into the quiet, dirty alley, finding a place to stand and take a drag. My ears felt so much better now that Tankhun’s caterwauling was a distant memory. At last, the chaos was quiet.

“Are you drunk?” I asked Pete. 

Pete was leaning against the wall. His eyes looked dull, and his once-smiling face was full of worry. “…A little dizzy,” he said, taking another drag. 

We stood there in silence. Neither of us said anything as we wallowed in our thoughts.

“Pete… The thing I wanted you to help me with that we talked about earlier? I’m serious. Other than P’Chan—he knows everything about the clan—can you think of anyone else who might know?” My thoughts kept circling back to the puzzle I couldn’t quite solve. The more I mulled it over, the more I wanted answers.

Pete looked at me and raised an eyebrow. “What are you trying to do, Porsche?” 

“Pete, I trust you. This… No one knows about this. Not Chay, not even Tem or Jom—none of them know. But I’m going to tell you.”

“Mm. Actually, I don’t even want to know. I don’t want to get into any more trouble,” Pete said, chuckling.

“But you’ve got to help me with this,” I insisted.

“Okay! Fine! What is it? I did say you were my friend.” He sighed. “Why me?” he muttered under his breath.

“Actually, I don’t even know how everything is connected, but…my uncle, the gambler, he gave me this.” I pulled out my wallet and handed the photo over for Pete to look at. He frowned, staring at it for a while, before tilting the photo toward the dim lights on the side of the building to get a better look.

“That’s Mr. Korn when he was younger… And who’s this snotty brat?” Pete said as he peered at it in curiosity.

“Me.”

Pete whipped around to stare at me, wide-eyed. “You?” 

“Uh-huh. It’s me.”

“D-don’t tell me…that you’re Mr, Korn’s secret son? You can’t be! You and Mr. Kinn… No, no, no… You and your own brother?” Pete stuttered out, losing his mind for a moment. I had to give his head a firm knock to bring him back to his senses.

“Fuck you! That’s my parents next to Mr. Korn,” I said, pointing them out to Pete.

“That slapped the booze right out of me.” Pete rubbed at his head. “Then you and Mr. Korn…” He squinted at me.

“Yeah. Why did my family know the Major Clan? This is why I need your help… I want to know how Mr. Korn is connected to my parents.” It wasn’t just the photo that stirred my interest, though—what my Uncle Thee had said to me had my thoughts running wild too.

“Why don’t you ask Mr. Kinn?” Pete said.

“I’m not sure if Kinn would know,” I replied. “And if he did, I don’t know if he’ll tell me the whole truth.”

“Be careful. The Major Clan will mess with your head… Last time, they gave me a huge wad of cash to act out a big scene in front of you, to trick you into believing I could take your father’s last possession…”

Uncle Thee’s story (warning? bombshell?) made me fear asking Kinn directly Was everything a lie? Or was it true? I didn’t know who was pretending with me and who wasn’t.

“But I think you should ask,” Pete said, suddenly serious.

“If it were you, would you?”

“Between hearing it from Mr. Kinn’s mouth and finding out for yourself, what do you think would hurt less?”

“I’m not sure of anything at all right now, Pete. I want to ask Kinn, but if everything has been a lie, do you think Kinn would tell me the truth?” I dropped my cigarette butt on the ground and lit a new one.

“That I don’t know. But right now…you don’t trust Mr. Kinn at all?” 

I looked up to see Pete staring at me evenly. It was true, I realized—I really wasn’t putting my trust in Kinn. Yeah, I was really confused. And it wasn’t exactly the easiest topic to bring up. If I just go up to him and say, “Hey, what’s your dad got to do with my mom and dad? Look, he’s even carrying me here! But you were going to take my house?” that’ll be too strange…

I needed to settle this with myself first before I could work up the courage to ask Kinn once and for all. I’d have to ask him eventually, but I just needed some time…

“In the meantime, if you think of anything or have any way to help, just tell me,” I said.

“Most of the bodyguards from ten years ago, from both the Major and the Minor Clan, are either dead or missing,” said Pete. “There’s only a few left. That’s all I know.” 

I stared at Pete. That made me even more suspicious.

“Why?” Why? Why? Questions filled my head. The bodyguards are dead or missing? Something must have happened.

“I don’t know,” Pete said. “But don’t you remember? If you betray the Major Clan, you die.”

I was more confused than ever. My heart raced from fear. I was scared of my own thoughts, scared that the things Uncle Thee said were adding up to something sinister—something so much worse than anything I could’ve anticipated. If the day ever came that I learned the truth, I didn’t know if I would be able to accept it.

“Pete, you have to help me,” I insisted. I needed to know the truth. I needed to know how everything was connected.

“Hmm…but…you also have to help me,” Pete said, his expression solemn.

“How?”

“I want a wife. I want to get married and start a family. I want to start over and forget all this shit.” There was no trace of amusement on Pete’s face, no matter how much it sounded like he was screwing with me.

“And where are you going to find a wife?” I asked.

“You can help me find one. I mean it! I want to start over. You want to dig up the past to find the truth, but I want to forget everything and live in the present. So, if you’re in, I’m in. Deal?” Pete offered me his hand.

“Are you sure about that?” I asked, baffled. He looked like he was really serious about this finding a wife business.

“Yes! You have to help me erase the past. Introduce me to a few girls. Okay?” Pete said, still holding his hand in front of me.

I gingerly took his hand. “Okay, okay. But where am I supposed to find one for you?”

“You get to meet so many people, way more than me. How about the people in your major?”

“Dumbass! The Sports Science major is full of dudes. The only one who might be kinda cute is Tem. You want him?” I teased Pete to lighten the mood, but he immediately shook his head. He was really serious about this.

“I want a girl! I want to start over. I want to forget all of this shit, all right? Deal!” Pete shook my hand up and down to seal our deal before spinning around and walking back inside, leaving me to stand there and sigh. 

Pete had it bad. He probably wanted to forget something in his heart—that was why he was so determined to find a girl. And from the way he’d acted just now, he probably couldn’t forget what he wanted to forget. And that couldn’t be anything other than…Vegas…

I tossed my cigarette butt down and stepped on it. My feet steered me back inside—I’d stayed outside for so long that Kinn probably thought I must’ve grown a whole tobacco plant by now. As I was about to reach for the door handle, though, my eyes caught the faint shadow of a figure cast on the ground, partially hidden behind a pole not far from me.

I stared, trying to focus my eyes because it was pretty dark in the alley. There were only a few dim lights out here, so I couldn’t see clearly. Suddenly, my brain stopped short. That’s a person, right? A real person? Or a ghost? Pete, you asshole, why didn’t you wait for me to come in with you? 

If it was a person, I wouldn’t be scared—I’d beat their ass for scaring me and making me paranoid. But if it was a ghost… I’m gonna scream for Kinn. Fuck!

“What the hell are you standing there for? Come inside,” Pete said, swinging open the door with a slam and tugging at my arm to pull me back into the bar. Thank fuck for that—just now, when I thought of ghosts, my legs had refused to budge.

“Why didn’t you wait for me?!” I yelled at Pete as soon as the door closed.
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“I thought you were following right behind!” he yelled back. 

Pete and I bickered back and forth all the way to the table, and Tankhun’s howling chased away all thoughts of the shadow behind the pole.

“Pete! Porsche! Quick! This song is the highlight!”

I rolled my eyes. It was going to be a long night. Ah, I’m tired already.




Chapter 39:
Problem

 

A‌FTER PETE’S BACHELORETTE PARTY—really just Tankhun’s excuse to have fun—we returned home and
 went to our respective bedrooms. 

Tankhun screamed his lungs out, singing until his voice became so hoarse that he ordered Pete to make him lemon tea with honey. Served Pete right, honestly—he hadn’t put the microphone down all night back at the bar, and every song he chose had grated on my nerves. It took him ages to realize he needed to go home and get some rest. 

We were so fed up with listening to Tankhun sing that Chay fell asleep on Kim’s lap. Kinn stared at his older brother, about to interrupt him, but the chance never came. Pete, Pol, Arm, and I yawned repeatedly. We’d gotten drunk and sobered up again three times by then, and Tankhun hadn’t shown any sign of stopping. Did his mom eat a bunch of vinyl records while she was pregnant with him? Was he prepping to compete in some kind of singing contest?

I sighed and plopped onto the couch in my room with my head against the backrest, feeling a bit tipsy. Fortunately, I didn’t get wasted tonight—after all, Pete’s depressing song selections had soured the mood of the party.

“It’s fucking sweltering. Kick on the AC, will you?” I called out to Kinn as I straightened up from the couch. I yanked off my stupid T-shirt and haphazardly tossed it in the general direction of our bedroom. I’d retrieve it from the floor on my way to the shower later; I needed to cool down first.

“More AC!” I yelled as I settled my head back on the backrest. My eyes slowly closed. I hadn’t felt drunk when I got back home, but my head got all muddled after I closed my eyes and lay down. The world started to spin, and I suddenly felt the full force of the alcohol. 

I reached down to unfasten my pants without opening my eyes; the heat rising in my body made my clothes feel too tight. I vaguely remembered seeing Kinn retrieve the remote control for the AC before I closed my eyes. It almost made me breathe a sigh of relief when…

Click!

I snapped up to glare at Kinn, my dizziness morphing into rage.

“Kinn! Are you stupid? I said more AC, not turn it…o-off. Asshole!” I yelled at him, not really realizing how much déjà vu this situation gave me. I gulped nervously when I finally saw the way Kinn was ogling me.

“Wh-what the hell?!” I quickly sat up straight and looked for something to cover up my body with. Fuck me! I was so careless to throw my T-shirt away like that. You’re an idiot, Porsche! How could you forget that this man is a beast?

“It’s hot,” Kinn said, casually unbuttoning his shirt and inching closer to me.

“You can turn the AC on if it’s hot, dumbass!” I groused, pushing myself flush against the couch’s armrest.

“Nope… You look sexy when you sweat.”

I glanced around nervously, preparing to bolt from the couch since it was where we usually ended up…fucking. Well, Kinn fucks me; I never fuck him. Isn’t that unfair? Fucking hell!

“I’m thirsty. I’m going to find something to drink,” I announced. I tried to stand, but Kinn was faster. He sat beside me, draped his arms around my waist, and dragged me onto his lap.

“Don’t go. I can give you something to drink,” Kinn whispered, persistently nudging his nose against my back and breathing me in.

“I’m going to puke! Let me go!” I thrashed around in his embrace. Sure, we had already established our status as boyfriends, but that didn’t mean he could have sex with me whenever and wherever he wanted. I had a lot of stressful shit on my mind right now, but Kinn’s scent kept flustering me.

“We haven’t done it in a while,” Kinn purred, his husky voice sending shivers through my body. My neck tensed as his soft lips nibbled from the nape of my neck to the back of my ear. 

“B-bullshit! We did it the other night. And before that, you reamed me every night without giving me a break. Kinn, I…I need to rest,” I protested.

“You’ve had several days to rest,” Kinn said before lightly biting my neck. His hand snaked down my body and brushed against my stomach, making me tremble.

“Th-that tickles, Kinn!” No matter how much I tried to avoid his touch, my resistance weakened every time I felt how hard he was for me. If I truly intended to fight him, I’d have kicked his ass by now, but I knew I couldn’t deny him anything. In the past, he could have stunned me with just his intense stare. Now, everything about him affected me—his body, even his voice.

Well, it wasn’t like I didn’t want to have sex with him. I just had a lot on my mind. I felt stressed and anxious from what I’d heard and from trying to find the answers to the questions constantly plaguing my thoughts. Whenever I saw Kinn, I didn’t know if I should ask him about it. I wasn’t sure if it was because I didn’t trust him or if I was just afraid of the answer. That was why I couldn’t let myself relax.

“Are you worried about something?” Kinn asked, but he still insisted on tugging on my hand. He twisted his body slightly and placed my hand over his crotch. I felt his hard-on straining against his pants, practically busting his fly open.

“Enough! I’m tired!” I bit out, forcing irritation into my voice, and yanked my hand away. I abruptly stood up.

Kinn stared at me in surprise. “Huh?”

“I’m going to take a shower. You told me to interview new bodyguards for you tomorrow, don’t you remember? I have to get up early.” 

Kinn’s lips tightened at my excuses. He looked a bit pissed, and I quickly stepped away from him. “Hmph… So cruel,” he sighed. He looked at me with pleading eyes instead of with anger.

“We can do it tomorrow,” I told him. “I already spent all my energy dealing with your big brother today.”

“And how will you take responsibility for what’s happened?” Kinn lowered his gaze to the tent in his pants, his erection still going strong.

“Use your hand!” I yelled and turned around to head to the bedroom.

“You got me hot! 

Never been this hotheaded before. 

What’s it like?”6 

I snapped my head around to stare at Kinn, who was holding a remote control like a microphone and singing. I knew full well whose song this was and which album it came from because Tankhun had sung every song from it less than an hour ago. Kinn probably remembered it. Had he been silently staring at the screen because he wanted to memorize the lyrics? Were there any normal people around here? These brothers were all complete lunatics.

“You trick me into temptation and throw me away. 

You throw me away without a care. 

This is the symptom of a hothead. 

Please move on and trick someone else. 

In your eyes, my skills are not good enough.” 

I huffed. Was this who Kinn truly was? I bet he wanted to sing so badly while we were at Madam Yok’s club, but he had to maintain his cool facade. It didn’t help that he was always in the spotlight as the face of the Major Clan. If he did something crazy, his father might die from a heart attack.

“Yes, you’re not good enough,” I sang, filling in the next line for him. I played along, hoping it might distract him from his horny thoughts.

“I intend to get married and buy a diamond ring. But in the end, I didn’t get to fuck you…”

I couldn’t stand it anymore. I went over and hit him in the head with an audible smack, hoping to knock some sense back into him. He finally shut up, but he was pouting at me like a whiny child. I bet no one had seen him like this before. No one knew how silly, crazy, and goddamned annoying this bastard was. I was the only one who saw this side of him. 

He showed me his true self more and more, and he kept telling me how much he trusted himself to be authentic around me. Kinn was Kinn. He made me fall in love with him, and I fell for him further every single day. 

But that just made me even more scared of what I was thinking.

I desperately wanted to put an end to my problems. I didn’t want to worry about them anymore. I wondered if I should just let go of what was bothering me and enjoy life, but I couldn’t do that. Kinn was important to me, but my parents and Chay were even more important.

Sigh…

“Let’s take a shower,” I said.

“You don’t love me anymore,” Kinn said, turning away from me. He slumped onto the couch, rested his feet on the glass coffee table, crossed his arms over his chest, and pouted. Fucking hell, how old is he?

“Kinn! Go take a shower!”

“You’ve changed.”

“Do what you want, then!” My head throbbed. Even Chay wasn’t as absurd as him. If you weren’t such a rich and powerful mafioso, you’d probably be a raving lunatic living on the street by now!

I entered the bedroom and slammed the glass door shut with force. Still, I couldn’t help but keep checking on Kinn. Is he mad at me, or is he faking it? Argh! Just thinking he might be mad at me was agitating. Why did I have to attach my feelings to this guy? If something unfortunate happens in the future, how can I continue to live, Kinn?

I pushed the door open again.

“Just hurry over and do whatever you want…in the bathroom. I can’t be bothered to clean up the sofa,” I said before shutting the door again. 

You’re screwed, Porsche! You can’t stand him being angry at you. You’ve got it bad! I cursed at myself. However, I felt somewhat relieved, because I also saw his eyes sparkle. 

In the end, I cared about him more than I cared about myself.

Shit! What should I do?

 

***

 

“Kinn! Kinn! Go left! Left! Goddamn it, I said left!” 

Time and Kinn’s shouting reverberated across the room. My head throbbed, and my ears had been ringing since early morning—a lingering consequence of enduring Tankhun’s relentless singing last night. 

When I’d pried my eyes open this morning, I’d been greeted by Kinn’s friends, already in the room, with bright smiles on their faces. They had been playing video games and shouting at each other as if they were on opposite ends of the street. If they weren’t handsome or wealthy, they’d have been any other annoying brats whose parents didn’t have time to teach them manners. 

They came here to finish their report, but Mew was the only one I saw typing away meticulously on his laptop. The other guys didn’t need to be here—they could’ve let Mew do the work and waited for their grades. 

Tay, on the other hand, was unusually quiet. He was playing games on his phone without joining the others like he usually did.

“Shit! The tower! Shoot the tower! Just a bit… Yeah!” Kinn abruptly stood up to celebrate their victory and kicked his desk, knocking over glasses and spilling water everywhere.

“Clean it up!” I said sternly, glancing his way. 

Kinn was still engrossed in chatting with Time about their gameplay, but he pulled out some tissues to mop up all the water as instructed. I looked at him with satisfaction, then gathered his document folders from the desk and piled them on his coffee table before sitting back down on the couch.

“Guys who are afraid of their wives are not welcome in our gang!” Time teased. Kinn feigned incomprehension and threw the soaked tissues into the trashcan.

“There’s no other guy like you, who’s not afraid of his wife and just keeps being a dick,” Tay said, coming to sit next to me. 

I sensed some bad vibes between those two. They probably had another fight—not unusual for them as a couple.

“Don’t say that… I’m only a playboy because Kinn is my idol,” Time replied, jokingly lifting his eyebrow at Kinn.

“Fuck you!” Kinn cursed at his friend.

“This asshole didn’t used to be like this, y’know?” said Time. “In the past, he rarely slept with the same guy twice. I can’t remember any of their faces, but they sure had great asses.” 

I took a deep breath and closed my eyes to quell my anger. I wasn’t that mad at Kinn—apart from having the urge to kick his ass—but I was annoyed at Time. He always tried to rile people up and pit them against each other. The guy’s mouth was like an open floodgate of bullshit.

“Stop trying to blame me,” Kinn scoffed. “Just because you fought with your wife, don’t make someone else fight with his, jackass!” He nervously glanced my way, and I pretended to be calm, looking at the résumés of candidates applying for the bodyguard position.

“What an asshole,” Tay cussed at Time, shaking his head in disapproval.

“I’m praising you, man!” Time protested. If I kicked his teeth in to shut him up one day, Kinn wouldn’t get mad at me, right?

“Just shut up!” Kinn replied and returned his full attention to his video game. 

Knock, knock.

Pete appeared after the knock, dressed in a casual outfit and smiling unusually brightly as he strolled into the room. This guy! I knew the cheerfulness was an attempt to mask something underneath, because his smile didn’t reach his eyes. It was fake!

“The first candidate has arrived. Shall I call him in?” Pete asked. I nodded. 

Pete had the night shift today, so I’d asked him to be the ­honorary judge to help me interview new bodyguards for Kinn. Kinn’s old bodyguard was killed for betraying the Major Clan, and the ones still standing were running for their lives because they were accomplices. Kinn couldn’t keep on borrowing bodyguards from Tankhun, either. Khun had become overly protective of his men, afraid that Kinn might lose one of them again.

“Are you choosing new bodyguards today?” Tay asked excitedly.

I brushed him off. “Mm-hm.”

Tay craned his head to whisper into my ear. “Get a muscular one! A handsome one with fair skin and East Asian features. Y’know, my type.”

“Damnit! I’m choosing a bodyguard, not a lover!” 

“Porsche already disqualified all the young, handsome candidates, Mr. Tay,” Pete said with a grin. Tay frowned at me. This is none of your business, Tay!

“Are you afraid Kinn will cheat on you?” Tay asked.

“I’m not like you. I don’t share. I’m not a charity loaning out my boyfriend to the less fortunate. You must get a lot of praise for your generosity…” I fixed my eyes on the résumés, not looking at Tay. However, when I didn’t hear any comeback from him, I glanced over and he looked sadder than usual. Was I too harsh? No…I’m always harsh. Whatever!

“First one up, please come in!” Pete yelled, and Kinn immediately sat up straight. He stared at his computer, pretending to be calm and focused. I felt like puking…

“Good morning, sir.” 

I looked up at the guy who’d entered. He came to stand in front of me, looking extremely awkward and nervous.

“You let them come up to your room? Why don’t you interview them downstairs?” Tay asked sternly, eying the candidate.

“I don’t want Tankhun butting in,” I replied. It was the truth—if Tankhun joined us for this process, it’d be months before Kinn got a new bodyguard.

“That makes sense… Hmm.”

True, it wasn’t exactly proper to interview them up here. However, P’Chan had already run background checks on everyone, and most of the candidates had been recommended to us by associates we trusted. They were graduates from either the police academy or military school. Some were boxers. Everyone needed to pass a background check to be a bodyguard in this mafia family…except for me. Or perhaps I wasn’t the exception like I thought—maybe I really did have some connection with this family.

“Introduce yourself,” Pete ordered sternly.

“H-hello. I’m…I’m Phuphah, twenty-eight years old.” 

I looked him up and down. He had a muscular physique. His face looked dull and borderline stupid, but he seemed honest and harmless. This guy must have had something good up his sleeve, otherwise P’Chan wouldn’t have approved him as a candidate for this position.

“I like his name,” Tay whispered. “‘Mountain’ in Thai—he sounds strong.”

“What weapons are you good with?” I asked, crossing my legs and my arms.

“Umm…weapons? I-I can shoot a handgun,” Phuphah answered timidly.

“Education?” I kept my voice stern and glared at him.

“Police sergeant academy, sir.”

“Any self-defense skills?” Pete chimed in.

“I…I run. Is that a self-defense skill? I’m the running champion in the police club, and I run after bad guys a lot.” 

Pete, Tay, and I were almost on edge as we waited for him to finish his sentence. He drawled his words like he had something stuck in his mouth. It stressed me out!

“Running? Fucking hell! I mean kicking and punching,” Pete said. He got up and demonstrated what he meant by self-defense.

“I’m…a traffic cop,” Phuphah said. “I don’t get to kick or punch anyone that much.”

“Huh? What kind of guys did P’Chan pick for me?” I grumbled and glanced at Kinn, who was trying to suppress his laughter.

“I say we ask the other three candidates to come in all together. At this rate, we’ll never finish,” Pete said, and I agreed with him. The first candidate had already managed to get on my nerves. Should I just let you die, Kinn? Look at your prospective bodyguards! You’re doomed.

“Everyone standing outside, come in!” Pete shouted. Pol, who was managing the line of interviewees outside, opened the door and let them parade in. These guys looked ruthless and rugged—not Kinn’s type. Good.

“Tell us about yourself, like your name and what you do. That kind of shit,” Pete barked with a serious demeanor. He was the head bodyguard, after all.

“Hello, I’m Phai,” one candidate said. “I’m twenty-seven years old and I used to be a stuntman.”

“Hello, sir… My name is Ekasith, or Sith for short,” said the next. “I’m thirty-five and a security guard.”

“Fucking hell… Why would I need a mall cop? Does P’Chan understand what I’m looking for?” I sighed, starting to worry about putting Kinn’s life in these bozos’ hands.

“The ones with exceptional skills were all good-looking too, and you dismissed them all,” said Pol. “Why are you complaining, Porsche? I mean, Mr. Porsche.”

I glared daggers at him, wanting to tell him to watch his damn mouth. The thing was, though, he was also correct.

“Okay, last up.” Pete gestured at the final guy, whose face had gone totally pale. Why the hell are you such a coward? Don’t tell me you’ll run from a gunfight with your tail between your legs.

“H…hello. I’m Tom. Twenty-five years old. I’m a boxer,” he replied, sounding unsure. He had a slight accent. Before I could say anything, the door slammed open, hitting the wall with a loud bang.

“Wow! Did someone say boxer? I hear my second brother is choosing a new bodyguard today.” 

Damn it… I can’t escape him! I’d forgotten Khun had eyes on every corner of this house. It was impossible to hide anything from him.

“It doesn’t matter if we interview downstairs or up here; he was gonna butt in eventually,” Tay said, practically reading my mind.

“Young Master, let’s go back and watch TV. It’s dangerous around here,” Pete said nervously. “Where the hell is Arm?” he muttered. “How could he let the young master come here? Does he want these men to quit before they even start working for us? He’s scaring them.”
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“To choose a bodyguard, you need to have a boxing ring. I had Arm prepare one downstairs—I’ll be your judge for the Black Knight fight!”

Tay, Pete, and I backed away from Tankhun while the bodyguard candidates stared at him. Tankhun abruptly broke into song and stuck some Muay Thai stances.

“Black Knight! Black Knight! 

The symbol of a sadistic fight.

He twists your cock, you can’t take a piss, 

Fall down the stairs and scrape your dick. 

I won’t tell. I won’t tell anyone…”7

What the hell was that song? Tankhun, you moron! You’re degrading the Major Clan by not taking anything seriously. Your family is heading toward its demise! 

I looked at Pete and Pol; they were equally tired of his shit.

“Damnit, Khun!” Kinn swore and rubbed his temple. I told you your big brother is a basket case.

“Unbelievable,” said Tay, looking at Tankhun in alarm.

Even Time was shocked at Tankhun’s behavior. “I think you should take your big brother to a mental hospital and tie him up,” he said. “He’s broken beyond repair.” 

“Follow me!” Tankhun yelled, beckoning everyone to follow him downstairs. Could I do anything to stop him? Nope! 

I really was starting to worry that the Major Clan would be destroyed by none other than Tankhun himself.

 

***

 

Everyone followed Tankhun down the stairs. I couldn’t imagine how a boxing ring could be set up here. Then I saw Arm tying ropes around four pillars, and I finally got it. Did he have no friends to play with as a child?

The makeshift boxing ring, made from red and green jute ropes, was pretty jarring. If Mr. Korn were here to see what his son was doing to his house, he’d keel over on the spot.

“What are you guys doing?” Kim asked as he entered the room, sipping soda and watching Arm curiously.

“Are you having a sports day, Hia?” Porchay chimed in, eating ice cream as he followed after Kim.

“Sports day, my ass!” I spat, fed up with this ridiculous situation. I tried to keep calm in front of the newcomers, but Tankhun had torn my plan to shreds. Those bodyguard candidates were probably stressed and scared entering a mafia house—but I bet now they thought this place was a Likay theater 8 or a comedy club.

“Ahem… Testing…testing…” Tankhun pulled out his microphone and cleared his throat like the ceremonial host about to open a sporting event. Ugh, this is fucking annoying!

“Today is an auspicious day to choose a new bodyguard for my brother, Mr. Anakinn Theerapanyakul,” Tankhun said earnestly, gesturing at Kinn. Kinn silently crossed his arms over his chest and looked at his older brother in disappointment. With those words, though, Tankhun froze. It was like his brain short-circuited. Everyone around the makeshift ring held their breath for his next words. Then he blurted out, “Start!” 

Motherfucker! Why did you keep us waiting?

“Clap! Everybody clap your hands! Yeah!” Pol shouted as he thunderously clapped for his boss, who looked extremely pleased with himself. Arm, Pete, and even P’Jess—who had a tube of Yadom stuffed up his nose9—grudgingly followed suit and clapped. Get me the fuck out of here!

“Enough with this shit,” I said, cutting through the nonsense as I lifted the rope to enter the ring. I beckoned to the candidates. “All four of you, attack me together!”

“Four against one? Damn, Kinn! Your wife is a badass!” Time exclaimed. I barely registered what he said, but I knew it wasn’t anything nice. Kinn smacked his friend’s head, sending him tumbling forward. Next time, it’ll be me kicking your ass, Time.

“Hia! Are you fighting them yourself?” Chay shouted, concern written all over his face.

“Yeah! I want to know once and for all whether these shitheads can protect my husb—uh, Kinn.” I cursed at myself. I’d almost blurted it out without thinking. It was all Tankhun’s fault. The bullshit he pulled today threw me for a loop and made me forget myself.

“Oh! I get it. You love and worry for your husband!” Tay shouted, clearly teasing me. I flipped him the bird. Kinn, meanwhile, looked very pleased indeed.

“Are you okay letting your wife fight them like that, Kinn?” Kim asked, eyeing each of the bodyguard candidates. “Why do they look so savage and hostile?”

“Porsche picked them—he dismissed all the good-looking ones,” Kinn replied. “You should be more worried about them, though. I think Porsche is going to kick their asses.”

“You’ve only survived this far because of your wife’s fighting prowess,” Tay remarked. Kinn just waggled his eyebrows at me smugly. Asshole! Shouldn’t you worry about me just a tiny bit? He was acting so calm, like I was about to pick a flower and not start a fistfight. You should stop me, you dipshit!

“Porsche! You must perform the Wai Kru first.10 Come here, I’ll blow on your forehead as a blessing,” Tankhun announced, suddenly approaching me. He put his palms together and shrilled, “Oh, I’ll cast a spell on the hearts of beautiful women and make them fall for my charm. Older women, younger women, Likay starlets, and the ones working in factories!”11

Before he could say another word, I shoved him hard. He went flying and smacked against the rope. Then I launched myself at the unprepared candidates to test their reflexes. I kicked without waiting to see if they were ready.

“Come on!” I yelled as they fell to the floor. Some of them braced themselves, and those who managed to dodge sprang up and dashed for me.

“Damn it, Porsche! That hurts!” I heard Tankhun cry in pain, but right now I didn’t give a shit about him. 

All the bodyguard candidates came at me, but they were no match for my skills. I quickly threw Phah to the ground, smashed my fist against Sith’s chin, dodged Tom’s punch, and jumped at Phai, who seemed the most competent at fighting. Cheers roared across the room. Pete, Pol, and Arm shouted excitedly while Kinn silently watched me work. The rest of the bodyguards sucked in sympathetic breaths as they watched the candidates get pummeled.

“Now Porsche ‘Sor.Mafia,’12 his husband’s protector and disciple of Luang Por Kling of Tingkong temple, is bashing I-can’t-fucking-remember-his-name’s face!” Tankhun narrated. “Everyone remembers that Porsche’s kick is the weapon that saved Kinn’s life. Of course, Porsche is the greatest fighter!” God, he was annoying the shit out of me. Should I kick him instead of the potential bodyguards?! That’d shut him up!

“Easy, man. Go easy!” Pete shouted at me as three out of the four candidates staggered toward the corners of the boxing ring, hugging their stomachs and covering their bruised lips with their hands. 

Only Phai remained, and he wasn’t afraid to attack me. I kneed his gut relentlessly. He managed to hit me back a couple of times, but his strikes barely grazed me.

“That’s enough, Porsche!” A shout from Kinn stopped me from launching another punch at Phai. “That should be enough for today.”

“The match is over, and our winner is Porsche!” Tankhun ­announced. “No matter how great I am, I surrender to your heart!”13

Panting, I looked at the candidates one by one. None of them dared to look me in the eye. I slid under the rope to exit the ring before turning to them and saying, “Fine! You’re all hired!”

The fighting had ended quickly, but it wasn’t that bad. Tankhun was annoying the shit out of me, and these men were competent enough despite their inexperience. They had their wits about them, and their characters were good. Phai was especially skilled at fighting, and Phah seemed like a fast runner. More importantly, all of them looked ruthless. They passed my test.

“Are you tired?” Kinn asked, handing me a glass of water.

I chugged it to quench my thirst. “Yeah!” I glared at Kinn, who looked back at me with a soft smile. He looked pleased that I had just kicked the crap out of those guys.

“The fuck are you smiling at?” I grumbled.

Kinn leaned down to whisper into my ear. “Thank you so much, wifey.” 

I never knew how to react when he said shit like that to me, so I elbowed him in the gut to mask my feelings. “Shut up!”

“Are you blushing?” he asked.

“Read the room, will you?” I grumbled.

“Porsche left the ring, ignored us, and got all lovey-dovey with Kinn,” Tankhun scoffed. “Hey, you! Mr. Porsche accepted all of you for the bodyguard position. In this family, you must listen to Mr. Kinn’s orders. But remember that above Mr. Kinn is Mr. Porsche. Choose wisely whose orders you obey! Teehee.” 

One day, I’d definitely kick Tankhun’s butt for being so annoying.

“Thank you, sir!”

“Don’t forget to clean up this mess! I don’t want Father to have a heart attack,” Kinn yelled at his men. Then he draped his arm around my shoulder and pulled me toward the stairs. “Let’s go to our room.”

“Arm, get everything cleaned up. Pol, Jess, come watch TV with me. I want to watch Jewel in the Palace. Onara onara aju oga garage da ra ha!” Tankhun sang the K-drama’s theme song as he walked past me up the stairs. He looked crazy belting into that microphone he dragged with him everywhere. I wondered how long it’d taken Mr. Korn to accept that his eldest son was a nutcase.

“Ugh, is our kitchen gonna turn into the Korean royal kitchen again?” Kim raked a hand through his hair, annoyed. “Do I have to eat the food from that series?” 

Since the interview process had finished earlier than I expected, I realized that there was something I still needed to do. “Hey, Kinn?” I asked him as he pulled me up the stairs. “Do you have any plans after this?” 

“Reports,” he replied. “We’ve got to complete a big project over break, and Mew is forcing me to work on it.” 

Yes, that is indeed what you should be doing!

“All right,” I said. “Then is it okay if I go out to grab a bite with Pete today?”

“Is there nothing for you to eat here?” Kinn nudged my head lightly.

“I promised to treat him to a meal. I won’t be gone for long.” I gazed up at Kinn. He paused at the top of the stairs and turned to look straight at me.

“Can’t you order delivery here?” Kinn raised one hand to touch my shoulder, shoving the other hand into his pants pocket.

I reached for an excuse so I could do what I intended to do. “I want to take him out to relax. You know what he’s been through, right?” 

“When did you learn to look so whiny?” Kinn replied. 

I didn’t know what expression I was making; I just wanted to get my way. “Pretty please?” 

Kinn sighed. “Where’s the Porsche who kicked everyone’s ass just now? You did a total one-eighty.”

“Come on… I won’t be gone long.” I just wanted him to agree quickly. I’d been doing stupid nonsense all day, but now I just wanted an answer to the question plaguing my mind.

“Fine!” Kinn finally agreed. “You have one hour.”

I frowned. “What? It’ll take that long to get to the main street!” Have you tried driving to a department store through Bangkok traffic in just one hour? Please show me how!

“Don’t you feel sorry for me? You’ll be away from me for one hour.” Kinn stared straight into my eyes, and I stared back at him. “All right, two hours.”

“Three!” I gave my ultimatum.

“Hmph! If you don’t return on time, I’ll count every second that you’re late, and that’ll be how long I fuck you tonight.” With that, Kinn turned his back on me and stomped into his room.

“What the hell do you mean by every second?!” I shouted after him. 

I went downstairs and found Pete helping Arm cut the rope in the corner. He looked confused when I nudged him.

“Let’s go, Pete!”

“Go where?”

“It’s what we talked about last night…”

“You found me a wife?” Pete’s eyes lit up, and he immediately threw the scissors onto the floor.

“No! It’s about me.” 

Pete’s smile faltered. “What about it?”

“Can we find somewhere else to talk?” I said hurriedly, urging him to move. “There’s something really bothering me.”

“All right, all right.” He turned to Arm. “Arm, you take care of the rest.”

Arm looked at us with pleading eyes. “Where are you going? Are you slacking off? Hey, help me out here first!” 

“Take these four men to sign their contract with P’Chan for me, will you? I gotta go,” I said without answering his question. I grabbed a random car key and pulled Pete toward the Major Clan’s garage.

“Where are you taking me?”

“Let’s go to a department store,” I replied. It suddenly struck me how easily Pete had let me drag him along without kicking up a fuss. Why do you seem so weak lately, Pete?

When we arrived at the garage, Chay and Tay were hiding behind a BMW as if they were waiting for us. When they saw our faces, they shouted in unison, “We’re going too!”

“What? Where the hell are you going?” I asked, confused.

“I heard what you said to Kinn. You can’t go out to eat with Pete without inviting me!” Tay said, sounding hurt.

“Hmph, have I ever invited you at all?” I scoffed. What the hell was going on?

“You’re so mean! Anyway, I’m going with you. I don’t want to see Time’s face right now.” Tay crossed his arms over his chest in defiance when I refused to let him get in the car.

“I’m going too, Hia! I also don’t want to look at Kim’s ugly face. He keeps annoying me!” Chay pouted.

“What? You guys are such a pain! What about you, Pete? Did you fight with Ve—”

“Fuck you, Porsche!” Pete growled. I was amused by his reaction—all I’d said was “Ve.” Heh, I might have meant Velcro or velociraptor. You worry too much, Pete!

“Fine…we can all go! You guys just can’t let me have any free time. You’re just like Kinn,” I muttered. Then, I unlocked the car and sat behind the wheel.

“This kinda feels like a mafia wife get-together. We’re all fed up with our husbands—except for Pete, who doesn’t have a husband. Or do you? Do you want a husband or a wife?” Tay teased him.

“A wife!” Pete shouted. He yanked the passenger-side door open and slumped down in his seat so hard that I had to glance over at him. He looked absolutely pissed. Hmm, Pete, tell me what you really think…

“Aww…I was kidding! Why are you acting so suspicious? If you want to join the mafia wives gang later, I won’t let you, bitch!” Tay said that with a laugh, but it must’ve hit Pete right where it hurt. He looked like he was about to die.

“Chay! Where are you going?” I heard Kim shout in the distance.

“I’m getting far away from you, you fucking player! You haven’t changed one bit! You’re just as bad as your brother. I’m going to tell Hia to beat you up!” 

That startled me. What did Kinn have to do with this? Or did he mean his other brother, Tankhun? What happened with those two? They were usually inseparable.

“I already told you!” Kim protested. “The ‘Mon’ I mentioned in my sleep was my old car. I wasn’t dreaming about someone else. I called my old car ‘Mon’ because it was orange, like the color of salmon! It was broken, and I miss it a lot!”

“Bullshit! I don’t remember you naming your cars, you pig!” Chay put his hands on his hips as he cursed at Kim, and it felt like I was looking in a mirror. Damn!

“Chay, my sweet boy.” Tay tried to pull Chay into the backseat. “Get in the car and sit next to me. Here! Come! We’re in the same boat, and I’ll teach you how to handle it. Come on!” 

I cursed inwardly. I just wanted to discuss my problem with Pete, but these two pests clung to me like glue. I felt like I was on an episode of Club Friday. 

I contemplated my next move. I already had my problems, but now I had to deal with theirs too. I might suffer a stroke one of these days—Pete was acting so weird, Chay followed me like my shadow, and Tay kept pitting people against each other.

So how do I destroy all our friendships? 




Chapter 40:
It’s Not Real

 

A‌S WE DROVE, the atmosphere around me became so gloomy it was suffocating. The aura of heartbreak grew
 with no sign of stopping. 

Pete gazed out of the car absentmindedly. Tay hummed along to some sad song that he’d forced me to play on the car radio. Meanwhile, Chay was exchanging texts with Mr. You-Know-Who.

“Kim, you son of a bitch!” Chay spat. “If you’re sleeping with someone else, I hope your dick fucking rots, you piece of shit.” 

To be honest, I’d been meaning to scold him about dating Kim, but I’d been busy recently; I hadn’t had the chance to point out my little brother’s bad behavior. All right, it’s too late to turn back now, so go for it, little bro! I’ll scold you once and for all later.

Tay turned to Chay. “Kim’s having an affair?” 

Chay huffed. “I guess so.” His expression morphed into something vengeful.

I carefully listened to the conversation going on in the back seat, and I had to frown. “You caught him in the act?”

“Nope…” Chay made a grumpy face. His angry gaze flicked around with fury; it was like everything around him pissed him off. Sigh… He looked so much like me that I couldn’t bear to see it.

“Then how do you know that he’s cheating, Chay?” I asked.

“I had a dream!” Chay declared confidently. 

Me, Pete, and Tay cursed almost simultaneously.

“Huh?!” I didn’t want to believe my ears. If I hadn’t been driving, I would have whipped my head around to look at him fast enough to snap my neck.

“A dream?” Tay repeated. 

Chay nodded, bobbing his head. “I had a dream that he was chatting with someone on LINE. Hia! You know how prescient my dreams are, right? When I was younger, I saw numbers and our maid used them to win the lottery a whole bunch of times!” Chay reached out and grabbed my shoulder. He shook me, trying to emphasize that he was telling the truth. “And that’s not all. When I woke up last night, he happened to be talking in his sleep, saying ‘Mon, Mon,’ something.” He slowly shook his head.

“Mon? Could it be Doraemon?” Pete suggested. “Mr. Kim probably saw Doraemon last night.”

“Hmph! No way. Kim might seem like an unpredictable idiot, but apart from video games, guitars, and his obsession with modding cars, he doesn’t do shit! In the amount of time it takes him to get up and get something done, a day could’ve already gone by. He doesn’t have time for anime, P’Pete.” 

My heart fell. Oh, my little brother! How did you fall so hard for Kim? Fuck, I can’t handle this shit!

“Come on…Kim wouldn’t be like that.”

“How can you be so sure? P’Kinn is such a player. If P’Khun weren’t such a goofball, I think he was a manwhore too.” Chay looked at me in the mirror, realizing he’d said something he shouldn’t have. 

Tay, who could sense where the conversation was heading, decided to change the subject. “Nobody in this world can be as shitty as Time.” He said it like it was a joke, but it wasn’t funny at all.

Chay went quiet for a moment before saying, “It’s not that bad, right?” It seemed like he knew a bit about what was going on between Tay and Time. 

“It’s that bad. I’ve seen every trick,” Tay said with a faint smile. 

“How?” said Chay. Ugh, he was nosy as fuck! 

“Sometimes I’ve caught him red-handed, sometimes I haven’t, other times he hides more than one lover at once. What else?” Tay’s voice got quieter. “All these years that we’ve been together, I’d never seen the end of it. And it seems like this year is even worse than before. Ha ha.”

“And why do you let him get away with that? Just dump him. Why put up with it?”

“I know it sounds stupid, but what can I do? When a man is in love…” Tay shifted his gaze away. “I don’t know how it is for other people, but when I love someone, I don’t really use my brain, only my heart. No matter how wrong he is, if my love for him is still strong, then I’ll always be ready to forgive him. Isn’t that dumb?” Tay smiled dryly. The whole car went silent.

“… You must love him very much, then,” Chay said at last, breaking the silence.

“I do. Even though he causes me unbearable pain… Trust me, when you’ve fallen in love, you can forgive him every time…” Tay went quiet for a bit. “You guys too. You might look tough on the outside, but I believe if Kinn or Kim did something wrong, both of you would forgive them. It’s no different from me, right?” 

Glancing in the rearview mirror, I saw Tay raising his eyebrows at me.

“No!” I shot back immediately. 

“Oh. Well…keep telling yourself that. How many times have you had to eat your own words? I’m sure that if Kinn does something wrong, you’d still keep loving him after.”

“Eat my own words? Yeah, right! If he’s wrong, then he’s wrong!” I said. “Wait, hold up! Are trying to say something? What the fuck did Kinn do that you have to speak for him like this? Damn it, Kinn!” Suddenly, Tay’s words made me worried. Maybe it was because Chay had already planted doubt in my mind earlier. Why did he have to bring this up? Would another Tawan enter Kinn’s orbit? What was his name going to be this time? Apollo? Sunny?!14 Damn, it’s pissing me off!

“No, no!” Tay exclaimed, frantically waving. “It was just an example. Gah! Kinn, I’m so sorry. It’s not like that, Porsche! And if Kinn were to do something, I’ll be on your side, all right? Come on, bottom solidarity!” 

“You’re his friend! You should stay on his side! Why mine?” I said, fuming. I wanted to turn around and go home to smack Kinn upside the head. Had he been up to something bad recently?

“Ugh! I never side with the guilty party,” said Tay. “I don’t want karma to catch up with me. That’s the kind of person I hate the most—the ones who secretly date or seduce someone else while they’re already in a relationship. I fucking hate them. I can’t stand it. They always say it’s nothing, that they’re just friends. Friends, my ass!” He sighed. “Anyway, Porsche, I’ll always have your back, okay? Don’t worry.” Tay reached out to pat my shoulder gently.

“That means Kinn is seeing someone.” I repeated what was circling inside my head.

“Ugh! What’s so hard to understand? He isn’t! I was just making a point. It’s a what-if scenario! The shittiest man right now is Time, my boyfriend. Are we clear?!”

“Kim too, P’Tay!” Chay chimed in with vitriol. 

Tay insisted it was just a what-if, so why was it making my heart ache with worry? Ugh! Why did you have to stir shit up, Tay? Especially since you know I get angry easily!

Tay spent the whole trip trying to console me. He said that what was happening to me might be because I loved Kinn so much. Well, that stressed me out even more, because the more I loved him, the more likely it got that I’d end up like Tay—forgiving my loved one for whatever awful shit he did, no matter how wrong he was. Even if Kinn hadn’t done anything bad that Tay knew about, I still wasn’t sure. Well, his natural inclination was to be shitty, just like Chay said. And when I thought of how the Major Clan was holding this secret about me, it was even harder for me to trust him. What if I forgave him and it turned out to be something he couldn’t take back? I’d be in deep shit. Sigh. 

“What should we eat?” Tay asked once we were at the mall. He turned left, then right into the middle of the mall, trying to pick a restaurant. Meanwhile, Chay clung on to Pete’s arm because he’d noticed that my friend looked like his soul had left his body. What the hell was wrong with that shithead? Whenever he thought of Vegas, he’d make a face so sour it was like he’d stuffed a lemon in his mouth. It was getting on my nerves.

“Great! I just wanted to have a serious discussion with Pete, but how am I supposed to do that when I’m wrangling these circus clowns?” I grumbled to myself.

“What should we eat?” Tay asked. 

“Whatever the fuck you want,” I snapped, my voice tainted with annoyance. 

“You’re buying then, okay?” Tay said, giving me puppy-dog eyes. 

“Fine!” I mean, it would be weird if I paid for Pete and Chay but left Tay out, right? He’d already tagged along. And said weird stuff that made me worried. Asshole!

“Porsche! When did you get here?!” 

It was Tem. He ran up to me, along with Jom and a few other people who I sort of knew but wasn’t really friends with—just classmates from college I didn’t mingle with much.

“Just got here,” I replied dismissively. I’d called Tem and Jom over because the mall was right by our university campus. I remembered that they were at school today for some sort of club. You’d never catch me at school when I didn’t have to be. Was I really in the same university as them?

“Oh… Hello, P’Tay. Hello, Pete.” Tem’s expression faltered when he saw Tay, but he still held his hands up to politely greet him with a wai. Then he waved to say hi to Pete and my little brother. I guess he wasn’t prepared for the three extra burdens I’d dragged along with me.

“P’Time’s not coming, P’Tay?” Jom asked cheerfully. That made Tay frown.

“Just let him rest in peace,” Tay rebuffed.

“Oh no! Poor P’Time!” Jom jokingly despaired. Watch it, Jom. Tay’s gonna lose it and slap you, man.

“So where should we eat?” Tay asked, annoyed.

“I brought some friends from my major with me. We’ll have to go back later for club work, so we can sit at a separate table,” Tem explained, slightly concerned. I was going to nod in agreement, but Pete’s voice abruptly cut in:

“What’s the point of sitting at different tables? Let’s just sit together! The more, the merrier.” 

I turned sharply toward him. Zoned-out Pete was gone, and the old sunshine Pete had returned. He walked up to me, nudging me and whispering quietly, “Tem’s friend is a hottie.” He cocked his head toward a girl in the back; she seemed to be of Chinese descent. She smiled sweetly at him. She must’ve been the star from Tem’s year. 

“But…” I was going to say what I’d been thinking the whole time—that eventually, Pete should accept the truth. He couldn’t just find himself a substitute like this… But this might be the only way to help him for the time being. 

“Please, please, please. Let her sit with us.” Pete shook my arms and begged me like his life depended on it. Once I met his sad, pleading gaze, I immediately surrendered. Pete might not have been over Vegas, but that didn’t mean he loved him, right? I didn’t know what was on Pete’s mind. Well, if there was anything that I could do to help a friend, I’d try it.

“Um… Let’s just sit together. Let’s eat here. Tay wants to.” I pointed to a Korean restaurant where Tay and Chay had already gone in to check the menu.

We arranged our tables into a long line and started talking loudly. To be honest, my classmates didn’t make much of a ruckus—it was Chay and Tay who chatted nonstop, talking shit about Kim and Time.

Pete got to sit across from the college star like he wanted. He smiled so big that his eyes were reduced to squinting lines and gave her a flirtatious look. “I’m Pete.”

I knew that he was trying. Right now, he must be confused, like I’d been at the start. Even though he refused to tell me what he had been through, I could take a guess from his behavior. All right. If this makes you feel better, then do it. 

Also, I still believed that Vegas was a bad person. I should let my friend meet someone better.

“I’m Praew,” she said, smiling flirtatiously back at Pete. I’d gone to the university for years now, but this was the first time I’d heard that the star’s name was Praew. I barely saw her around.

“Order what you want—Porsche is paying.” Pete handed Praew the menu as he made that entitled announcement. 

Me? Paying for her? I was only going to pay for you guys, wasn’t I? Hey! Now I was risking getting chewed out by Kinn! He’d interrogate me again for putting so much on his credit card. Man, how do I resign from my position of being Porsche? So much crazy shit today.

“I’m gonna take a piss,” I declared as I got up from my chair, letting my mind wander as I walked toward the restroom. 

Seemed like this was another day I wouldn’t get a chance to talk to Pete. He zoned out a lot these days. Could I rely on him? Or was there a way to find the answers about the Major Clan by myself? Should I rely on Arm and Pol? Ah, but I didn’t want to bother them. Tankhun had been extra crazy lately, so there was no way his bodyguards would have the time to help me investigate. Damn it!

As I zipped down my fly and took a leak, my thoughts wouldn’t stop racing. What should I do next? Should I bring it up to Tem and Jom? But how the hell would they know anything about the Major Clan? Should I ask Chay to trick an answer out of Kim? But he was too young. I couldn’t be bothered to bring the whole situation to him; it would only stress him out. 

Then what should you do, Porsche? 

“Hey, man!” 

I flinched a bit when I heard Pete’s voice behind me and felt a hand heavily clasping my shoulder. The jolt almost redirected my piss onto my pants. Don’t scare me like that, asshole! 

“What?!” I snapped in annoyance. I was drowning in my thoughts—what was wrong with him? Why did he have to hit my shoulder so hard when I was clearly in the middle of pissing?!

“I’m super into Praew!” Pete said, his face incredibly sincere. Hold up, Pete! Are you crazy?!

“But you’ve only just met her!” I shot back at Pete, who was smiling like an idiot. Unbelievable.

“So what? Haven’t you ever heard of love at first sight?” Pete gently shook my arm.

“I’m peeing, you dipshit!” I barked, shaking his arm off me. Can’t a man have some time alone to piss?! Are you Kinn 2.0 or something? Damn it! Kinn was so clingy that I had to keep the door open whenever I went to the restroom. Why do you need my input this bad, Pete?

“Sorry, sorry. I forgot.” He took his hand off my shoulder. “So, since you promised you’d find me a wife, you gotta be my wingman and help me get with Praew. I wanna marry her,” Pete said seriously.

“Hold up! Get a grip! You met her less than an hour ago!”

“Whatever, you’ve got to help me with her. And I’ll help you find your family’s connection to the Major Clan as best I can.” Pete decided to turn around and left without caring that I was opening my mouth to call out his bullshit. 

“Oh, and don’t worry,” he added. “About your childhood photo with Mr. Korn—I have a trick to get an answer from P’Chan. So you gotta help me with Praew!” 

Pete cheerfully walked away, whistling.

“Wait, you nutjob! You’re not listening!” I zipped up my pants and let out a long sigh. Pete’s request wasn’t so hard. But if Pete decided to stop lying to himself one day, wouldn’t that break Praew’s heart? Well, if Praew was a good person, then maybe it’d turn out okay. I just hoped Pete could sort out his feelings.

I walked to the sink and washed my hands. The mysteries of the Major Clan still occupied my head, but now I was also wondering about how I should help Pete with Preaw. She was the school’s star, in case you forgot! But judging by the way she looked at my friend, she was taking quite an interest in him. Pete wasn’t a bad-looking man; actually, he was pretty handsome, and he had a killer smile. Um, maybe I should ask Tem for his help—

Bam! 

I looked up at the mirror when someone loudly opened the restroom door. I watched the approaching figure through the mirror, my confused gaze immediately shifting into a challenging one.

“…Vegas,” I muttered, my blood boiling. I wanted to knock his lights out for what he did to my friend. I turned around to face him and rolled up my sleeves, ready to beat that face into pulp at a moment’s notice.

I raised my eyebrows at him defiantly in an attempt to rile him up. I wondered if I should plant my fist in his face now or wait until he told me what he was doing here.

“Porsche…”

I didn’t answer him. I flicked my foot as a defensive warm-up. If he decided to attack, I was more than ready. Was it a coincidence that he happened to be in this restroom with me? If my guess was right, he’d heard what I said to Pete earlier. So he must’ve intentionally followed me. He could keep whatever reasons he had to himself; I wasn’t going to listen.

“I have something to talk to you about,” Vegas said.

He looked like shit, honestly. He walked toward me, his face indicating annoyance. I puffed up my chest and swung my fist at him. Just as my knuckles were about to collide with his cheek, he spoke up again:

“Porsche, please don’t help Pete with that girl.” 

My brows knitted together tightly, and my fist stopped midair. 

Vegas showed no sign of dodging, defending himself, or attempting to fight back at all. That was odd. Truthfully, I hadn’t expected this. I though he was going to start a fight or kidnap me instead—he must’ve been furious with the Major Clan.

“What did you just say?” I asked him to make sure. I lowered my fist and yanked his collar.

“Could you please not help Pete with that girl?” Vegas asked, looking up to beg me with lonely eyes. Both the friendly version of Vegas and the evil Vegas had faded away, leaving only a weak, pathetic man.

“Pete?” I said, my brain starting to connect the dots. Vegas seemed further gone than Pete right now. Don’t tell me Pete wasn’t the only one who caught feelings. You… You too?!

“Yes. Could you please not help him?” Vegas asked again, his voice quivering. 

This was confusing as hell. At first, I’d thought Vegas must’ve done some really awful shit to Pete and fucked with his head, and that was why Pete was acting like a shell of himself. But looking at Vegas right now, it seemed like maybe things weren’t so straightforward.

“And why…should I do what you say?” I asked. I tended to keep my guard up around this man. I couldn’t tell if he was putting on an act or not. Was this the real him? The fake him? Was he just acting, or what? Khun used to tell me that Vegas was great at wearing masks. Hmm… Yeah, I should just punch him. I’m too tired to talk. 

“Because…I love him,” Vegas said. 

Huh?! …Oh, fuck. Oh, wow. My body froze in shock. I was absolutely baffled by the words coming out of Vegas’s mouth. Hold on, what the hell was that? 

“Porsche, I’m begging you,” he went on, his gaze fixed on me intently, as if looking me in the eye would convince me he was telling the truth.

“Wait, I’m confused… You and Pete?” Just based on how Pete looked, it was easy to guess that he had fallen prey to Vegas. However…that kind of relationship—was that really love? But you’ve been holding my friend captive! Abusing him! Hello?!

“I can’t live without him… Porsche, please help me.” 

I was so confused right now. Damn it, I wanted to call Kinn so bad! Kinn said I shouldn’t trust Vegas. Tankhun said the same thing. Just what the hell was all this?

“Don’t fucking lie to me,” I said, not holding back. Maybe he was angry that Pete escaped, so he planned to use me to get to him. He might try to kidnap Pete again and torture him. I didn’t know. This man was too complicated.

“Believe me, right now, I don’t want anything but him.” Vegas bit down hard on his lip and ran a hand down his face. He looked like a desperate man at his wits’ end, unable to find any solution. “…I’ll admit that I was a fucking bastard.”

“Yeah, no shit! You can lie about loving my friend, but I still won’t help you. You should be thankful that I’m holding myself back from decking you, you know?” I said. Kinn had told me to keep my cool if I ran into the Minor Clan and not to start a fight. I needed to count to ten in my head, or else I’d ruin his plan. But…for now, I was confused!

“You can punch me as much as you like. But I want you to believe me.”

I raised my fist once more. “Okay, hope you don’t change your mind!” 

Vegas held up his hands in protest. “Wait, wait! If I let you punch me, will you promise that you won’t help Pete?” 

“Just let my friend go. He deserves someone better.” My anger flared. Let’s see. How about I stomp him, say, four times? The first one is from me, the rest are from Arm, Pol, and Khun. I was pretty sure that they all had scores to settle with Vegas, even though Pete had come back safe. 

“I hurt him. I know that…” Vegas took a small step back from me. “But I also let him go…” 

“You let him go, huh? You freed him with your own two hands?” I narrowed my eyes. I’d always assumed Pete managed to break out by himself.

“Well…it’s a long story.” 

See? You’re such a crafty little shit, Vegas. I huffed and swore, “Fuck! I’ve had enough of this!”

“But,” Vegas said quickly, “I’ll prove to you that what I’ve said is true by helping you find the answer you’ve been searching for.”

“About what?” I asked him sternly.

“Earlier, Porsche, I heard you talking with Pete. It’s about the Major Clan’s secret, right?” Vegas said seriously.

“What kind of shit are you trying to start with me this time?” I said, my voice hard.

“I’m not trying to start anything. I’m going to help you, Porsche. But If I help you, you have to help me.”

“I don’t need your help,” I said. My patience was wearing thin.

“I heard from Big that you joined the Major Clan as their bodyguard because your uncle mortgaged the house to them,” Vegas pressed on.

My heart pounded faster. I couldn’t speak.

“Your uncle was the executor, but that house is under your name, Porsche. Guess what? Once the owner reaches legal age, the inheritance goes to him—the executor no longer has anything to do with it.” Vegas’s expression was unreadable.

“And what about it?” I asked.

“Do you think the Major Clan, which has dealt in real estate for years, wouldn’t know about that?” he said, showing his cunning side. His eyes locked onto mine.

“You’re telling me that the Major Clan knew all this time…and…” I started to mentally put the information together.

“And still, they used it to blackmail you into working for them, right?”

I didn’t know how to answer that.

“You don’t have to believe me, Porsche,” Vegas said. “I’ll let you decide if you want to make a deal with me. You can bring the deed up to P’Kinn—I’m sure that a man with his skills must have played a part in it.” He cracked a smile.

“Kinn wouldn’t do that to me!” I shook off my paranoia. I knew I had to keep a cool head when dealing with Vegas.

“I can take you to see the clan’s trusted bodyguard. He’s still alive, despite burning out. Let me guess. You want to know the clan’s past, right? I can help.” 

With that, Vegas walked past me to wash his hands as if nothing had happened, leaving me watching his back with a multitude of questions running through my head.

“What do you want?” I asked, furious. Weren’t you sulking just a minute ago, Vegas? How the hell are you so sinister now?

“I already told you… Help me with Pete and I’ll help you, Porsche.” Vegas snatched some paper towels to wipe his hands. The Vegas who came here begging for my help disappeared in a blink, and he now radiated the aura of a man who’d gained the upper hand.

“Vegas, you…”

“Give it some thought. I can wait… Just give me a call.” Vegas patted my shoulder softly, then turned around and walked away.

Shit! This was so confusing! Vegas asking me to help him with Pete was already giving me a headache, but then he’d mentioned the technicalities of my house deed. I’d never even thought about that before. What the hell was all that?! 

I went back to the restaurant and plopped myself down in the chair next to Pete. 

“You’ve been gone too long—food’s getting cold,” Pete said, scooping up some rice. I stared at the side of his face with curiosity. There were so many questions swirling inside my head that I didn’t even know where to start.

“Everything okay, Porsche?” Tem asked me, worried. 

“No…”

“Did you have to take a dump? Got a stomachache?” Jom chimed in.

“Just fucking eat, and make it quick. I wanna leave,” I said.

“Hey! Leave?” said Pete. “But I wanna see a movie. I’ve already asked everyone.” He glanced at Praew. I knew exactly what was on his mind.

“Then I’ll leave!” I said. “You guys can stay. Whatever.”

Pete shook my arm gently. “No, you have to stay.” 

“How about you tell Kinn that?” I tried using my boyfriend as an excuse. If I really wanted to stay, all it would take would be one quick phone call with Kinn. But right now, I was too hung up on the deed to my house. I figured I should just ask Kinn directly, once and for all. 

“Damn it! Didn’t you say you’d help me?” Pete grumpily went back to eating.

Eventually, everybody went their separate ways. With full stomachs, Tay and Chay quickly fell asleep in the back seat. Meanwhile, Pete wouldn’t shut up about Praew the entire drive home. Apparently they’d already exchanged LINE info. This mission wouldn’t be too hard for Pete. But why did I get the feeling that he’d been pretending this entire time? 

At first, I’d thought he was acting like that because he’d been physically and mentally tortured by Vegas, but now I was confused. Did Pete escape, or did Vegas free him? Why was Vegas in such shitty shape? Why, why, why, why? My head was full of questions. I’d imagined it differently before, and now I had to look at it another way. I’d thought a man like Vegas would assault Pete just out of spite, that he’d have fun doing it just to piss the Major Clan off—but this was something different.

“Praew texted me back! Woohoo!” Pete exclaimed, his eyes glued to his phone.

“Pete, can I ask you something?” I said.

“Sure. Shoot.” He didn’t even look up or pay attention to me as he tapped away on the screen. 

“How did you escape from Vegas?” I’d never asked him this before, considering he quailed at the mere mention of Vegas’s name. I didn’t want to pressure him much.

Pete stopped what he was doing, his eyes shifting nervously. 

“I’ve never asked you before,” I said. “I just wanna know.”

“…I escaped,” he said vaguely. 

“Vegas and his bodyguards just let you leave? It was that easy?” I tried to act as normal as possible, but I kept glancing over to study his reaction.

Pete sighed and cast his gaze beyond the car window.

“Your wrists,” I went on. “He kept you chained up, didn’t he?” I’d noticed the bruises on Pete’s wrists when he patched himself up. I was certain those marks weren’t from regular rope.

“Mm-hm,” Pete hummed in reply.

“And you got out?”

“He unchained me,” Pete said quietly. 

I shifted a bit in my seat and swallowed down my saliva. The answer was getting clearer and clearer.

“Because?” I prompted.

Pete didn’t reply.

“I guess you didn’t just tell him that you needed to pee so he’d unchain you like in a soap opera, right?” I was trying to judge if Vegas’s declaration of love for Pete was real. That was one thing that would help me decide if I should take him up on his offer. It could help me determine if he had told me the truth—if the Vegas I’d met today had been the man without his mask. Maybe that would make my decision easier.

“You wanna hear it, Porsche?” Pete asked me sincerely.

“Yeah. Not trying to press the issue, though.”

“Because I hurt myself,” he said, his voice shaking. “I told him if he refused to let me go, I’d make him watch me die.” He gazed downward, as if the images from that day were flooding back to him. 

That answer… Vegas must have told me the truth. I was dumbfounded. It felt like millions of stars were exploding in my head. Everything confused me right now—the Major Clan, Vegas, even my friend. Goddamnit! 

I didn’t ask Pete anything else. Something had clearly happened between Pete and Vegas. This wasn’t a typical kidnapping; there were feelings involved. I didn’t want to be too nosy, though, because I didn’t think Pete could handle it.

“Are you all right?” I asked as I cut the car engine in the Major Clan’s garage. Pete shut his eyes and pressed his fingers tightly against his temples.

“I’m getting a bit of headache. Guess I was locked up in Vegas’s room for too long. Didn’t get enough sun or mother nature, y’know?” 

I went still as I realized something—who the hell locked up a person inside a room? And the room we were talking about was…a bedroom?! Ugh! Okay! Roger that! Now I understood Vegas’s behavior today. Pete had just blurted it out without thinking. Fine, I wouldn’t remind him about that, then. My head hurt! And there were still a bunch of things that I needed to sort out…

“You should go get some rest,” I told him.

“Sorry, man. I still can’t help you. Another day wasted.”

“Yeah, too many people. I doubt we could’ve really talked about anything.” 

I woke Tay and Chay up and told them to get inside. They didn’t look like people whose relationships were rocky at all—they could still eat just fine and sleep soundly. Super normal. Who were these people?!

“What’s wrong with him?” Arm asked, locking his eyes on Pete as soon as he entered the house.

“Headache,” I said simply.

“Here, take this to the young master for me. I’ll help Pete,” Arm said, handing Pol a tray of tea and sweets, then hurrying over to help Pete walk.

Pete brushed him off. “I’m fine. You go check on the young master.”

“No, come on. Let me get you some medicine. I’m going to change your bandage too.” Arm pulled Pete by the arm and helped him to his room immediately. Everyone in the house was pampering Pete and treating him with extra care; we all felt guilty as fuck.

Pol’s gaze never left Arm and Pete until they vanished out of sight.

“What are you looking at, Pol?” I asked. In response, he broke into song.

“If you’d known that I love you, would you love me as well?

Not confess you’re just a friend 

If you’d known that I love you. 

Keep thinking, be serious about it. 

I want you to hear that I love you. 

But if you know and don’t love me back 

And our friendship might end, 

Then I gotta stay horny!”15 Stay horny? He’d twisted the lyrics so badly that I had to correct him. “It’s ‘stay quiet.’” Then I realized something. “Wait, what are you trying to say?” 

Pol shrugged at me, all innocence. “Hee hee.”

“Asshole! Don’t go spreading rumors!” I looked at Pol in disbelief, but he offered me no answer. He just walked upstairs whistling like nothing had happened. 

That wasn’t real, right? It wasn’t what I was thinking, right? Fucking Pol! He usually needed to be taken with a grain of salt, anyway. Maybe Arm felt extra guilty, and that was all. He once told me that he had blamed himself for Pete’s death because he was the last person who saw Pete alive. Damn it! I don’t buy this! 

How many surprises was I going to get in one day? And why were Pete’s pheromones working so well today? Bad news for you, Vegas.

I sighed heavily and stole a glance at Chay and Tay. When they arrived here, they’d gone straight into the main hall to sleep like the dead on the sofa, refusing to acknowledge what was going on around them at all. Assholes!

I walked absentmindedly until I reached my room. When I swung the door open and went inside, Kinn looked up from his desk. 

“You’re back?” He held his arms open, beckoning me to come closer, and I readily complied.

Now that I was standing in front of Kinn, I didn’t know how to start the conversation. He wrapped his arms around me tightly and pulled me down to sit on his lap.

“What are you up to?” I asked.

“Checking the purchase orders and missing you.” 

I threw my arm around his neck. He shoved his face down, burying it against my chest and deeply inhaling my scent.

“And…is there anything I can help you with?” I patted his head gently before hugging him close.

“You really mean anything?” Kinn looked up with a cunning smile, so I gave his head a smack.

“With work, asshat!”

“Aww…I thought you really meant anything.” Kinn shifted his hand down to give my hip a gentle squeeze.

“Pervert,” I said. “And where did your friends go?” I remembered that Tay had dropped his boyfriend here.

“Playing video games in Kim’s room, I guess?” 

“Mm.” I delicately ran my fingers through Kinn’s soft hair, then let him go back to nuzzling against my chest. I was still overthinking what had happened today, especially what Vegas had told me. I still didn’t understand what he’d meant.

Kinn broke away from me a little. “Is everything all right? Why are you so tame today?” he asked, curious.

“How am I normally?” 

“You put up a struggle just as a formality, then scold me a bit,” he joked.

“And then?” I smiled and moved my hands down, caressing his face.

“You scold and scold and scold, then give up,” Kinn said with a giggle, holding my palm and kissing it all over.

“In the end, I give in,” I said flatly. “I always give in to you. Ever since the first time you gave me orders, is there anything you’ve told me to do that I haven’t done?”

“A lot,” Kinn said, cracking a huge smile.

“…Do you remember the first day that I moved in?” I stared at those sharp eyes that could stop me in my tracks. Those eyes had made me submit on day one, and they still did after all this time.

“You were such a little shit. You set my room on fire, and you killed Khun’s fish,” Kinn said, sliding his hand up to the back of my neck and pulling me down until I met his lips.

I broke away slightly but still kept the tip of my nose touching his. “It happened because I was ignorant. And stupid.”

“Looking back, it was fucking hilarious. You really got on my nerves.” Kinn then moved his face forward and gently caught my lips in his.

“And what do you feel now?” I inched my face toward his cheek and pressed my nose down gently with a love and passion that seemed to grow each day. I couldn’t imagine what life would be like without him.

“You gave me such a headache. It was so bad that I thought about killing you multiple times a day.” Kinn buried his face in the crook of my neck and nuzzled, sending tingles through my body.

I slowly ran my hand down his back. “Why didn’t you, then?” 

“Because you killed me before I could kill you…” He nibbled along the slope of my neck and shoulder.

“How so?”

“You made me fall so crazy in love with you that it could’ve killed me,” he said quietly.

“Ha ha.” I pulled his face away from my neck and held him in my hands, nuzzling his lips with my nose. “Why do you love me so much?” My voice started to quiver more and more as Kinn’s hand slipped under my shirt and gently kneaded my chest.

“Because you’re you.” Kinn slid his face down to softly press his lips against mine, then slowly nibbled my lips.

“When did you start loving me?” I still wanted to ask about what Vegas had told me, even though Kinn’s kisses were muffling my voice. He seized my lips before sliding his tongue in for a taste. 

I submitted to him. Our tongues twined against each other, and Kinn had no intention of backing down. Our bodies gradually heated up, and my brain went foggy. My doubts slowly faded away, leaving only a surge of lust that grew stronger and stronger. Just like that, I packed up every question and locked it away in the deepest recesses of my mind. My rationality started to disappear…

Suddenly, a knock came at the door.

Knock. Knock. 

Creeeeak!

Kinn and I pushed apart from each other in the blink of an eye. I stood up and attempted to fix my clothes. My face burned when I saw it was P’Chan. His expression looked a little awkward; he may have caught an unexpected glimpse. Um… So… Um…

“…Mr. Kinn, sir? Mr. Korn wants me to let you know that we have an important meeting with the bodyguards tonight at eight, sir.”

Bam! Once P’Chan finished, he quickly slammed the door shut. 

I ran my hand over my face nervously. What the fuck are you doing here, Porsche?!

“Do you think P’Chan will rat us out to your dad?” I asked Kinn, who still had a serious expression on his face. 

“Heh. Nope. Let’s continue.” Kinn gave me a sly grin and tried to pull me forward by the waist.

“Hell no! That’s enough for me!” I hadn’t recovered from that interruption, but Kinn managed to still be turned on? I’m gonna smash you over the head with a vase!

“Aww, man, what a killjoy. Fine,” Kinn said regretfully. He closed the folder on his desk and got up to head out somewhere.

“Where are you going?”

“I’m going to talk to Father before the meeting starts. Just a moment.” Kinn reached out and grabbed the back of my head. He pulled me toward him and gave me a peck on the forehead.

“Should I go to the meeting with you?” I asked as Kinn stepped away from his work desk. 

“…No need. Just stay in here,” Kinn said, looking a little worried.

“Why, though?” My doubts about the Major Clan and what Vegas had told me came rushing back into my mind.

“Nothing. You’re not a bodyguard anymore. Don’t worry about it; you’re just going to give yourself a headache.”

“I don’t deserve to know anything?” I huffed, my gaze following his back as he started to leave.

Kinn quickly turned around. “It’s not like that,” he said. “I just don’t want to burden you with all this.” 

“Is it because you care about me, or because you want to hide it from me?” I muttered, a mix of emotions swimming in my eyes as I stared at him. 

“I care about you,” Kinn said.

I gulped in a deep lungful of air as the confusion, chaos, and distress that had built up over the past few days finally crashed down on me. “You don’t. It’s just because you don’t want me to know some secret of yours.” 

“What secret?” Kinn looked confused as he studied my reaction, his brows knotting tightly together.

“You never explained the problems you have with the Minor Clan. With Big. You never told me. And what’s the Major Clan’s plan for retaliation? You still haven’t told me that. Is there anything else you don’t want me to know?” My emotions erupted, my anger soaring to new heights.

“I’ve told you all about it,” he insisted.

“What specific problems do you have with Mr. Kant and Vegas? You never told me.”

“Well, the fraud…”

“No! I don’t buy that!”

“Porsche… What’s going on with you?” Kinn tried to approach me, but I stepped away from him.

“You treat me like an outsider. You keep me blind and deaf to what’s really going on in this place,” I said, thinking back. It was true that I helped with paperwork, but I’d only been privy to the things that regular staff handled. There was something going on behind closed doors that Kinn had kept from me this entire time. I hadn’t wanted to pry before, but it truly made me feel like an outsider, even though I was considered part of the Major Clan family now.

“No! I’m just saying that I can handle it myself,” Kinn said.

I felt so neglected, and all these mysteries were too much for me. I blurted out everything I’d had on my mind. “Kinn, I know that there’re lots of things that you have to handle on your own. But if you think you can do everything by yourself, then what’s the point of having me? I just want to know you. I just want to know what you’re facing, if you’re safe, if you’re stressed, and what you’re going to do after all this is over. But you never make me feel like I can truly be by your side.” 

“It’s not like that.”

“I’m just an idiot to you, huh? I’m just some shithead university student who does nothing with his life but run into trouble and give you headaches, right?”

“Porsche, this is getting ridiculous.”

“Then say it. What’s the real conflict that you have with the Minor Clan?” I glared at the man I loved with a rage I couldn’t conceal burning in my eyes. Sometimes I thought I knew Kinn, but sometimes it was like I knew nothing about him at all.

“It’s been a problem since Father’s generation.”

I pushed for more answers. “Why did you tell me not to trust Vegas? What’s the deal with you and him?” 

“Well…” Kinn pressed his lips into a tight line, as if weighing what he was going to say.

“It’s about me, right?” I asked harshly.

Kinn gave me no answer.

“Is there anything else about me that you’ve been hiding?” I kept raising my voice. Judging by his reaction, the heart of the matter pointed back to me. I walked up to Kinn and yanked his shirt collar. “Do I look like a fool, Kinn? Do I look like a fool?!” I yelled. 

Kinn stood still and stared down at the floor, looking pained. 

“Answer me! What else do I need to know?” I barked.

“Porsche…” Kinn rubbed my hands gently, not even trying to pry them off his collar.

“I must look like a fucking idiot to you…”

“No.” Kinn reached out and grabbed my shoulder to calm me down. I looked into his eyes as he fixed me with a pleading gaze. I swallowed hard, because the next question I was about to ask… I was terrified of the answer. 

“…Then let me ask you this—do you know how I ended up working here?”

“…Porsche, please calm down first.” Kinn tried to appease me. 

“My house deed,” I blurted out. I bit my lip harshly, my eyes suddenly feeling hot.

Kinn froze.

“You knew,” I said slowly, my body going numb. Kinn’s reaction told me everything I needed to know. 

I couldn’t control my emotions. I was dumbfounded. It felt like being stabbed in the back by thousands of knives. Even though it had happened a long time ago, it was still evidence of how naive I was, of how Kinn had been lying to me.

I’d trusted him so deeply, I’d thought what we had was real, but it turned out like this… Damn it! “Heartbroken” couldn’t even begin to describe how I felt. My entire world revolved around Kinn—this did nothing but crush my heart. Maybe he only ever saw me as a fool!




Chapter 41:
If Not the Truth…

 

“YOU MUST THINK I’M STUPID,” I said bitterly. I stared into the distance, eyes brimming with tears I couldn’t hold back. That weak and lonely Porsche, the one with nobody to rely on, stood in front of Kinn once again. My fists slowly loosened from his collar and fell to my sides.

“Porsche…it’s in the past.” Kinn stared at me in disbelief. He probably hadn’t expected me to show him such a pathetic side of myself again.

“That was my parents’ house, Kinn.” I bit my lip, trying to swallow down the momentary weakness, but it was so damned difficult. “The last possession they passed down to me. How could you do that to me?” I was seething, about to explode. However, the moment I glanced at Kinn’s face and saw his concerned gaze, I couldn’t put up walls to protect myself like I always did. Just seeing the care in his eyes made the empty feeling inside spill out unbidden.

“Father wanted you here because you’re good at what you do, Porsche,” Kinn said, both his hands cradling my face.

“How could you? How could you do that to me?” I asked him, my voice barely above a whisper. I slowly sank down to the floor. Anything to do with my parents was a touchy subject for me. The way the Major Clan toyed with my feelings… Has Kinn thought about that? When I thought the last thing my parents left me was about to disappear right in front of my eyes, did he realize how ­devastated I felt?

That house is the only way for Chay and I to feel our parents’ presence, to know in our hearts that our parents are still there for us, always…

Kinn sat down beside me and tried to pull me into a hug. “Porsche, that house is yours now. Father returned everything to you.” 

“Can you take back what I felt back then?!” I pushed at Kinn’s chest, making him fall backward.

“Porsche, I’m sorry… I’ll admit that I knew the title deed your uncle took was null and void in the first place.” Kinn pulled himself up and attempted to hug me again.

“Then why…” I glared up at Kinn with all the grief in my heart. He was destroying all the trust I put in him.

“Father saw your potential, so he wanted you to work for me. And back then, I hated your guts…so I just let it happen,” Kinn said, panicky and nervous. “But now…I love you, Porsche. I’m ready to protect you from anything.” He hugged me tighter.

I swallowed thickly. I still had so many questions. “And my uncle… Was he as much of a fool as I was? Did he not know what you guys were trying to do?” 

“I don’t know… Your uncle only wanted the money. I’m sorry.” Kinn’s hands twisted into the back of my shirt. Judging from how his voice and body shook, he was torn up about this.

“When you just saw my parents as a joke, a tool to use against me because you wanted me to work for you, did you know how much it hurt me? How I felt back then? How heartbroken my brother was? Have you ever thought about that? Have you?!” I shoved Kinn away and got up, storming out of the room.

“Porsche! Listen to me!”

My cheeks were wet. I hadn’t realized that I’d started to cry. It was then that I realized how fragile I was. I was so confused. 

I had my parents to remember in my fondest memories, Porchay to remind me to keep living for another person…and Kinn, who brightened my life and made me look forward to tomorrow. But he had taken what I held closest to my heart and toyed with my livelihood. I didn’t know what I should do next…

While I believed in Kinn’s love more and more with each passing day, I never thought the words coming out of his mouth would keep hurting me, again and again…

I couldn’t speak. I pushed past the bodyguards, all of them looking at me in surprise. Just as I reached the stairs, Kinn’s voice rang out from behind me.

“Don’t leave the house!” Kinn hurriedly called out as he tried to catch up. 

With my love for him still stuck in my heart, his words and ­actions still had an impact. My feet stopped in their tracks. My mind screamed at me to get out of this house, but a different voice inside told me to stop turning my back on him, stop walking, stop running. To do as he said. But I didn’t want to look at his face right now. 

I made up my mind and headed straight for the first room on the right, shutting the door in Kinn’s face.

“Takin’ a peek just in case ya break up with hi–”16 

The music inside immediately stopped. I slid down to the floor, my hand still on the handle as I locked it. I leaned against the door and curled up.

“Porsche! Open the door.” The sound of Kinn’s voice was followed by the rattle of the door handle and frantic knocking. “Come out and talk to me first.” 

But he got no response. Even the owner of the room himself was silent. I didn’t know how many people were in here, but I knew that it felt calmer and put me at ease more than any other time I’d been in here.

The walls around my heart used to be so high that it was nearly impossible for anyone to climb over them, but Kinn had dared to make the ascent. Eventually, I was able to let go of my fears; he managed to open the forbidden parts of my heart and bring color to my dreary life. I was like a dried-up plant finally receiving water and getting the chance to bloom. He really made each day feel special.

The door between us now was a sign that my walls were slowly coming up again. I knew the vibrant color in my heart was slowly fading away, bit by bit, all because of this fickle thing called trust.

“Porsche!” Kinn shouted. Then, his voice began to soften: “It’s in the past.”

I stayed silent. Yes, it was in the past, but I still felt like a fool. If I hadn’t brought up my suspicions, he’d have seen it as a joke forever, wouldn’t he?

“I thought you had no more doubts,” Kinn said. His voice sounded very close. If I had to guess, he was sitting on the floor against the door like I was. “I never saw the matter of your parents as a joke. I admit that back then, I only wanted to get the better of you, but now, everything’s changed.” His voice was shaking. 

The memory of him threatening me and the day Porchay cried came flashing back to me. I hugged my knees and burrowed my face between them. I was cut off from everything else happening around me, only thinking of my parents and Porchay.

“Aren’t we happy the way things are now?”
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Were we happy? He never told me anything. If I asked him about the photo, would I be a fucking fool again? I didn’t know a damn thing.

Had he ever said one word to me about what’d been happening with his family? How my parents knew his father? And the deed to my house? Did the thought of telling me ever cross his mind…?

Weariness seeped into my bones. The weak, pathetic side of me was going to shamelessly show itself to everyone in this room. The strength I’d always shown was only a front to hide my fragile heart.

Kinn stayed silent for a long while until he finally started to speak again. “Did you know…in the beginning, how much I wanted to get the better of you?”

I didn’t answer.

“You were such a pain in the ass back then. Heh. I still remember the day we met,” Kinn continued. “I thought, what kind of lunatic is this? You ran into a gang fight, but instead of running away or helping, you just stood there and smoked. And when I asked for help, you even dared to demand payment. The audacity!

“I didn’t want to believe there was a person like you out there. And when my father said we had to hire you as a bodyguard, it was like my world came crumbling down. I really didn’t know how to deal with you.

“Did you know that during those first few days you started working here, I had to take pills for migraines? You wouldn’t bow down to anyone, anyone at all. You insulted the Minor Clan, you were even going to slap Macau. You pissed in the koi pond. You set the house on fire. You insulted my friends. You corrupted my older brother. You argued with everyone. You caused quite the commotion, and I watched it happen.

“You asked me when I started to like you… I really can’t say. Actually, I might’ve fallen in love that very first day, because you truly were like no one else.

“The next thing I knew, you were at your most vulnerable, and all I wanted was to be the one to protect you. I didn’t want to see you cry. I didn’t want to see you get hurt, but so many times, I was the one who hurt you.

“Maybe you think Father and I treated the matter of your title deed as a joke, but I didn’t see it that way. I’m even thankful for Father putting his foot down that day, for insisting that you become my bodyguard no matter what. If it weren’t for that, we wouldn’t be where we are now, right? 

“Porsche, I’m still that same Kinn, the man who was so afraid of love that he threw himself into everything else so intensely. You were the one who opened my eyes. You gave me the courage to be myself, even when I had so much on my shoulders. When I’m with you, I can just be like any other person. A person with feelings, who isn’t afraid to be himself, who isn’t afraid to love again. And I love you, Porsche. I love you with all my heart.” 

I sobbed with every word Kinn said, my chest tightening. I knew that I couldn’t let him go. Tay’s words came back to me: “No matter how wrong he is, if my love for him is still strong, then I’ll always be ready to forgive him.” I thought about everything that happened, of my parents and Porchay, but I couldn’t deny that I still loved Kinn.

“It’s going to be all right,” a new voice said. It was Tankhun—I didn’t know when he’d come over to me. He squatted down and patted my shoulder.

I sobbed, my whole body shaking with the force of it, only proving how pathetic I was.

“I think of you as my little brother too, Porsche… No matter what happens, I’ll be by your side,” Tankhun said as he gently stroked my hair. 

It was reassuring to know I had Khun in my corner. Even if he seemed crazy—batshit insane, in fact—Tankhun could hold his own. When he wanted to, he’d step up as the eldest brother and show a warmer, gentler side; it was the kind of comfort only an older sibling could give. I wasn’t surprised that these three brothers loved each other so much—it was because Tankhun maintained the balance.

Tankhun patted my shoulder and wordlessly sat down next to me.

“Water?” someone else asked. 

I looked up to find that Pol was in the room with Khun. I reached out to grab the offered glass and took a few sips.

“Take it easy.” Pol took the glass away, shooting me a concerned glance.

“I don’t know what this is all about, but from what I heard, I can’t help but worry,” Tankhun said. “Kinn really loves you, you know? I’ve never seen him like this with anyone. And Father… He’s fond of you. And even me—I love you like you were my own brother. Kim does too, I’m sure, but who knows with that guy.” 

Khun tugged at my arm, pulling me up from the floor after I’d been sitting there for who knows how long. The noise outside had finally stopped. Kinn had probably gone downstairs to talk to his father about today’s meeting by now.

Khun pulled me to sit on his sofa. “If you’re still angry with him, should I go out there and give him a good smack upside the head?” 

“Young Master, we don’t even know what they were arguing about,” Pol pointed out.

“Exactly! Look how much he made Porsche cry. I’m going to go teach him a lesson! Hmph! Daring to make my little brother cry like this!” Khun cracked his knuckles as he glared at the door.

“You’ve picked the safest side, Young Master,” Pol whispered. “Well done.”

Tankhun turned to whisper into Pol’s ear, “I don’t know who’s right and who’s wrong, but I’m picking Porsche’s side because he’s sure to win.”

“Then we’re definitely picking Porsche’s side. Deal!” 

Khun and Pol shook hands. 

I narrowed my eyes at them. “What are you guys doing?”

“Nothing!” Khun and his bodyguard said in unison. 

With everything that had happened today, I could start putting a few pieces together, but I didn’t know if there was anything else Kinn was keeping from me. Did he know about my parents? Would he even tell me if he did know? My trust in Kinn was wearing thin. It made me question him…and if I couldn’t trust Kinn, who in this house could I trust?

I pulled out a tissue and wiped my face. “Khun, let me ask you something.” 

“Sure, ask away,” Khun said, blinking innocently at me.

“What’s with the bad blood between the Major Clan and Minor Clan?” 

Khun’s expression immediately soured. He took a deep breath as he stood up, then crossed his arms and started pacing in circles around me. Seeing that he was about to put on a big show, I leaned back into the sofa, crossed my legs, and settled in to watch.

“The Minor Clan is evil!” he said. “I’m telling you, I don’t know what corrupted blood they came from.”

“Well…the same blood as you, Young Master,” Pol reminded him awkwardly.

“Wait, no. Let me start over… I don’t know how they could turn out so crooked when they came from such good breeding!” Khun declared, gesticulating wildly.

“I want the details, not the dramatics,” I said, reaching over to grab some popcorn from the bucket in Pol’s hands.

“Which is why I’ve refrained from being dramatic,” Tankhun insisted. “Anyway, they want to take control from us, the Major Clan. They’re overambitious, always overstepping their bounds, especially after Father had me. They kidnapped me so many times… Tortured me. In the beginning, they even tried to kill me, but Father wasn’t going to let that happen. So it turned into an endless cycle of revenge.”

“If he knew it was the Minor Clan, why didn’t he deal with them once and for all?” I asked.

“It’s all because my father was Agong’s good son. When Agong died, his dying words were…ahem: ‘You…all…must…love each other,’” Khun said, coughing and wheezing as he imitated his dying grandfather. “‘You must love each other more than anything else. A-Korn, you are this family’s hope… What can be forgiven, you…must learn to forgive.’”

I nearly choked on my popcorn. You really don’t have to act it out so realistically.

“Young Master, please don’t mock your Agong,” Pol chided him gently.

“No matter how often the Minor Clan fucked up, Father always helped cover for them,” Tankhun added. “We don’t mess with street drugs, but the Minor Clan did! When word got out, the one who ended up having to deal with it was my father.

“To put it simply, they’re jealous of us. Like how Macau is jealous of me. When we were children, that shitty little brat would hit me with a stick as soon as the adults’ backs were turned. When Father caught him, he pinned the blame on someone else. Do you think Macau is a good kid?” 

“Why didn’t you fight back?” I asked.

“Because back then I was just a silly little kid,” Tankhun said. “Look, I’ve been getting kidnapped since the day I learned to say ‘Papa.’ And I wasn’t exactly strong, either. I was a pretty sickly child.”

“Ohhh,” Pol and I chorused.

“And what about Vegas? What’s he like?” I asked.

“Vegas? That one crawled out of hell. When he found out Kinn was going to be the Major Clan’s heir, he got jealous—just like his father. Everything he did was to one-up Kinn, probably because of the way he grew up. Vegas’s father did seem to love him, but he didn’t really bother with him—he was more concerned with his mistresses. 

“Out of that entire family, Vegas is the worst of them all. When we were children, he tricked me!” Khun exclaimed, pointing to himself. “He said he was taking me to play, but when we were out of Father’s sight, he shot me with a BB gun! I’m still mad just thinking about it.” 

I really didn’t know how to feel about this. Should I laugh or feel pity for Khun? But from what he’d told me about Vegas, that man really was shaped by everything around him. It was inevitable for him to become so two-faced. If this is how it is, can I really trust Vegas’s words?

“But even if I hate him, I do feel sorry for him,” said Khun. “When his mother died, there were all sorts of rumors flying around. That it was his father who killed her. Or that it was my father. Or that she died of a broken heart. My father didn’t do it, but for a child, having the adults around you filling your head with terrible ideas… What do you think would happen?”

“In all my time working for the young master, this is the first time I’ve seen him be so sympathetic toward Mr. Vegas,” Pol whispered to me.

“Zek-Kant doesn’t really care about his sons that much. But like I said, I would never count them as family. Kidnapping me, business corruption, abducting Pete… I can’t ever forgive them. It’s too late for that.”

“Mmm,” I hummed.

“But yeah, money changes people. Power, money, personal gain… Fighting against outsiders was hard enough, but a feud on the inside is so much worse.” 

Hell must’ve frozen over, because Tankhun was making more sense right now than ever before. I let out a long sigh, thinking about ­everything I’d been told, and wondered what I should do about Vegas’s offer. 

I listened to Khun tell stories of Vegas and Macau finding all sorts of ways to bully him. Before I knew it, it was already eight p.m.

“I need to get to the meeting now.” Pol got up and turned on the TV for Tankhun. “After you watch one episode, you have to wash up, Young Master. I’ll bring you some warm milk later,” Pol told him as he prepared to leave. Then he turned to me. “Are you coming with me?”

“Yeah, I’ll go with you.” I nodded and got up from the sofa, following after Pol.

When we opened the door, Pol called out to a certain someone sitting on the chair in front of Tankhun’s room. “Mr. Kinn…”

“Porsche…please forgive me.” 

I stood still, not saying a word, and allowed Kinn to hug me. I’d been in Tankhun’s room for over an hour—had he been waiting in front of the door the whole time?

“I’m sorry,” Kinn said, hugging me tighter.

“You…should get ready for your meeting.” I slowly pushed him away. I might’ve calmed down after listening to Tankhun’s stories, but the anger I felt toward Kinn hadn’t completely faded.

“What about you?” Kinn asked.

“I won’t leave the house. But I might go for a walk in the garden,” I said, carefully keeping my face neutral.

“If you want to attend the meeting—”

“It’s fine.” I quickly cut him off. I could admit that I felt slighted, but Kinn had already decided that I didn’t have to know what was being discussed in this meeting; I wouldn’t push the issue. If it was for Kinn’s peace of mind, then I’d try to understand. I’d find a reason to rally against the doubts in my heart.

“…Wait for me. I’ll come back as soon as I can,” Kinn said as he stared at me sadly. I nodded at him.

“Go on,” I said, nudging Kinn along.

Kinn walked away with Pol, but he kept turning back to look at me. As for me, I looked away, my heart in turmoil. 

If I couldn’t figure out how to stop loving him, I needed to understand literally everything that went on in this place.

 

***

 

I wandered aimlessly down to the first floor before deciding to go find Pete. I didn’t know if he was at the meeting or not, but I wasn’t sure where else to go.

I stopped short when I ran into Mr. Korn and P’Chan. They were carrying documents, presumably headed for the meeting.

“Oh, Porsche, my boy,” Mr. Korn said. “Have you had dinner yet?”

“…Yes, I have,” I answered, looking down at the floor. The anger about my house’s deed was still there, no matter how kind Mr. Korn had been to me.

“What’s wrong? Has Kinn been bothering you?” Mr. Korn asked.

“No, sir. I’m just tired.” I tried to act as normal as possible. That photo Uncle Thee stuffed into my hand… Does Mr. Korn know I was the child he was carrying in his arms, or did he not recognize me? Is it a coincidence, or is it something else?

“Chan, go tell the kitchens to prepare some tea or milk for Porsche to help him feel better,” Mr. Korn instructed his bodyguard.

“I’m all right, thank you. I thought I’d take a walk, then go straight to bed,” I said.

“Mm.” Mr. Korn nodded. “I must go now.” 

I dipped my head to say farewell to him, and watched him walk away until he disappeared into the meeting room. 

I don’t understand anything happening in this place… What sort of person is Mr. Korn? And what am I supposed to do with all of these thoughts in my head?

I wandered all the way to Pete’s room, only to meet Arm coming out the door.

“What happened to Pete?” I asked.

“He’s got a fever. The wound on his wrist is infected. After the meeting, I’m taking him to the hospital,” Arm said somberly. He sighed and left the room, taking a basin of water and towel with him. “I’ll have to trouble you to watch him. I’ll be back soon.” 

I nodded and walked past Arm into the room. 

Pete was buried in blankets on the bed. He was visibly sweating, but I could hear him faintly mumbling that he was still cold.

“How are you feeling?” I held a hand up to Pete’s forehead, but he didn’t feel that feverish—probably because Arm had already wiped him down. That had cooled him down quite a bit already.

“…Ugh,” Pete groaned faintly. 

I stared at my friend’s face as my thoughts churned violently. If I were Pete, how would I find a way out of this? 

You’re always smiling, Pete—how do you deal with all your problems?

“Vegas…I’m sorry.” 

I froze when I heard Pete’s hoarse voice. Vegas?!

I didn’t reply to Pete’s outburst.

“Nop…where’s Vegas…?” 

Pete’s words made my brow crease. I thought back to Vegas’s offer.

“I’m going to help you, Porsche. But if I help you, you have to help me.”

“Vegas… I don’t want to eat spaghetti…” 

With everything Pete had told me before and seeing the state Vegas was in today…I made my decision.

I dialed his number.

“Vegas? I agree,” I said as soon as he picked up the call.

“…We have a deal,” came the reply.




Chapter 42:
Search

 

I SAT SILENTLY in Pete’s room for a long time. After Arm and Pol were finished with the meeting, they came to help drag Pete to the hospital despite his protests that he was just tired. He couldn’t fool us; we all knew he was sick. In the end, Arm ­managed to stuff Pete into the car and drive off.

Arm told me Kinn had to stay a little longer to talk to his father, so I went upstairs, planning to quickly wash up and fall asleep before Kinn got back. I showered, got changed, and collapsed onto my side of the bed. I wrapped the covers around myself and rolled over, facing away from the door.

Creak.

At the sound of the door opening, I squeezed my eyes shut, not quite ready to face him just yet. There were still so many thoughts stuck in my head. 

I felt the bed dip and knew that Kinn must’ve sat down next to me. “Porsche…are you asleep?” he asked softly.

“Mmm…” 

His fingers kept playing with the hair that fell over my face, making me slowly open my eyes.

“Father said to bring you some warm milk to help you sleep,” Kinn said, handing me a mug. I had to sit up to take it from him. “He said you didn’t look too good,” Kinn added as he gently stroked my hair. “He’s worried about you.” 

I took a few sips and handed the mug back to him.

“Today’s meeting was so stressful…” Kinn placed the mug on the bedside table, then climbed on top of me for a hug, burrowing his face into my chest.

“Mmm,” I hummed.

“It was about—”

I nudged him away. “You should go wash up.” 

“Don’t you want to hear all about it?” Kinn asked, looking guilty.

“If you didn’t want me to know in the first place, then there’s no need for me to know now,” I said evenly.

“I don’t want to hide anything from you, but I don’t want you to get involved. It’s too dangerous,” Kinn explained. “In three days, there’s going to be a large shipment of illegal goods that the Minor Clan ordered under the Major Clan’s name. We’re looking for ways to catch them. It’s incredibly risky because there’re multiple external parties involved… I didn’t want you in on this because I’m worried about you, Porsche.”

“I’m also worried about you. That ever cross your mind?” I asked, refusing to look at him.

“No one will be able to get close to me, but I know what you’re like. When you get riled up, you charge right in. If it devolves into a shootout… The memory of you walking into a hail of bullets at the shooting range is still stuck in my head,” Kinn said, his tone serious.

“So you’re worried I’d ruin the plan.”

“No! It’s because you’ve gotten shot before! I don’t want that to happen again. I want you to stay here with Tankhun and Porchay. Kim and I can handle this.”

“You’re just…”

“I know you’re skilled, but please consider how I feel. I can’t bear to see you in danger. You can blame me for keeping things from you, but everything I’ve done is because I can’t bear to live without you…” 

At that, I turned to look at Kinn and met his eyes. He stared back at me, as if trying to convey that everything he told me was true.

“Please believe me,” he said firmly, but it was those eyes… I loved and hated that gaze. He always held me under his spell, making me abandon all reason and do as he wanted.

“Go take a shower!” I grumbled, pulling the blanket over my head and kicking out, hoping to chase him off the bed.

Kinn chuckled. “So am I forgiven?”

“Go away, you bastard!”

The entire night passed miserably. I couldn’t bring myself to fall asleep, even as I pillowed my head on Kinn’s arm. Any other time, his scent would easily lull me to sleep, making me feel safe and comforted. Tonight, however, I couldn’t shake my anxiety and confusion. I didn’t know if what Kinn told me was the truth, or if being in his arms would feel the same after this…

 

***

 

“Where are you going, Porsche?” Kinn asked as I grabbed a jacket and the keys to my motorcycle.

“I’ve got something to do on campus today,” I said, adjusting my sleeves.

Kinn approached me, scowling. “You didn’t tell me that.” 

“Sorry!” I shouted back, not looking up at him.

“You can’t go!” He hardened his voice as he came to a stop in front of me.

“My club has a meeting,” I lied through my teeth, grabbing my backpack and hastily stuffing things inside. “I can’t miss it.”

“A club meeting?” Kinn repeated, eyebrows raised. 

I nodded. 

“Do you even care about your club?” he said. “No, scratch that, do you care about any of it? You’re barely keeping up with your studies, Porsche.” He was getting on my nerves. I glanced at him and loudly sighed. 

Bastard! Are you taking a jab at me? It’s because you’ve been ­working me like a dog! When was I supposed to find the time to care about anything else? Fuck you!

“Ugh! Out of my way, Kinn! Move!” I swatted him away, getting more annoyed with him.

“What are you so mad at me for? You’re going out, but you haven’t said a word to me. I should be the one who’s furious!” Kinn followed me as I went around picking up my things.

“I’ll only be out for a bit. I’ll be back soon!”

“But you didn’t tell me beforehand. You can’t go!” 

I spun around to face Kinn. He furrowed his brow and scowled like the guardian yaksha at Wat Chaeng, ready to eat me for pissing him off.17

“I’ll only be out for a bit,” I reiterated. I was annoyed with Kinn’s behavior, but I got lost in his eyes as soon as I met his gaze. There was no way to win against him.

“I’m still mad. I don’t want you to be so far away. I’m afraid you’ll—” 

Before Kinn could finish, I lifted my hand to stop him. “Listen to me. I’m not going anywhere,” I said. “I won’t be gone long; I’ll be right back. You don’t have to be afraid that I’ll disappear. Even if you annoy me to death, I can’t leave you!” I looked away and sighed. Did I really just say all that shit out loud? Damn it! I fucking hate myself for loving you so much, you bastard.

“…Well, you said it, not me.” Kinn paused for a second, then threw himself at me for a tight hug.

I patted him on the back. “Fine! I’ll make it quick.” 

“Why aren’t you taking one of the cars?” Kinn pulled away and looked at the keys in my hand. I held it up, confused. 

I used to tell Kinn it was kind of nice to drive a car instead of riding my bike everywhere—no need to put up with the heat or dust—but today, I missed it. I missed the person I used to be, who didn’t give a damn about anything other than Chay. Right now, it felt like I loved Kinn so much that I’d lost my sense of self. I needed to get my shit together.

“I miss my bike…and I’m worried I’ve kept it parked for so long that the engine won’t start. Gotta go!” I slung my bag over my shoulder and headed for the door.

“Come back soon.” 

Before I could reach for the door handle, Kinn pulled me toward him to plant a kiss on my head. I nodded in acknowledgment and turned around, but as I opened the door, I reeled in surprise.

“The fuck are you all doing here?!” I said.

Kinn’s new bodyguards—Phah, Sith, Phai, and Tom—were all standing in a row right outside, all beaming so stupidly it nearly gave me a heart attack.

“Well…Mr. Chan and Mr. Pete told us to wait outside for orders from Mr. Porsche and Mr. Kinn, sir,” Phai answered, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. Fucking hell! Will Kinn really be safe with these morons?

“You guys don’t have to stand in a row like this, you’re blocking the door. Pick a sofa to sit on! You’re in the way.”

“Oh…we can sit?” said Sith hesitantly. “We didn’t dare.”

“Sofas are for sitting, don’t you know that?!” I said, eliciting a bark of laughter from Kinn behind me.

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” All four bodyguards spun around and shuffled over to sit on the sofa outside before they suddenly seemed to realize something. Phai’s ass hadn’t even grazed the seat when he sprang back up and hurriedly asked me, “Where are you going, Mr. Porsche? Should I go with you?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” I sighed and stomped down the stairs, heading for the garage. “Can those four really be trusted with his life?” I muttered to myself, eyes sweeping around aimlessly, which was how I caught sight of Pete in the garden. Wasn’t he sick? Was he better now?

“Pete!” I called out to him, hoping to ask how he was. But he didn’t pay attention to me. He looked furious about something. I had to stop to take a look.

“Argh! Nothing’s fucking wrong with me!” Pete was arguing animatedly with Arm. “I’m just having a smoke! What’s your problem?”

“You’re still sick!” Arm retorted. “It’s windy and you’re smoking. Your fever will come back at this rate.” 

What the hell?

“Who are you, my dad? Go, go…do whatever it is you do. Why do you care? I won’t die that easily.” Pete blew smoke from his mouth as Arm tried to stop him. 

Pete was just having a smoke, but Arm was acting like Pete was gonna fucking jump off a building or something. Isn’t that a bit much, Arm?

Pol appeared out of nowhere. He tapped my shoulder and looked pointedly at Pete and Arm, who were still arguing.

“Hey, how do you spell ‘friend’?” Pol asked.

“It’s ‘friend,’” I said offhandedly.

“No, no, how do you spell it?” Pol kept pestering me like a bratty kid. 

“F-R-I-E-N-D,” I answered just to shut him up.

“Heh. That’s true. But for Arm, it’s F-R-I-E-N-D-G-H-R,” Pol said, laughing.

“The fuck?” 

“Because he wants to be more than just friends!”

I turned to look at Pol as soon as I realized what he was trying to say. “Fuck off. You’re overthinking it!”

“It’s true!” Pol insisted, eyes still glued to Pete and Arm. I followed his gaze, scratching my chin in confusion.

“Hah. You’re screwed, Vegas,” I said under my breath.

“And where are you going?” Pol asked.

“The university,” I said.

Pol grabbed onto my arm and shook it. “I wanna go! Let me come too.” 

“Get out of here, Pol! Stop flirting with me.” I shook Pol off, quickly headed straight for my beloved bike, and tore out of the house.

I’d agreed to meet Vegas on campus by nine a.m. It was already past that, so I was definitely going to be late. But by the time I talked things out with Kinn, scolded the new bodyguards, and made it down to find Pete and Arm acting so strange I had to stop and watch, nearly half the day was gone. Fuck my life!

I was going to negotiate the terms of Vegas’s offer today. I didn’t trust him, but I had a way to handle him. We were meeting up at my university, because if I had him pick me up near the house, there’d be too many Major Clan people roaming around. Besides, Kinn would fly into a rage if he knew I was meeting his cousin like this.

“Hello.” Vegas greeted me as soon as my feet touched the ground. He stood leaning against the hood of his car with an almost-finished cigarette burning in his hand.

I stood a distance away from him. “Mm.”

Vegas looked at me with his usual smile, the one I’d never suspected was fake before. I’d never thought he was so two-faced, that he was capable of such terrible things. I hadn’t paid Vegas any mind before; I never looked too closely. But now, I could see there was something else behind those eyes. He smiled, but his gaze was empty, like there was another version of him hiding just underneath. It felt fake, no matter how I looked at it.

“You’re late,” he said slowly. 

I stared at him. I’d just seen him yesterday, but it was like he was a completely different person today. In the mall bathroom, when he talked about Pete, he was a total mess and completely sincere at the same time. If I’d really figured him out, that was probably the closest I’d get to seeing the real him. It was kind of creepy, actually.

I let out a sigh, casually putting my hands in my pockets. “So what do you want?”

Vegas gestured to his car. “Get in. I’ll take you there.” 

“Take me where?” 

My discomfort must’ve shown on my face, because Vegas let out a dry laugh. “There’s no need to be afraid of me…”

“Who’s afraid of you?!” You say that like you don’t know me. I’m not afraid—I just don’t trust you!

“Heh,” he chuckled. “I forgot that I’m here with brave, capable Porsche. Oh well! I said I’d help you, so I will.” Vegas unlocked his car. “Get in, we’ve got a long way to go.” 

“Tell me first. Where are we going?”

“I told you yesterday that I’m taking you to meet someone. I had my people investigate to see if he’s still alive. The things you wanted to know about the Major Clan, Porsche… Maybe he can help.”

“Where are we going?” I repeated warily.

“Hmm…” Vegas brought his phone out and scrolled like he was checking something. “The outskirts of the city…nearly the next province over, actually. I think we should hurry.” He peered at his screen, using his finger to zoom in on the map.

Who’s going to trust you so easily? Not only did you traumatize my friend, but you bullied Tankhun so much as a kid that he grew up to be a raving lunatic. “Who are we meeting?” I pressed him.

“An old Major Clan bodyguard,” he answered, distracted. He appeared to be figuring out our route.

“And how do you know him?” I asked.

“I don’t. I had my people investigate.”

“Investigate what?”

“If you keep asking questions, I won’t take you,” he said, sighing heavily. “Actually, this isn’t even my business.” 

I thought it’d be fun to fuck with him. I narrowed my eyes at him and smiled smugly. “Pete’s sick,” I said. 

Of course, Vegas whipped around so fast I was afraid he’d break his neck. He looked so shocked, it was like I’d told him Pete was on death’s door or something.

“What did you say?” 

I looked this way and that, whistling like I wasn’t paying attention to him. I just needed to check if he was still as far gone as when I saw him yesterday. It would be prudent to have something to bargain with, just in case Vegas was up to no good.

“Porsche! What’s wrong with Pete?” Vegas’s voice and demeanor had completely changed. That wide, friendly smile vanished like a switch had been flipped; there was a restless, scared look in his eyes.

Seeing that I had the upper hand, I made my decision, opening the door and stuffing myself inside. “Let’s go, then. Get in.” 

As Vegas recovered from his shock, I pulled out a handkerchief I’d brought with me and covered my nose and mouth as I searched the car.

“What’s wrong with Pete…?” Vegas got into the driver’s seat, clearly furious, but when he saw me rummaging around with my nose and mouth covered, he paused and frowned at me. 

Vegas started the car and leaned in to sniff the AC. “Does the car smell? Why are you covering your mouth and nose?” 

When I saw that he was breathing normally, I lowered my handkerchief.

“I was afraid a guy like you would put knockout gas or something in the AC,” I said, exhaling. “Can’t be too careful.”

“You’ve watched too many movies. You and Pete really are meant to be friends,” Vegas said, shaking his head as we drove away from the university.

“Why do you say that?”

“You’ve got an imagination…and you let your thoughts run wild.”

“Screw you!” I was so much more sensible than Pete! And Pete was only crazy because he spent so much time with Tankhun. And it doesn’t help that you locked him up, Vegas. He’s gotten even crazier.

“So what’s wrong with Pete?” Vegas asked again, determined to get an answer out of me.

“You locked him up. You didn’t even let him see the moon or the sun, so he’s a bit weak now that he’s finally outside. And the wound on his wrist is inflamed. Motherfucker! How could you do that to my friend?” 

Vegas’s face fell. I noticed his gaze glazing over. He seemed remorseful, at least. He was always serious whenever he talked about Pete. “And…is he all right?” His voice took on a lower pitch, cold but still filled with emotion. It was nothing like that forced cheerfulness that made him sound annoyingly bright.

“Well, this morning, he was cursing at Arm,” I told him. “And smoking. And walking around the garden. Looked normal.”

“He’s still okay, right?”

“Don’t see where he’s not okay,” I said.

“I want to take care of him.” Vegas scrubbed a hand over his face tiredly, like he couldn’t find a way out for the thoughts trapped in his head. “I want to take care of him. What should I do?” He glanced at me for a second, as if to ask for my opinion, then turned back to the road.

“You can try applying to the School of Medicine. Maybe you can become a doctor.” 

Vegas let out a long-suffering sigh. He was silent for quite a while. He probably wasn’t expecting such a terrible joke—I got it from Kinn.

Vegas probably realized that he wouldn’t get anything else out of me if we continued to talk about Pete, so he changed the subject. “What about you, Porsche? Did you argue with P’Kinn? About the deed to your house.” 

I shrugged. “Just…a bit.” 

“I thought you’d fight and break up.” Vegas chuckled, the friendliness from before disappearing and leaving only the glib, scheming liar. You have it coming, Vegas!

“Why?” I asked. “Because you hate Kinn…or because you want me?”
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He glanced at me out of the corner of his eye. “And if I do?”

I huffed out a laugh. “And if you could?”

“Why not?” Vegas narrowed his eyes at me, the corner of his mouth lifting. He bit his lip, eyes darting between the road and the passenger seat next to him. Ha! Gotcha.

“Hmmm.”

“Then I’ll turn into the hotel up ahead,” Vegas said as he flicked on the turn signal, about to switch lanes. I smiled and pulled out my phone.

“Do it, and I’ll make sure Pete hears it!” I held my phone up for Vegas to see, the voice memo recording screen still open. He slammed the brakes so hard that I nearly fell over.

“Porsche! Why would you do that?!” he snapped.

“You did it to yourself,” I said.

“I was bluffing!” Vegas shook his head wearily before we started moving again. “Don’t do it, Porsche! Please! I didn’t even get a chance to explain myself last time!” He sounded so hopeless that I felt sorry for him.

“If you do anything to me, I’m sending this to Pete,” I threatened him before putting my phone back into my bag. I knew this was the way to handle him. It was obvious that he cared about Pete. But maybe he was so shitty that he had no conscience left.

“Has he said anything about me?” Vegas asked with a sigh.

“No,” I answered evenly.

“Not once?” He looked disappointed.

“What do you want him to say? That he appreciated you locking him up and torturing him?” I raised my eyebrow at Vegas. He’s delusional.

“Mm… He probably wants to forget everything about me,” he said.

Actually, Pete did mention you when he was delirious from his fever. They say you think about the people you love when you’re at your weakest, but…I don’t want Vegas to be happy. Let the bastard stew in misery for a bit.

“You can fuck off,” I said indifferently, staring out the window.

“Porsche, can I ask you something?” 

I turned to look at him. 

“I don’t know what’s going to happen to me and the Minor Clan after this… Porsche, look after Pete for me,” Vegas implored me. 

I didn’t know what kind of expression to make at the mention of the Minor Clan, because I knew that the Major Clan planned to deal with them soon. 

“You watch too many soap operas,” I remarked.

“I’m serious, Porsche. If I’m not here after this, you have to look after Pete.”

“Why?! You think Pete’s useless? He’s the deputy head of the Major Clan bodyguards! Is he so weak that he can’t take care of himself?”

“I know he’s capable,” Vegas insisted. “I know how strong he is. I know what he’s endured…but I’m worried about him.”

“So dramatic! Do you watch the same crap as Tankhun?”

“And don’t let him get with anyone else!” Vegas said, his voice hardening.

“What?! If you go die in a ditch, he still can’t have anyone?” I asked, baffled.

“Exactly!”

“You were so close… You asked me to look after him for you. You put on a sad face. Aren’t you supposed to say, ‘If he meets someone else, I want him to be happy’?”

“No! I can’t take it! Porsche, if I die, you have to stop Pete from being with anyone else!” Vegas repeated firmly. I couldn’t believe this guy!

“That’s too much! Even if you don’t die, I’m telling my friend to find someone new!” 

At that, Vegas pulled over. “Then get out!” he snarled, his gaze so cold it scared me.

“Are you crazy? This is the expressway!” I yelled back. 

Vegas unlocked the car and gestured for me to get out. “If you’re not going to hold up your end of the deal, you can get out!”

He really seemed serious about chasing me out of the car. “Fuck you!” I groused. “Wasn’t your deal only Praew? I already stopped all contact with her!” 

“I meant everyone! Pete can’t be with anyone else—ever!”

“Well, Arm, you’re screwed,” I muttered to myself.

“Out!” Vegas snapped at me again. 

Damn… Before, it was Porsche this, Porsche that. Now that you’ve got my friend, you really don’t give a fuck about anything else, huh? Motherfucker!

“Fine, fine. I’ll do what I can, asshole!” I raged, kicking the footwell.

“It’s settled, then. If I see Pete with anyone at any time, I promise I’ll find a way to get back at you,” Vegas said threateningly. “Don’t think I won’t.” 

Lord it over me as much as you want, Vegas. If I decide I’ve had enough and tell Kinn, you’re done for.

“Fuck this shit!” I cursed, looking out of the car as it began to move again. I hated feeling like I’d lost—especially when I already had leverage, damn it!

“But I’m confident that he can’t bring himself to be with anyone else as long as I’m around,” said Vegas.

“Too confident, maybe,” I said. “Other people around him have probably scored more points with him already.”

“I know I asked you to keep Pete away from other people, but as long as he hasn’t forgotten me, he won’t move on so easily.”

One minute he’s lamenting, the next he’s confident, then he’s depressed. What is up with this guy?

“You think you’re sooo handsome,” I said, dripping sarcasm. I was completely fed up with this asshole.

“I’m handsome enough.”

“Pete might just hate your guts,” I said, hoping to take his confidence down a notch, even though I knew it wasn’t about looks. Pete had it bad for him too.

“I know he hates me! But he wouldn’t forget our…y’know,” Vegas said, smirking. Pervert.

“You’re gonna brag that you’ve got crazy skills in bed, is that it?” I snorted, making Vegas turn to me in surprise.

“You know about that? Did Pete tell you?” Vegas’s whole face slowly began to light up.

“No! I was just guessing!”

Are you stupid? Who’s going to announce that they’ve had that done to them?! I only know because I’m smart and Pete can’t hide shit!

“It’s a good guess. But yeah,” Vegas said with a chuckle. “Pete’s a masochist…”

“What’s that?”

“He enjoys pain… It’s a certain taste. I could tell since the day I met him, but he probably doesn’t realize it himself yet.”

I stared at Vegas, speechless. My ears started ringing. “What?” 

“If Pete didn’t share my tastes, he wouldn’t have given in to me,” Vegas insisted.

“Pete gave in to you?” I said in disbelief.

“Not at first…but he’s not hurt by bedroom matters.” 

My mouth dropped open as I listened to the shocking things coming out of Vegas’s mouth. Just the idea of you having “bedroom matters” with Pete has me clutching my pearls! That’s my friend you’re talking about!

Suddenly, a curiosity strangely like Chay’s popped into my brain. “So…what happened next?”

“That’s all there is. When he ran away, it wasn’t because he couldn’t accept himself, but because he misunderstood what was going on between us,” Vegas told me eagerly. 

I was reeling so hard that I saw stars. “Then what?”

“Then nothing. You saw the rest. I just want a chance to explain myself to him, Porsche.”

Argh! I’ve got a headache! This is stressing me out! What the fuck is this shit?

I adjusted my seat and leaned back. My mouth might’ve stopped asking questions, but my brain still wanted to know. Another side of me just wanted to go to sleep; I couldn’t bring myself to listen to more of this. Pete, my man! What the fuck did you do?!

Rrrrr. Rrrrr. My phone started to ring. I pulled it out to see the screen showing Pete’s new number. I glanced at Vegas, whose eyes shone as if he’d waited for this moment for ages.

“Answer it. And turn on the speaker,” Vegas demanded.

I did as Vegas said because I was afraid he’d kick me out onto the highway. Sorry, Pete! This is your man, at least…?

“What?” I answered the call. 

Vegas pulled over again. Will we get to wherever we’re going in this lifetime?

“Where are you?” came Pete’s voice. “University?”

As soon as Pete started talking, Vegas took a nervous breath and dropped his head onto the steering wheel, staring longingly at my phone screen.

“Yeah,” I replied.

“Then you’ll see Praew, right?” Pete asked excitedly.

I froze and glanced at Vegas, whose face immediately crumpled. Those shining eyes were about to burst into flames.

“So? Can you invite her to eat with me?” Pete asked. “I’m nervous about texting her LINE, but you’re her friend, so she’ll definitely come if you invite her.”

“Praew has a boyfriend!” I said heedlessly, rushing for an excuse. I needed to find clarity for my troubled heart first—I’d make it up to Pete later.

“Huh? You told me she was single!” 

“What do you mean, single? Her new boyfriend’s scary! He’s a boxer, too—he’ll beat you up for sure. It’s Praew we’re talking about!” I’m so sorry, Praew, but I have to do this!

“Are you cockblocking me?! If you’re lying—!”

“I’m telling the truth!” I cut Pete off. “You should give up on her. Gotta go now, I have to get to my club.” I hung up. Vegas let out another hopeless sigh. This time, I’m really going to sleep. I don’t want to be conscious for this shit! Kill me.

Vegas stayed silent for the rest of the drive, like he was stuck in his own thoughts. I didn’t care to know what bullshit was churning through his head, so I kept swapping between pretending to sleep and looking out the window. I was definitely getting home late tonight. I needed to start finding excuses to tell Kinn.

Vegas followed the map, slowly getting further away from the city. Our destination wasn’t too far away from Bangkok, but the paved road soon turned into a bumpy dirt road with tall grass and wilderness on either side. The further we drove, the more rugged the scenery looked. 

I didn’t know how well Vegas knew the bodyguard he was talking about or how important this guy was to the Major and Minor Clans. He didn’t tell me anything else about this mystery bodyguard at all, because he was only interested in rambling about Pete. Wouldn’t shut up about him from the moment we got in the car.

“It says we’re here,” Vegas said, glancing at his phone. He parked outside what looked like a fairly crowded slum.

“And how are we supposed to find this guy?” I asked.

“Nop said his name is Khet. The Major Clan’s former deputy head bodyguard, still alive.”

“And has he ever met you? Will he remember you?”

“I was pretty young back then. He probably won’t recognize me.”

“How did he end up leaving the Major Clan?”

“I heard Zek and P’Chan put a hit on him.”

“What do you mean?”

“The Major Clan is full of traitors—don’t you know that, Porsche?”




Chapter 43:
Is It True?

 

I GLARED AT VEGAS, not understanding what he was hinting at. His face was blank, but a myriad of unreadable emotions lurked behind his eyes.

Silence stretched between us. Vegas shot a quick glance at me from the corner of his eye before blithely looking ahead. “Quality on the stage, dishonesty off the stage,” he added, putting emphasis on the “dis.”18 

This was so confusing. Right now, did I have anyone in my life whose words I could fully believe?

“If you’ve got something to say, spit it out,” I said.

“You tell me first, Porsche. What do you want to know?”

I hesitated to say it out loud. I hadn’t actually told Vegas any of the details. Hopefully this guy he was taking me to see, this supposed ex-employee of the Major Clan, would have answers. 

“You told Pete to dig up a secret from the Major Clan’s past, and it must be related to you… What have you found, Porsche?” Vegas acted disinterested, but his tone was compelling. It made me realize how good at negotiating this guy could be. He wasn’t making me uncomfortable, but he managed to push me into doing something he wanted—keeping Pete away from Praew—in order to get what I wanted. 

I hesitated to answer his question.

“In your eyes, what does the Major Clan look like?” Vegas went on. “All high and mighty and perfect with their kind, compassionate patriarch, like what Pete saw? Pete praises the Major Clan with his every breath. I don’t know if that family is really that kind, or if he was just being deceived… To be honest, the Major Clan shouldn’t have gotten into this mafia business—they’d be better off running a cult. Look how good they are at making people blindly believe they’re fucking saints!” Vegas ranted so hard and for so long that it piqued my interest more and more.

“How…?”

“Everyone loves the benevolent Be. He’s so understanding of the world, even though all three of his sons are far from perfect. One of them is a retard, the other two are faggots. That definitely affects succession. Do you think he’s really that accepting?”

“But…Mr. Korn accepts my relationship with Kinn.” My brows knitted as I tried to put together what Vegas was saying. 

My answer made him laugh. “Heh. In front of the curtain, he could be wearing any mask… Actually, you know what, Porsche? How did my mom die?” Vegas asked flatly. His eyes were blank, devoid of any emotion.

“How would I know that…?”

“Hah. Agong and Be ordered her dead, I guess? That’s what I heard.”

“Stop spewing bullshit,” I said.

“Neither Agong nor Be ever liked my mother. It’s because she was a Thai woman—a regular one without any wealth or status to speak of. She was just an accountant in the company who got promoted to be my father’s secretary. Hmph! Meanwhile, Be’s wife was the daughter of some French millionaire who was Agong’s old friend. What can I say? Be is Agong’s golden child. Agong could tell him who to marry and who to hire and he’d follow his every word. Not like my dad, who has bad taste and made shitty choices!”

“That’s your mom you’re talking about,” I hastily shushed him.

“I’m not insulting my mother. But that’s how Agong saw her,” Vegas said. “When I was little and he was still alive, I was the black sheep. It was always Tankhun this and Tankhun that. Well, he’s the eldest grandson. If Agong were still alive today, it would be Kinn this and Kinn that, I guess.” Vegas gripped the steering wheel so tightly that his veins popped.

“You sound like you’re jealous of them.” Vegas’s rant definitely added weight to Tankhun’s stories about what a jealous kid he’d been. 

“I’ve been trying to uncover the Major Clan’s secrets just like you, Porsche. I want to know how my mother died. Some said she killed herself because of heartbreak. Some said Be killed her. The worst-case scenario would be Agong finishing the job,” Vegas said. “Actually, the reason why I brought you here today is because I’ve been trying to dig up dirt on the Major Clan for a while now. I have Nop sending money to Khet’s mother to help them lie low until the day he feels he can talk to me properly. But I think we need to hurry now, because I know what the Major Clan is planning to do…”

“What they’re planning?” 

“It’s easy to guess. I held Pete, their deputy head bodyguard, captive for quite some time. They must know who did it, but they didn’t retaliate—that means they’re waiting to strike back…”

I swallowed, my throat dry. Man, this situation had me squirming. Had Vegas just lured me away so he could finish me off? I couldn’t tell what the hell was going on inside that convoluted mind of his. It was beyond human comprehension.

“At first, I wanted to find out the truth and do everything I could to bring the Major Clan down,” he said. “It was pure vendetta. The Major Clan has thrown me into so many crises—they’re the reason Father hates me and Macau. They’re the reason that my mother died. But right now, I have another agenda. I want to prove to everyone, especially Pete, that the person he holds in such high regard isn’t all he’s cracked up to be.”

“Aren’t you, uh, overthinking things?” I asked.

“What about you, Porsche? What do you want to know?” Vegas asked me, quirking his eyebrows and staring at me coldly from the corner of his eye. Ugh, Pete… If you really love Vegas, you’ve got weird taste. He’s not right in the head. Kinda like Tankhun…

“…My parents,” I said.

“The Kittisawasd family,” said Vegas. “Around ten years ago, they were a newly founded luxury sports car importer. Their business was going well, but then the CEO and his wife got in a fatal car accident, made it onto the front page for a day, then faded into obscurity. It was as if nothing ever happened.” 

My expression grew distressed as he brought up the painful past. “What have you heard?” I asked anxiously, forcing my voice out.

“They had modest funerals. Their company’s management was sent into turmoil, and there was a fight for power within the family. In the end, the business went bankrupt. The two heirs didn’t know what was going on because they were still minors, so everything fell into the hands of their father’s family, who took turns joining the board. In the end, the company didn’t survive.”

“What have you heard?!” I repeated urgently. I already had an inkling of what Vegas was getting at. It was the corruption from my parents’ business partner that sent the company into bankruptcy. But why did I get the feeling that Vegas knew something more than that?

“Heh… I’ve heard enough,” he said.

“Then tell me!” I barked. Why did my heart have to beat this fast whenever I thought of my parents? The pain was still the same. The wounds I’d buried so deeply were slowly reopening…

“Porsche, have you ever met your family from your mother’s side?” Vegas asked.

“I’m not close with them.”

“But have you met them?” Vegas pressed on.

“A long time ago, when I was a little kid. I’m closer with my father’s side.”

Vegas smirked. “Strange… Their own flesh and blood, and it never crossed their minds to step up?” 

“If you’ve got something to say, say it.” I’d had enough of Vegas’s shit. Why was he bringing up my mom’s family? The only person I could remember was my Aunt Dao; Mom had brought her over to visit when I was little. But after my parents’ company went bankrupt, none of the extended family ever gave a damn about me and Porchay. And back then, I hadn’t cared—I’d thought none of them would want to carry a burden like us.

“I’m still not sure…” Vegas trailed off.

“Just tell me what you know,” I said.

“From what I know…the Theerapanyakuls have three children: Be, my father, and Gou Gim.”

“Gou Gim?” I’d never heard Kinn mention an aunt.

“Gou Gim got married and moved to Switzerland a long time ago. She’s not close to her nephews. She only comes back for Lunar New Year.”

“And why bring her up…?” 

“Gou Gim is a vice-chairperson of the business, but in name only—she holds a smaller share than everyone else. She doesn’t care much about the inheritance.”

“Okay, and what does Gou Gim have to do with any of this?” I pressed.

“Nothing,” Vegas replied.

“Ugh! Are you fucking with me?!” I snarled. Stop pussyfooting around it, Vegas!

“No. Listen to me.”

“I am listening to you!” 

Vegas chuckled softly. Ugh, you’re not so different from your cousin. Why do you have to look so smug when you see me start to lose my cool? Damn it! I was annoyed, and being annoyed in itself irritated me even more.

“Heh. Agong had three children, but according to his will, his inheritance got split into four parts.”

I went still and thought about it for a second, but… So what?! Why do I need to know how your Agong’s wealth got split?!

“But I didn’t see who got the fourth part,” Vegas continued.

“The fuck are you babbling about?!” I spat, starting to get angry.

“I overheard my father talking to the family lawyer a long time ago. I’m just sharing.” 

Sharing with me for what reason?! Ugh! I was getting a headache. “You’re nosy, you know that?”

“Mm-hmm… Just wanted to tell you that the moment you step into our world, the ugly truth is inevitable.”

“The fuck are you blabbering about? Did you swallow a philosophy book or something?” 

“The mafia world might look glamorous up front, but inside, it’s a fucking mess.”

“Wow!” I said in mock surprise. I wanted to fucking call Pete. How did you put up with this guy for so long, Pete? Your tolerance for this shit must be pretty high. Gotta give you props for that.

“Anything done for profit is full of filth…” Vegas rambled as he looked in front of him, his eyes studying pedestrians as if he were analyzing something.

“Cut to the chase. Who are you showing me?”

Damn, Vegas. You’re crazy as creek water, you know? I’d gotten that one from Pete, who used it to describe Tankhun all the time. That was Pete with his Southern dialect. I wanted to ask him to teach me someday so I could talk shit about people without them picking up on it.

Vegas dialed his phone and called someone. He waited for a moment until they picked up.

“Yeah, I’m in front of your neighborhood… Can I just go in? Um. The farthest to the left…? Um, okay,” Vegas said before putting his phone away and turning to me. “I know I brought you here today for answers, but I’m not sure if you’ll get any.”

“Huh?! What do you mean?”

“He’s not right in the head. I tried to treat him… Couldn’t take him to the hospital, though.” Vegas undid his seatbelt. “What you’re searching for right now? I’ve been on it for a long time…” 

Vegas opened his door, then nodded at me to get out of the car too. Seriously?! These Theerapanyakul kids needed to retake Thai class. Anything to stop those sentences from trailing off. Holy shit! They’d confused me so many times that I lost count. Was this just mafia behavior? Leaving you on a cliffhanger to look cool? Who taught them to act like that? 

I followed Vegas into a crowded, shitty neighborhood. Adults and a bunch of kids walked and ran around on a steep pathway. Vegas had to hold his hands out to protect me from time to time because the crowd didn’t care if they bumped into you.

“After you.” Vegas pushed away the canvas that hung from the beam above the walking path, signaling me to go first. I hesitated a bit before ducking in without protest.

“Which one?” I asked, my eyes scanning the line of cramped shophouses. It was so run-down that I felt bad for the inhabitants.

“Uhhh…” Vegas swiveled left and right like a fucking spinning top, not looking confident in the slightest. Why didn’t you take a bodyguard with you?

“Would have brought Nop if I’d known,” he said as if he could hear my thoughts, momentarily stunning me. But he was just complaining randomly. 

“Nop… Nop… Is that you?” an elderly woman’s voice called out from behind us. When I turned around, she narrowed her eyes and studied my face. She must’ve been short-sighted; she took a long time.

“Well…” I turned and looked at Vegas. He also looked stunned.

“Are you Khet’s mother?” Vegas asked. I turned to glare at Vegas at the same time as the old woman. Suddenly, she dropped down to the ground and held her trembling hands together in a wai.

“P-please don’t hurt him, sir,” she said. 

I didn’t know what to do; I could only watch in shock as the scene unfolded. I looked back to Vegas—he was watching her coldly, completely unflinching.

“Auntie…we’re not…” I tried to speak. I might be an asshole sometimes, but that didn’t mean this didn’t tug on my heartstrings. She looked so pitiful crying in fear like this, feeling the need to fall to the ground even though she was so old. “Please get up,” I said, helping her stand. 

“Nop couldn’t come today, so I’m here,” Vegas said calmly.

“Are you Nop’s friends? Are you really Nop’s friends?” she asked, her voice quivering. Nop must have been one of Vegas’s men, then. 

“I am,” Vegas said, watching the auntie in front of him. His gaze flickered a bit, and he smiled softly. “How do you do?” 

Vegas shifted his voice to sound gentler—what the hell?! Crazy as creek water. That’s the only phrase in my head right now. He’s crazy as creek water.

“You really aren’t going to hurt him?”

“I won’t hurt him… And Nop asked me to give you these meds.” Vegas pulled out some blister packs from his pocket and shoved them into her hand. 

Her face brightened up, and she seemed to trust Vegas more. She wiped away her tears with her shirt. “Why didn’t Nop come today?” 

“He’s busy today. So…may I see Khet?” 

The auntie sighed a little bit, then slowly pushed the decaying tin door open and entered. “Khet, are you up?” she called out. 

Vegas entered first, and I followed behind him.

“M-M-Mr. Kant… Mr. Kant!” a middle-aged man’s voice yelled out once Vegas walked inside. I squeezed myself out from behind Vegas to see what was going on. 

A middle-aged man was sitting on the floor, wearing only pants and a tattered t-shirt. He looked terrified. The sight broke my heart. He reflexively scooted away, and when he saw my face, his eyes widened in horror.

“…Mr. Pat! Mr. Pat!” he exclaimed.

A chill ran down my spine—he was calling out my father’s name.

“Khet! Hey, Khet! That’s not your boss. Calm down,” his mother tried to console him, holding him back in an attempt to keep him calm.

“I didn’t mean to… I didn’t do it, Mr. Bhat… Mrs. Namphueng… I’m sorry. Please forgive me.” He bowed down, prostrating himself on the floor. His body trembled. 

Hearing my parents’ names from this stranger’s mouth made my heart pound. Anxiety crawled over every inch of my body. Emotion got the better of me; I marched up to him, yanked up both of his arms, and shook him. “You know my parents? My parents… What do you know about my parents?!”

“Porsche… Porsche!” Vegas swooped in from behind to pull me back, while the old woman quickly brushed her son away from me.

“Sir! Please don’t hurt him… He’s lost his mind!” the woman begged.

“Porsche, calm down. Calm down,” Vegas said, managing to pry me off the man. 

As I stepped back, I noticed the state the man was in. He was crying so hard that tears and snot streamed down his face and spilled onto the floor. I started to breathe in and out steadily to calm myself down. 

“Give him a break, Porsche,” Vegas said. “He was shot. The bullet grazed his head, so part of his brain is damaged. It took him a long time to recover to this state.”

“Mr. Korn told me not to talk. I won’t talk! I won’t talk!” He lifted his face up from the ground and slapped himself on the mouth again and again; I couldn’t watch. “Mr. Bhat, it’s my fault. I didn’t mean to… Mr. Korn. Didn’t mean to… Didn’t mean to…” 

I bit down hard on my lip, trying to suppress the feelings ­threatening to leak out of my tear ducts.

“Take your medicine, take your medicine,” the woman said. “You have to rest. That’s enough… I think you should leave.”

“Porsche… Porsche!” Vegas spun me around to face him before shaking me back to my senses.

“My parents…didn’t really die in an accident, did they?” I murmured as tears welled up in my eyes. I couldn’t hold them back any longer. They streamed down both of my cheeks. I never liked to be vulnerable in front of other people, but this was about the deaths of my parents, which was something that had stuck with me for so long.

“How about we call it off for now?” Vegas said.

“I want to know. What did he mean by ‘didn’t mean to’? Didn’t mean to what? I want to know everything that happened.” 

Vegas let out a sigh and looked at Khet, whose mother had coaxed him to lie down on a futon.

“There are many things I want to know from him too. But with his mental state like this, we have to take things one step at a time.” This was the first sensible thing Vegas had said since we made the drive out.

“I think we should go,” he added. He fished out his wallet and took out five one-thousand-baht bills and walked up to Khet’s mother. “If you need anything, call Nop, okay?” 

Vegas crouched down and shoved the money into her hands before giving her a wai gesture. I did the same.

Vegas led me out of the slum and headed straight to his car.

“What’s next?” Vegas asked me. 

My brain had gone completely blank; I was still in a daze. The answer we got was kind of vague, but it was starting to morph into a more defined shape. Didn’t mean to? Didn’t mean to what? The only thing that came to mind was “didn’t mean to kill.”

On our way back, I felt like all awareness left me for a moment. What that guy Khet had said kept replaying in my head over and over again.

“Mr. Korn killed my parents,” I said. 

“I’m not sure. Like I said, Khet’s brain was heavily damaged. Nop said he still couldn’t put the whole thing together.” 

I was convinced now that my parents’ deaths hadn’t been an ­accident. Khet remembered my mom and dad’s names—that should mean that he remembered something.

“Can you bring me here again tomorrow?” I asked. “I want to know the whole truth.”

“Yeah. But Porsche, you need to find other evidence too, okay? He’s not really a reliable source.” 

Vegas drove back faster than on the way here. I saw him keep looking at his watch, but I didn’t pay it much attention. All I cared about was what I should do after this… It seemed like I needed to wake myself up from my dream world where Kinn had always been my perfect boyfriend. I had to stop being blinded by his daily professions of love and face the truth. A truth I didn’t know how to handle.

If it was true—if the Major Clan had a hand in my parents’ deaths—should I still love them? Or would that make me an ungrateful son? Should I hate them? And would I really have the guts to turn my back and walk away from Kinn?

I’d said it before; apart from Porchay, the person who meant the most to me was Kinn. He stayed by my side; I’d become a new person because of him. He was my whole world. Would our love and the bond we’d formed be strong enough to counter these revelations about the past? I didn’t know…

I wanted to wake up next to Kinn. I wanted us to eat meals together, to banter with each other, to live our lives together. I even wanted us to get headaches over work together. Everything had been so perfect… It really had been.

“Porsche,” Vegas announced. “I’ll be back.” 

I didn’t know how long I had been daydreaming, but as soon as I became aware of my surroundings, the car was parked in front of a Southern-style restaurant. I frowned immediately. Vegas walked up to order some food with a smiling face, acting as if we hadn’t just experienced some mind-blowing shit together.

“Is he hungry?” I muttered quietly to myself. Well, I hadn’t eaten anything the whole day either, but how was I supposed to muster up an appetite now?

Once Vegas got back in the car, he dropped a bag full of rice and curry on my lap. “Here.”

I declined immediately, confused. “I’m not hungry.”

“No, no. I want you to pass this to Pete.” 

I held up the bag and peered into it—there were around ten kinds of curry in there. “He likes this stuff?” I asked.

“So much! But you should tell him that you bought it. He’ll definitely throw it away if he knows it’s from me,” Vegas said as his car started rolling away.

“Wait, so the reason you kept checking your watch was because you were afraid the shop would be closed?” 

“Yes.” 

Oh, so you’re a romantic guy too, Vegas? Look at you, daydreaming and shit.

“Meet me tomorrow at the same time?” he said.

“Mm.” My brain short-circuited for a moment. There were so many things to figure out that I didn’t know where to start.

“You think that Khet guy…has anything to do with my parents’ deaths?” I kept turning it over and over in my head; it was practically like OCD.

“He does… Eight years ago, the Major and Minor Clans wiped out most of their bodyguards.”

“Wiped out… But Chan has been around for a long time, hasn’t he?”

“Well, Chan was just a minion at the bottom of the food chain back then. He pulled himself up from there to stand above every other bodyguard like you see today.”

“Damn! My head hurts.” I rubbed my temple.

“Whatever… Once you dive deeper, there are things that go beyond anything you could expect.” Vegas glanced at me askance before shifting his attention back to driving.

He drove me back to campus so I could get my motorcycle, imploring me to give the food to Pete. 

On my way home, the cool wind caressing my face slowly brought me back to my senses. The ride reminded me of old times, back when it was just me—Porsche, a regular student from the school of Sports Science. The Porsche who had gone to class by day and work by night to feed his little brother, living his life without needing to care about anyone else, just trying to survive each day. 

I wanted to be that Porsche again. I wanted to be decisive. I wanted to take risks without needing to care about anyone’s ­feelings. I wanted to be the Porsche who didn’t need to love anyone more than himself.

Back at the house, I headed to Pete’s room with the bag of rice and curry when suddenly, a familiar rough voice made me freeze. I turned toward the source…

“Porsche…where have you been?” Mr. Korn asked.

My empty gaze met the man in front of me. Honestly, I didn’t know what expression to put on. How should I handle this feeling? 

“Have you eaten anything, son? Come here.” 

I stood still and thought for a moment as Mr. Korn gave me the usual affectionate smile.

I didn’t know what to say.

“What do you have there?” he asked. 

I walked slowly toward the dining room, trying not to look at his face or meet his gaze much. “It’s for Pete, sir,” I said, trying to keep my voice level. Even though Vegas wanted to give me time to weigh my conclusion, I already believed that Mr. Korn must’ve had at least a small part in the deaths of my parents.

“Come, sit down. Would you like some bird’s nest soup?” He and P’Chan were eating the soup themselves, documents placed next to them at the table.

“No, sir, I’ll pass.” I sat down calmly opposite Mr. Korn.

“Go on, have some. I hear Kinn has been giving you a lot of work lately. Chan, go get some soup for Porsche.” 

I slowly fixed my gaze on Mr. Korn. On the outside, he was the benevolent elder who always had a smile on his face and a kind twinkle in his eye. His words were trustworthy. When there were problems, he would calm me down with his words. This entire time, he’d convinced me to put my trust in the Major Clan. He was the essential anchor that prevented me from leaving this place. If he’d actually had a hand in my parents’ deaths…I couldn’t fathom how he could be so cruel and cold-blooded yet still put on that innocent mask and look me in the eye.

“Mr. Korn, you like bird’s nest soup?” I said calmly. “Just like my father.” 

His hand froze immediately, halting his spoon as it headed in for a scoop. His face went blank for only a second before he turned to me with his usual smile. “Is that so?” he said in a normal voice as P’Chan put a bowl in front of me. “It’s good for your health.” 

“May I take this upstairs?” I asked. I picked the bowl up and left the dining room immediately. Just seeing the emotion glinting in his eyes bolstered my suspicions.

I walked slowly, doing my best to keep my emotions under control. At least the acid in my mind that kept corroding my feelings could be quelled if I saw Kinn’s face. And maybe then I could figure out some way to cope with the pain.

Once I got into the room, everything was so quiet and dark that I couldn’t see a thing. “Why are the lights off?” 

I walked in and flicked the lights on out of habit. The room lit up to illuminate Kinn’s back. He stood there rigidly, facing the balcony.

“What are you doing?” I asked timidly. The atmosphere was so suffocating that I could feel it choking me. 

“Where have you been?” His voice was cold and stern as he clearly enunciated each syllable. My breath hitched in trepidation.

“On campus,” I said.

“I said, where have you been?” Kinn repeated, raising his voice. I looked down, not daring to even watch my lover’s back.

“I went to the university,” I answered in a neutral tone, trying to suppress the all-encompassing fear in my head.

“I’ll give you one more chance. Where have you been…with that fucker Vegas?” 

I bit my lip hard. Judging from his demeanor and the way he asked that first question, I could tell that Kinn already knew the answer.

“…You’ve been following me?”

“I had Phah follow you.” Kinn turned around to face me. Right now, I was terrified of him. I was scared that he might find out who it was I went to see—did Kinn know anything about my parents? I was afraid that all these problems I was being bombarded with would be too much for me to take.

“Where did you run off to with him?!” Kinn demanded.

“I… Didn’t Phah report to you?”

“If my new underling had the brains to catch up to that fucker Vegas, I wouldn’t be asking this question,” Kinn said, staring at me. Both of his hands curled into fists. “I warned you, didn’t I? That you can’t trust him!” Kinn banged his fists against the table loudly, fed up.

“I didn’t fucking do anything bad!” I yelled. Even though I tried to act unaffected, my voice quivered.

“What the hell were you doing, Porsche?! Whatever you need, whatever you want, I can always get it for you. Why are you doing this?!” Kinn swung at his desk, sending everything on it flying in different directions.

I breathed out hard. The mix of emotions inside me was so overwhelming that I was on the verge of collapsing. “I want the truth.”

“What truth?! You know it already—the Major Clan is planning to get rid of the Minor Clan. What else do you want?!” Kinn glared at me in fury, his eyes as wrathful as the day we met. He was full of uncompromising rage; I couldn’t find a trace of the usual affection he gave me.

“Have you ever told me what the fuck it is you’re doing, Kinn?! That’s why I have to do everything by myself!” I shouted in frustration as tears streamed down my face.

“I’ve explained everything to you! Are you aware of what you’re doing right now?! Are you seriously putting your trust in Vegas?!” Kinn fired back at me with no sign of backing down.

“Yes! Because I have no other choice!”

“And this bastard you’ve put your trust in… Do you know what he’s done? Do you know the fucked-up shit he’s done to you?!”




Chapter 44:
The Final Truth

 

“VEGAS…?” I ASKED, staring at Kinn. “How am I supposed to know when you never tell me anything?!” I spat out each word with all the resentment seething inside me. I lifted my head up to look at Kinn, but the tears in my eyes made everything blurry.

Kinn stepped forward to stand in front of me. “You want to know? You really want to know?!” 

“Go ahead and tell me!” I snarled. I tried to hold back my weakness, but just seeing Kinn’s face made all of the uncertainty come bubbling to the surface. I wanted him to just say it, no matter how much the truth would hurt. I’m giving in to you. I give in.

“I didn’t tell you because I was worried about how you’d feel, Porsche. I didn’t know if you could handle it. I don’t know if it’ll hurt you all over again…but if you won’t listen to me when I warn you to stay away from Vegas, I’ll tell you. Vegas was the one who drugged you at the hotel. He put you in the state I found you in! He’s a fucking scumbag!”

I was speechless. I didn’t know what to say. Did Kinn mean…the day I had sex with a man for the first time was Vegas’s doing? After all this time, why didn’t he tell me? Why did he leave me in the dark for so long?!

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I bit out. The memory of that terrible day came rushing back. I loved him so much now, but my first time with Kinn was not a pleasurable experience. There was only pain. It didn’t happen out of love, and it became a wound in my heart that took so long for me to forget…

“This pains me as much as it pains you, Porsche. I love you so much, so much that I could kill Vegas for drugging you… I was going to take care of everything, just for you…” Kinn stood still and raised his voice to intimidate me. “How can you trust him? Now do you see?!” 

“I never trusted him!” I shouted. “I…had no other choice.” I took a step back from Kinn and grabbed onto the side table to steady myself. What hurt more than learning the truth was seeing Kinn’s eyes change. I knew he was angry at me, but at a time like this, the last thing I needed was him taking it out on me like that.

“Then what are you doing?! Where did you go with him, huh?” Kinn took another step forward. I swept at whatever was on the table, and the bowl of bird’s nest soup that Kinn’s father insisted I eat fell to the floor and shattered.

“What the hell are all of you playing at?!” I shouted, and Kinn stopped in his tracks. He looked at the shattered bowl on the floor, his blazing eyes wavering.

“What are you talking about, Porsche…? Don’t move, you’ll cut yourself,” Kinn said, lowering his voice and raising his hand to stop me. He took a deep breath, like he was trying to get his emotions under control. Maybe he was starting to realize that he should consider my feelings too.

“What game is the Major Clan playing with me? Your father had a hand in my parents’ deaths, right?” I grabbed my wallet from my pocket, pulled out the photo of Mr. Korn holding me, and threw it at Kinn’s face.

Kinn silently bent down to pick up the photo, confusion clear on his face. “What is this?” he asked.

“I should be the one asking you. Why the fuck did the Major Clan want me as a bodyguard so badly? Tell me why, you fucking bastard! Not because I had the skills, not because I could protect you, but because of my parents, right?” I sank down to the floor, crying the tears I couldn’t hold back any longer. “Is there anything else I should know? Is there anything else, Kinn?!”

“Porsche… This child is you?”

“What the fuck is the Major Clan playing at?” I said through sobs. “How many times have you played me using my parents… Don’t touch me!” I immediately stood up when I saw Kinn approach me.

“Porsche, I don’t understand. I didn’t know.” Kinn’s softened voice didn’t make me feel any calmer.

“What the fuck are you playing at with me…and with my little brother…?”

“Porsche… I don’t understand. What do you mean?” 

I couldn’t bear to hear any more of it. I spun around and slammed the door open, heading straight for Kim’s room. I quickly wiped away my tears before I started banging on the door.

Bang! Bang!

“Porsche! What are you doing now?” Kinn followed after me, but I didn’t give a fuck about anything else.

“Who the fuck is banging so lou—” Kim came out looking annoyed, but his voice trailed off when he saw the state I was in. He looked over my shoulder at Kinn.

“Where’s my brother?” I asked Kim.

“Hia…what happened?” Porchay squeezed past Kim to get to me, staring at me worriedly. His eyes looked me over, and he stiffened when he saw how wrecked I was. 

“Come with me.” I tugged at Porchay’s wrist to take him out of this damned house.

“Chay…” Kinn called out to my brother as if asking for help.

“Hia, your feet are bleeding. Let me patch you up first,” Chay said, grabbing my hand.

“I’m fine. You have to come with me.” I refused to give up. I was determined to get my brother out of here.

“What’s going on, Kinn?” Kim asked, turning to his brother.

“I really didn’t know… Porsche, you can’t keep running away from the house when you’re angry. Wasn’t that what we agreed on?” Kinn came up behind me like he was trying to pull me into a hug, but I twisted away.

“Don’t touch me,” I said. “Chay, you have to come with me.” 

Chay glanced uneasily between me and Kinn.

“I’ll go with you, Hia. I’ll follow you anywhere. But let me patch you up first, please.” Porchay tightly gripped my hand. “Come inside. Kim, you go with P’Kinn first. I need some time with my brother.” Porchay pulled me into the room and nudged Kim out. I bit my lip when I saw how worried my little brother looked.

“Come get me if you need anything,” Kim said. “Kinn, come with me.” 

And then it was only us two left in the room. 

Chay pulled me to sit on the edge of the bed and went to get a first aid kit.

“Hia…does it hurt a lot?” Porchay sat on the floor and carefully took hold of my feet. They probably got cut on the shattered bowl when I wasn’t paying attention. I didn’t even feel it.

“I’m sorry, Porchay.” I bent down to look at my brother as my tears started flowing again. I’d promised myself I would be strong and set a good example for him, to be the one he could rely on. I told myself I would be everything he could ever need in this world, the last person standing by him no matter what happened. I wouldn’t ever let him feel like I was weak or that he had to go it alone.

But today…I couldn’t do it. I really couldn’t. I showed my weak side in front of the person I should’ve stayed strong for the most. It must’ve come as a shock for Porchay to see the man who always tried to be his guiding light break down and cry in front of him. He must have been quite shaken. 

But all of this was my fault, anyway. Since I got together with Kinn, that stalwart strength I had before had been cut in half. I knew it, but I loved Kinn so much—more than myself—and I’d pinned too many of my feelings on him. It’d been like this for a while now. Did I really have to turn into this sort of person because of love? I was so fucking stupid! 

I’m sorry, Porchay. Your brother is too weak…

“I’ll clean it for you, okay?” Porchay said, gently wiping the cuts with cotton swabs and saline.

“Chay, are you disappointed in me?” I tried to swallow my sobs. Tried to sound normal.

“What do I have to feel disappointed about?” Porchay looked up at me, then went back to cleaning my cuts.

“That you have to see me like this.”

“That’s it? You’re still my brother. You’re the one I love most in this world. You’re still the best big brother ever. You’ll always be my hero.” Chay looked up to smile at me. “Which band-aid do you want?” he asked, holding up two bandages. They were yellow and blue with bears on them. I ruffled his hair fondly, but I didn’t answer him. I could only stare at him in silence, wondering what I should do next…

“Let’s go with blue,” Chay said.

“Chay…do you love Kim very much?”

Once he was done patching me up, Porchay packed everything away, then sank down next to me. “Hmmm?”

“Well?” I stared at him evenly. “Do you love him?” 

“If I say yes, are you going to hit me?” he asked, grinning. 

I’d expected this. Porchay was basically stuck to Kim like glue; he was probably no different from the way I’d been when I let my heart lose itself to Kinn. I fell hard until I was in so deep that I couldn’t find a way out.

“What if the Major Clan…” I pursed my lips, unsure whether I should say it. “If they had something to do with Mom and Dad’s deaths, what would you do?” In the end, I chose to say it out loud—if there came a day when the both of us had to learn the whole truth, Porchay would be hurt just as badly.

Porchay stared back at me. “What do you mean, Hia?” 

“Just…what if?”

“If it’s like that… If the Major Clan was involved, how were they involved? Did they directly cause their deaths, or were they just witnesses?” Porchay asked, still staring at me.

“I don’t know.” I really don’t know. I don’t know anything.

“Then I’d consider how they were involved, what the reason was…and who was personally responsible. I probably wouldn’t lump everyone in the Major Clan together.”

“You wouldn’t be mad at Kim at all?” I asked.

“Back then, Kim would’ve been a kid. He was probably still sucking his thumb, Hia. If it was a matter between the adults, why should we have to lump everyone together?”

“You really love him, don’t you?”

“I wouldn’t forgive the one who killed our parents, but…I’d want to know the whole truth first.”

“How can you be so sure that Kim didn’t know?” I pressed.

“You were a kid back then, too, Hia. I was so young that I don’t know anything about the accident. P’Khun, P’Kinn, and Kim probably wouldn’t know either, right?” Chay said. “But if they knew all along, then I probably couldn’t trust anyone else here, and I’d want to ask why…”

I stayed silent and let Chay continue.

“But if it was the entire Major Clan that caused our parents’ deaths, then I wouldn’t have the heart to stay here, Hia.”

“And if all that meant you had to give up on Kim, could you do it?”

“Hia… You, Mom, and Dad…you’re everything to me. If the day comes for me to decide, I’ll never choose anyone else.” Chay smiled lightly, sliding his hand over to cover mine.

I squeezed his hand. “It’s the same for me. No matter how much I love someone, if he turns around and hurts my brother, or if he had something to do with our parents dying, I couldn’t be with him. I would never forgive him…” 

“I’ll always stand by you, Hia.” Porchay leaned in and rested his head on my shoulder. “I don’t know what you’ve been through, I don’t know what difficulties you’ve faced, but remember this: I’m ready to go up against the entire world if it means standing by your side.” 

“Chay… Should we go find the truth, then? About what really happened eight years ago?”

“Hia, what did you learn?” Porchay asked, looking up at me. 

I decided to tell him everything. Porchay was essentially a part of the Major Clan now. He had to carefully consider the connection between himself and the clan’s youngest son…

 

***

 

Porchay tugged at my hand before we left the room. “Hia, you have to promise to listen to an explanation from Kim and P’Kinn before you do anything.”

It was a good thing I still had my motorcycle keys on me. I’d already washed up and sorted myself out, preparing to leave this place with my brother. Just the two of us.

“Mm…” I held Chay’s hand tightly as we walked together, heading down to the first floor.

“Porsche. Porchay. Where are you going?” 

I startled a little, glancing at the clock. It was five a.m. I’d spent the night in that room with Porchay, and we’d made our decision. We chose to leave at a time we thought no one would see us. 

It was Pete, in his workout clothes—he’d probably gone for his usual morning run.

“You’re up early,” I said as he came over. 

“I’m always up this early. What about you?” Pete looked at us quizzically. “Where are you going?” 

“Oh…Chay’s hungry,” I lied. “I thought we’d go get something to eat.”

“I’ll come with,” Pete said. “The soy milk down the road is good stuff.”

“I’ll get some for you. Weren’t you going to go to the fitness room?” I said, trying to dodge him.

“But I…”

I decided to stop playing nice. “You can leave the house now? You’re not scared anymore?” 

“Oh yeah, I forgot.” Pete made a face like he really had forgotten. “But I’m hungry. Hurry back, okay? I want two soy milks and fried dough sticks.”

“Mm.” I hummed my acknowledgment and was about to turn around to step out the front door.

“Porsche…Porsche!” Pete called after me. “Whose Southern curry is that in the dining room?” 

Shit! Vegas asked me to give it to Pete, but I ended up leaving it on the table when I was talking to Mr. Korn. I completely forgot about it!

“Oh, I bought it,” I said, rubbing my face.

“Then why didn’t you put it in the fridge? I can see the coconut curry curdling,” Pete complained, frowning.

“Then eat it.”

“How the fuck am I supposed to eat it? It’s gone bad. And it had to be my favorite Southern curry, too… I might’ve had some if I saw it earlier. What a waste.” 

I waved goodbye to Pete and pulled Chay out of there. I didn’t feel too guilty about not doing what Vegas asked, though. Serves him right. I’ll be settling accounts with him later!

“And don’t forget my soy milk!” Pete shouted after us. 

I went to the garage and wheeled my bike out. The security ­attendant and bodyguards on duty gave us curious looks but opened the gates for me and Porchay anyway.

“Hia, aren’t we taking the car? It’s pretty far,” Porchay said as he swung his leg over the back of the bike. I put the helmet on his head and adjusted the straps.

“Haven’t we always managed to get there by ourselves?” I said. “Remember, we’ve only got each other. It’s always been just the two of us.” I helped Chay put on his windbreaker and started the bike.

I reached behind me to get Chay to hold onto my waist, making sure he’d be safe. The cold wind made him plaster himself against my back. This was going to be difficult, but I promised I’d get it over with as quickly as possible. I knew my brother was just as troubled over it as I was. Please bear with it just a little longer, Chay… After this, we’ll know what to do next.

I stopped at an outdoor market as the sky began to brighten. I ordered Chay to go buy a few things while I went to the ATM and withdrew a sum of cash.

“Hia…have a salapao to pad your stomach.” Porchay stuffed a small steamed dumpling into my mouth and handed me some water.

“Did you get everything?”

“Yeah.” Porchay nodded and held up the bags for me to see.

“Then let’s go. We’re not even halfway there.” 

Porchay went to throw out our trash, then jumped back onto the bike. We kept going, but even as the city faded away and we entered the mountains and forests, the tranquil greenery around us didn’t bring my heart any peace. 

I carefully rode my bike up the mountain road. It wasn’t too steep, but I couldn’t help worrying about my brother. I could feel his head drooping against my back. We hadn’t gotten any sleep last night, so the cool, fresh breeze must’ve made him drowsy. I stopped by the side of the road and got him to splash his face with some water.

“Hia…Kim called.” Porchay showed me his phone. There were over ten missed calls from his boyfriend.

“I turned off my phone before we left that house… Sorry, Porchay. But if you want to answer Kim’s calls, I won’t blame you.” I leaned against the kilometer marker and took a drag of a cigarette, blowing out the smoke.

“I won’t… It’s been over five hours since we left… Hia, things won’t turn out that badly, will they?” Porchay squatted down and nibbled at his salapao, which had long gone cold.

“If it does, I won’t be surprised. Life isn’t always beautiful. People’s hearts can be really terrifying… Maybe the two of us were just too naive,” I said, staring as far into the distance as my eyes could see. 

Maybe what I’d encountered was just an illusion. It’d seemed so perfect, so beautiful no matter where I looked—but everything I thought was safe might turn out to be the most dangerous of all.

“Hia, did you know that Kim always says that to me? That I’m too naive. He says I’d be a terrible businessman. I’m an open book. I can’t keep secrets if I have any, and I’m only ready to charge ahead.” Porchay laughed. “No competitor would be afraid of me.”

“He insulted you. I’m going to make him bleed from his mouth,” I grumbled.

“But he’s right. The two of us might be too naive, just like you said. Kim acts like he doesn’t care and he’s always slacking off, but did you know he knows everything about the company? He knows the competitors, the daily agendas… He’s actually smart as hell. No matter what the truth about our parents might be, I don’t think I’m worthy of Kim.” 

I looked at my brother sympathetically. He was probably really troubled by this, but the way he came out and said it meant he must have come to terms with what we needed to face.

“I didn’t want to destroy your love life, Chay,” I said.

“I know… In the end, that’s the truth I’ve got to accept, Hia. That I’m not worthy of Kim. I’ve thought about it for a while now. All this with our parents is just an important reason for me to give up on him faster. But if it’s really that bad when we find out the truth, I won’t regret the time I’ve spent. I might just be able to give up on Kim without feeling anything, Hia.” Chay sighed and dropped his salapao into the trash bag.

“You’ve grown up, Chay.”

“What I want to say is…I wasn’t worthy of Kim in the first place. So stop looking at me like you’re so guilty that I have to learn the truth.”

I couldn’t bring myself to say anything. My heart was breaking for Porchay. I hadn’t been paying enough attention to him lately. I didn’t know if he’d been happy or sad. I didn’t know what he’d been thinking about…

“I’m your little brother. I should be as strong as you!” Porchay stood up and pumped his fist into the air, turning to beam at me.

“Yeah… I promise to look after you, Chay.” 

I threw away the cigarette butt and ruffled Porchay’s hair. We brothers were in the same boat, but luckily, we still had each other. We’re going to hold on tight to each other, no matter what we have to face next.

I pressed on, bringing Porchay up the mountain to a certain place the two of us visited every year. It was quiet here, and peaceful. There weren’t any people, and it was far from the city. A place suited for eternal rest…

“This year Hia is rich, Dad, so the food is fancy,” Porchay said with a smile, laying out the duck he’d bought from the market along with several other dishes.

“Where’s the cloth?” I asked. Porchay handed me the cloth, which I laid in front of the two chedi containing their ashes.19 

“Mom, Hia and I got you a beautiful phuang malai this year, too.” Porchay placed the garland of flowers next to Mom and Dad’s photo, then used another piece of cloth to wipe the photo clean. I lit the incense sticks and passed him one.

“Hia and I are doing well. Are you doing well, Mom and Dad? Do I look more grown up? Hia says I’ve grown up… Dad, Mom, please don’t worry. I’ll look after Hia when he gets old. We’ll look after each other. Right, Hia?” 

I nodded and gazed at Mom and Dad’s photo. The color had started to fade, but the two of them were still so vivid in my memory…

Dad, Mom…I’m so tired, I thought. I just want to see you again—just once. 

I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. I’m weak, aren’t I? I was weak in front of my brother. I’m not a good big brother at all, right? I should be stronger. I should be protecting him. 

Will I be able to get him through this? Dad, Mom, please give me strength.

I opened my eyes and looked at my parents’ pictures. I stuck the incense stick in the pot before lightly running my finger over their name plates: Pongpat Kittisawasd. Sainamphueng Kittisawasd. 

I just wanted to see them one more time…just once. But I never would. 

Chay and I came here every year on the anniversary of their deaths, but for the last few years, it’d been whichever day we actually had the time to travel the distance. I kept some of their ashes at home to have them close by, and I kept the rest here, in this place only we knew. 

My parents had bought this piece of land to build a vacation home for us, a place to rest and relax, but when the unthinkable had happened, everything was sold off. I was helpless to do anything about it. I’d saved up some money to buy a small section from the new owner, who was kind enough to sell it to me at a price I could more or less afford, at least in installments. I wanted to use this place for rest, just like they intended. I wanted my parents to rest together in the place that they chose.

“Hiaaa!” Porchay called me over to the area behind the two chedi. “Do you remember this old well?” 

“Yeah.”

“There wasn’t any water last year, but there’s some down here this year. Hia, you said that when we were little, you brought me here to toss coins in, right?”

“Yeah. The magic well,” I said with a small smile. “I tricked you into believing that if you toss in a coin, the guardian spirit will appear to ask which coin was yours.” I thought back to the days we came here with our parents to look at the property. Chay was still a toddler back then, and he could barely talk, so I tricked him into getting me lots of coins to toss into the well. He went to Dad for the coins, but Dad wouldn’t give him any, so he grabbed Dad’s wallet and threw the whole thing into the well. He got punished for it, and I laughed at him—but in the end, I was punished for it too.

“And I believed you,” Chay said. “Isn’t that like the fable of ‘The Honest Woodcutter’?”

“Uh-huh. When you were young, you believed everything I said. If I said something was a bird then you’d believe it was a bird, and if I said it was a tree you’d believe that too.”

“Really? Anyone who believes you has to be really stupid,” Chay remarked. I gave his head a quick cuff, making him scrunch up his face. “Ow!” 

“…It’s like we’ve gone back in time. I can almost see you as a little toddler.” I took a deep breath, turning to look at him. “You were so attached to me.” 

“And what about now?”

“You’re attached to Kim,” I answered. He laughed and shook his head before rummaging around for something in his pocket.

“Here,” he said, offering me a coin.

I took the coin from him. “What?”

“I’m going to tell you that this well is a magic well. If you make a wish and toss in a coin, your wish will come true.” He pulled out another coin and held it tightly in his fist.

“What the hell? I’m not a kid.”

“Believe me, Hia. Just once. When I was young, I believed you!” He bumped his shoulder against mine.

“The hell are you going on about?”

“I wish for you to be the happiest, Hia,” he said. He tossed the coin in and turned to give me a nod. 

I stared at the coin in my hand. 

“Last year, you told me that when I was a kid, I made the wish to be as cool as you, because I wanted to be like you,” Chay said. “Then I tossed my coin in…right?” 

“Yeah.”

“I thought it’d be nice if I was even half as capable as you. Do you think I’m as cool as you now?” He grinned widely at me.

“You’re stronger than I thought, Porchay,” I said.

“If that’s what you think, then that means my wish came true.”

“I guess so.” I stared at the coin in my hand and made my decision. “I wish that this will all turn out to be a misunderstanding. I wish for Chay to grow up well, to always do his best. And I wish…for Kinn to be happy.” I tossed the coin in and let out a long sigh.

“Feel better? And now your wish will come true.” Chay snapped his fingers and stared into the well.

“Do you think the coins we threw in every year are still in there?” I asked, staring blankly at the water.

“They have to be. Even if we can’t see it, it doesn’t mean it’s not real. Like what we believe in. Our hopes, our wishes, the past…” 

I turned to look him in surprise. My little brother is all grown up. He really is.

“It’s like this well holds our life story—both our past and our hopes for the future. Our wishes are our hope, and the coins we’ve tossed in are the past. We let go of the past so we can have the hope to keep moving forward,” Chay said. “We don’t have to dig the coins up or wonder what color they are now. We just have to know that we’ve let them go and wish for a happier tomorrow.” 

I bit my lip and looked at Chay. His thoughts were mature beyond my expectations. We’d grown up without our parents, and that taught Porchay and me to stand on our own two feet. Today, I saw just how strong my little brother had become.

“Did you eat a philosophy book?” I teased, smiling.

“Is it working? Heh heh.” 

I gently pushed his head away. “Do you think Dad’s wallet is still in there?” I laughed, gazing into the well once again.

“It’s probably all rotted away by now,” Chay said.

That was when a familiar voice came from behind us. “Don’t you two brothers look happy?” 

Porchay and I stiffened before turning around to look at the newcomer. 

“Ooh, the food is really bougie this year. Of course, you went and became a bodyguard. Oh! Or was it—”

“Shut up!” I glared at him. I was still angry about all the things he’d done. Right now, not a single person around me could be trusted.

“Hah. Hey, after the incense burns out, dibs on the food,” he said casually.

“Did you eat and sleep in a gambling house, Uncle Thee?” said Porchay, looking fed up. “You look worse than ever.”

Uncle Thee squinted at us and smiled. “You expect me to look as well-groomed and well-fed as you two…? You called me here, so what do you want to know?” 

“Come with me. Let’s go talk over there.” I jerked my head toward the other side of the property, but Chay pulled a face.

“Just talk here. Didn’t you say you want me to know everything?” he said.

I sighed. When we talked last night, I promised I wouldn’t hide anything else from him. Porchay wanted me to tell him everything—he said he was grown up now and he wanted to share in my sorrows and my joys. He’d asked me to stop seeing him as a kid I needed to protect, since he wanted to be just as strong as me.

I’d called Uncle Thee and arranged to meet him here. He knew of this place long before the gambling addiction took over. He used to help my parents with a lot of things, but these days, he was barely a person. To be perfectly honest, ever since the mess with my house, I didn’t even want to count him as a member of my family—but I needed to know the truth about my parents. I didn’t have many choices, and none of them were trustworthy: Uncle Thee or Vegas…

“The photo you gave me,” I said.

“How much dough have you got?” he interrupted, all too knowingly.

“Fifty thousand baht,” I said evenly.

“Hah!” Uncle Thee made a face and crossed his arms. “I don’t believe for a second that you’ve only got that much.” He circled around us before coming to a stop next to the well, sitting down on the edge and eyeing us slyly.

“How much do you want?” I said through clenched teeth. I was repulsed by his greed. Did he even see us as his nephews anymore?

“Two hundred grand,” he said.

“I’ve only got one hundred.” I wouldn’t give in to his demands that easily—I knew that if it happened once, there’d be more to come. I stared at him. “That’s all I’ve got with me. Take it or leave it.” 

He thought for a moment, staring into my eyes, before sighing. “Fine. But only because you’re my nephew.” 

Yeah, right! More like because you’ve run out of cash… “Start talking,” I demanded.

Uncle Thee held out his hand, demanding the money. I closed my eyes to get my emotions under control, then pulled out the cash I withdrew earlier and handed it over.

“Let me check first.” He opened the white envelope and narrowed his eyes, leisurely counting the bills.

“Will you talk already?!” I spat, getting more irritated by the second.

“Fine, fine.” Uncle Thee quickly stuffed the envelope into his bag. “What do you want to know?” 

“Tell us everything,” I said.

“Hmm… All right, since Korn is playing dirty with me now. Said he’d keep sending me cash, but now he’s left me high and dry. Let him have a taste of his own medicine! That fucker.” 

I furrowed my brow, trying to piece everything together. “What do you mean?”

“Listen to me, my beloved nephews. My five-million-baht gambling debt was real. It was my bad luck that I changed casinos and went to try the Major Clan’s new place. I didn’t want to have anything to do with Korn, but what can I do? They said the new place was basically handing out credit…” 

“And?”

“He let me take out a huge loan. I thought he might’ve done it out of kindness, since we used to be related.” 

Chay and I looked at each other. Uncle Thee smiled lightly. He spoke as casually as if he were talking about the weather.

I was getting even more confused and anxious in a way I couldn’t quite explain. “Related? Keep talking.”

“Mmm… The more I played, the deeper in debt I sank. So I went to bargain with him. At first, I really was going to put up the house, but luckily, he promised to clear my debt if I helped him put on a big show to trick you and make sure you came under his care…”

 

[THE PAST]

“Have you been well?” The deep, authoritative voice echoed in the renowned casino’s hidden room. 

Fear sparked in the eyes of the scruffy middle-aged man when he saw the man sitting, legs crossed, on the sofa in the middle of the room he’d been invited to. “Sir,” he said hoarsely. 

“I thought we’d never see each other again,” the other man said casually as he picked up a cigar, his eyes never leaving his guest.

“Y-you said you wouldn’t do anything to me.”

“Yet you owe my casino a debt,” he said firmly. Thee started to panic, scared for his own safety. “You’ve been avoiding me this whole time. You kept running away. So why have you washed up in my territory?”

“I’ll pay you back…”

The man with the upper hand just kept smiling. “You? How can someone like you find a way to repay me?” 

“Then…what do you want?”

“Hmmm. I have an offer.”

Thee said nothing, distressed. He didn’t know what to do next.

“Return Porsche and Porchay to me,” the man said.

Thee froze for a moment, speechless. “You promised you’d never touch them again. Don’t you remember who you gave your word to?” Thee bit his lip hard.

“And I kept my promise… I’ve done everything for the one I loved.” He straightened up and lit another cigar, thinking of a certain someone.

“Then you can’t touch Porsche and Porchay,” Thee insisted.

“You can’t look after them. Not like I can. I’ve been keeping an eye on you… Return the two boys to me, no matter how you go about it, and I will look after them as should’ve been my right.”

“But that was her final request… Namphueng.” Thee bent his head when he thought of his sister-in-law’s last moments.

“And right now, you are in no condition to look after my nephews.”

 

[THE PRESENT]

I was stunned. My whole body went numb. J-just now, what did Uncle Thee say…?

“My mother…”

“Yes,” said Uncle Thee. “Your mother is Mr. Korn’s younger sister.”

My heart dropped, and my legs nearly gave out. My brain practically shut down, unable to process anything.

“No…” I bit my lip, my hands going cold and my entire body tensing. Next to me, Porchay slowly sank down to the ground.

“You don’t remember anything, do you, Porsche?” Uncle Thee’s voice changed, now full of pity.

“What about Aunt Dao? Wasn’t she related to Mom?” I tried to think of anything that would prove Uncle Thee’s statement false.

“Aunt Dao was just a friend of hers. She’s probably been ‘taken care of’ by now.”

“No… What am I supposed to do?” I felt a sharp, stabbing pain in my skull. I could barely control myself as my hands flew up to clutch my head, my body losing its balance.

“Ah! Mom! Mom!” Memories came rushing back to me. The ­image of Mom’s eyes as she stood watching Dad argue with someone… And there was a house. I couldn’t see it clearly; everything was blurry and so, so cramped.

“Hia!” Porchay rushed over to hug me as I collapsed with the agony of the memory.

“Porsche!” Uncle Thee exclaimed. “Is it coming back to you? Porsche!” 

“What’s wrong with him?! Hia?” 

Both of them wiped my face with water.

“Chay, your parents didn’t die in a car crash like the newspapers said,” Uncle Thee told Porchay. 

It was like my uncle and my brother were speaking a different language; I couldn’t understand them. The images weren’t making any sense. They were images I’d seen from a narrow slit, feeling so cramped. All those confusing images filled my head.

“Ah! Don’t! Dad!” I cried out.

“Your parents were killed,” Uncle Thee told Chay. “Your brother was there, but he was in shock for nearly a year—he had to be treated until he got better. After that, his memories of that time were gone, and Porsche believed that your parents died in an accident.”

“Then why have you never said anything?!” Chay demanded.

“You were a kid, Chay! You were a kid! Porsche…Uncle Thee is here.” 

Suddenly, I was hearing the Uncle Thee from my memory, right next to my ear and echoing in my head.

“I’m sorry I sent you into that hell again. It’s my fault. I had no choice. He had me threaten you with the title deed. Namphueng, I’m sorry…”

“Dad!” I exclaimed.

“Uncle, what are you saying?” Porchay asked softly, his voice shaking.

“The one who killed your parents was K—”

Bang! 

A gunshot rang out, making me jump with a terror I’d never felt before. My body started shaking on its own. For a second, a house became clear in my mind. I slowly raised my throbbing head, only to see Uncle Thee collapsing in a pool of blood. 

I lost it.

“Uncle!” I shouted with all the pain I felt. I somehow knew that I’d experienced this indescribable pain before. My heart broke into pieces, and my mind filled with a strange sense of déjà vu. 

As I glanced over and saw Porchay freezing up, my love and devotion for my little brother took over. I grabbed Porchay and pulled him into my arms, hugging him with everything I had. I wouldn’t ever lose anyone else, especially not my little brother.

“Porchay! Chay! I’m here. Porchay! Look at me!”

Bang! Bang! Bang! 

Gunshots kept firing back and forth. I didn’t even bother to look for where they were coming from, just pulled Porchay behind the chedi and hugged him tight.

“Porchay! I’m here, I’m right here.” I covered his ears with my hands so he wouldn’t have to hear the gunshots.

“Hia!” Porchay let out a sob and burrowed his face into my chest. Another memory abruptly surfaced in my mind: I was crying in a cramped space, my face pressed into someone’s chest.

I hugged Porchay through the excruciating pain. I felt like my heart had completely shattered.

“Porsche!” 

I couldn’t focus on what was happening around me. I was adrift and so terrifyingly empty inside, just like when I was…in that house.

“Porsche! It’s me, it’s me.” 

I heard a voice calling me out of my stupor. It was so familiar; the voice that had been my everything, like a light in the darkness…

“Kinn,” I called out to the person shaking me. He wrapped his arms around me and Porchay.

“I’m right here, Porsche. Don’t be afraid.” 

I didn’t know why, but I still yearned for his touch, even after everything. 

“Chay!” Kim called out to my brother as he pulled Porchay away.

“What’s the situation, Kim?” Kinn asked his brother.

“They’ve escaped,” Kim replied.

Nont and Phah came over to assist us, guns still in hand, and Kinn turned to them. “Take care of Uncle’s body,” he ordered.

“Why did you kill my uncle?!” I sobbed in a moment of weakness. With the weight of all these new revelations pressing heavily on my heart, I clung to Kinn and wailed at him, demanding answers.

Kinn hugged me back, tighter. “I didn’t do it, Porsche. I didn’t. Kim and I only came for you and Chay.” 

“Then who…?”

“I already called P’Chan to let him know. They’ll send people to cut them off. I was so worried about you.” Kinn pressed kisses to my forehead, hugging me close.

“I love you, Kinn.” I wasn’t sure what made me say those words. I loved him so much that I didn’t want to lose him, but the truth was so cruel…too cruel. I didn’t know what else to do.

At some point, Kinn brought me to his car. He drove with me sitting next to him and Porchay and Kim in the back seat. Phah and Nont were going to ride my bike back to the house. 

I abruptly realized that Kinn had only brought two bodyguards. He really must’ve only been planning to track down me and Porchay like he said.

“Kinn…can you take me somewhere?” The images in my mind weren’t too clear, but I really felt the need to go to this one place. 

Both Porchay and I sat in a daze, our hands held by Kim and Kinn. 

“Of course,” Kinn said as he gently patted my head. He gave my hand a reassuring squeeze.

The car ride was silent save for Chay’s sobs. I felt so hollow. Like I was trapped inside a pitch-black room with no way out. 

Along the way, I gave Kinn directions. The closer we got to our destination, the darker Kinn and Kim’s faces became.

“Porsche…you know this place?” Kinn asked.

I turned to stare at him.

“Don’t, Kinn. Don’t ruin the plan,” Kim said in a hurry. “Weren’t we going to round them up here tonight?” 

“Do you know what this place is?” I asked Kinn evenly.

“Agong’s old house,” Kinn said. “The Major Clan has warehouses in the back.” Tears welled up in my eyes; this meant that everything I learned from Uncle Thee today had to be the truth.

“Yes, Porsche,” added Kim. “Today, the Minor Clan will be moving stock from here behind our backs.” 

I couldn’t hold it in anymore. “This house…was my parents’ house.” I bit my lip and looked down, letting the tears flow out. The emotions I felt were beyond any words.

Kinn and Kim both looked shocked, but it was my lover who slowly asked, “What do you mean?” 

“Stay with Porchay. I want to go in alone,” I said, quickly getting out of the car. Kinn didn’t listen, and got up to follow behind me. 

I stopped in front of the gate and slowly, painfully approached the keypad. I entered the code that I suddenly remembered by heart: my mother’s birthday…

“Porsche, what is this?” Kinn watched in confusion as the gate slowly rolled open.

“Kinn, I need to be alone for a while. Just a little while,” I begged, staring at him steadily, not caring how weak and pathetic I looked.

“Okay. But you’ll have to tell me everything afterward, Porsche. You have to tell me what this is all about.” 

I nodded before turning around and walking inside. I had to stop in my tracks, though, when Kinn shouted after me: “Porsche! No matter what happens, I’ll be waiting for you right here! If you call for me, I’ll be there right away!” 

My heart squeezed painfully. Kinn, what do I do?

Just breathing in the scents inside the house made memories flood back to me—memories I’d kept locked away so deep I didn’t think they’d ever resurface. 

My brain had only remembered what it wanted to. My memories of that time were gone, replaced with fabricated lies to cover up the pain and suffering. 

I never questioned why I couldn’t remember anything about my parents’ funeral. I accepted what everyone around me said and believed that it was all an accident. Even this house—I hadn’t remembered anything about it, even though the garden over here was where Dad first taught me to ride a bike, even though Mom had cherished and closely guarded those plant beds full of white roses… I’d even forgotten the faint scribbles on the walls that I’d drawn for Porchay in colorful markers—Dad had tried to cover them up with a thin coat of white paint. 

I opened the door and went inside. Everything was exactly as it had looked before. It still seemed pristine, like it had been taken care of all this time, even…the shadow box with one of my Mom’s dried white roses that’d turned black. The handwritten note inside read “Forever enduring, our hearts in eternal love.” 

I hugged the shadow box to my chest and sobbed uncontrollably. “Mom… I miss you, Mom.” 

I stared at the black rose in its box, now wet with tears, before I took a deep breath and looked around the house. My heart skipped a beat when I saw something familiar, and the throbbing pain in my head came rushing back. My whole body trembled as I slowly stepped toward the wooden cupboard.

I let out another sob, my strength leaving me. I opened the cupboard doors as my heart hammered wildly in my chest. My body moved on its own, and I crawled inside, curling up in the darkness.

“Dad!” I reflexively cried out, sobbing. The air filled with a stifling pressure as memories, all too real, played out in my head.

“Don’t cry, son.” Uncle Thee covered my mouth with his hand.

“Mmmph!” I thrashed in his hold, but he hugged me tight.

“Do you two even have Father in your heart when you do these things?!” 

I watched everything through the slit between the cupboard doors. I saw Dad negotiating with a group of people.

“Hia, I told you that I’m through with the Theerapanyakul family,” he was saying. “I won’t ask for any of the shares. I just want to start my own business!” He looked like he wasn’t going to give in, completely unafraid of these people.

“But Namphueng belongs to the clan. You need to stay to help the company. And even if you strike out on your own, in the end, it will still be in conflict with the Theerapanyakul business!” It hurt to hear that familiar voice…the voice I trusted. I’d thought he was so fond of me.

“Hia. Hia, listen to me,” my dad said. “Namphueng and I have had enough of the company, enough of your father’s system. I’m being honest with you—I don’t want to be forced to do his bidding anymore. I just want to have my family and a business I can pass on to my children.”

“I already said you can’t! You both have to return to the company!”

“I won’t go back!”

“Pat! I’m ordering you to go back to the company and apologize to Father.”

“All the Theerapanyakuls are good at is forcing people. I’m asking you for real, Hia—aren’t you tired of having to do everything Father tells you to? And if you’re ordering Namphueng and me to go back to using the Theerapanyakul name, I refuse!”

“Pat!”

“I can’t help but wonder…is it Father, or is it you, Hia?” Dad asked defiantly, only to be shoved back down for it. He fell to the floor, then was yanked back up by a thick hand.

“What do you mean by that?!”

“Hia, you already know the answer…”

“Let’s get that motherfucker, Hia!” a third voice joined in. “What are we waiting for?!” 

“What answer?”

“Hia, you’re afraid I’d be your competition—why? Is it not because I’m better than you—? Oof!” A heavy punch struck my dad’s face. I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to scream.

“Pat, I was going to settle this with you peacefully!” The man was held back by his bodyguards for a brief moment, but soon he surged back to grab Dad’s shirt collar again.

“Hah!” Dad scoffed. “And Hia, don’t think I don’t know who you’re secretly in love with…”

“Pat!” 

My father’s defiance made the other man lose control. What angered me the most was that Dad didn’t have a single person to protect him…

“Why? Can’t bear to hear it? I’m better than the two of you—that’s why you won’t let me and my family go! What are you so afraid of? If you two hadn’t ganged up and taken me by surprise, do you think I’d ever give in? Huh?!”

“I’m telling you, Pat, all you’re good for is leeching off of my clan!”

“Who’s leeching off of who?! The Theerapanyakuls who want to be the Major Clan so badly that they’d borrow my father’s hands to get rid of them?!”

“The fuck are you talking about, huh?!” More punches landed on my dad’s face, again and again.

“Your damned family only raised you to kill each other! Father killed his own older brother for power—haven’t you ever thought about it, Kant? That in the future, your older brother will kill you?”

“Father never raised us to kill each other!”

“Uncle’s here, son. Don’t cry, don’t cry,” Uncle Thee whispered to me, shaking just as badly as me as he tried to cover my eyes and my mouth.

“Just wait and see! And don’t think I don’t know that you’re secretly in love with my w—”

“You know too much, you bastard!”

Bang!

I startled badly, blindly pushing the cupboard doors open and gasping in a deep breath. I crouched face down on the floor and punched the porcelain tiles. Why had I never been able to remember before? This entire time, why couldn’t I remember anything?

“Porsche!” Kinn burst through the door and rushed over to me. 

I barely had any strength left to push myself up. I was so out of it that I didn’t even register who else had entered the house.

“Porsche…are you all right, son?” 

The voice that came straight out of my memories now stood right in front of me, making me look up from the floor.

I couldn’t speak. I had no idea what kind of look I was giving him. I really didn’t know.

“Chan said you came here,” he said. “It’s nearly time. Kinn and Kim, if you don’t want Porsche and Porchay to be in danger, take them back quickly. Go on, son.” Mr. Korn gently stroked my hair and used his thumb to wipe away my tears. I buried my feelings deep inside before pushing myself out of Kinn’s arms and slowly rising from the floor.

“Father, what are you doing with the Minor Clan?” I asked, schooling my expression to a neutral one.

“Oh! Kinn still hasn’t told you?” Mr. Korn turned to Kinn, unperturbed. I looked behind them to see a number of bodyguards standing at attention. I was just like Dad, I thought; completely surrounded.

“Porsche, you good?” Pete asked in concern from where he stood behind P’Chan.

I didn’t answer Pete. Instead, my eyes darted back to Mr. Korn. “So, what are you going to do with the Minor Clan, Father?”

“The Minor Clan betrayed us. They took our secrets and sided with our competitors. I will be catching them in the act today.”

“Does that entail wiping them out?” I said, my voice hollow. For a second, I saw Pete frown.

Mr. Korn stilled, looking more solemn than before. “We must do whatever we can do to ensure the clan’s survival, Porsche.” 

Maybe I should have been afraid of that intimidating expression. But I wasn’t at all. It just made me want to defy him all the more.

“The Minor Clan’s boss is your little brother, Father,” I said. “Were you raised to kill each other?” 

Those kind, gentle eyes suddenly turned cold. Hah. Funny, huh?

“Porsche! What is wrong with you?” Mr. Korn said. “Kinn, I think you should take Porsche home now.” 

“Answer me, Father,” I pressed him. “Are you going to deal with the Minor Clan because they sided with your competitors? Or…because they were getting too strong?”

“Porsche, I think we should go.” Kinn tugged on my arm, glancing at his father nervously.

Mr. Korn chuckled. “Your eyes look just like—” 

Before Mr. Korn could finish, he was interrupted.

“Father!” Tankhun sashayed in, his face scrunched up in displeasure.

Mr. Korn spun around in surprise. “Why are you here?!” 

“Everyone left me all alone at home!” Tankhun whined. “I’m scared of ghosts!” 

“Pol was with you.”

“Well, I was watching ghost movies with Pol, and Pol is as ugly as a ghost! Brrrr, I get the shivers every time I turn around and look at his face!” Tankhun collapsed dramatically onto the sofa, completely indifferent to the tension in the room. “I want to be around lots of people, what’s wrong with that?” 

“Shit, Pol! I told you not to let the young master out!” Pete hissed, but Pol could only clasp his palms together in an apologetic wai.

“Father!” Kim yelled from the front door, followed by Porchay running inside to hug me.

“What is it now?”

“The Minor Clan caught wind of our plan. They’ve blocked us off in the front and back,” Kim said in a rush before quickly composing himself. The bodyguards began to move, getting ready to protect their master.

Pete spoke into his handheld radio for a moment before turning to Mr. Korn. “Sir, the Minor Clan entered from the back. They’ve disabled the gate system. Arm is working on getting it open so we can move our weapons in.”

“Kinn, Kim, get ready. Khun, go find a place to hide,” Mr. Korn ordered his sons. I stood still, hugging Porchay.

“If anything happens, go up to the second floor,” I whispered into Porchay’s ear. “There’s a storage space under the stairs going up to the third floor. Hide there.”

“Shit! They’ve got the house surrounded,” another bodyguard shouted. “We need to get outside. There’s more of our men by the warehouses!” The next moment, gunshots rang out, forcing us to drop to the floor. I pushed Porchay toward the stairs before anyone could notice.

“Hia, take care of yourself,” Porchay whispered to me. I nodded.

“Porsche, find cover!” Kinn cried out, pulling me toward him. 

The Minor Clan’s men burst into the house. Kinn shielded me with his body, holding me tight with one hand and wielding his gun in the other as he fired back at them again and again.

We were surrounded. They herded us out toward the backyard, where a large warehouse stood next to the river. The Major Clan bodyguards returned fire, fiercely trying to hold out against the Minor Clan. 

I didn’t know what to do. Kinn was trying to protect me, but the things I’d remembered were unforgivable.

Bang! Bang! Bang! Gunshots continued to ring out. Kinn dragged me along with him as we dodged the hail of bullets. The late afternoon sky was painted a dark indigo, with no sunlight to be seen through the clouds.

Just as we all broke through the blockade, raindrops began to fall from the sky. Mr. Korn, his sons, and their men abruptly stopped in their tracks.

I lifted my head to look at the mob in front of me. The Minor Clan had herded us toward where their men were gathered, weapons at the ready, all standing in rows as they faced off against the half of the Major Clan who’d made it through.

“Hey, how’s it going, Major Clan? Running with your tails between your legs, huh?” came the deep voice of the Minor Clan’s leader. Men stood aside to let him pass as he confidently sauntered forward. His eldest son followed behind him, bloodlust glinting in his eyes.

“Hey…” Mr. Korn pushed the bodyguards shielding him out of his way and smiled icily at his younger brother, looking colder than I’d ever seen him.

“Hia, you really can’t use any other method?” Mr. Kant taunted his older brother. “Backstabbing and taking us by surprise… You really should stop. It’s gotten old now, just like you. Hah.”

“And what about you? You must think you’re so smart,” Mr. Korn said as he reached into his pocket for a cigar and lit it.

“At least I’m not stupid enough to be so predictable,” Mr. Kant retorted.

“And how is your plan going?” Mr. Korn took a puff and exhaled, perfectly placid. “The one where you were going to side with Mr. Joseph to take over the Theerapanyakul parent company?” 

I’d only just found out that the Minor Clan was ambitious enough to side with the Major Clan’s competitor. From what I knew from working with Kinn, Mr. Joseph was a business rival based in Russia. They’d come to negotiate with the Major Clan many times, inviting the Theerapanyakul family to join them as a subsidiary so that they could expand their reach into other countries.

“Hah… Actually, we can talk this out, Hia,” Mr. Kant said. “The payout we’ll get from Mr. Joseph’s company is enough for us to live comfortably for the rest of our lives.”

Mr. Korn tapped his cigar. “Really? How much did they offer you?” 

“More than what I get from the family, that’s for sure.”

“Hmmm…”

“Don’t tell me that you’re so delusional that you think the Theerapanyakuls can expand internationally on their own without going through anyone else,” Mr. Kant jeered at his brother. His voice was giving me a headache. His cadence and tone… It was like I was back inside that cupboard.

“Let’s get that motherfucker, Hia! What are we waiting for?!” 

Mr. Kant’s voice…

“Porsche, are you all right?” Kinn asked, squeezing my hand. I hadn’t realized I was glaring at Mr. Kant.

“If you don’t have me in your heart, then at least think of Father,” Mr. Korn said.

“Hia, you should stop believing everything Father told us. The family doesn’t have to continue forever. Oh, but of course, why shouldn’t you think it does? All of the family’s hopes are pinned on you, the Major Clan.”

“Kant!” Mr. Korn shouted, discarding his cigar and grinding it into the dirt with his shoe.

Mr. Kant smiled when Mr. Korn started to lose his composure, unable to hide his anger anymore. “Hia, don’t you remember how it felt when we were the Minor Clan?!” 

“We…were the Minor Clan?” whispered Tankhun.

Mr. Korn furrowed his brow. “What do you want?” 

“Hia, you know just as well as I do how bitter it is to be the Minor Clan! Everything is under the Major Clan’s absolute ownership. We work just as hard for a fraction of the power. Having to operate strictly under the Major Clan’s purview… Enough is enough! Let’s stop this fucked-up system. Let’s sell everything and split the profits, Hia.” Mr. Kant was clearly feeling the pressure, even though he tried to cover it up with his brazen words. He wiped at his face tiredly, and as he looked up, his eyes met mine.

“Heh… Does he know?” he asked, eyeing me.

Mr. Korn glanced at me before turning back to Mr. Kant. “This is between you and me,” he said.

“If Namphueng were still here…” 

My heart dropped when I heard Mom’s name. In that very moment, Mr. Korn pulled out his gun and aimed it at Mr. Kant.

“Kant!”

Bang! Chaos erupted as a gunfight broke out. Arm must’ve cracked the gate system—the Major Clan’s men rushed in from the front and back gates, fully armed. 

I could only stand there in shock, my mind blank, until I caught sight of Vegas firing his gun and swinging his fists not too far from me. I suddenly remembered what Kinn had told me—I ran up and caught him in a headlock, striking him with my knee.

“Vegas!”

He looked up at me and swung at my face. “Porsche!” 

“What the fuck did you do to me?!” I shouted as we traded kicks and punches.

“Which time?!” 

The coppery tang of blood filled my mouth, but I didn’t feel any pain. Gunshots and screams echoed around us.

“What the fuck did you drug me with?!” I yanked at his shirt collar and he yanked at mine. His eyebrow and lip were busted, but he kept fighting back.

“Sorry!” Vegas shouted as we grappled with each other, inching toward the wall. “Khet’s dead! The Major Clan got to him this morning!” 

I rolled and dodged. Both of us tried to find an opening to hit each other as we struggled to converse at the same time.

“The Major Clan?”

“Yes! I finally know how you’re connected to the Major Clan, Porsche,” Vegas said, catching my arms and pinning me against the wall. 

Kinn came out of nowhere and kicked Vegas, forcing him to release me. As I caught my breath, I tried to figure out what else the Major Clan could be hiding.

Kinn stomped on Vegas, but Vegas used the opportunity to twist Kinn’s ankle, making him tumble. They tore into each other, no holds barred. Vegas hauled Kinn up from the ground and rammed him into the wall. 

I couldn’t stand seeing Kinn get hurt anymore. Although my heart was confused, my body moved on its own, stepping forward to help Kinn. Kinn whipped out his gun and pointed it at Vegas’s face. 

Vegas froze. So did I, watching them anxiously. I didn’t give a shit about Vegas, but my head was killing me. Who was I supposed to help…? 

Vegas laughed. “You’re always one step ahead of me, P’Kinn.”

“Don’t call me your phi,” Kinn hissed. “You’re no relative of mine.”

“If you’re going to kill me, can I ask you for one last thing?”

“Save it for the devil in hell!” Kinn shouted, his finger twitching at the trigger. I bit my lip. I didn’t care about Vegas, but Pete…

Smack! Vegas went flying to the side, rolling and coming to a stop as Pete pounced on him and swung at his face. Kinn lowered his gun and sighed. It looked like Pete was attacking Vegas, but I could tell he was actually helping him. I knew that Kinn could see through it, too.

“Take this,” Kinn said as he handed his gun to me. “Try to stay out of the line of fire if you can.”

I took it with mixed feelings. I didn’t know how I was going to use this gun… To protect the one I loved, or to protect myself?

I looked around at the grounds as bloodshed took over. Vegas and Pete still grappled on the grass. Pete threw punch after punch at Vegas, who didn’t seem to be fighting back, only defending himself. Vegas gazed longingly at Pete, but he did try to get back up, occasionally shooting a worried glance at Mr. Kant. 

Kim had managed to shoot down quite a few Minor Clan men, while Tankhun stood behind Pol with a gun in each hand. He fired randomly, hitting the trees and the roof as Arm assisted them nearby.

Kinn strode through the fray, killing everyone in his path. His target was clear. He was going to kill Mr. Kant himself…

I glanced at Mr. Korn where he stood surrounded by bodyguards and P’Chan, who wasn’t letting anyone get close to his boss. I had to admit that P’Chan was incredible, wielding a gun in one hand and a knife in the other to mercilessly kill anyone who dared to get close without even breaking a sweat.

“Why! Can’t bear to hear it? I’m better than the two of you—that’s why you won’t let me and my family go! What are you so afraid of? If you two hadn’t ganged up and taken me by surprise, do you think I’d ever give in? Huh?!”

“I’m telling you, Pat, all you’re good for is leeching off of my clan!”

“Who’s leeching off of who?! The Theerapanyakuls who want to be the Major Clan so badly that they’d borrow my father’s hands to get rid of them?!”

Those memories kept playing in my head. The tone of his voice, his features—I might not have seen it clearly, but I knew this was the man from my memories…

Bang! The sound of gunfire made me flinch over and over again. The more shots rang out, the clearer the muzzle pointing at my dad became in my mind. Confusion bled into a burning desire for revenge. 

He killed Dad. Because of him, me and my little brother had to grow up all alone. He lied to me. He tricked me. He knew what Kinn and I were this entire time, and yet why did he…? 

What does he want?

He took away my entire world back then, and he still wanted to take away this one. What did he want from me? 

It was because of him that I’d lost everything.

Dazed, I walked right into the line of fire. The Minor Clan tried to attack me, and the Major Clan’s men covered me the entire way, not realizing who I was walking toward.

“Porsche?” 

Of course, I could get right next to Mr. Korn. They trusted me—I’d always been on their side.

“Everybody back off,” I said as I faced Mr. Korn amid the panic and confusion from his bodyguards. 

Mr. Korn looked back at me, his expression unreadable.

“Shit, Porsche!” 

As soon as I aimed my gun at Mr. Korn’s forehead, the bodyguards turned their guns on me. Everyone stopped to stare at me in confusion, even Kinn, who was trying to get to Mr. Kant, and Vegas, who had run over to protect his father.

“Porsche! Put the gun down!” P’Chan shouted.

“Porsche! What are you doing?!” Pol and Arm cried out as they came up behind me. Even Pete stared at me in shock from where he stood behind Vegas.

“Why did you kill my dad?” I demanded, my voice shaking with all the anguish in my heart. Nothing I’d experienced in the Major Clan’s house was real…

“Porsche…” Kinn slowly took a step toward me, staring at me in disbelief.

“Hah!” Mr. Kant scoffed as he wiped the blood from his mouth, moving closer to me and Mr. Korn. “You tried so hard to hide it, even threatened me not to tell anyone else. In the end, you still can’t hide from your sins.” Kim pointed his gun at him, making him smile and halt his approach.

“Porsche, I think you’ve misunderstood something,” Mr. Korn said.

“Porsche, put the gun down!” P’Chan shouted again.

“Porsche, put it down. Everybody stop aiming at Porsche!” Tankhun came up to stand next to me, but no one listened to him.

“My mom was your little sister… Were you not going to say a word about it to me?” I bit out each word with difficulty. With every syllable, Kinn’s eyes widened and brimmed with tears as he stared at me in dismay.

“Father…what is this?” Tankhun and Kim didn’t look any better off than Kinn.

“Yes…Namphueng was my younger sister,” Mr. Korn said. 

I tightened my grip on my gun, my tears welling up and overflowing. Tankhun turned to Kim and Kinn with a pitying look. Kinn slowly sank to the ground; his bodyguards rushed over to hold him up.

“Chay…” Kim bit his lip and lowered his gun. Nont tried to hold him back as he angrily punched the wall. 

“Namphueng…” Mr. Kant had seemed so indifferent up until now, but when he heard my mother’s name, it was like he went into a trance. 

“Namphueng was my sweet little sister,” Mr. Korn said, staring into the distance. “We grew up together, the four of us. The moment Namphueng came to us, our rigid household was filled with life.” 

“A tiny little child, but always so outspoken,” Mr. Kant whispered, sorrow filling his eyes. “Never afraid of anything. Always adventurous, always coming back home with scrapes.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?!” Kinn yelled at his father, his eyes flashing. Then he turned to me. “Porsche…I’m sorry. What am I supposed to do?” 

“Kinn…” I bit my lip. I was just as torn up as he was.

“Us Theerapanyakuls, we loved Namphueng. Your Agong and Ama favored her because she was so well-behaved, not like us good-for-nothing brothers. She was the apple of their eye. Agong loved her even more than us, his real children.”

We all stared at him.

“You mean…?” I had to be sure.

“Namphueng was adopted by my parents… My mother wanted another girl, so we adopted her from the orphanage.” 

Kinn and Kim let out a sigh. Kinn wiped at his face like he was relieved, but I felt nothing at all.

“Why didn’t you tell me anything?” I demanded.

“I wanted to look after you, Porsche,” Mr. Korn said, “and I knew from Thee how stubborn you were. You didn’t seem to remember me, and I just didn’t know how to tell you. I didn’t know what to do, but I knew I needed to look after you the way you deserved: as the child of someone we dearly loved.”

“Hah! More like you wanted to atone for your sins,” Mr. Kant said bitterly.

I straightened my arms, adjusting my aim on Mr. Korn. “If you say you meant well…then why did you kill my dad?” 

“I didn’t do it,” Mr. Korn said, his gaze firm.

“Hah. It’s gotten to this point, Hia—just tell them the truth,” Mr. Kant chimed in.

“Shut up, Kant. Do you feel any remorse at all?” Mr. Korn snapped at his brother. “I did everything. I covered it up so it’d look like Pat and Namphueng died in an accident. I did it for you! I’ve always protected you, Kant, and look how you repay me! When will you stop trying to destroy our clan?!” 

Mr. Kant’s brow furrowed. “What the hell are you rambling about?!” he shouted. “You paid off all the newspapers with a huge wad of cash to wash away your own guilt!” 

“When will you admit it?” Mr. Korn raised his voice even further. “You hated Pat! You hated him so much. You know exactly why!” 

“Yes, I hated him! Because he stole Namphueng from me! Is that what you want to hear? I loved her! I used to be Namphueng’s everything, but the moment Pat came into the picture, I was nothing!” 

I was more and more perplexed. How was I supposed to feel about this entire fucking mess?! I couldn’t handle any more revelations.

“It was your lifelong jealousy that led you to this!” Mr. Korn yelled.

“But I didn’t kill Pat! Korn, you know exactly what happened that day!”

“Your damned family only raised you to kill each other!” Pat said. “Father killed his own older brother for power—haven’t you ever thought about it, Kant? That in the future, your older brother will kill you?” 

His temper flaring, Kant wound up to punch Pat, but Korn held him back. Kant had never seen his older brother so angry. Usually, Korn dealt with his victims calmly and decisively.

“Father never raised us to kill each other!” Korn exclaimed as he swung at Pat again and again. 

No matter how much he hated Pat, Kant couldn’t help but feel for Namphueng; their beloved sister would be heartbroken if she saw this.

Pat stared at Korn and Kant in challenge. “Just wait and see! And don’t think I don’t know that you’re secretly in love with my w—” 

But before Kant could do anything, Korn pulled out his gun and shot Pat with a fury beyond even Kant’s expectations.

“You know too much, you bastard!” 

Bang!

“Hia, you had to kill him? It had to come to this?” Kant said in disbelief as he stared at Pat’s body, stunned.

“He deserved it, that fucker!”

“And how will Namphueng feel?!”

“Hia! Phi! No!” 

Kant immediately ran over to hold Namphueng up as she collapsed to the floor.

“Take Namphueng home! And bring Porsche and Porchay too!” Korn gave his ultimatum. 

The bodyguards dragged Namphueng and a very young Porchay away from the house. But that day…they couldn’t find any trace of Porsche.

I remembered everything. The more Mr. Kant spoke, the more my fingers itched to blow Mr. Korn’s brains out.

“You’re good at making up stories, Kant. Will you ever feel any ­remorse? You think I’d pull out my gun to kill someone that easily? I’m not you, the man who orders hits on anyone at the slightest provocation. How many men have you killed?” Mr. Korn smiled, then shook his head slightly and sighed. “Listen to me, Porsche. You know me. We’ve lived in the same house. You’ve seen the kind of person Kant is. I’ll admit I was mad at your father, but I didn’t do it.”

“Your damned family only raised you to kill each other! Father killed his own older brother for power—haven’t you ever thought about it, Kant? That in the future, your older brother will kill you?” 

Hearing Pat’s words of disrespect toward the family he’d devoted everything to, Korn couldn’t contain himself any longer. He stepped in and swung at his own brother-in-law just to teach him a lesson. In the days since Pat and Namphueng withdrew from the company, everything had devolved into a fucking mess. It had even caused his father’s illness to worsen.

“Father never raised us to kill each other!” Korn exclaimed as he swung at Pat’s face again and again. 

Ever since she met Pat, Namphueng had only grown more distant from their family.

Pat stared at Korn and Kant in challenge. “Just wait and see! And don’t think I don’t know that you’re secretly in love with my w—” 

“You know too much, you bastard!” Korn drew back to punch Pat again, but Kant suddenly took aim and shot Pat, catching everyone off guard.

Bang! 

It all happened so fast. No one had anticipated it; no one could stop him in time. Korn was stunned by the scene unfolding before his eyes, his mind racing as he thought of what he would have to do now.

“Kant, what have you done?!” Korn shouted at Kant.

“He deserved it, that fucker!”

“And how would Namphueng feel?!”

“Hia! Phi! No!”

“Take Namphueng home! And bring Porsche and Porchay too!” Kant shouted orders to their bodyguards.

The look in Mr. Korn’s eyes and the firmness of his voice made me slacken my grip on my gun without even realizing. I didn’t know who to believe.

“I’m sorry I had to suppress the media,” Mr. Korn said. “I’m sorry you and Porchay grew up with such hardship for so long… I had to keep my promise to Namphueng.”

“How…how could you?” Mr. Kant said bitterly. “How could you lie to her son, Korn? Did you know that the things you did to Namphueng…are the reason why I’ve been planning this all these years?!” He bent his head, his shoulders shaking. 

Vegas looked at his father from a distance, but no matter how worried he seemed, he chose not to come any closer. 

“I can’t love anyone else in this life… You destroyed my heart, but I still had to play nice with you for over ten years, Korn!”

“You did this to yourself!” said Mr. Korn. “If you didn’t have such disgusting thoughts toward Namphueng, she never would have killed herself!”

A week after Pat’s death, Namphueng was locked up in the Major Clan house. The room had no windows and no way to escape. Only emptiness, like the heart of the woman inside as she hugged her little boy close and cried, tears nearly turning to blood.

Kant came in with a food tray, demanding the same thing he did every day. “Give me Porchay! I’ll take him to the nanny outside.”

“No! I’ll never let you touch my son!”

“Why do you have to speak to your hia that way?” Kant sat down at the end of the bed. 

Namphueng immediately scooted back against the wall. “Please, just let me and my son go,” she sobbed.

“I’m still tracking Thee down so we can bring Porsche back here as soon as possible.”

“Hia Korn… Where is he? I want to see him,” Namphueng said through her tears. 

Kant only grew more agitated. “Why do you have to keep asking about him?”

“Why…? Get out of my room, Kant! You’re disgusting!” Namphueng raised her voice, fear in her eyes as Kant stood up and advanced toward her.

“Disgusting?”

“Get out, Kant! I hate you! Don’t! Don’t take my son!” Namphueng tried to hold on to Porchay, but Kant managed to pull the child out of her arms. “Give me my son! Don’t take my son!”

Mr. Kant seemed to be caught up in his own thoughts for a moment. “No… That’s not… Namphueng called for me! She didn’t hate me, because I’d never hurt her, but she hated you!” Tears slowly slid down his face. He looked devastated.

“Stop lying to yourself, Kant,” Mr. Korn said. “You separated a mother from her child. You loved Namphueng so much that your own wife died of a broken heart!” 

I bit my lip and turned the gun from Mr. Korn to Mr. Kant. In my memories, I only saw a hand; my senses were too blurred from my grief to remember a face. Nothing was clear except the image of my dad falling to the ground.

“Yes… I loved Namphueng so much. I couldn’t forget her. I felt sorry for her—sorry for everything you did to her! You destroyed my heart! You raped Namphueng, and that’s why your own wife couldn’t stand you!” Mr. Kant shouted back despondently. “You’re the reason why I became what I am! I had to hate you because of what you did!”

“It was your disgusting nature, Kant. After you separated Porchay from Namphueng, you…”

Kant handed Porchay to the nanny and came back, staring resentfully at Namphueng.

“Give me my son!” Namphueng screamed.

“Are you really so disgusted? I’m your hia.” Kant smiled, taking a step toward Namphueng. His eyes roamed over her as he began to unbutton his shirt.

“Get out! You’re not even human! You’re scum. Get out… One day, your entire damned family will come crashing down around you for what you’ve done to my family!” Namphueng cursed, throwing things at him. 

“That damned family you’re talking about…is your family too.” Kant crawled onto the bed, grabbing Namphueng’s ankle.

“I refuse to count you as my blood! Get out!” Namphueng thrashed against his hold, trying to free herself.

“Then I’ll make it so that we are… At least our child will be of Theerapanyakul blood,” Kant said as he climbed on top of Namphueng, heedless of the woman struggling beneath him. 

No matter how much she screamed, she couldn’t stop his cruel actions.

“Mom…” I was stunned by what Mr. Korn told us. My heart kept breaking over and over. My hands trembled; I could barely control myself. 

Kinn looked at me sadly. He tried to get close to hold me, but I kept my gun pointed in front of me. I wanted to shoot Kant dead right now. I wanted to kill this entire family.

“Hia,” Porchay called from behind me. I glanced back at my little brother to see tears streaking his face. He must’ve heard everything. As Porchay came closer, Mr. Kant stared at him in shock.

“Namphueng.” Mr. Kant softly called my mother’s name. “Namphueng!” He tried to dive toward Porchay, but both Kim and I had our guns aimed at him.

“Don’t touch my brother!” I yelled.

“Namphueng, I’m sorry,” Mr. Kant groveled, sinking to the ground.

“Namphueng would never forgive you, Kant,” Mr. Korn scoffed, looking at his own brother in disgust.

“I’m sorry… I couldn’t protect you at all. I’m sorry…but I kept the promise I made to you,” Mr. Kant rambled, kneeling.

“It was her last request before she killed herself—because of you!”

Korn came to find Namphueng. The state she was in made his heart ache for her. She was curled up in the corner, bruised and scared.

“Namphueng?”

“Get out! Get out!” Namphueng squeezed her eyes shut, waving her arms around to hit anyone who came close.

“It’s your hia. Look at me… It’s me.” 

Namphueng stilled. She looked up at Korn, then threw herself into his arms.

“Hia… Hia, help me!”

Korn hugged Namphueng. “I’m here, Namphueng… Hia is right here.” 

“Hia, please help me and my son,” Namphueng cried.

Korn held Namphueng’s face in his hands and ran his finger over the bruises. “Tonight, I’m bringing my men to save you from this place,” he promised.

“I can’t leave, Hia. You know he’ll do anything… Hia, you have to take Porchay. Take Porchay away and give him to P’Thee,” Namphueng begged.

“But I can take you away from here, Namphueng,” Korn insisted.

“If I go with my son, he won’t be safe. That man will hunt me down, and he won’t stop. Hia, you know what he’s like…” 

Korn stilled, staring at Namphueng. “What would you have me do?”

“Hia…promise me that the Theerapanyakul family will not touch my children ever again. That they will never go near Porsche and Porchay. Can you promise me that, Hia? That includes you… Whatever happens, you have to let them go. Don’t let them get involved with the Theerapanyakul name ever again.” 

Korn bit his lip at having to see this woman he loved suffer so much. He nodded.

“And I’ll trouble you to give him this letter, Hia…”

“Once Porsche and Porchay are safe, I’ll come back to get you, Namphueng.”

“But Namphueng chose to protect Porsche and Porchay by taking her own life, just so it would all be over,” Mr. Korn said, staring at me with pity in his eyes.

“I kept that promise, Korn. I didn’t even think to look for Porsche and Porchay. Not until I heard from your own lips that you broke your promise and brought them into your home. And you even…” Mr. Kant looked between us with a complicated expression.

“I had no choice! I couldn’t stand to see Thee raise my nephews in squalor any longer!” Mr. Korn said. “I wanted them to be happy. I wanted to atone for the vile things you did to her.”

“No… No… You wanted everything that was Namphueng’s. You wanted Namphueng to be a part of your life again—otherwise someone like you would never accept Kinn and Kim being like that!” Mr. Kant countered.

Realizing something, I turned to look at Mr. Korn in uncertainty.

“Enough, Kant!” Mr. Korn shouted.

“Namphueng! I’m sorry… Hia is so sorry.” Mr. Kant pushed himself up from the ground, snatched a gun from a bodyguard next to him, and pointed it at Mr. Korn—but P’Chan was faster. He grabbed Mr. Kant’s wrist and kicked the gun away. Vegas rushed over to protect his father, and chaos broke out again. 

Kinn tried to run to me, but he was blocked by the Minor Clan’s men as they tackled me, probably because I’d just been pointing a gun at their boss. I pushed Porchay at Kim and threw myself back into the fray—but I slipped and my gun was knocked out of my hand. I could only rely on my fists to defend myself. 

In the melee, I was flung into the door of the greenhouse next to the house. I remembered Mom building this place. All the glass had since been tinted dark. As I tumbled inside, I was hit by the freezing cold.

“Porsche!” Kinn tossed a gun to me. I caught it and shot down the Minor Clan guard running toward me. 

As I slowly got up, I looked around at all the winter flowers in bloom. A familiar fragrance filled the air… Mom’s perfume.

“Porsche!” Mr. Korn grabbed Mr. Kant by his hair and pulled him into the greenhouse, signaling for P’Chan to quickly shut the door. It was just Mr. Korn, P’Chan, and Mr. Kant with me and Kinn in the greenhouse. We looked around in confusion—all except for Mr. Korn, who had an uneasy look on his face.

I followed the smell of Mom’s perfume…and the gentle sounds of violin. When I pushed through the thicket of white roses, I lost my mind.

“Mom!” I cried out, my eyes widening. 

She was right there in front of me. She lay in a glass coffin, dressed in a white gown and holding a bouquet of black roses. She looked so lifelike that it was almost as if she were merely sleeping.

“Mom! Mom…” I held onto her coffin tightly, trying everything to break the glass. I just wanted to hug her one more time.

“Porsche! Porsche, calm down,” Kinn said, pulling me away from the glass coffin.

“Namphueng! Namphueng…” Mr. Kant was just as dazed as me. He didn’t seem to know what to do, clenching his fists and weeping. “You said she was at the family cemetery,” he bit out.

“I did it to honor Namphueng’s last request,” Mr. Korn said as he slowly walked up to us.

“No… What did she ask of you?”

“She was waiting for the day she could meet Porsche and Porchay again. So I did everything to preserve her body until the day she could reunite with her sons.”

Mr. Kant pressed his hands against his temples. “That’s not true.” 

“That day…that was what she told me. She died to protect her children, but she wanted to meet them again so badly. I had to do this.”

“She told you to never touch them again, Korn,” Mr. Kant said.

“Is that what her letter told you?” Mr. Korn asked.

“You were the one who got that letter… She asked me to give it to you.”

“Mom…wake up. Mom? I’m right here, Mom…” I kept calling for my mom, staring at her through the glass. I was glued to the spot, unable to move.

“The day before I brought Porchay to Thee, Namphueng gave me a shadow box with a black rose to give to her sons when they grew up,” said Mr. Korn. “The Theerapanyakul name was tarnished because of you, Kant… Stop destroying our family and Namphueng. Today, I’ve fulfilled all of her wishes.”

“Namphueng…” Mr. Kant trailed off.

My head started to throb again. What is this crazy shit?!

“This morning, Thee died because you ordered a hit on him. The entire Kittisawasd family had to die because you wanted to destroy the evidence,” Mr. Korn said. “You’ve always been selfish. You wanted to destroy me because Father loved me more than you. As for Namphueng, it was because she loved me and Pat so much that you couldn’t stand it. You’ve been blinded by envy for too long. I’ve tried to bring the Major and Minor Clans together as one, but because of your jealousy—” 

I tightened my grip on my gun, trying to keep myself upright and deal with this absolutely insane bullshit. Mom…what am I supposed to do?

“Have you ever truly loved anyone, Korn?” Mr. Kant asked, clenching his fists as he stalked toward his brother.

“What about you?” Mr. Korn replied. “You don’t even love your own sons. I did everything for the Theerapanyakul name. I did everything for my sons. And now, I’ll look after Porsche and Porchay in Namphueng’s stead.”

Mr. Kant drew back to swing at Mr. Korn’s face, but Mr. Korn dodged him, shifting to the side. He grabbed Mr. Kant’s neck from behind and covered his eyes before pulling the trigger.

Bang!

“Rest now. I will look after Vegas and Macau for you,” Mr. Korn said, pushing Mr. Kant’s body away for P’Chan to hold. 

The shouting outside suddenly stopped.

A thought came from a tiny sliver of my heart. “You lied!” I spat. Without hesitation, I raised my gun and aimed it at Mr. Korn’s head once again.

“Porsche…” 

Kinn stepped in front of his father; I was now pointing my gun at my lover’s head. 

“Believe my father, please… Stay with me, Porsche,” Kinn pleaded with me, his eyes brimming with tears. It made my heart ache for him.

“But…your family killed my parents,” I said.

“The people in my family might have wronged your family, but Porsche… I promise you that after this, I’ll look after both you and Porchay,” Mr. Korn told me.

“Who am I supposed to believe?” I bit my lip, gazing at Kinn through my pain.

“I love you, Porsche,” Kinn told me. There was remorse in his eyes, remorse for crimes he didn’t commit. “I love you more than my own life. If you want revenge for the things my family did to yours, then kill me, Porsche. Kill me…so that it’ll wash away the pain in your heart.”

I couldn’t bring myself to respond.

“I was wrong for lying to you,” Mr. Korn admitted. “Can you forgive me, Porsche? I had to keep my promise to Namphueng. I’ve kept her body preserved like this because I wanted you to see your mother’s face one more time. I’m sorry, Porsche. And I’m sorry for what Kant did.”

“I can’t live without you,” Kinn said, holding the barrel of my gun, pressing the muzzle to his forehead. “I can’t live if anything happens to you, or if you’re no longer by my side. If you can’t forgive my family, then kill me.”

I sobbed, unable to speak. My entire world had been taken away once and completely shattered into nothingness. Was I about to destroy this new one with my own hands?

“Kinn…I love you.” I lowered my gun and collapsed to the floor, drained of the last of my strength.

Kinn threw himself at me and hugged me tight. “Stay with me, Porsche.” The look in his eyes and the warmth of his body calmed the turmoil inside me instantly.

Kinn begged me to believe his father’s words. He begged me to stay in his life. He begged me to forgive everything… 

Mom, will you be angry with me if I choose to believe in Kinn? He is my light. He gives me hope. He is everything to me in this cruel world. 

I won’t ever forgive the one who hurt our family. I’ll remember every transgression. I’ll tell myself never to stray from my path. 

Mom, I’ll protect the one I love, the way you protected me and Porchay. Dad, I’ll be brave like you were. I’ll keep your memories in my heart to always remind me to keep moving forward with love to light my way.

Mom…Dad…

Our hearts will endure forever in eternal love.

“Thank you, Porsche. I love you. I love you so much. I will sacrifice anything just to have you with me,” Kinn promised as he kissed the top of my head.

“Let’s go home, my sons.” Mr. Korn bent down and stroked my hair. With Kinn’s help, I pushed myself up.

Bam! Bam! Bam!

“Father!” Vegas shouted, beating on the glass from outside.

I looked over at Mr. Kant’s body, so many emotions roiling inside me. I should be happy, right? After everything he did to my Mom… But when I heard Vegas’s voice, I couldn’t help feeling sorry for him, reminded of the day my dad was killed right in front of my eyes.
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“Open the door,” Mr. Korn ordered P’Chan with a nod toward it. “Let him see his father’s body.”

As soon as the door was flung open, Vegas stiffened. His eyes went blank, as if everything had come crumbling down in front of him. He shook his head like he couldn’t accept what he saw. 

I could see how heartbroken he was, but in the end, he didn’t come any closer to his father’s body. The distance between them remained until the very end.

“Vegas!” Pete shouted. He watched as Vegas turned around and ran out. 

Pete went still and sighed, seeming lost in thought. Then he walked up to Mr. Korn. The look in Pete’s eyes told me exactly what he was about to do.

“I’m sorry, sir.” Pete bowed deeply. He took off his Major Clan pin and black jacket, leaving only his dress shirt underneath. “I quit,” he said, voice shaking. He kept his head down, not daring to meet Mr. Korn’s eyes.

“Mm. Look after him for me.” Mr. Korn took the things from Pete’s hands and gave them to P’Chan.

“Thank you, sir, for the kindness you’ve shown me.” Pete dipped his head. Then he spun around and ran after Vegas.

“Pete…” Tankhun tried to run after Pete, but Arm and Pol held him back.

I watched Pete leave, getting further and further away. I could only wish him well. No matter what happens after this, I hope you find your light, my friend…

 

***

 

[ONE MONTH LATER]

After the conflict was resolved, the Major Clan arranged a grand funeral for Mr. Kant, befitting his status. 

We got the news from Pete that on that fateful day, Vegas drove out into the heavy rain and got into a bad accident. It’d been a month, but Vegas still hadn’t woken up. Pete watched over Vegas as well as Macau, who inevitably came under his care. And no matter how much Tankhun said he hated Vegas, he still visited them nearly every day. 

As for Kinn and Kim, they worked hard to wrap up everything on both the Major and Minor Clans’ sides to get things back to normal as soon as possible.

Today, after being swamped with work for an entire month, Tankhun had the idea to throw a party to lighten the mood. Even if no one was really up for it, who could stop Tankhun? He even invited Time, Tay, Tem, Jom, and Mew.

“I want lights all around the garden, Time!” Tankhun strutted around, barking orders. Then he went to tease Tay, who was setting the table. “Is the food from your hotel still shit, Tay? Hee hee.” He got a kick for his impudence, but it didn’t deter him for a moment. “As for you three! Jom, Tem, Mew! Help me with the sound system over there. The music has to be loud enough for the whole street to hear!” 

Khun dragged the three of them over to help him with the sound system. I was getting a headache just from watching the chaos unfold. Amazing, Khun. You have an abundance of bodyguards and staff, but no, you just have to put your guests to work.

“All right! We’ll deal with this like men!” Arm and Pol walked past me. They took deep breaths like they were gearing up for something.

I crossed my arms and gave them a scathing look. “You two still haven’t settled this?” I really couldn’t understand either of them. They’d been squabbling over something so stupid that I didn’t even want to get involved.

“These things need to be carefully measured,” Pol said.

I offered some advice. “Then switch, and see on the day? If Pol is tired that day, you take the lead. And on the days that Arm is tired, you take the lead instead.”

Pol and Arm both whipped around to stare at me.

“Are you sure we’re still talking about the same thing?” Arm asked, furrowing his brow.

“Of course.”

“Nah. Let’s make it clear, once and for all! Arm, get over here!” Pol rolled up his sleeves.

“All right! Just once! Whoever wins! Deep breaths,” Arm said, taking in another gulp of air. 

I stared at them.

“Rock, paper, scissors!”

“Heh. Have fun,” I said, patting Arm’s shoulder and walking over to Kinn, who was waving at me.

“I don’t want to be the young master’s head bodyguard! No!” Arm wailed.

“Ha ha ha!” Pol laughed. “You can blame Pete!”

“So it’s Arm?” Kinn asked, passing me a glass. I nodded, smiling at him. He gently stroked my hair. “Are you tired? You’ve helped me a lot today.”

“I’m not tired,” I answered. 

Kinn’s eyes lit up. “Then you’re up for some fun tonight, right?” he whispered into my ear. 

I elbowed him. “Pervert.”

“Come in! It’ll be fine,” Porchay’s voice came from the garden. I looked over to see him with Kim and Macau…

Khun looked up from the power supply at Macau, who kept his head down. “I told you to come at six,” he barked. “It’s already eight. Where have you been, you brat?!” 

“P’Khun, please calm down,” Chay told him.

“You! Get over here and help me with these cables!” Khun yelled.

“Why do I have to?” Macau seemed nervous, but he still spoke up to argue with Tankhun. “Don’t you have bodyguards to do that?” 

“Their job is to stand there and look pretty. Makes for nice garden decor. What are you gonna do about it?!” Khun dragged Macau over to take part in his nonsense. He wouldn’t admit it, but I knew that deep down, Tankhun really did care for Macau.

“Gotta feel sorry for Macau… Hey, everyone! Good news! Vegas woke up!” Kim announced, to relieved smiles from all of us.

The Major and Minor Clans might not have been on the best of terms, but I had to give it to those three brothers. After everything that happened, Khun, Kinn, and Kim still extended a hand to Vegas and Macau.

As for me, everyone still treated me the same—gave me special treatment, even. Mr. Korn returned everything that belonged to my mom to me. I took Porchay to the greenhouse where she lay. Mr. Korn gave me his word that after Porchay and I were finally reunited with Mom, I had the final say in deciding what to do with her body, including any religious rites we wanted to perform. I’d already talked to Porchay, and we agreed to let her stay like this for a little while longer, just until we missed her a little less, and then we’d bring her to rest with Dad in that quiet, peaceful place.

I stared at Kinn’s face, grateful from the bottom of my heart. “Thank you, Kinn. For everything.” 

Kinn smiled and pressed his lips to mine. “I should thank you for choosing to stay with me.” 

“Not like I have anywhere else to go,” I said, scowling to cover my embarrassment. 

“Even if you did, I wouldn’t let you.” Kinn threw his arm over my shoulder, so I looped both arms around his waist.

“Hey, why do you love me?” I asked him the same question I asked every day. I wasn’t sure why, but I loved to hear the word “love” from Kinn’s mouth. Somehow, just hearing it always warmed my heart.

“You always ask me that,” Kinn said.

“Answer me.” I stroked his waist and his back, giving him puppy-dog eyes. I’d been getting better at that lately.

“Heh… Because you’re so bad.” Kinn’s hand snuck down to pinch my ass, but I didn’t comment on it.

“What else?” I leaned in closer.

“You’re so bad, but I had to love you.” Kinn closed the distance and kissed my cheek. 

I smiled and burrowed my face into his chest. Kinn and I had been through so much. Even though we started out so “bad,” we’d ended up in love. No matter what I had to face in the future, as long as Kinn kept holding me tight, it’d be enough…

“A new dawn, a new year, Songkran is here! 

We sing the tune and hear the beat, tone-na-tone-tone!” 20 

The song blaring from Tankhun’s speakers made me and Kinn sigh in unison. Before thinking about the future, we had to deal with this bastard first!

“It’s not even Songkran yet!” I shouted.

“I do what I want!” Tankhun retorted.

I shook my head and watched the party in front of me, taking in the cheerful atmosphere. As I glanced back at the house, I happened to lock eyes with Mr. Korn and P’Chan watching us from the window. I smiled at them, and Mr. Korn smiled back. He must have been happy, not unlike my parents when they used to see Chay and me smile. 

With every laugh and every smile tonight, I can only hope that it’ll stay like this forever…

 

***

 

[INSIDE MR. KORN’S OFFICE]

Piercing eyes gazed down into the garden where the children were smiling and laughing. He was satisfied. This was what he’d wanted, after all…

“Only the victor…gets to write history,” Korn said, leisurely sipping his glass of brandy.

“What shall we do now, sir?” Chan asked.

Korn slowly sat down by the window. “Let them love each other. That makes it fun.” 

“As you’ve said, the Major Clan needs the strongest people so that it can continue on,” Chan said, lighting Mr. Korn’s cigar for him.

“That’s what my father always said. Love doesn’t last, only strength.” Korn took a puff and smiled lightly.

“Mr. Kinn is strong,” Chan said evenly.

Korn glanced at him derisively. “Hmmm…but I think Kim is stronger.”

Chan said nothing else.

“Game on,” Korn said. He looked down into the garden and crushed the letter in his hand, tossing it away carelessly…




VIP Side Story:
VEGAS × PETE 2

 

PETE

THIS LATEST SHOWDOWN between the Major Clan and Minor Clan was more frightening than any previous confrontation. 

The doubt in my mind grew when I saw Vegas pushing through the group of Minor Clan bodyguards. This whole week, I’d been trying to fool myself, asserting that I wouldn’t let myself be distracted by someone like him anymore. 

I’d tried to convince myself that duty mattered most to me. Duty was everything; I knew that very well. I’d remind myself who’d caused me pain and who had shown me kindness. If my moral compass was still intact, I wouldn’t have been so shaken by the situation at hand. 

As the head bodyguard of the Major Clan’s first son, it was my honor to uphold the clan’s bravery and determination, but it was getting harder and harder… I did my best to suppress my feelings and looked further away, pretending that Vegas didn’t exist. Even though I could feel those narrowed eyes locking on to me, even though it made me nervous, I still tried as hard as I could to bury everything in the deepest recesses of my mind…

The situation became even more fraught when Mr. Kant and Mr. Korn started arguing furiously. I didn’t understand the whole story much, but it must have had something to do with Porsche. For a while now, Porsche had been trying to get me to help him find out some truth about himself. He seemed troubled and got into fights with Mr. Kinn daily. I wanted to help him so badly, but I couldn’t even save myself.

Under the drizzling rain and darkening sky, the conflict between the Major and Minor Clans worsened. Soon, verbal negotiations weren’t enough anymore: A gunshot rang out, signaling both parties to attack. The Major Clan’s reinforcements joined the melee, having finally managed to hack the gate’s security system and get inside.

Bang!

I braced myself for battle with all my strength. The gun in my hand was pointed at the Minor Clan’s men, who must’ve been readying themselves to target me, but…they ran past me as if I were nothing but thin air.

“What the hell?!” I exclaimed.

I turned around to watch the bodyguards run by me and mentally cursed at them. It was incredibly insulting. I was the head bodyguard of the Major Clan’s firstborn! I was right here! Did they not see me? Or was I already dead? Did I die without realizing it, and my spirit was just so attached to my beloved duty that I lingered in this world?

“I’ve had enough of this!” I growled. Since nobody recognized me as an enemy, I walked straight up to one of the Minor Clan bodyguards sparring with Arm. In my anger, I grabbed him by the collar, threw him at a tree, and landed a punch on his face.

“He’s all yours, Pete,” Arm said. “I’ll go help Mr. Tankhun.”

I nodded in acknowledgment.

The more I attacked the Minor Clan, the more annoyed I got. They barely fought back. They all kept holding their arms up in defense as if they didn’t want to hit me. You think I’m weak, huh? I might be smaller than you in size, but your skills are no match for mine!

I blocked everyone who ran past me and started showing off my boxing skills, adrenaline rushing to my head. I grabbed one of those bastards by the collar and yanked, sending him tumbling to the ground. 

But then, my body froze. My mind churned in confusion when I saw Mr. Kinn point his gun at Vegas’s face. My heart sank; my brain conjured the image of Mr. Kinn pulling the trigger.

“If you’re going to kill me, can I ask you for one last thing?”

“Save it for the Devil in hell!”

Thud! In the spur of the moment, I acted without thinking. I rammed my body into Vegas’s so forcefully that I sent both of us tumbling to the ground. I straddled him and held him down, preventing him from getting away.

“You piece of shit!” I roared in an explosion of fury, pounding my fists in Vegas’s face without restraint. I was angry at myself for helping for no reason, and at him for… Damn it! For what, I didn’t know. Let’s just say I couldn’t stand it anymore.

“Pete! Pete!” Vegas didn’t open his mouth to finish what he was saying—I didn’t give him the chance. What I wanted right then was to use him to take out my anger, just like he’d used me. 

“You’re such a—!”

“Pete! I’m sorry. Do you hear me?” Vegas said, holding my wrists together and struggling to pull me toward him. “I’m sorry… I’m so sorry.” 

I resisted his hold, trying not to get any closer to him than I already was. “Vegas, let me go.”

Even though Vegas was in bad shape, he still looked me over with concern. “Are you injured anywhere? Did anyone hurt you?” 

For a moment, my eyes accidentally met his. Just that one split second sent my heart racing uncontrollably. I’d been trying to ignore him. I’d tried to convince myself to remember how much he had hurt me. But in the end, Vegas still held me under his influence.

In my moment of distraction, I lost the upper hand; Vegas ­managed to get on top of me. 

“Let me go, Vegas!”

“Pete…I love you,” Vegas said, using his weight to pin me down. His eyes were fixed on me, but they shifted back to his father for a moment.

“Let me go!” I demanded.

“Today, I might die by the Major Clan’s hands. If I get to choose, I want those hands to be yours.” 

I used all my strength to fight back, flipping him over and climbing on top of him. I gripped his collar tightly and pinned him to the ground.

“Why do you wanna die so bad, huh?!” I snarled. My rage escalated to the point that I couldn’t hold back. I didn’t get how Vegas could make me lose my cool so badly with just those words.

“Because I’ll do anything you want, Pete,” he promised. “If you want me to die, I’ll die.” 

Even though we kept rolling back and forth on the ground, the only person attacking was me. Vegas didn’t show an ounce of anger or even lift his hands to hit me.

“Son of a bitch! Why do you have to say shit like that?” I raised my fist, preparing to ram it into Vegas’s face with all my might. But when I saw him looking up at me so weakly, I had to stop and punch the grass next to his face instead. 

“Why? Why? Why?!” I pounded my fist into the hard soil again and again, not feeling any pain.

“Pete! Stop! I said stop!” Vegas caught my wrist and struggled against me, shoving me off with ease. This time, I didn’t resist him at all. 

Vegas placed his hand between my fist and the ground as I went in for another punch. “Stop!” Vegas cried out, cradling my hand in his. “Pete…can you stop? Can you not hurt yourself like the day you left me?” 

When I heard Vegas’s plea, the feeling from that day that I’d been trying so hard to suppress poured out from the depths of my heart. It was pure sorrow—not the vengefulness I should have felt for what he had done to me.

I snatched my hand back and pushed Vegas away from me. The sound of chaos and gunshots carried on in the distance. No matter how fixated Vegas had been on me, he still glanced over at his father from time to time. When he saw Kinn approach Mr. Kant with a gun, he hastily tried to push himself off the ground. “Father…” 

I was conflicted for a moment, but then I reached out to stop Vegas from running off to his dad—after all, I needed to uphold my duty.

“Pete,” Vegas said softly, his eyes begging me to let him go. 

I tried to push him back to the ground, but he resisted so hard I could barely hold him back. He bit down hard on his lip, gazing up at me as if he had a question to ask, his eyes still flitting to his father occasionally. “Pete,” he said, “have you ever loved me? Is there any chance that today, you’ll choose me?” 

I froze. Vegas’s pained expression just left me even more confused. Right now and back then, it was the same—why did Vegas always manage to hurt me?

The moment I tried to pull myself together and escape from the mire of my thoughts, Vegas took the opportunity to shake my hand off and rush toward Mr. Kant.

“Vegas!” 

Without wasting a second, I followed him. Two thoughts warred in my head. First, I had to stop the Minor Clan and protect the Major Clan. And second—Vegas might be in danger. What should I do? Was I becoming a traitor? A traitor to the Major Clan, or a traitor to my heart?

I tried to follow Vegas, which was difficult because some of the Minor Clan got in my way. The moment my hand reached his back, though, everything went still, as if the world was under a spell. All eyes were fixed on the same spot in shock and confusion. Even I couldn’t believe what I was seeing: Porsche was pointing a gun at Mr. Korn.

I tried to put two and two together, tried to understand what Porsche must be facing right now. But with each turn that Mr. Korn and Mr. Kant took to recount the past, Mr. Kant’s reaction to Porsche’s mother’s name—Mrs. Namphueng—grew more and more hurt. I could tell how much pain Mr. Korn, Mr. Kant, and Porsche must’ve been feeling from the past.

It was disheartening seeing the once-powerful Mr. Kant, who had been a leader to many people, slowly collapse to the ground with mournful eyes. Vegas watched his father in confusion, seeming unable to wrap his head around the whole ordeal. Even I could tell that Vegas still cared about his father and didn’t truly hate him like he’d always said.

I watched Vegas’s back and asked myself how he must be feeling right now. Isolated? Alone? Could he accept seeing his father get so emotional over Mrs. Namphueng? How heartbroken a son must be to see his own father be so vulnerable and mournful over a woman who wasn’t his wife.

“Namphueng! I’m sorry… Hia is so sorry.” Once Mr. Kant’s sobbing ended, everything spiraled into chaos once more as Mr. Kant took a gun from his bodyguard and pointed the barrel at Mr. Korn. He was intercepted by P’Chan, and the battle resumed.

“Hold the Minor Clan back!” shouted Mr. Kim. “Don’t let them get close to Father!” The Minor Clan—Vegas among them—swarmed closer in the hope of saving Mr. Kant, but they couldn’t reach him. 

Suddenly, Porsche was thrown into the glass greenhouse that stood at the end of the yard. Mr. Kant, Mr. Korn, Mr. Kinn, and P’Chan followed. The rest of the Minor Clan tried to push in, but they couldn’t no matter how hard they tried; the greenhouse was locked from the inside.

“Father!” Vegas banged on the glass from outside. The Minor Clan were becoming discouraged and starting to lose the upper hand. 

Bang! Mr. Kim’s gun rang out one last time as he shot a bodyguard from the Minor Clan. As the man dropped dead, Mr. Kim signaled for all his men to point their guns at the enemy. 

“Nobody move, or I’ll shoot!” Mr. Kim shouted, his gaze scanning the crowd. Everyone stopped in their tracks. At this point, the Minor Clan was utterly defeated; the Major Clan had played their cards better. 

“What about me? May I move?” Mr. Tankhun asked despite the tension, but nobody paid any attention to him, especially not Mr. Kim. 

“Put down all your fucking guns!” Mr. Kim yelled. “And put your hands up!” 

The Minor Clan’s bodyguards carefully put down their weapons and raised their hands above their heads. I was still standing behind Vegas, and I couldn’t help but feel torn when Mr. Kim’s eyes locked on mine. Pressure and confusion rose within me. 

Vegas froze in front of the door, his head hanging low. Sadness was radiating off him no matter how hard he tried to conceal it.

I hadn’t yet decided how to react. The images of my time being held captive in Vegas’s room flooded back to me, dredging up the pain in my mind.

With the outside pressure of Mr. Kim’s expectations and the harrowing memories feeling like a drill against my skull, I tightened my grip on the gun in my hand and slowly held it up, aiming it at Vegas. I didn’t know why it pained me so fucking much when the barrel of my pistol pressed against his back.

Vegas didn’t bother to look at me. He didn’t even give me a sideways glance. Mr. Kim seemed satisfied with my actions and looked away. 

I watched the back of Vegas’s head and inadvertently recalled the images from the days when he’d slapped me, beaten me, and abused me. Then my mind cut to the image of his smile and the relieved look in his eyes the moment he saw my face again. 

Whether he was Vegas the Demon or Vegas the Saint, every action and every word was etched in my mind. I still remembered the first few days when he’d entered the room in despair, saying that nobody loved him, not even one person. He was alone and hurt by everything that had been inflicted upon him, and he had faced loneliness his entire life. I’d witnessed that pain. You’ve suffered, right, Vegas? With everything inside your mind like that.

And back when he locked me up, I’d pretended to willingly obey him so that he wouldn’t get physical with me. So that he wouldn’t get angry. So he wouldn’t get sour and take it out on me. I was his prisoner; I didn’t have any choice. I had to do it to survive. But whenever his expression shifted into contentment, a part of me that I’d buried deep down couldn’t help but feel happy that he was pleased.

As the pouring rain fell harder and heavier, I whispered his name. “Vegas…”

Vegas still wouldn’t budge. I started to feel awkward.

“Have you eaten anything?” I asked, swallowing thickly. Yes, it was a stupid question to ask right now. If this were Vegas the Demon, he’d have turned around and clocked me in the face; I could only pray that he would understand my intentions. 

I just wanted to put him at ease like I’d been able to in the past. I wanted to lessen the weight he carried on his shoulders. But this time I wasn’t pretending. I wasn’t doing it for my own benefit, wasn’t doing it so he’d treat me kindly in return. All I wanted was to make him feel better.

“Mm… You hungry?” Vegas tilted his head toward me a bit. He was soaked from the relentless rain. 

“What if I am? What would you say?” I asked, harshly biting down on my lip. Even if Vegas decided to turn around and kick the crap out of me right now, I wouldn’t be mad at him, because I knew I wasn’t reading the room at all. It was like I hadn’t bothered to use my brain before asking that stupid question. 

“I can’t boil noodles for you right now… Hold on, okay, Pete?” Vegas said, his voice full of concern. He glanced back at me out of the corner of his eye, then let out a soft sigh, perhaps to calm himself down. “But I don’t want to make noodles for you anymore,” he added in a quavering voice. 

I looked away and hung my head. “Why not?” The tears welling in my eyes started to stream down, mingling with the rain pouring on my face.

“I told you, didn’t I? Instant noodles will kill you. I want you to stay with me, Pete. Want you to stay with me for a long time. Even if you don’t forgive me at all, just getting to see you every day from afar is enough to make me happy.” He looked at the ground. His voice was pleading, as if he was trying to declare some sort of affection for me. I could feel his sincerity—he wasn’t pretending. 

Vegas slowly lifted his face to look at the door one more time, but the glass was so thick and opaque that he couldn’t see inside. I could see his mental anguish. His hands curled into fists, as if aching to destroy the door between him and his father. But he didn’t know what to do, didn’t have a way to hear what was going on inside. He didn’t get to know anything about his own father, didn’t know what his old man was facing. 

In fact, that had been the case his whole life. Vegas and Mr. Kant were closed off to each other. Even though they still cared for each other as father and son, all they could do was watch each other from a distance. They didn’t try to understand each other, and they certainly didn’t dare open up to each other.

Bang! A gunshot went off inside the greenhouse. 

Vegas’s head drooped. His body trembled, no longer able to conceal his emotions. I could tell that he knew exactly what had just happened to Mr. Kant. Vegas’s father had gone in there by himself, and the rest of the group inside was Major Clan. 

The remaining bodyguards from the Minor Clan looked helpless. Some of them collapsed to the ground, hysterical. Everyone knew that Mr. Kant’s fate was sealed as soon as the glass door was shut…

“Now I’ve got nothing left, Pete,” Vegas said slowly through his tears, despairing. His whole world had crumbled completely. I looked down at the hand gripping my gun—it was shaking. When had it started shaking?

I felt weak. My limbs were losing strength. The weight of the gun felt heavier in my hand, and seeing Vegas hang his head like this made it impossible for me to keep aiming it at him. 

“Even if you would never choose me over your duty, I’m happy…that you still have me in your thoughts, at least,” Vegas said. “I’m glad to have met you. And…I love you.” 

I took the gun off him immediately. Vegas took a deep breath, shut his eyes, and clutched his head in torturous pain.

“Vegas?”

“Ah!” Vegas couldn’t hold it together. He clenched his fists and pounded on the door in a fit of madness. “Father!” he called out, wetness streaking down his face, tears indistinguishable from the rain. 

Vegas looked incredibly vulnerable right now, moreso than I could have imagined. He let out all his emotion in his sobs, sounding so distraught that it made my heart twist. I was in so much pain that I couldn’t keep my composure either.

After a few moments, P’Chan opened the greenhouse door to reveal Mr. Kant lying still on the floor, with Mr. Korn standing nearby. Kinn was looking away, holding Porsche in a tight embrace. Porsche stared at Vegas in pity. Regardless of how vicious Vegas had been toward him in the past, I knew Porsche wouldn’t have wished this on anyone—he had suffered a similar tragedy.

Vegas stared at Mr. Kant’s body and breathed heavily, as if trying not to let his mind fall apart. He shook his head in denial. Even though the man who lay dead on the floor was the person who had given him so many scars, I still believed that love and acceptance from Mr. Kant was what Vegas wanted the most.

“Vegas!” 

Vegas turned his back on the disturbing scene in front of him. I didn’t think he could handle it anymore. No matter how hard I cried out for him, his heart seemed shattered. 

Vegas fled. As the Minor Clan bodyguards wept and Tankhun watched in pity, I decided to chase after him. These surroundings were more suffocating than words could describe…

“Even if you would never choose me over your duty…” Vegas’s words echoed in my head as I watched his back slowly fade away into the heavy rain. My vision was blurry from the downpour, but my heart was clearer than ever. 

My hand moved over to clutch the pin on the left side of my chest. It was a symbol of the loyalty I’d always held for the Major Clan. I slowly walked up to Mr. Korn, a man I’d always loved, respected, and put my faith in. I’d never forget his kindness, and I’d always be thankful for what he did for my family. But with my heart torn apart like this, I could no longer convince myself that I didn’t have feelings for Vegas. 

How long would I have to bear this suffering? If, one day, the loyalty I’d always upheld would force me to protect one of them and hurt the other, I wouldn’t be able to handle it. Both sides were so important to me now that I couldn’t turn against any of them. 

If the Major Clan lost me today, they would still have people who were just as loyal as me. But Vegas? He had no one left. 

I didn’t pity him. I didn’t sympathize with him. But if I let him go, I’d be lying to my heart.

No legacy is as rich as honesty.

“I’m sorry, sir.” I took off my pin and suit jacket, leaving my duty to the Major Clan behind and handing it back to the person who’d bestowed it upon me. Mr. Korn, thank you for the kindness and trust you gave this Southern boy. I’d never know how I managed to earn the highest honor—being the protector of Major Clan’s heart, Mr. Tankhun, whom I loved with all my being.

“I quit,” I said with a shaky voice. I had no idea what Mr. Korn would think of this. Would he be disappointed in me? But I swore that I’d forever respect him and his sons. 

“Mm. Look after him for me.” Mr. Korn was always Mr. Korn, a man who kept his cool and made decisions rationally. 

“Thank you, sir, for the kindness you’ve shown me.” I bowed slightly, then I turned my back on my status as head bodyguard of the Major Clan’s firstborn son and ran after the world of suffering that was the Minor Clan’s firstborn son.

“Pete…” Tankhun called after me. Just hearing his voice made my heart ache; if I turned around, I knew I’d feel even more conflicted. I’m so sorry, Mr. Tankhun. You’ll always be important to me, but you still have Arm and Pol, who love you just as much as I do. I love you, and for once in my life, I will cherish the goodwill you’ve given me.

“Vegas!” I shouted. “Vegas! Hey, Vegas!” 

He was getting into his car without even bothering to spare me a single glance. He started the engine as the rain fell harder and the wind roared. I tried to run after him, but he ignored me and hit the gas. Getting angry, I quickly grabbed the keys to the Major Clan car I had left the house with and hurried after him.

“Pete…I’m sorry. Stay with me. Promise me you won’t leave me.” Vegas’s voice from the day he unlocked the chain played back in my head. The excruciating pain and torture he had inflicted upon me were unforgivable; I wasn’t supposed to yearn for his touch. But Vegas would always be Vegas. The evil that had been inside him on day one still lived within him today. He was still imprisoning me, even now. It might not be physical, but he had enslaved my feelings; they were his and his alone.

“I’m not leaving you, Vegas. Damn it!” I slammed my foot down on the gas pedal to try to catch up with him, my hands tightly gripping the wheel. Vegas was far ahead of me on the street, driving so insanely fast that I almost had a heart attack.

“I’m coming! Why the hell are you running away from me?! Damn it!” I cursed at him loudly in my fear and anxiety. 

My feelings were all jumbled up. I didn’t know why I had to burn with worry like this. I was worried about him, so worried that it was driving me crazy. Vegas had just gone through a traumatizing event, and he would never forgive himself for the rest of his life for not stopping it. He wasn’t going to be in his right mind right now. And the road was slippery with all the heavy rain. Damn it!

What do I do? I never got Vegas’s number. I couldn’t just call and tell him to stop… Vegas, stop, I’m begging you. I’m here.

I was about to catch up with Vegas when out of the blue, a car cut him off. He had to take a sharp turn, and…

Crash! 

The sound erupted in the same moment my foot hit the brake. My brain short-circuited; the exact situation I had dreaded was unfolding right in front of my eyes. 

Vegas’s car flipped over twice before landing on the shoulder of the highway. My ears rang, and all of my senses almost completely failed me. My mind was blank. For one aching moment, the muscle inside my chest froze. I couldn’t register anything. 

I remembered leaping out of my car and darting toward Vegas but being held back by a group of people. My voice constantly cried out his name. Colored lights blinked in rhythm as the crowd tried to pull me away from the crash site. I must have struggled hard, because I ended up with cuts all over my body from fighting to get in and help him. My shirt was torn up and my shoes were gone—when that happened, I had no idea. I finally came back to my senses when I felt cold air conditioning graze my body. 

I was sitting in front of Vegas in the ICU.

I quietly called out his name. “Vegas.”

Despite my injuries, despite being drenched in rain, I couldn’t feel anything at all. All I felt was fear. The wave of dread was so huge that it engulfed my entire being, the current so heavy that I could barely stand.

“Hiaaa! Hiaaaaa!” A boy’s wailing rang out as he rushed hysterically toward the ICU, his face streaked with tears. He tried to pry open the door.

“Mr. Macau… You can’t go in there, Mr. Macau!” another voice cautioned.

“Nop, fucking let me go! Get off! Hia!” Macau sobbed as he clung to the door, pressing his face against the glass. He knocked loudly on the door as he kept crying for his brother, sobbing heavily. 

“Mr. Macau, please… Wait in that seat, Mr. Macau.” Nop tried to pry the boy off of the door to no avail.

“How am I supposed to live without you? Hia, wake up! Hiaaaa!” Macau wailed. “Are you going to leave me too?” 

The tragic image of a boy who had just lost his father and was uncertain of his brother’s fate was so pitiful that even I couldn’t stop myself from reacting. I slowly approached Mr. Macau, tears streaming down my face. 

Nop turned to see me and slowly let go of Mr. Macau’s hand. He took a step back, getting out of my way. 

I crouched down on my knees in front of Macau. He turned and was stunned to see me kneeling before him.

“Vegas is gonna be okay,” I said. Despite the tears on my face, I forced a smile for the boy and reached out to give his back a gentle pat. Mr. Macau sobbed so hard that his body shook with the force of it, and he threw himself at me for a hug.

“Do you mean it? Hia’s going to be all right?” 

He collapsed into my embrace. I supported his weight and ran my hand up and down his back to comfort him. Right now, Mr. Macau was as helpless and alone as Vegas.

Kneeling in front of Macau like this was like a promise that I would stay by Vegas and Mr. Macau’s sides as long as I could. 

I didn’t know if Vegas would understand, but I wanted to embrace his love and take care of his heart. 

I’d try my best to love him. 




VIP Side Story:
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PETE

 

“M‌R. MACAU, WOULD YOU LIKE to go shopping downstairs? I’ll have Arm accompany you.” I poured a glass of water and gave it to Arm. He had been kind enough to pack up my stuff from my bedroom at the Major Clan house and bring it here.

“Mr. Macau? Didn’t I tell you to just call me Macau? You’re Hia’s boyfriend, right?” 

Arm choked in surprise in the middle of sipping his water.

“Who told you that, sir?!” I spluttered. I was kind of embarrassed, damn it! Arm had fought side by side with me in countless battles. How would he feel if he knew that his leader liked… Ah, shit!

“Nop said Hia loves P’Pete very much,” Macau said, inching his face closer to mine. “Is that true?” 

I leaned back. “I don’t know, sir. But as a boyfriend? No, sir!” I said, stressing each word loud and clear. Even though I no longer worked for the Major Clan, I still had an image to uphold.

Macau pointed at my face, narrowing his eyes accusingly. “Really? Don’t let me see it when you—”

“Are you going to the funeral today, Macau?” I quickly cut him off.

His expression dropped, turning mournful. Whenever this topic came up, Macau would acknowledge it but never react. I knew that he and his father had fought constantly, but I could tell how devastated he was. 

This boy was good at concealing his feelings. He was stubborn and didn’t accept anything easily. I’d heard from Nop that he didn’t get along with people very well and didn’t have many friends. Nop said he was surprised by how readily Macau had opened up to me—he even seemed to be fond of me.

“Macau…can I say something?” I brought Macau over to come sit on the sofa next to Arm. “I don’t know if I have any right to speak on this. I don’t know if it’s appropriate. Because I’m only a…”

“Just say it, P’Pete,” Macau said. 

I sighed and glanced at Arm, who was gesturing at himself as if asking if he should go wait outside or not. I shook my head no. 

“Macau, you might still be angry,” I said. “You might still feel upset about the things he did that scarred you for life, but I believe that going there to forgive him and say your last goodbyes will bring you closure… And I believe that if Vegas had the choice, he would have definitely wanted to go see Mr. Kant one last time. Please do it in your hia’s place. Your hia fulfilled his duty as son as best he could… He’s been doing it for you all along. So today, do it for him. Please, Macau.” 

I held Macau’s hands as I spoke. He did nothing but look down, as if considering my words. Eventually, he looked up and nodded slowly. I gave him an encouraging smile and patted his head.

Macau wasn’t a bad kid. All you needed to do was explain things logically to him, and he’d figure out the rest by himself. Tankhun had called Macau a brat, but that was just because of the way Macau acted out. It was his coping mechanism, a way to protect himself. He wouldn’t show weakness in from of people he didn’t feel safe with or had bad past experiences with. Deep down, he was just a sensitive, vulnerable kid. A person’s personality was shaped by their upbringing and care—no different from Vegas’s case at all. 

Macau would mature, and he’d get stronger. He needed to face his problems, accept reality, and move forward.

I hope you’re proud of your brother, Vegas.

“I’ll take you downstairs to buy some stuff, okay, sir?” Arm said, smiling.

“P’Tankhun won’t mind?” Macau asked Arm, then turned to me for my opinion.

“Well, Mr. Tankhun isn’t here, is he?” Arm said, fed up. “Even though he wanted to come so badly that he threw a tantrum.”

“That’s good. I feel bad that Dr. Top has to put up with him,” I joked. I nodded at Macau, encouraging him to follow Arm to go buy some food on the first floor of the hospital.

After they left, peaceful silence settled over the room once again. I walked over to the window of the VIP hospital room and pulled the curtain shut; the sun was already setting. 

Today marked the fifth day after the hardest moment of my life. The moment when the person I’d abandoned everything for teetered on the edge of life and death…

I sat down on the chair next to the bed and watched the man, who was still in deep slumber. This was the person that I’d tried to escape from. This was the person I should have been mad at. This was the person I should have hated; he should have been the person I stayed the furthest away from. 

But at this point, it didn’t matter if he tried to run away—I’d follow him anywhere. Let him run to the end of the world. Let him dive into the deepest depths of the ocean. If I couldn’t convince him to come back, I’d gladly follow him…

On the first day, when I was in shock after seeing the car flip over in front of me, I tried to pull myself together and accept the hard truth. The moment I sat down in the ICU, I decided that from then on, I would cherish every minute I had. If I wanted to do something, if my feelings told me something, I shouldn’t resist. You could never relive the past; you never knew if you were going to get another chance. You would never know how sorry or regretful you would be if you didn’t follow your gut.

“Vegas…Macau has grown up.” I reached out to hold his hand, massaging and squeezing it gently. Then I bent down to whisper next to his ear. “Your brother is very strong. I’ll take care of him the best I can while you’re away. But you gotta come back soon, all right? I…I miss you. I miss you so bad.” 

I traced his palm gently and pressed my nose against his cheek the same way I’d done again and again these past few days. I’d made my choice: From now on, if I wanted to do anything, I would do it. I would stop lying to myself and stop running away from my own feelings. That wouldn’t make me—or him—happy at all.

“Vegas, I came back for you,” I murmured. “Are you going to leave me all alone now? You’ve been in the ICU for two days. I almost went crazy! The first day, the doctor had no answers for me at all. All he said was ‘The patient has lost a lot of blood.’ That almost broke my heart. 

“On the second day, the doctor still refused to tell me anything; he just walked in and out of the room. I don’t know how I managed to cope. 

“In the evening, Macau and I were literally just taking turns sitting down and pacing. Nop got us food and clean clothes, but I really didn’t have the heart to do anything else. Just going away for a few minutes to wash my face made me so anxious. 

“Then, that night, the doctor told me you’d recovered enough that you were no longer critical. You needed so many stitches for your head wound. Your right arm is fractured, and you broke two ribs. But the worst thing is your head—it got hit a bunch of times, and that’s why you haven’t woken up yet. I want to know what the hell hit your head so hard!”

“When will he wake up?”

“The patient’s physical and mental state will determine how fast he recovers. If the trauma to his brain is severe enough, then there is a high possibility that he won’t wake up. He could become brain-dead.”

Even though keeping a close watch on Vegas lessened my anxiety a bit, I wasn’t relieved at all. Macau and I tried to act and sound like we weren’t in distress—we feared that it would affect Vegas—but sometimes it was just so hard to keep it up. The doctor told me I might have to act like that around Vegas all the time. Hiding my fears made me so exhausted that I wanted to cry sometimes. But I was going to try to muster up all my strength to get us out of this crisis…

I spent every day at Vegas’s side, not leaving him for a single second. 

Yesterday was Mr. Kant’s cremation day. Mr. Tankhun had come to pick up Macau right here at the hospital. Despite how firmly Macau had told me that he didn’t want to attend, I managed to talk him into going. 

I let Vegas know that even though his father was no longer with him, there were still people who loved him dearly and were ­waiting for him. We were waiting for him to recover, to wake up and ­reunite with the people who were ready to be by his side. No matter how painful reality would be when Vegas awoke, Macau and I were ready to face it along with him. I begged him not to make us wait like this, because as the days went by, our distress and suffering multiplied.

I would not lose hope. I would not give up, no matter how much it pained me to watch him sleeping.

“How long are you going to keep hurting me…?” I sat next to his bed, wrapping my arm around him loosely and gently resting my cheek on his shoulder. “I know that you’re still around me all the time. You’ve been following me, watching from somewhere far away, right? It’s like we’ve switched roles now, huh? Before, I followed you everywhere—I learned your daily routine. You had morning classes on Monday and Tuesday and evening classes on Thursday and Saturday. But you went on campus outside those times for club meetings or to see your friends…” 

I rested my chin on his shoulder and smiled as I recalled the events that had brought our lives crashing together. 

But…I suddenly remembered something that annoyed the hell out of me. My brows knitted tightly, and my voice slowly went from cheerful to agitated.

“There’s one thing I’m curious about, though—who the hell was it that you went to pick up sometimes? That freshman. I saw you even carry his bag for him. I didn’t mind it back then, but I do now. Was that your N’Yim or N’Yam or whoever? Wake up and answer me!” I shook him softly, then stopped to quell my rising emotions. I was afraid I might get too rough and fucking crack his already broken bones. Damn it!

“Don’t let me see him around here. I’ll shoot his ass. I remember the night when you said you were going to a bar with your friends and you bought him expensive stuff.” I broke away from him, pressed my back against the chair, and folded my arms in annoyance. “When you bought me those Southern curries, they barely cost a dime but you chewed my ears off. You wanna sleep for eternity? Let me ­suffocate you with a pillow, how about that? Pisses me off.” Losing my temper, I shot up from the chair and kicked the hospital bed to vent my anger.

I opened the fridge to get some water to drink, letting out a heavy sigh. So I’d said some things, gotten angry because of the things I said, and cooled down from that anger on my own. I wondered what would happen first—Vegas waking up, or me going crazy. Damn, I was good at one-way communication. I’ll give you that, Pete!

“At the end of the day, I can’t stay mad at you for long.” I sighed. “I’ve been trying to get mad at you, to hate you. In the end, I’m back to pacing in a square room with you again.” I sat back down on the chair. “What about you? You were camping out in front of the Major Clan’s house to look for me, right? Did you follow me everywhere like I followed you? When I went to the mall with Mr. Tankhun… 

“Oh, I ran into you once, you know? Back at the temple, I needed to piss. When I went to the bathroom, I saw you taking a leak. You scared the shit out of me! I don’t know if you knew that I saw you, but I completely forgot that I needed to pee. Porsche thought I’d seen a ghost—maybe because I turned pale? He threw a big tantrum at Mr. Kinn, saying that there were actual ghosts in the temple… 

“Back then, I didn’t want to see your face at all. I didn’t even have the guts to go outside to buy soy milk and fried dough on the same street. But the more I tried to run away from you, the more I missed you.” I let out a soft sigh and rested my face on the small space next to Vegas on the bed. “The more I ran from you, the more I missed you. I wanted to forget, but instead, I yearned for you…” I grabbed Vegas’s hand and held it against my cheek. The warmth of his palm always helped me relax. His faint scent made me even more wild about him. It was mysterious and complex and it made my heart beat like crazy. 

It was like I was addicted to everything about him: His eyes, whether they looked sad, empty, or relaxed. His smiles—sarcastic or genuine, the curve of his beautiful lips. When he grumbled at me, scolded me, even when he said things that creeped me out—I could remember all of it with perfect clarity. Even his heavy palm striking my face or the torturous pain of the chains digging into my wrists… The bitter moments kept coming back to me, but they only made me ache for him more, so much more that I could barely control myself sometimes.

There were many times when I missed him too much and was desperate to relive the feeling. I would go to the gym at the Major Clan’s house, wrap chains around my hands, and hit the punching bag until the metal cut gashes into my skin. The more it hurt, the clearer the image of Vegas in my mind became. And every time those feelings grew stronger, the less I could control myself. It was torture; it felt like I was going to die. But I had been in so much pain for so long that I could no longer live without it.

If Vegas was the symbol of pain, then I was addicted to suffering. I wanted to be by Vegas’s side for the rest of my life…

“Hewwo! Are you uppyyyy?” 

I pulled myself from my thoughts, feeling a headache coming on. Mr. Tankhun sauntered in with a bright smile, having managed to rupture my eardrums with just that greeting.

I smiled back. “Hello, sir.” 

Members of the Major Clan visited both me and Vegas regularly, but Mr. Tankhun was the only one who came every day. I didn’t know why he had to come so often. I really wished the doctor would give him a brain scan and see if he could tighten some of those loose screws.

“I also brought Dr. P’Top to check on Vegas.” Mr. Tankhun gestured toward the door as a fed-up-looking Dr. Top entered the room.

“I have to come check on my patient anyway, don’t I?” Dr. Top said dryly. He came over to look at the heart rate monitor and scribbled notes down in his binder, ignoring Tankhun. 

“Hee hee… Vegas, why are you so tired? You’ve been sleeping like a log, huh? Lazybones. Couch potatooooo. Wakey wakey!” Mr. Tankhun shook Vegas so hard that I wanted to slap him upside the head.

“Mr. Tankhun. Stop.” I dragged him away from Vegas.

“You’re protecting him now, huh? And you’re not hiding it at all. You’ve changed!” Tankhun’s lips curved into an exaggerated frown. He straightened himself up and folded his arms against his chest before angrily turning his back to me. I didn’t care much—he’d get over it in no time. 

I closely watched Dr. Top as he checked on Vegas. If something went wrong, I wanted to be able to fix it right away. I hoped I’d been taking care of him correctly…

“Everything is all right, Pete,” Dr. Top said, giving me a faint smile. “The physiotherapist will come in later this evening.”

“See? Dr. Top has diagnosed Vegas with sleepiness, so he sleeps. Nothing to be worried about. Come home with me, Pete. Please, please, please,” Mr. Tankhun begged, clinging to my arm.

“Mr. Tankhun, we’ve talked about this,” I said.

“Then I’ll make Father give you half the Major Clan’s inheritance…or should I adopt you?” Tankhun’s expression was deeply thoughtful, but I knew it was all bullshit.

“If you’ll excuse me…” Once Dr. Top finished injecting medicine into Vegas’s IV, he made a beeline for the door. He was ­probably dying for someone to come take him away from that nutbar Tankhun!

“Bye-bye!” Mr. Tankhun smiled brightly and waved at Dr. Top, who didn’t even bother to look at him. “He’s so mean!”

“Did any bodyguards come with you?” I asked as I pulled a blanket over Vegas, even though I knew he’d come here alone. How had Arm and Pol let him get away?

“Yeah, loads. So, what do you say? Come home with me! Please, please, please.” Mr. Tankhun didn’t give up. It was exhausting.

“I really can’t, sir…”

“You’ve changed! You’ve changed again! You don’t care about my feelings, do you, Pete?!” Tankhun’s voice started to quiver. I looked up to see his anguished expression and eyes damp with tears.

“Sir…” I hesitated again. It wasn’t like I didn’t want to go back with him, but…I just couldn’t leave Vegas.

“Have you ever cared about my feelings? All the time that we spent together…did it mean anything to you? Did you ever consider that leaving was going to make me sad? How could you leave me like this?! Who’s going to be by my side when I watch TV?!” 

I sighed heavily. My sad expression shifted into annoyance ­immediately. He was driving me crazy!

“Pol always dozes off, and Arm isn’t into TV shows. You’re the only one who likes the same stuff I do. But today…you left me to cry alone when the main character died. Who else is gonna cry with me?!” Mr. Tankhun melodramatically made the saddest face he could muster.

“Sir, don’t shout,” I said. “Behave.” I went to pour a glass of water for him.

“I don’t care. You must come back to the Major Clan’s house with me today!” Mr. Tankhun kept following me, trying to force my hand with his stubbornness. But I wasn’t going to play along anymore.

“I really can’t, sir.”

“Yeah, right. I knew you wouldn’t come back. I knew it! Fine! Enough, Pete. I’m done trying to convince you to come home.” Mr. Tankhun paced around, talking to himself like a madman. Just let him be, I told myself. He’ll wear himself out eventually. 

“Vegas… It’s a bit loud today,” I whispered jokingly to Vegas. “Your cousin is here.”

“Because today, I’ve planned everything,” Tankhun went on. “If you’re not coming back, it’s fine!” 

Suddenly, the door swung open again, and it was as if someone had set up an assembly line. Pol and Arm hauled in a big home theater set, along with microphones and a bunch of other electronics, which they placed in the middle of the room. I was utterly dumbfounded!

“Wha… What’s all this, sir?” I asked.

“I’m gonna watch TV and sing karaoke here. What are you gonna do about it?” Mr. Tankhun turned to me with his nose up. Meanwhile, Pol and Arm connected cables with super fed-up looks on their faces.

“You can’t do that, sir! This is a hospital!” I said nervously. My temples throbbed, like my head just couldn’t take it anymore. At this rate, I was gonna have a stroke.

“So what?! This is the VIP floor, and my father owns a share of this hospital. Who can stop me? Sayyyyyyy it!”

“Why didn’t you stop him?” I grumbled.

“As if we could! Your Mr. Tankhun is too far gone,” Arm said as he dutifully set up the devices, looking ready to just be done with it. “Hey, Pol! Careful with the cables!” 

“Also, me being here will help hotwire Vegas’s brain, you know? Crank up the volume, and maybe he’ll go ‘Aahhhhh! I’m startled awake!’ 21 Like that.”

“Ahhhhhhhhhhhhh!” I groaned, dragging both hands through my hair. I was so done. Vegas, I’m sorry, but I really can’t stop Mr. Tankhun!

 

***

 

With each passing day, more problems popped up. Not just from Mr. Tankhun, who diligently came up with new ways to give me headaches, but also Vegas—he still refused to wake up. 

The more time went on, the more hope I lost. Discouragement slowly crept up on me, but I wouldn’t give up. Whether Vegas woke up, or if he didn’t and I had to pace around this square room every day for the rest of my life—I could do it as long as he was by my side.

“Wake up already. I want you to buy me Southern food.” It had been almost a month now. Why did I get no reaction from him? You said you loved me. Do you still love me now? If you love me, how can you leave me waiting like this?

“Wake up. Do it any way you want—open just one eye, even. I’m lonely. Macau is in school.” I mustered the courage to lie down on Vegas’s bed, flinging an arm and a leg over him. 

The doctor had taken away all the monitors, leaving only the IV line and ventilator tubes. They’d said that if nothing else went wrong, Vegas could wake up within the week. But if he didn’t wake up, it could be that he’d chosen not to face reality…

Hearing that from the doctor made me feel even more hopeless. I didn’t know which option Vegas would choose, and it was a very sensitive topic for me. I wanted to be near Vegas all the time to lift my own spirits; that was why I’d joined him here in his bed.

“What if you wake up and you don’t remember anything, like in the movies? What am I gonna do? Like, what if the first thing you say is ‘Where am I? Who are you?’ That’d be too much, Vegas. You’re not allowed to forget me! If you don’t remember me, I could smack you with a bat. Maybe more head trauma might bring your memories back, heh.” 

When I spoke to Vegas, I’d ramble nonsense, recount random scenarios, or tell him what I felt or how my day went. Sometimes I’d get mad at him for no reason—just seeing his face could set me off. 

I’d heard from Macau that Vegas’s friends—including that N’Yim guy—called and asked if they could visit, but Macau told me he’d said no. I couldn’t help but applaud him in my head. Now there’s my favorite little brother!

“You might have a change of heart when you wake up.” I sighed. “Like, you’ve been under for so long that you might have had the time to think, ‘How the hell did I fall for some shabby bodyguard?’ or something like that. I don’t know, Vegas. I’m freaking out! Wake up! Wake up, or else I’m going to get myself a wife. I mean it!” 

I was just rambling; I didn’t think that this one-sided conversation would be any different from every other time. So when Vegas’s hand started to move slowly and weakly in mine, I shot up from the bed immediately. Or was it just in my head? Was that just me hallucinating? What if I accidentally nudged my own hand and deluded myself into thinking it was his? What do I do, what do I do?

“Vegas… Vegas, can you hear me?” I excitedly whispered in Vegas’s ear, watching his hand with great anticipation. Vegas’s index finger moved faintly again. Ahhhhhhhhhh! What do I do, what do I do? 

All right, Pete. Get it together. 911! Should I call 911? No! Fuck, why would I call the cops?! 

I got off the bed, quickly put on some slippers, and pulled myself together before pressing the call button next to the headboard.

“Vegaaas! Wake up! Vegas!” I gently shook him. 

A doctor and a nurse rushed in, and I hurriedly told them that Vegas had moved his hand. The doctor gave him a checkup, then told me that it was a good sign and to inform him immediately if anything else happened.

I felt relief wash over me in a way I couldn’t describe. The stress I’d carried this whole month slowly began to fade. 

I quicky called Macau to tell him the good news. He said he wanted to stay with me tonight at the hospital. Normally, I’d tell him to sleep at home because I didn’t want him to suffer here; he usually needed to go to school in the morning. But I let him stay tonight.

Neither Macau nor I could sleep the whole night. All we could do was anxiously stare at Vegas from his bedside.

“Hiaaaa…I’ve got so many things I want to tell you. There’re so many words left unheard, there are thousands of words that need to be said.” 22

“Are you going to sing for him?” I chuckled at Macau. The kid and I were in better moods now, not as gloomy as we had been before.

“Yes!” Macau said, then scrunched his face up. “And I’m going to tell him about P’Tankhun. He was obviously trying to annoy me today.” 

“But Tankhun cares about you, Macau, even if he has a strange way of showing it. He’s worried about you and Vegas.”

“Um… Among the members of the Major Clan, I thought the one who would sympathize with us the most was going to be P’Kinn. Turns out it’s P’Tankhun,” Macau said, disappointed. Mr. Kinn rarely visited us—no, he never visited us at all. All he did was send me food and send Porsche to visit us in his place.

“Mr. Kinn is busy. And Mr. Kim doesn’t care anyway, so…”

“You’re always so understanding, P’Pete,” Macau said. “Now I get why Hia loves you so much. On that first day in the ICU, I saw the look on your face and in your eyes. I could tell you were sincere, that you really meant well for me and Hia—it was a relief. I thought I had nobody left, but then you said I still had you. And I truly believed that.” He smiled at me softly. I reached out to gently ruffle his hair. “Believe me,” he added, “Hia’s going to come back to you. I know it.”

“Okay, Macau.”

All through the night, nothing happened. Vegas was still deep asleep. Luckily, it was Saturday night, so Macau—who eventually fell asleep at dawn—could sleep in. As for me, I didn’t sleep at all; all I could do was keep a watchful eye on Vegas.

“Pete…” 

Arm’s voice jolted me out of my thoughts. I turned sharply toward him. 

“Are you all right?” Arm asked as he put down bags of homemade Chinese-style soy milk and deep-fried dough sticks on the table.

“What’s up? You got here early,” I said. I stretched and walked to the couch to cover a sleeping Macau with a blanket.

“I went to the market, so I bought you some soy milk and fried dough.” Arm poured the soy milk into a glass and set the fried dough on a plate for me. 

I went over to the table to sit with Arm, taking a gulp of hot soy milk in the hope that it might reenergize me. “Thanks, man.”

“Pete…are you okay?” Arm asked sadly.

“I’m okay. Why?”

“Seeing you stressed out and sleepless like this…I can’t help but blame myself.” Arm picked up a dough stick, took a bite, and munched on it slowly.

“Blame yourself for what?” I was confused—what was he talking about?

“For leaving you at the Minor Clan house by yourself,” Arm sighed. “I was supposed to watch from the security cameras.”

“It’s in the past,” I said. I didn’t hold any grudge at all.

“The day we found what we thought was your body… Damn, I was kicking myself. Back then, I wanted to go to jail to atone for my failure. When I learned that you were still alive and you’d made it back, I was thrilled. But then I saw how depressed and zoned out you were and how you refused to tell anyone what was on your mind. I felt even more guilty. So I tried to help you, tried to make you feel better, because if I hadn’t abandoned you at the Minor Clan house, you wouldn’t have been like that.” 

Now I understood why Arm had been all weird about checking in on me. He’d been hung up on leaving me at the house! Hearing his reasoning lifted a weight off my chest.

“Look at it this way,” I said. “I got to be close to Vegas—I got to understand him because of you, you know? And now I’m doing everything for him with all my heart.” 

“You love him a lot, don’t you?” Arm asked me. I didn’t reply. “Yeah, you really do. You don’t have to say anything—I can tell. If you need anything, you can always ask me, okay? I’m always here for you. Even though you’re with the Minor Clan now, you’ll always be my friend. Anything that can help you feel better, even small things like soy milk and dough sticks. Whatever snack you’re craving, I won’t hesitate to get you some.”

“You’re overreacting! Stop feeling so guilty. I’m fine.”

“Mm. I’ve been wanting to come and tell you this for days, but I saw how stressed you were. I hope you can get through this hard time. You know I’ll always be there for you.”

“I know!” I said.

“I have to go.” Arm let out a heavy sigh. He seemed really relieved to talk to me; he must have blamed himself a lot. But he didn’t need to worry. Right now, I was thankful that I’d ended up with Vegas.

“What’s that?” I asked as I walked Arm to the door. He was carrying some bags with him.

“Soy milk and fried dough that I didn’t mean to bring here.”

“Why don’t you just eat them here?” That was strange for Arm. Why hadn’t he eaten them with me when I had mine? What was the point of carrying those bags around?

“It’s for Pol! He’s been whining at me to bring him some since yesterday.”

“Oh, okay. Bye, man.” I nodded and waved goodbye to Arm. Then a question popped into my head: Why couldn’t Pol just buy them himself?! Had he just brought me the soy milk earlier because I was on the way when he’d gotten some for Pol? Weird…but whatever!

That evening, after I showered and got dressed, I was met with the sight of Macau. He’d woken up and was watching television, looking content. 

Macau and I had an engaging conversation about Japanese manga and anime. We happened to be watching the same things. It turned out that I got along with the Minor Clan brothers very well, and Macau seemed to admire me a lot. He asked me to teach him martial arts, shooting, and swimming—stuff like that. 

Macau opened his heart to me more each day. He struck me as a person who was open to advice and learning new things, unlike the Major Clan’s first son. If I could live with Mr. Tankhun, then I could live with anyone in the world!

“Ms. Pim, ma’am. Ms. Pim, you can’t go in there!” 

I heard the Minor Clan bodyguards stationed in front of the room arguing loudly with someone. Both Macau and I, who were busy with games on our phones, looked up in surprise.

“Why can’t I? Get off! I said get off of me!” 

The sound of a scuffle broke out. After a while, I decided to get up and go check it out, but the door opened first. 

Macau’s gaze hardened immediately. “Pim, you bitch!”

The newcomer was a beautiful and heavily pregnant woman. “Is your brother not awake?” she demanded. She pointed angrily at Macau. “And what right do you have to throw me out of the house, you brat?! Huh?!” 

“Because it’s my house! There’s no place there for your shameless ass!” Macau got up and stood his ground, completely unafraid.

“That is my man’s house, my child’s house! You have your guard dogs blocking me from entering and throwing all my stuff away, you fucking brat!” The woman made to lunge at Macau, but Nop and I got between them.

“He’s just a boy. Don’t cuss at him,” I said.

“Keep your fucking nose out of this!” She turned to cuss at me instead. She was blinded by anger and her gaze was ferocious, but for a moment, I thought she looked like Mrs. Namphueng, Porsche’s mother.

“If P’Pete wants to stick his nose in, he can! What are you gonna do about it?!” Macau yelled back, sticking his nose in the air. “Letting you stay at the house during the funeral was already generous of me. I told you that you had to move out before the middle of the month, didn’t I? But you didn’t leave. So I have to kick you out myself!” 

“Don’t forget that the baby in my belly has a right to your father’s wealth just as much as you!” she retorted.

“Did you even sign a marriage certificate with him? If not, get lost!”

“Have you checked the will yet? Do you think your father is going to give his money to you and your brother, the brats he never loved?!”

“Pim, you bitch!” Macau snarled and charged forward, trying to yank Pim by the hair. I realized that this must be the stepmother Vegas and Macau had always fought with.

“Macau, calm down. Macau!” I held him back, trying my best to bring him back to his senses. If he accidentally harmed the baby she was carrying, things were going to get a lot more complicated.

“If Kant were still alive, he’d give everything to my child! He promised me! He said he hated you two. Do you hear that? You’re nothing but trouble!” Pim shouted louder and louder as she and Macau tried to lunge at each other. A few bodyguards tried to break up the fight and keep them from hurting each other. The moment that Pim raised her hand, I put myself in front of Vegas and…

Smack! Pim’s hand came down on my cheek so hard that my face jerked sharply to the side. It didn’t hurt me or make me angry; I understood that it was an accident. However, Macau was so pissed off that he couldn’t control himself.

“What have you done?! Huh, Pim?! I’m gonna fucking kill you! I’m gonna fucking kill you! Father didn’t hate me!” he snarled. Nop and I tried to hold him back, but he pushed us away. In the chaos, Macau shoved Pim so hard that he knocked her down to the floor.

“Ah—ahhh!” 

Everyone looked shocked and petrified when Pim put a panicked hand on her belly, slowly writhing in pain. “Ahhhhh! Help me!” Blood spilled and smeared all over her thighs. The very thing I’d been trying to prevent had happened. 

Macau froze. His hands covered his mouth tightly.

I held Macau close. “Macau. It’s okay, all right? It’s okay,” I said. “Call the doctor!” 

I glanced at Pim where she lay surrounded by bodyguards. “Nop, take care of Ms. Pim,” I said.

As the situation spiraled out of control, Vegas’s body suddenly spasmed. I quickly turned to him and rushed straight to the bed. Vegas’s hands and feet kept twitching. I lost my cool again and pushed the call button, trying to get the nurses in here as soon as possible.

“Vegas! Vegas! What’s wrong?! Vegas!” I tried to uncurl his contracting fingers, but it was useless. His hands felt ice-cold. My heart sank. Fear swallowed me whole; I didn’t know what to do.

Dr. Top and a nurse came in to check on Vegas, and another doctor came in for Ms. Pim with a stretcher, ready to carry her to the operating room. 

“Macau!” I shouted. “It’s okay. Macau, look at me!” 

Macau stood stock-still and wide-eyed, not knowing what to do. I could tell how much the situation scared him. As Dr. Top pulled the curtain around Vegas’s bed, I pulled Macau into a tight hug.

“P’Pete!” Macau broke into a wailing sob, then buried his face into my chest as he hugged me back. 

Macau, I know you must be so scared right now. But it’s all right—I’m here, okay? I’m here…
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PETE

“VEGAS HAS BEGUN TO RESPOND, but it was his body’s resistance against the signals from his nervous system that made him convulse just now. There’s nothing to worry about, Pete… And about what happened earlier…” Dr. Top looked between me and Macau. He went quiet, then sat down in front of Macau. “Macau, do you want to get some cake from the shop downstairs with me?” Dr. Top smiled at Macau, who kept his head bowed.

“I want to stay with Hia,” he said, his voice shaking.

“P’Pete can stay with your hia, but you should get some fresh air, Macau. If it makes you feel bad, you need to let it go first…” Dr. Top reached out and patted Macau’s head.

“Go on, Macau, go have some cake with Dr. Top. I’ll look after your hia.” I hugged Macau and backed away, giving him a reassuring smile like always.

“P’Pete…the baby…” Macau said.

“Don’t think about what hasn’t happened yet. Everything will be all right.” I tried to comfort him, even though I was barely keeping myself together.

“How about this?” Dr. Top suggested. “P’Pete must be really tired, so you can go and buy some cake for him, Macau. How does that sound?” 

Macau nodded at last. Dr. Top held out his hand and pulled Macau up, and they both walked out.

I walked over to where Vegas lay still on the bed, and I collapsed onto my usual chair next to him. 

Vegas, please tell me Macau will be okay… The screams, the blood on the floor… I’m scared that what happened will leave a scar on Macau’s heart and make his mental state even worse…

 

[LAST WEEK]

Dr. Top asked to talk to me privately about Vegas: His body was recovering quickly, but his brain wasn’t responding. Overall, things were progressing well, but Dr. Top wasn’t as worried about Vegas as he was about Macau…

“I consulted with a psychologist friend of mine,” Dr. Top said. “Macau is showing signs of depression.”

“Depression?”

“Yes. It is a condition caused by chemical imbalances in the brain and stressful life events. He needs treatment, or at least support, to get better—otherwise, it could be dangerous.”

“What can I do?”

“In his most difficult moments, he’ll want support from the people he’s most comfortable with. I can see that he trusts you and that you’ve grown quite close in a short period of time. I think you’ll be able to help him.”

“Just tell me what I need to do,” I said.

“Try not to let him overthink things. Manage his stress levels, and don’t let anything deeply upset him,” Dr. Top instructed. “We can slowly teach him to live with reality. If we talk to him and encourage him, he can get better…”

“But he can get better, right?”

“Yes.”

 

[THE PRESENT]

“Vegas…I feel so sorry for Macau. I feel sorry for you. Why did you two have to go through all of this?” 

I burrowed my face into the mattress, one hand wrapped loosely around Vegas’s waist. 

“When will this be over? I’m so tired… I can still hope, right? I can’t sleep at night, and I’m scared to take my eyes off you. I’m so scared that you’ll wake up in the middle of the night and not have anyone with you. Will you feel lonely? If you can’t hear my voice, will you think you’ve been abandoned again? I’m scared that you’ll lose hope. But I want you to know that I’m here. I won’t leave you again.” 

I hugged him tighter, allowing my tears to flow and letting out at least a little of the weariness inside me.

“You…really…won’t leave me, ever again?” a husky voice rasped, slow but distinct, as I felt someone lightly stroke my arm. 

My mind went blank. My heart pounded and my breath stuttered when I realized that voice and familiar touch belonged to…

“Vegas…oh!” I lifted my head and jumped out of my chair, sobbing uncontrollably but unashamed to let it all out. Without hesitation, I bent down to hug Vegas, who had opened his eyes and was smiling lightly at me.

He hugged me back and stroked my hair. “Pete…why are you crying?” 

I had no words; all I could do was sob. It was like the weight of a mountain had been lifted off my chest. I was so relieved. My stress and despair vanished in an instant. I could feel the body underneath me responding to my touch. I could feel his warmth. I could feel his love again. I’d keep holding him tightly like this for as long as I could. 

“Did someone do something to you? Why are you crying?” Vegas kept asking. I could only shake my head against his chest. I was soaking him with my tears.

“Or are you hungry? What do you want?” Vegas pulled back and peered at me, his thumb brushing against my cheek to chase away the tears that I didn’t know how to stop.

“Vegas… I’m not hallucinating, right?” I said in disbelief. 

Vegas could only smile and stare at my face. “Pete…you really won’t leave me?”

“I won’t… I won’t leave ever again.”

“Are you tired? I’m sorry I left you alone.” Vegas’s good hand, the one that wasn’t in a cast, came up to cradle my face as he looked at me with eyes full of the love I’d been longing for.

“Are you thirsty?” I asked. “I’ll get you some water… No, I should call the nurse first… Are you hungry?” I stepped back and spun around in place, my brain stuck in a feedback loop. Vegas is awake—what should I do now that he’s awake? If I’d known this was going to happen now, I would’ve practiced beforehand so I wouldn’t panic! Argh! Why are you like this, Pete?

“Pete, I’m here… It’s okay.” Vegas chuckled as I tried to figure out what to do next, but my brain was so fried that I couldn’t do anything. I leaned over to hug him again and let out a loud wail.

“Oh, Vegas!” 

“Thank you for everything. Thank you.” Vegas hugged me back just as tightly, pressing kisses into my hair over and over.

After a while, I finally came back to my senses and pressed the call button for the nurse. I poured Vegas a glass of water and put in a straw for him to sip from.

I was clutching Vegas’s hand as the nurse checked him over when Dr. Top and Macau came back.

“Hia!”

“How are you? Have you been good?” Vegas asked as he hugged Macau with one arm.

“P’Pete took care of me,” Macau said. Vegas turned to give me a smile.

“First, we need to give you a thorough examination. The nurse will take you for a scan if you’re feeling up to it. Vegas?” Dr. Top noted something down and took a look at Vegas before he turned to talk to the nurse.

“Yes,” Vegas said.

Macau and I followed Vegas’s bed as they wheeled him to his scan. Overall, he was fine; his right arm had to stay in the cast for a little longer for the fracture to heal, but his ribs had recovered much more quickly. Vegas was still sore, but that wasn’t surprising. He was going to have to stay in the hospital for physical therapy for a while before he could go home. But I could wait—now I had everything I needed, the one thing I needed, to be happy. 

By the time he came back to his room, Vegas was still disoriented and a little confused. He asked after us and wanted to know how long he’d been unconscious. 

Macau was very talkative, telling him all about how he took care of his hia, but he barely got to do anything because I was with Vegas around the clock and doing everything for him…

“Pete… When I wake up, you won’t disappear, right?” Vegas asked as he lay back down to sleep. The nurse had given him painkillers that made him drowsy, and his body was probably still adjusting. His eyes were starting to slip shut. 

I pulled the blankets over him and said something from the bottom of my heart. “I promise. When you open your eyes today, tomorrow, or any other day, I’ll be right here, Vegas.” 

I turned off the lights, leaving only the warm glow of the bedside lamp. Soon, I noticed that Vegas had fallen asleep. But this time, you have to wake up again! Or else I…I’ll…find someone else!

“Heh heh.” My own thoughts made me chuckle.

 

***

 

It was early evening when Macau went outside to take a call. He came back in.

“The Major Clan is throwing a party,” he told me. “P’Pete, are you going?” 

“I don’t want to leave Vegas alone,” I said.

“P’Tankhun says we have to go.”

“Do you want to go, Macau? If you want to, you can. I’ll look after your hia.”

“I want to stay with P’Pete and Hia.”

“There’s nothing to worry about now, Macau,” I said. “You should go! A change of scenery will do you good. You won’t be so stressed.” But he shook his head and insisted on staying here.

A knock came at the door.

“Hi, P’Pete. Hi, Macau.” Porchay entered with Mr. Kim. I greeted Mr. Kim with a wai and waved at Porchay.

“Father sent along some fruit,” Kim said, placing the fruit basket down on the table. He looked laid-back as always.

“P’Khun told us to come pick up Macau,” Chay said. He smiled at Macau, who turned to me as if asking for my opinion.

“Go on. And tell them the good news that Vegas woke up.”

“Hmm? P’Vegas woke up?” Chay asked.

“Yes, but he took his medicine and fell asleep just now,” I said.

“That’s great, P’Pete, Macau.” Porchay beamed and reached out to give Macau’s arm a reassuring squeeze.

“Congratulations, Pete. I thought you’d become a widow,” Mr. Kim remarked with a smile.

“Kim, why you—” Porchay glared at Mr. Kim before turning back to speak with Macau. “Don’t stress anymore. I’ll take you to celebrate.” 

As far as I knew, Chay and Macau went to the same school, but they’d never spoken to each other until recently. It wasn’t until after everything that happened that Porchay approached Macau, but now they seemed to get along.

Macau frowned and stared sadly at me. “But I don’t want to go.” 

“If you don’t go, P’Khun will chew my ear off. I don’t want to listen to him complaining. That guy’s not normal.” Porchay shuddered.

“Look after Macau for me, Chay,” I told him. “Once the party’s over, you can come back here to sleep, Macau. I’ll be waiting for you.” 

Macau hesitated before following Mr. Kim and Porchay out.

Knock, knock.

There was another knock at the door. I was about to turn around, thinking Macau had forgotten something, but it was Dr. Top.

“What is it, Dr. Top?”

“Ms. Pim gave birth just around the time Vegas woke up. It’s a boy.”

“Then…she…” I bit my lip, my eyes darting around. There was so much to worry about.

“Both mother and child are safe,” Dr. Top said. 

I let out a heavy sigh, wiping my face in relief.

“But…” My eyes snapped up as Dr. Top continued; I looked at him as if to say Please, that’s enough… No buts… What is it now?!

“What is it?”

“After she went back to her private room for recovery, Ms. Pim disappeared. No one knows what happened.”

“What?” Argh! How many problems do I have to deal with in one day?!

“She left the child in the maternity ward. He’s with the nurses now.” 

I was in a daze for a while, my mind completely blank.

“I-is there anything I can do to help?” I asked eventually, sighing.

“Ever since she was first registered here for prenatal care, the patient file has indicated that the father is Mr. Kant Theerapanyakul. Therefore…”

“This child will be placed in the Minor Clan’s care, is that right?” I guessed.

“Yes. I’ll probably have to trouble you, Pete.”

My knees nearly gave out. This family… The father recently passed away, the oldest brother got in an accident, the younger brother was not doing great mentally, and now the youngest had just been born, but his mother disappeared. 

I, Pete Pongsakorn, former deputy head bodyguard of the Major Clan, who had only been involved with the Minor Clan for a month…I had to shoulder every burden and try to deal with things as best as I could. But now it had gotten to the point where I had to take care of their newest heir. This was crazy! What kind of karma did I have with these people? Did I kill the entire Minor Clan in my last life? Why was this happening to me?!

I followed Dr. Top to the maternity ward, more confused than I’d ever been in my life. I was sure Vegas and Macau wouldn’t be okay with this. I wondered if I should get Vegas or someone to sign the child over to an orphanage. Could we even do that? Somebody tell me!

I looked at the babies in their bassinets; there were four of them arranged in a row. As my mind raced and I tried to figure out what I was supposed to do next—if I should tell the Major Clan or contact an orphanage—my eyes landed on another pair staring back at me. 

Something about this baby made me unable to take my eyes off of him. Just looking at him, I knew he was special. Milky skin, a tiny little nose, a tiny little mouth, chubby arms and legs, and those eyes staring innocently back at me…

“This is him…” I took a deep breath. I knew how I was going to handle this.

 

[THREE DAYS LATER]

“Please, Vegas…please.” I sat down next to Vegas’s bed and gently shook his arm. I’d spent three days agonizing over how I was going to bring this up with Vegas.

“Are you crazy, Pete?” Vegas furrowed his brow after I told him everything that had happened with Ms. Pim and her baby. 

These past few days, I’d been sneaking out to the maternity ward when Vegas was asleep. I even got to hold the baby and give him his bottle with the nurses’ help and encouragement:

“You will definitely raise him well, Mr. Pete.”

“He was crying just now, but he quiets when you hold him. How odd.”

“Infants his age aren’t able to see clearly yet, but it’s like he’s been waiting for someone every evening.”

Damn it! Why does it feel so special every time I look at that baby? It was like there was a unique bond between us, a strange connection that made me feel so attached—just like that.

“That’s your little brother, Vegas,” I said. “At the very least, he’s your blood.”

“I don’t count Pim as my relative,” said Vegas resentfully. “From what I just heard, she even cursed at Macau. It’s a miracle I’m not hunting her down and shooting her in the gut right now.”

“Then what are you going to do with the baby?” I asked, close to tears when it looked like my pleas weren’t working. I had asked Vegas to take in the baby boy, saying I’d help him look after him—that he just needed to sign the forms to take the baby out of the hospital. You’re still his older brother!

“Leave it. The hospital will deal with it,” Vegas said, frustrated. 

I rubbed my temples, thinking of those innocent eyes staring back at me… Why did it feel like they were already engraved in my heart? No! I’m going to fight for him!

“Then I’ll raise him! If you won’t, then that’s your problem!” I raised my voice, utterly disappointed in him. So cruel! You’re inhuman! 

I made to get up, but Vegas pulled me down onto the bed and pinned me down with his weight. Are you really still recovering? Why do you have so much energy? And you’ve only got one working arm!

“You want to have a baby?” Vegas pressed his nose against my cheek.

“Let me go!” I turned away, but I didn’t dare to use my full strength, afraid that I’d hurt him.

“Why do you want to raise some snake’s baby? Let’s make our own baby.” Vegas nuzzled into my neck before I shrank back and tried to scoot away.

“Yeah, right! Get off!” I pushed at his chest, but Vegas captured my lips and gently sucked on them until I started to go limp. Why are you so easy, Pete?

He kept nibbling and sucking, and then he slipped his tongue inside to tangle with mine. I just had to go along with him as my desire began to build…

Knock, knock.

“Excuse me,” a voice called out.

Vegas and I sprang apart. I quickly got up off the bed and stood next to it.

“C-come in,” I stammered.

“We’ve brought your baby over.” The nurse wheeled a bassinet inside. 

I’d completely forgotten that I’d asked them to bring him over—I had planned out in advance when I was going to talk to Vegas. 

“Why is it here?” Vegas asked, his voice hardening. But I was already going over to the bassinet and picking up the baby to cradle him in my arms.

“Let’s go see your hia,” I said, tickling his nose and gazing into his eyes. I knew Vegas wasn’t going to agree so easily, but I wanted him to look into the baby’s eyes. That’d change his mind.

“Take it away,” Vegas said.

“Hiaaaa…look at me, pwease?” I spoke for the baby, sitting down on the bed again and holding the infant out for him to see. 

Vegas wouldn’t even glance over. “Pete!”

“Awww… Shhh, shhh, don’t cry, don’t cry.” I’d held this baby for so many days without a peep from him, so when I brought him over to Vegas, why was he suddenly crying?

“So noisy!” Vegas was getting more irritated. 

I saw the nurse smiling awkwardly, so I nodded at her to leave first. She understood; she spun around immediately and left the room.

“Shhhh, don’t cry… Vegas! Babies don’t know any better; it’s up to how you raise him… Look at him, he’s tiny! You’re gonna leave him with some random person? Half of him still came from your father… Your father is gone, but there’s still the love he left in this world. There’s you, there’s Macau…and this baby. You love Macau, and you can love this baby just as much.”

“Macau and I have been through a lot together. It’s not the same.” No matter how weak Vegas was to my pleading, he still had his pride.

“I know, but if you could, you wouldn’t want Macau to go through any of that, right? This baby is the same—don’t let him face this world alone.” Vegas let out a heavy sigh, his expression starting to soften. I saw that this as a good sign, so I kept going. “I know you didn’t like what your father did to you. Isn’t it possible for us to do things right with this baby? We’ll raise him well, make sure he grows up loved. How you wanted your father to treat you—you can raise this baby like that,” I said. “At least let the pain in your heart and the difficulties you’ve faced end here. With this baby.” I patted the baby’s bottom until he fell asleep.

“How do you know that it won’t grow up to be just like its mother?” Vegas remarked.

“Because she already left him. Do you believe in me? I’ll raise him well.” I rested my head on Vegas’s shoulder.

“Then he’ll end up a little crazy. He’ll talk to himself and come up with all sorts of crazy ideas. He’ll eat a lot and he’ll complain…” 

Before Vegas even finished speaking, I leaned in and gave his cheek a big, smacking kiss.

“Thanks, Vegas,” I said.

“What? I haven’t agreed to anything,”

“Don’t go runnin’ away from yer heart, darlin’,” I drawled just to tease him.

Vegas sighed. “I may not have accepted him, but because it’s you, I’ll allow it.” 

I smiled and gave Vegas another quick peck. “Now, what should your name be…?” I looked at the baby sleeping peacefully in my arms.

“Dang,” Vegas said with a straight face.

“You asshole, have you been watching too much P’Mak? 23 I think his name should match yours,” I mused. “You’ll bond faster that way.”

“Don’t even think about it!” Vegas glanced at us out of the corner of his eye before turning away.

“Ve… What ‘Ve’ should it be?” I said, ignoring him.

“Aveji,”24 Vegas quipped. I elbowed him for that.

“Venice… How about Venice? It matches yours, and it’s a city name like you and Macau.” I stared at him with shining eyes until Vegas let out another sigh and nodded as if to tell me to just do it.

“Macau won’t accept this,” Vegas said, frowning.

“I think I can talk to Macau.” I was sure Macau would understand if I told him my reasons.

“What are you, a life coach? You’re so good at persuading people.” 

I smirked. When you locked me up in your room, you kept giving me philosophy books. How’s that working out for you now, huh? “I’ll put Venice in his bassinet first.” I carried him over and set him down, staring at him fondly.
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“You’re totally his mother now…then I must be the father,” Vegas said.

“What father? What mother?” I whispered, afraid Venice would wake up.

“With our ages, do you want him to call me his phi?” Vegas remarked.

“Then he can call you Father,” I said. “I’ll be Phi.”

“He can call you Mother. Okay?” 

I flipped Vegas off, making him laugh. 

“Come here.” Vegas called me over. Despite being annoyed with him, I walked over without complaint. “Sit.” 

I sat on the bed next to Vegas. He pulled me into a loose hug. “What?” I asked when he kissed my cheek.

“From now on, you’ll have to stay with me,” he said. “Forever.”

“Are you asking me to be your boyfriend?” I asked, my mouth moving just as fast as my thoughts. I was confident he wanted me to be his boyfriend now—he had to be touched by all this.

“No,” Vegas said. 

I immediately frowned. “Then let go of me.” If you want me to go back to being your prisoner, I’m out!

“I’m asking you to be my wife. We’re beyond boyfriends, you and I. Look, we even have a bastard son over there.”

“Don’t call Venice that!” How could you say that when Venice is so cute, you asshole?!

“It’s only been a few days, and he’s already stolen all of your love from me? He’s really something.” Vegas laughed and kissed my forehead again. “So, you’ll stay with me forever?” 

Well, it wasn’t the sweetest or the most conventional way of asking someone out, but it made me happy. “Mmm… Forever.” I wrapped my arms around his waist. 

I glanced over at Venice in his bassinet, knowing that we’d raise him the best we could. But why was this scene a little strange? Vegas on the hospital bed and Venice in his bassinet…like…

“Hah… It looks like you were the one who just gave birth to Venice,” I laughed. “The nurse brought the baby in for the new mother to breastfeed! Ha ha!” 

Vegas could only shake his head and hug me tighter.

Why did my heart feel so full? Vegas’s hug and Venice’s eyes…it was more joy than words could describe.

I just hoped that after this, our family would only be met with good fortune, and that nothing would ever separate us…




Side Story:
Special Ending

 

A‌LONGSIDE ARTFUL ARRANGEMENTS of beautiful ­flowers, a light fragrance still filled the air in the chilling cold that kept everything carefully preserved. But the cold was no match for the icy gaze of the man staring at the lifeless body.

“In the end, you can’t escape from me. Even your body is mine.” His deep voice rang out as he sat down on a mahogany chair. He stared at the chessboard in front of him and picked up a piece.

“You said I could only have your body and not your heart…but don’t forget that right now, your hearts are in my hands.” His thick hand placed the piece down on the board. 

The dignified man turned to his trusted assistant with a small smile. “Chan…do you understand the reality of chess?” 

“Yes, sir.”

“The pieces that can put the king in check are the rook and the knight. The rook moves in straight lines along rank and file when unobstructed, while the knight can move anywhere around itself in an L-shape and jump over other pieces,” the man said. “But in the end, how we choose to move or how we position our pieces is still…our decision.”

“Then will you check with the knight or the rook, sir?”

Sharp eyes considered the board. “That depends on who is stronger… But above all, the useless pieces should be removed. Like this pawn.” He continued with his game, picking up a pawn and casting it away.

 

***

 

[THE HOSPITAL]

Inside the private room, the curtains were drawn, letting no light through. Darkness enveloped both the room and the heart of the man inside, who was now filled with a sense of loss as everything came crumbling down. His guiding light had been suddenly extinguished, and he was helpless to stop it.

Three pieces of paper in front of him detailed the transfer of all Minor Clan assets to the leader of the Major Clan, Korn Theerapanyakul. It included everything from the port in Kant’s name to the casinos that had been designated as the Minor Clan’s.

“You have to make peace with it, Vegas, because your role will be reduced to that of a board member,” a cold voice said. The man sat with his legs crossed next to the hospital bed. “This is how we’ve always done things, ever since Lau-gong.25 If the Major or Minor Clan’s leadership is overthrown, everything goes to the victor, who has the right to appoint whomever they want.” 

“Heh…and the next leader of the Minor Clan is you?” Vegas sneered.

“Mmm… This game is more complicated than you think.”

“It still won’t end.” Vegas looked at everything with empty eyes. No matter which generation, in the end they all had to participate in their ancestors’ game, believing that only the strongest could stand at the very top. Theerapanyakuls are nothing but power-hungry bastards, leaving their children to kill each other to make it to the pinnacle…

Agong had fanned the flames of the clans’ conflict himself. He’d chosen the weakest point, the most human flaw, by bringing in Namphueng to test which clan would stand firm until the end and hold power in its hands.

Neither man said anything.

“I think you should just quickly sign and get it over with.”

“You’re finally on the playing field, huh?”

“Your house. The Major Clan will let you have it as your final inheritance…”

“Keep it,” Vegas said evenly, as if he had nothing left to lose.

“Oh, and once you’re better, you’ll have to go back to the company to handle the rest of the Minor Clan paperwork, and hand over all the clients to me…” 

Vegas could barely stand to look at the guy’s face. There was so much hiding behind that smile. He picked up the pen and signed before shoving the papers toward the other man. 

He’d lost. He didn’t want to keep holding on to anything else. All he wanted was for this to end, because he knew that right now, he had no other choice.

When the man from the Major Clan got what he wanted, he turned around and walked out, leaving only the wreckage of Vegas’s losses behind him. So empty, so dark… He was trapped with no way out…

“Vegas, you’re awake?” A familiar voice sounded as the door opened and light from outside flooded the room. Vegas squinted as his eyes adjusted.

“Hia, I have something to tell you!” Macau and Pete came in, switching the lights on.

“Macau!” Pete frowned at him. “I thought we agreed!” He dumped his bag on the sofa and walked over to cover Macau’s mouth.

“When he was waiting for me to finish my tutoring lesson, P’Pete… Ah! P’Pete secretly bought instant noodles again!” 

The scene in front of him made Vegas smile; Pete and Macau had started chasing each other around the room. He knew that these two could make him forget his pain for a while. The light they’d brought with them when they opened his door was guiding him toward hope.

“I told you they’ll make you die faster, but you still keep eating them,” Vegas chided, only half serious.

“But they taste so good,” Pete grumbled, sitting down on the bed like he’d gotten used to doing.

“Hehe,” Macau chuckled. “P’Pete really is as disobedient as you said.”

“And did anyone try to flirt with P’Pete today?” Vegas asked Macau, staring at Pete.

“No,” Macau replied. “My ears might be listening to P’Top, but my eyes were looking at P’Pete. And P’Top’s friend who stared at P’Pete last time didn’t come near him today.” He stretched out on the sofa and picked up the remote to turn the TV on.

“You’re overreacting. Who’d have the kinds of thoughts about me that you do?” Pete said.

“Who knows? I was unconscious for a whole month, and when that damn doctor came to check on me, he stared at you long enough for his spirit to possess you. If I wasn’t still recovering, I’d go on a rampage.”

“Argh! You don’t even have to do anything for that! This whole month, the young master kept pestering me to go back every day. This hospital is already a fucking mess.”

“Oh?” Vegas went still, lost in thought. He smiled at his lover, but his eyes couldn’t hide anything from Pete. He gently nudged Vegas’s arm.

“What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing. If you want to…” Vegas began, but Pete immediately understood and cut in.

“How many times have I told you? I chose to stay with you. I’m not going anywhere…” He reached over to stroke Vegas’s face and smiled at him. 

Vegas was glad just knowing that Pete would always be there beside him. Pete was his solace, his happiness, and his hope. He couldn’t imagine how he’d be able to live without Pete…

 

***

 

[THE GREENHOUSE]

“All the pieces are in place, and the board is complete…” As he finished speaking, the door to the greenhouse opened, revealing the heirs of the family all gathered together as they walked inside.

“What kind of party is happening here today, Father?” his eldest asked brightly.

“Your voice always gives me a headache.” Mr. Korn shook his head at Tankhun. Kinn, Porsche, Kim, and Porchay went to pay their respects to Namphueng with wai gestures.

“Father, why have you called all of us here?” Tankhun walked over to the other four, gazing at Namphueng. “Gou Phueng really was beautiful. She looked so kind. These days, she could be an actress, right, Father?”

“Hmmm… When you were a child, Namphueng loved you very much, Tankhun. Do you remember?”

Tankhun shook his head. “No.” 

“Namphueng lived in the same house as us up until you were in kindergarten. Even after she moved out, she still sent you toys regularly.”

“If Gou were still here, I’d have someone else to spoil me,” Tankhun said. “That would be nice, since you keep sabotaging me.”

“If I spoiled you any more, you’d be unstoppable, Khun.”

“Hee hee. But thank you, Gou, for loving me very much.”

“Yes, she truly did. Even your name, Tankhun—she gave you that name.” Korn recounted the memories he’d kept in his heart.

“Really? Thank you, Gou.”

“What about me, Father? Did Mother-in-Law love me?” Kinn asked with a small smile.

“She did,” said Korn. “But when you were young, Pat and Namphueng had already moved to this house, so we grew more distant.” 

“And me, Father? I happen to love her son with all of my heart,” Kim said as he waggled his eyebrows at Porchay, who elbowed him for that remark.

“Of course. But Namphueng only had Porsche back then. Do you all remember that the four of you used to play together?” 

Porsche and Kinn turned to look at each other in confusion.

Kinn beamed. “We met before?” he whispered into Porsche’s ear. “I might’ve had a crush on you since we were kids. That’s why I grew up to be enamored with you.” 

Porsche looked at Kinn and cringed. “Not in front of my mother,” he remarked.

“And I wasn’t born yet, right?” Porchay snickered.

“But Porsche and Porchay didn’t visit us often because Tankhun enjoyed roughhousing. Namphueng was reluctant to scold you, so she got around it by not bringing you around as often.”

“What! What did you do to me?” Porsche whipped around to glare at Tankhun. “You’ve been a shithead since you were a kid,” Porsche hissed at him, but Tankhun just giggled and acted like he hadn’t heard.

“I’m happy that we could all gather here. I’m sure Namphueng would be as well.” Korn’s unreadable gaze turned toward the lifeless body again before he glanced back at his children happily teasing each other.

It wasn’t as if he didn’t feel anything at the sight. All of his children were in his heart, but he had the Theerapanyakul name weighing on his shoulders, and the succession had to continue. He still needed to choose the strongest heir, so that he could be assured that the legacy he and his ancestors had built would be carried forward by someone powerful enough to preserve it.

Tankhun was a fresh breeze, just like Namphueng had been. Just feeling the wind on your face would melt all your worries away. He was Korn’s only weakness, because he would not let that child be far away from him. 

Kinn was warmth, and at the same time, he was a scorching blaze. His decisiveness, vigilance, and sense of responsibility made him strong, but he lacked resolve. He tended to waver, and he always wore his heart on his sleeve. He was too open; his enemies would know his every move.

Kim was deep water, always flowing, always changing wherever he went. He was quiet and blended in. His wits would help him see the bigger picture, and no one would know what he was really thinking.

Would water douse the flames, or would the heat turn it all to vapor?

“Kinn…” Korn called his middle son’s name.

“Yes, Father,” Kinn replied.

“Has it been hard on you, my son…?”

“What, Father?”

“I’ve seen how hard you’ve worked. You’ve done everything for our Major Clan.” Korn stared at Kinn, thinking back to all the ways he’d tested his son—the attacks at the shooting range, at the bar, and so many others. The Minor Clan had managed to attack his second son a few times on its own, but part of it had been a test of his own making.

“You know, don’t you?” Korn said as he circled around Kinn, the rest looking on from behind them. “How hard it is to be the leader. And what the leader has to face.”

“Yes, Father,” Kinn replied.

“I’ve seen your determination and your loyalty to our clan… Khun, you wouldn’t blame me, would you?” Korn turned to his eldest as if asking for his opinion.

“Kinn deserves it, Father,” Tankhun said, happy for his little brother when he realized what his Father was trying to say.

“I agree too, Father,” Kim added, smiling at Kinn.

Korn slowly slid the signet ring that represented the Major Clan from his finger.

Kinn was stunned. “Father…isn’t it too soon?”

“Kinn…will you promise to value our clan as you value your own life?” Korn asked as he held the ring out to Kinn, who was still reeling.

“But…”

“I will give you this ring first. When the time comes, I will hand everything over to you, if, on that day, you’ve proven that you truly deserve it.” Korn held Kinn’s hand in his and placed the symbol of power in his palm.

“I will uphold the clan and be loyal until the day I die,” Kinn said from the bottom of his heart, grasping the ring tightly in his fist. Even if he wasn’t ready, and even if his father hadn’t completely handed over everything to him, Kinn could feel his trust and the weight of his new responsibilities.

“Thank you, my son.” Korn patted Kinn’s shoulder encouragingly. Kinn turned to look at Porsche, who was smiling widely at what his lover had always deserved.

“And this…is the Minor Clan ring,” Korn said.

Chan handed the other ring to Korn. Before Kant’s cremation, Korn had pulled it off his own brother’s finger.

“Father…we’re still going to have a Minor Clan?” 

When all three sons saw the coppery hue of the ring that represented the Minor Clan, they looked uncomfortable. Tankhun especially—of the three brothers, he had always been the most prejudiced against the Minor Clan.

“I will return everything he should’ve had…” Korn walked past his three sons and approached Namphueng’s glass coffin. “Since Kant is gone, and Gim forfeited her right to inherit and is without an heir, I will give this ring…to Porsche.” 

Korn turned to Porsche and held out the ring.

All of them were stunned, confused, and unsure of what to do—especially Porsche, who immediately frowned.

“Father, why are you doing this?” Tankhun asked, still shocked. He couldn’t believe that his father would say these words knowing full well that the Major and Minor Clans had fought for power from generation to generation.

“You are Namphueng’s son, and Namphueng was my little sister. It is your right…”

“Father, I—” Kinn started to object.

“Listen to me,” said Korn. “I’m doing this not because I want you to fight one another, but because I know how much Kinn and Porsche love each other. I want the divided power to come back together. The rift between the Major and Minor Clans can finally be mended. I believe that both Kinn and Porsche will help each other to lead the Theerapanyakul family with firm and stalwart hearts.”

“But I won’t take it,” Porsche said, his voice hardening. 

Korn smiled. “Think of it this way—you’re already living with us and helping Kinn with his work. I’m simply troubling you to help out on the Minor Clan’s side as well.”

“But I won’t…”

“Porsche, listen to me,” Korn said firmly, his expression determined. “This whole time, my family has wronged Namphueng. My own little brother was the reason why you two grew up without your parents. I don’t know how to right our wrongs, so I’m doing this. Not for anyone else, but for Namphueng. She has a right to the Theerapanyakul name. Let me make up for the time lost when Porsche and Porchay were left all alone as best I can… Please don’t reject my good intentions.” 

Porsche looked at the ring, conflicted, before glancing at his mother. He slowly reached out and took the ring.

“I believe that both of you will not let me down.” Korn patted Porsche’s shoulder and turned to smile hopefully at Kinn. Kinn sighed.

“Are you okay?” Kinn walked up to his lover, worry etched on his face; Porsche still looked troubled.

“Kinn…this won’t make us hate each other, right?” 

Kinn pulled Porsche into a hug and stroked his hair in comfort. They both knew how much they loved each other, but inside, Porsche’s heart sank. He couldn’t imagine how he could hurt or hate Kinn in this life. 

He didn’t want this. Didn’t want it to happen. Didn’t want that flash of a thought to run wild: The Major and Minor Theerapanyakul clans were sustained by so much hatred and bloodshed…

 

***

 

“Have they all left?” Korn asked Chan as they walked away from the greenhouse and headed for the warehouse in the back.

Chan bowed his head as he answered his master: “They’re gone.”

“And is he following?” Korn asked.

“He’s making his excuses.” 

Korn lifted his cigar and took a puff, smiling in satisfaction. This game of chess was unfolding exactly as he had planned; all that remained unknown now was whether his most important piece would move the way it should.

“Do you agree, Chan, that love makes people weak?” Korn asked as he blew thick smoke into the air. Eyes like an executioner’s watched the cloud billow away.

“Yes, sir,” Chan replied.

“Father used Namphueng to test me and Kant. And if she hadn’t escaped me in death, I probably wouldn’t have done this to her children…”

“Father?” 

His son calling for him ended the conversation there. Korn handed his cigar to Chan and gestured for his son to follow him into the warehouse.

The automatic doors opened to reveal an ordinary warehouse, but further inside was a rust-colored door that blended with the warehouse wall, easily missed. Chan entered the password, and the door slid open…

Hidden behind the door was a large room. Twenty or so men in black suits stood up from the meeting table as one.

“This is Mr. Kimhan, your new leader.” Korn gestured to his youngest son, who stepped forward, took off his sunglasses, and smiled at the men bowing their heads in greeting. “From now on, you take orders only from him.”

Korn’s decree echoed through the meeting room of the secret organization he’d set up over many years to balance out the influence of the Theerapanyakul family. It served as business partner and competitor, ensuring that power could not fall into any hands other than Korn Theerapanyakul’s.

And now, as power changed hands, he didn’t know who was planning to betray him. He didn’t know if the Major Clan would be weakened in the future. This was why he’d set up this organization, so that everything he built would remain under his control. 

But most importantly, this was the test to see whether Kinn’s Major Clan would be stronger than Kim with his secret organization…

 

***

 

[AN ABANDONED DOCK – MANY WEEKS LATER]

“What now?” Porsche fiddled with the ring on his finger in a daze.

“We play along at first.”

“I’m just worried about how Kinn would feel,” Porsche sighed.

“When that day comes, he’ll understand, I think.” Vegas glanced at Porsche before turning back to stare at the river. He took in a deep breath.

“Am I betraying Kinn?” Porsche asked.

“We’re not targeting him,” Vegas pointed out.

“Mm-hmm… I’m certain Mr. Korn wasn’t telling me the truth. He lied to my face about why he made me a bodyguard. He even put on a big show just to trick me. I believe my Uncle Thee’s words. And most importantly…why was he keeping my mother’s body? He’d already found me. Why didn’t he say anything?”

“What kind of person can kill his own little brother in cold blood?” Vegas said, his eyes empty. 

Porsche understood the grief of losing a parent; it was one of the reasons why he’d dared to speak about the unsettled doubts in his heart to Vegas—he knew that he was in the same position.

“What do you think about the Major and Minor Clans?” Porsche asked Vegas.

“If he’s not a psychopath obsessed with intrigue, then it must be because…” 

Before Vegas could finish his sentence, a dozen men poured onto the dock, heading straight for the two of them. Both Porsche and Vegas immediately pulled out their guns, aiming at the men.

“Mr. Vegas.” 

Just as Porsche and Vegas were about to pull the triggers, they froze in stunned silence as the men stopped and slowly kneeled in front of them.

“We’re here to serve you, Mr. Vegas. Please have mercy on us.” 

Vegas lowered his gun, recognizing the men as his father’s old subordinates—those who had survived the confrontation with the Major Clan.

“Mr. Kant was our benefactor. Ever since Mr. Kant died, we’ve been hunted down by the Major Clan. Please help us, Mr. Vegas. If we have to die, we won’t die for nothing. Let us protect Mr. Kant’s loved ones one more time.” 

The men bowed their heads. Vegas turned to look at Porsche, who sighed.

“At least now we’ve got more men on our side, huh?” Porsche said with a laugh.

“Indeed. Are you ready?”

“It’s game on—for real, now,” Porsche said.




Special Chapter:
KINNPORSCHE 3

 

PORSCHE

I STARED AT THE BRONZE RING on the middle finger of my right hand. It was engraved with the Theerapanyakul signet and symbolized the Minor Clan. The one who wore it had absolute power to manage the clan’s shareholders and inheritance. Mr. Korn had just transferred the power from Mr. Kant to me, although it wouldn’t be really official until all the papers had been signed. 

I was quite uncomfortable and shocked; out of the blue, I’d been made the leader of the Minor Clan, and my lover was the leader of the Major Clan.

I have a bad feeling about this…

Kinn noticed that I’d been frowning at the ring for quite a while, so he walked over to hug me from behind, pressing his nose into the crook of my neck. He inhaled, then planted a big kiss there. “Don’t worry too much, Porsche. It’s like Father said, he’ll use our love to bind the two clans together.”

“I’m worried, Kinn,” I said, my gaze still fixed on that ring.

“Don’t overthink it. This is what you truly deserve,” Kinn said, still hugging me tight. I was intimidated by the power being bestowed upon me, but there was another thing that worried me even fucking more—something that had left me sleepless for so many nights…

“Ummm… Do you think there’s a ghost inside this ring?” I asked the question that had been on my mind. The reason that I’d been staring at the ring was that I was afraid of ghosts! 

Mr. Kant had died less than a hundred days ago, so his spirit wouldn’t have left the mortal world yet, and he seemed to have loved the Minor Clan deeply. And on top of that, the way he died was so gruesome! He’d definitely leave behind a vengeful ghost! 

Ugh! My discomfort at the idea of leading the Minor Clan was nothing compared to my deep-seated fear of ghosts! 

Not to mention the dozens of people who’d died in the war between the Major and Minor Clans, most of whom were Minor Clan. Didn’t it occur to anyone that they might want to come back for what was theirs?

Kinn spun me around to face him and softly flicked my forehead. “You’re overthinking it!” 

“Haven’t you ever seen it in TV shows? When people from ancient times who are very possessive of their treasure die, they haunt that treasure and go after anyone who takes it. They kill their entire family line!” I shuddered in horror.

“P’Chan had it modified already. It’s custom-sized for your finger. You’re the only one who can wear it, Porsche, because it belongs to you. Don’t get paranoid that someone’s going to come after it.”

“But I heard from Arm and Pol that Mr. Korn took the ring off of Mr. Kant’s dead body,” I said frantically. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner, huh? Before I put it on! And P’Chan told me I can’t take it off for at least a month because of some superstition. I’m freaking out, Kinn, I’m freaking out!” Ghosts always scared the shit out of me, so obviously I was super stressed out.

Kinn gave me a serious look as if to call me back to my senses and calm my nerves. “What are you so afraid of? I’m always with you, aren’t I?”

“What about when you aren’t? What if I’m alone and he just fucking shows up?!”

“Like when?”

“Like now. I want to take a shower, but I’m too scared.” 

I had been working my ass off the whole day, meeting with clients and acting as Kinn’s lackey. Kinn had told me that he’d train me; I had to find balance between my study and work, because sooner or later I’d have to step up and be the Minor Clan boss full time. It was exhausting as fuck already. And instead of getting to rest when I got home, I still had shit bothering me. Ugh! Can I just say “fuck it” to this whole Major and Minor Clan thing?!

When I told him I couldn’t get cleaned up alone, though, Kinn lit up immediately. “Then we’ll take a shower together so you don’t have to be scared,” he said cunningly.

All right, that offer sounded a bit risky, but I wouldn’t shoot it down right now. It might be the only way I could take a damn shower. Especially when I had to close my eyes to wash my face—what if a ghost jumped out at me? Just thinking about it gave me the creeps. Brrrrr.

As I weighed which option was worse—showering with Kinn or with ghosts—Kinn suddenly put his hands together in prayer and looked left and right. “Zek…know that Porsche will take good care of this ring. Please don’t be worried.” 

I huddled against him, pressing my back against his chest as I tried to follow his gaze. “Did you see something?”

“I don’t know. Maybe you’re right. What he held dear…he might come to take it baaack!” Kinn finished in a spooky voice, making me gulp nervously before I made up my mind.

“Forget about a shower, then. I’m gonna fucking sleep!” I walked straight to the bed. 

Kinn’s voice stopped me before I could plop onto the soft mattress. “Don’t even think about it!” He put his hands on his hips. “You’ve been outside the whole day. Do you expect me to put up with that?” 

“Go sleep on the couch, then.” I shooed him away with a wave.

Kinn sighed deeply. “Get cleaned up!” he demanded, ­lowering his voice. It might have sounded scary to someone else, but I knew this was just him luring me into a trap he’d set up. Hah! You think I’m stupid?! I could sense it the moment you offered to shower with me. Your evil intentions can’t be concealed. I saw them even before you opened your mouth. If I couldn’t read your expressions so well, I wouldn’t have managed to keep up with you after all this time, asshole!

“Well, you go shower, then. I can take the couch…” Once the words left my mouth, alarm bells rang in my head. Either one of us taking the couch would end in the same result: I’d have to sleep alone. And I couldn’t deny my fear of ghosts! All right, seems like my options are narrowed down. I’ll probably fall right into the trap Kinn dug for me.

The corners of Kinn’s lips quirked up in an evil smile. “Fine! If you say so. I’m not about to share the bed with someone who refuses to bathe. So you can take the couch.” He turned to get his towel and flung it over his shoulder, whistling happily. 

As he took one step into the bathroom, I yelled at him to stop. “Wait!”

Kinn laughed so hard that his shoulders shook. Then he turned to me with a gloating expression. When he beckoned me, he looked annoyingly smug.

“Asshole! You better watch it.” And what choice do I have? Can I choose not to go? 26 In the end, I grabbed my towel and followed Kinn’s butt into the bathroom like an obedient little puppy.

“Just a shower…” I hadn’t even finished my sentence when the door closed and Kinn crashed into me, seizing my lips with his. Hmm… I guess this is the definition of being outwitted.

Kinn pushed me until my back hit the bathroom door. His lips crushed mine, and he breathed so fast that I could feel it. His lust must be near its boiling point. I had no idea how he managed to get this horny every single day—skipping a day wasn’t going to break his dick!

But even though I frantically cursed at him in my head, I didn’t object. Once Kinn was satisfied with sucking and nibbling on my bottom lip, he slipped his hot tongue inside to explore my mouth. I kissed back, giving into the pleasure. We moaned into each other’s mouths, sending tingles all over my body.

Kinn sucked on my hot tongue and refused to let it go. I had to start hitting him on the chest, signaling that I was gonna fucking die from lack of air, before he gave in to my protests. 

His face moved down to the crook of my neck, his nose ­nuzzling me and inhaling my scent. He started nibbling hard on my skin there, his tongue dancing closer and closer to my ear. I broke out into goosebumps all over, but I couldn’t deny that it felt pretty damn good. 

Kinn mouthed gently at my earlobe, whispering, “I guess this is what they mean about filling the crack between the Major and Minor Clans.” He breathed shakily as his skilled hands deftly unbuttoned my shirt and pants.

“The hell are you talking about?” I looked up, panting rapidly. The lust inside me burned so bright that I could barely control myself. Kinn smelled so good it almost drove me insane.

“Well, merging the Major and Minor Clans into one is exactly what we’re doing…”

“Pervert.” 

Kinn moved his hands to grab and fondle my chest. His fingers rolled and kneaded my hardened nipples. 

“There’s no recording in clan history of a Major and Minor clan couple making love,” he murmured into my ear, his voice still laced with lust.

“Are you crazy?! …Unngh, Kinn…” 

Kinn licked my earlobe and slowly moved his hand down to my stomach. I was getting more and more turned on.

“I’m writing a new page in the history books… I’ll make the world remember how our two clans work together!” 

Kinn stared me down like a predator stalking its prey. He threw me into the bathtub and quickly joined me there, hovering over my body, his face going back to the crook of my neck as his hands moved lower and lower. 

I had no idea when my clothes had disappeared. Damn, he was good. When had I even lifted my legs for him to peel off my pants? Fuck, my body was such a traitor. You always get carried away by his games, huh?

“Kinn… Ahh…” 

Kinn’s brushed his hand over my hard-on, stroking it at his leisure. Burning heat shot up my spine, making my body writhe in pleasure and my brain go blank. All rationality left me; all that was left was my arousal and my lust for Kinn.

“Mmm…” 

Kinn’s lips dragged along every inch of my body, leaving bite marks and hickeys all over. He trailed kisses down my thigh as his hand stroked my shaft faster and faster.

“Kinn… Ahh… I-I can’t take…” I tried to swat his hand away from my dick, but he ignored me. The more I tried to protest, the more it sounded like an invitation. 

His thumb slid over the head of my cock and traced a faint circle around the tip, smearing the precum that had oozed out. He pressed down, and I writhed in unbearable need, biting hard on my lip. I was sweating; my body was getting hotter and hotter.

“Are you in heat, baby?” Kinn asked with a wicked smile. I knew just how much he liked how I smelled when I was sweaty; he’d told me before that the release of pheromones really turned him on. 

Kinn bent down to nuzzle his face against my stomach. He was still stroking me with one hand, but I knew his own growing desire would probably make him stop soon. With his other hand, he squeezed out liquid soap from a bottle near the tub and smeared it over his fingers before rubbing it onto my hole. He slowly sank his finger in, inch by inch, until it was inside me up to the knuckle.

“Ungh! Mmm.” I shot up from the tub and threw my arms around Kinn’s neck. He smirked again before holding me close and flipping us over. Resting with his back against the bottom of the tub, he made me straddle him.

“Noooo.” I shook my head, but Kinn lifted my hip with one hand and grabbed his cock with the other. He gave himself a few strokes to get ready.

“Come on…I like it,” Kinn said. Without waiting to hear my response, he lined himself up with my hole and guided my hips to slowly sink down on him.

“Ahhh… That’s good, baby.” He threw his head back as we moaned in harmony. 

Eventually, I had to be the one to arrange things into place for Kinn. I held myself still and guided his shaft to slip comfortably into my entrance.

“Mmm… Does it hurt?” I asked Kinn quietly. I was starting to press my weight against him, and I was afraid that I might hurt him by dropping down too fast.

“No… What about you?”

“Yeah… Mmmm… But it’s fine.” 

The moment I was fully impaled by Kinn’s length, our breathing quickened in tandem. Once I’d adjusted to the stretch, I started to slowly bounce up and down. My body burned with scorching-hot lust, almost shattering me to pieces. Kinn held my ass, trying to control the pace to his liking.

“Mmm… So damn good… Ahhh.” The more Kinn moaned, the more encouraged I felt. I dropped my hips down, squeezing down on his dick over and over, hitting a harder and more frequent rhythm. Kinn stroked my cock, intensifying the pleasure so much that I had to bite down on my lip to keep myself from going over the edge, fearing that I’d reach my climax before Kinn did. I wanted us to get there at the same time, and I wanted Kinn to savor this pleasure and fully sate his need.

“Ahh… I…can’t hold back,” I groaned. I slowed down, moving my hips so that he hit the same spot inside me over and over. He let go of my dick and gripped the lip of the tub tightly.

“You’re getting good at this…ahhhh.” Kinn was panting hard now, so I picked up the pace, unable to hold myself back. I bounced my hips faster and harder as Kinn moaned unintelligible words.

Kinn glanced at me, his eyes shiny and half lidded. I bent down and planted a deep kiss on his lips.

“I’m…close,” I said, grabbing my cock and stroking up and down in time with the rapid rhythm of my hips. My brain started going blank, my thoughts fading away; all my awareness zeroed in on one spot. I came all over Kinn’s stomach. 

I was getting exhausted now, moving slower as I bounced on Kinn’s cock.

“My turn,” Kinn said as he flipped me over. I landed on my back on the bathtub tile. Kinn raised my legs up and threw them over his shoulders; then, he started to thrust violently. 

A few moments later, I felt warmth spreading in my ass. The feeling of fullness slowly faded as Kinn pulled out and collapsed on top of me.

“I think Father would be proud that the Major and Minor Clans have bonded so closely,” Kinn laughed, panting. 

I had no strength left to do anything, not even open my mouth to scold him. All my mouth could do right now was help my nose inhale air into my lungs. If you want me to take a shower so bad, do it for me, Kinn. Please. I’m too exhausted…

I was starting to question myself now. If I had to choose between facing my fear of ghosts to take a quick shower alone or facing the perverted, demonic Kinn who sucked my energy dry, which one was really better?

That shithead!




VIP Side Story:
VEGAS × PETE 5

 

VEGAS

[SIX MONTHS LATER]

 

PETE HAD BEEN ACTING STRANGELY these past few days, and I was getting pretty worried. He was unusually nervous and fidgety, pacing back and forth in the bedroom. Sometimes, he would run a hand through his hair or press against his temples. He looked more like a madman with each passing minute. 

I didn’t know what he was stressing out about; he wouldn’t answer when I asked. All he did was shake his head or tell me it was nothing. Clearly there was something bothering him that he couldn’t tell me about. I took this seriously, because Pete was everything to me now—him behaving a bit differently from usual was enough for me to notice something was wrong.

“Pete…are you all right?” 

He looked very distracted. He was holding Venice in one hand and using the other to bring the milk bottle to the baby’s lips. The kid looked up at him with his big, innocent eyes, as if he wanted to ask the same question as me: What’s going on with you lately, Pete?

“I’m fine, I’m fine,” Pete quickly said, shaking his head. He made eye contact with Venice and gave the kid a smile. 

We’d been living like this for months—Venice was almost old enough to speak now. I still couldn’t get used to this new reality where all of Pete’s attention was directed solely at that kid. Yes! I was jealous of a child. Very jealous. 

In the twenty-four hours that Pete had in a day, he dedicated twenty to Venice. The other four hours were divided into two for sleeping, one for showering and playing video games, and one left for me. 

I’d asked Pete to hire a nanny, but he refused. He wanted to raise Venice with his own two hands. There were times when he had to go help me at the company, so he’d have Venice stay over with the Major Clan and Tankhun would take care of him. Do you see Venice’s future now? Yup! I don’t think he’s gonna grow up into a decent kid like we planned.

“Vegas, get that dinosaur plush for Venice, please,” Pete said, pointing at the bed across the room. 

I let out a huge sigh—what a mess. My room, which had once been neat and tidy, now had toys scattered all over. Not to mention that the color scheme I’d kept—white, black, gray, and navy blue—was now completely messed up with colorful hues. It looked like a room straight out of Alice in Wonderland, for fuck’s sake.

“Let him get it himself. He’s big enough,” I groused. But eventually, I couldn’t ignore Pete’s forceful gaze, so I went over to grab that stupid green dinosaur and handed it to Venice, who immediately reached out and grabbed it.

“Good job… I guess I can leave you with Venice now.” 

I was confused by Pete’s sparkling eyes. He seemed overjoyed at just seeing me fetch a stuffed animal for the kid. Hang on a second—how did that indicate whether I could take care of Venice or not?!

“What are you talking about?” I folded my arms and marveled at him.

“Well, tomorrow, I’m going back to Chumphon.” Pete smiled at me sheepishly. “But you and Venice don’t have to come with me.” 

This was another thing that puzzled me. Ever since Pete’s grandmother had called him to say she missed him, Pete kept mentioning that he didn’t want me to go home with him. His grandma wanted to see him—after all, she’d attended what she thought was his funeral. She’d since found out it was a misunderstanding, but she hadn’t had the chance to see him again at all. 

Once I’d heard that, I wanted to go with him to pay her some respect; I knew I had wronged Pete. I wanted to go and talk to her, to ask for her forgiveness, or to just meet her at least once. It would make me feel less guilty, anyway.

“I agree that Venice doesn’t need to come. But I will,” I declared. 

Pete was acting like he had a big secret. What if he was hiding a lover back home? Don’t let me find out about that—I’ll kill the bastard! 

“Then who will take care of Venice?” Pete said. “Macau is at a Buddhist retreat that will last five days. He’s coming back around the same time that we’d be returning from Chumphon. It has to be you. You should stay here with Venice.” The kid kept wiggling—he wanted to crawl over to grab some toys from the floor—so Pete let him slide down from his lap.

“I’ll be fine here, because this is my home…but will he?” I pointed at Venice, who was holding a bunch of toy cars.

“Of course he’ll be fine. Why wouldn’t he be?” Pete said. “Venice…Venice!” 

Venice turned around and smiled brightly at Pete. He laughed joyfully, trying to hand some cars to his mommy dearest. 

“Papa Pete will be gone for a few days. Venice, can you stay with Papa Vegas?” Pete asked his son with a hopeful look in his eyes. Venice seemed to understand what Pete was saying, because his smile faltered. He shifted his gaze toward me nervously…

“Wahhhhhhhhhhhhh!” He burst into a house-shaking wail.

“Yup, that’s what I meant,” I said, shaking my head. What made Pete think that I was capable of taking care of Venice? Try getting the baby to be anywhere near me without crying first, then we could talk about the rest.

“All right, all right. Don’t cry, my boy… Shhhh, shhhh.” Pete quickly got up from the bed and picked Venice up to console him. That kid knew the game very well—as soon Pete picked him up, he stopped crying. Then he curved his lips downward and started sobbing, garnering all the sympathy and attention from my boyfriend. “How about staying over with Be Tankhun? What do you say, Venice?” 

Once he heard Tankhun’s name, Venice looked like his whole world had crumbled once again. He seemed baffled, like he couldn’t believe that his momma would have suggested such a thing. His lips quivered and curved further down before he…

“Wahhhhhhh!” 

…wailed his head off once again.

“Wow. Tankhun’s an even worse choice than me,” I joked.

“There, there. Don’t cry… Stop crying, please… Shhhh… What do we do?” Pete still wouldn’t give up the idea of leaving Venice with someone, and he certainly wasn’t going to give in and let me go with him.

“What kind of secret are you hiding at home that makes you so reluctant to let your husband and kid go with you? What could it be?” I said just what I’d been thinking. “Don’t tell me you’re hiding a wife and kids on that island.” 

Ever since we started our lives together, all I cared about was Pete. I fell deeper in love with him each day; I loved him so much that I couldn’t imagine how I’d live without him. So I started feeling jealous, striving to be his most important person in every aspect, demanding everything from him—and this resulted in a lot of overthinking.

“It’s not like that… Fine, then! Let’s go! All of us. How about that? Let’s fucking take Nop and Pol, too!” Pete blew up out of nowhere, then carried Venice out of the room. 

It all happened so fast! 

“What the hell was that?” I said in confusion, my eyes following Pete’s back as he left. I didn’t understand the situation at all. What the hell was wrong with Pete?

 

***

 

[THE MORNING AFTER]

Nop gave us a ride to Chumphon. Then we boarded a boat to the island while Nop went to get a room at a hotel nearby. 

Pete had barely talked to me since yesterday. He wasn’t angry, but it seemed like he had a lot of things on his mind. Sometimes he talked to himself, and when I moved closer to hear what he was saying, he’d walk away. Even now, as we sailed on the private boat that we’d rented exclusively for our family, Pete paced back and forth like a rat in a maze for a while. He had Venice in his arms; if Venice ended up getting dizzy, I wouldn’t be able to tell if it was from the boat ride or from Pete’s pacing.

“Pete, are you all right?” I asked worriedly as I watched Venice, whose face was slowly drooping from drowsiness.

“I’m not!” Pete said anxiously.

“Come, sit! Venice must be so sick that he passed out. What’s up with him—is he sleepy or dizzy?” I shifted in my seat, making room for Pete. He let Venice lie down along the length of his arm and looked at me from time to time.

“Ugh…” Pete sighed heavily.

“If you’ve got something to say, then say it.” I’d had enough with this awkward moment. The thing that’d worried him over the past few days must’ve been the same thing keeping him from bringing me home to his grandparents.

“Vegas, do you love me?” Pete blurted out.

That was fucking perplexing. “Of course.”

“How much do you love me?” 

The questions were like waves crashing into me, giving me a massive headache.

“Very, very much,” I stressed the word.

“And what could possibly stop you from loving me?”

“Nothing.” It was the truth, even though I couldn’t understand what the hell Pete was going on about.

“All right. Can you promise me that no matter what happens on the island, you’ll still love me with all your heart?”

“Pete…just spit it out.” 

Pete was rocking Venice to sleep. He looked away from the boat, turning toward the sea and watching the waves. He seemed to be mustering his courage.

“All right, Pete,” he said to himself. “Whatever happens, happens!” 

But he still kept sighing every ten minutes. 

Pete’s behavior worried me. He influenced my every emotion. Even though he didn’t say anything more, I didn’t pressure or beg for any answer. I’d still keep a close eye on him, though, because I was worried about him.

I was zoning out and staring at the vast canvas of sea and sky when a large rocky outcropping decorated with a big white sign caught my attention. “What the hell is that?” 

The sign sported a beautiful, handwritten message: “Welcome, Pete Pongsakorn.” I quietly read it out loud and looked over at Pete, who paled and started to get antsy again.

“Here we go!”

“We’re almost there!” the captain shouted. 

Pete looked ready to drop dead. He quickly wiped the sweat off his face. The cool sea breeze caressing my face was enough to calm all the turmoil in my mind; however, it made my philosopher boyfriend madly anxious—like his hair was on fire.

The closer we got to shore, the more I could hear the sounds of drums, music, and people. I walked over to our captain, clung to the pole, and leaned out to have a look.

“Heyyyyyy! Pete!”

“I told them already to stop with the big show.” Pete picked up his Yadom inhaler and took in a lungful.

“Welcome, Nong Pete, our island’s most handsome boy, back to Grandma Jui and Grandpa Noi’s embrace,” I read out loud from the big sign on the shore. It was being held up and waved by dozens of people. The banner must have been at least thirty-two feet long, because the letters were so bold that it hurt my eyes. To be honest, if I’d paid attention when we were in the middle of the sea, I might have been able to read it from there.

Bam bam bam bam bam! The sound of long drums kept thumping with no sign of stopping. As our boat got closer to the shore, the people’s cheering grew louder and louder. I was taken by surprise, but at least now I knew why Pete had been so reluctant to bring me along. 

I went to grab the big suitcase that held our belongings, then turned to ruffle Pete’s hair. I smiled in amusement—he couldn’t even look at me right now.

“We’re here. Let’s disembark.” I nudged Pete to get up. 

The joyful ruckus was so loud that Venice slowly opened his eyes.

“I told you that you shouldn’t have come,” Pete whined. He looked like he was about to cry.

“It’s fine. It’s nothing,” I said as I ran my hand along his shoulder in consolation. 

“C’mere. Pete, ma boy. Oh, yer grandma missed ya bunches! And who’s that young’un in yer arms?” An old lady dressed in beautiful clothes hiked up her dress and happily waded through the seawater to Pete. “Oh, my! My, oh my! He’s here! My golden boy is here! Hiy, I thought you were a goner, I thought you were a goner. Couldn’t find yer way to the home island, nih?” 27

These people spoke rapid-fire Southern dialect, and I could only understand some of it. Venice watched in bewilderment as everything unfolded, but he showed no sign of panicking or crying at all.

“Grandma! Didn’t ya say it weren’t gon’ be big? Why’d’ja put these signs all over the island, nih?” Pete replied, looking hopelessly at the crowd and the banners.

“It’s been almost a year since you last came home, child. Time like this needs a big ol’ celebration like my handsome boy deserves.” 

Guessing from what I could partially understand, this woman was Pete’s grandmother—and she was not what I expected. I’d thought she would be just a regular old lady, but she actually looked strong and active—she’d organized a welcome party and everything. On top of that, she had sass. Her hair was puffed out into a bouffant, and she had a full face of makeup on. She was wearing a bunch of golden necklaces—so many that when the sun shined off them, it was so flashy that my eyes hurt.

“Hello.” I tried to flash a bright, friendly smile to greet Pete’s grandma. Her name must have been Jui, judging from the sign.

“And who’s this you’ve brought with ya, nih? Yer friend? Come, come. Let’s get to shore first, child. Oi! Help me, will ya? Why are you carryin’ so much stuff?” Grandma Jui waved for people who had been waiting on the shore to come help carry my luggage.

“What’s this, nih, Grandma? Why so many folks?” 

Once we reached the shore, the aunties and uncles who’d been waiting draped orchid garlands around Pete’s neck. Some generous folks tried to give me the flowers as well; I could only give them an awkward smile. Fortunately, Pete got between me and them.

“No, no! If you’re fixin’ to give ’em to someone, just put ’em on me.” 

“Here, here. Where’d’ya get that kid? My, my. Cute as a button. Nehhhhh, don’t tell me you knocked some girl up.” Grandma Jui took Venice into her arms. The baby didn’t start wailing, but he froze like a stone. His lips curved a bit downward, and he kept looking Pete’s way with sad eyes.

“Um…that’s…that’sss…” Pete was getting nervous. “Ma friend’s little’un!” Pete shot me an apologetic glance.

“Oh, and who’s this fella? Hiy, he’s real handsome. A pal of yours?” Grandma Jui leaned in close, eyeing me from head to toe. I started to get why Pete was so tense—right now, I was too.

“Mm… Hiy! Why is it this such a big shindig, Grandma?” Pete tried to change the subject, which I didn’t mind at all. Because if Pete were to tell them the truth now—that I was his man and Venice was our son—it’d give everyone on the island a heart attack.

“This is the li’l version, I tell ya. Ya only told me a few days ago that you were comin’ home. Yer grandma had to get all this prepared real quick—I almost didn’t make it.”

My eyes wandered off, exploring the extravaganza on this island. To be honest, I’d expected it to be quiet and peaceful—that Pete visiting his grandmother would give me an opportunity to rest. I couldn’t have been more wrong.

The beach was crowded with tents, four or five of them. There was a small stage equipped with musical instruments and big loudspeakers, and the area was decorated with colorful flowers. Triangular pennant banners and tinsel dangled above our heads. It was quite fancy, actually. I also saw a bunch of colored lightbulbs tied around some trees and poles. I bet that once it got dark, this setup would look even more over-the-top.

“Are you this island’s celebrity or something?” I asked Pete in a whisper. I wanted to tease him about it, but when I saw he was on the verge of tears, I felt bad for him. 

“I’m sorry, Vegas,” Pete said, looking guilty.

“I would’ve thought you were some famous politician visiting the island. So grand.”

“We’ll come back later. Let’s put away their stuff. Settle down, git y’all some food.” Grandma Jui held Venice in her arms while she kept shouting orders at the people who had come to welcome us. Venice’s eyes were fixed on Pete, as if he was trying to beg for help but couldn’t say it out loud. 

“This Pete’s young’un? He got a child this time?”

“Not quite. Friend’s kid. I’ll come back later, I’ll come back. Hey, Pete, your gramps is up in coco now. Go see him real quick.” 

Pete walked with his head hung low and didn’t dare to look me in the eye. I had to admit that I didn’t know how to react to this situation, but I didn’t mind it that much. It was something new. I’d never seen anything like this before.

From the beach, we trailed along the shore a short distance before we reached Pete’s house. The house reflected Pete’s popularity on the island: It was more extravagant than any of the other houses around. I’d forgotten the fact that Pete had been the head bodyguard for the Major Clan’s first son—he must have earned a pretty decent wage and sent it back to his grandparents so they could live a good life. 

His house was a white one-story building with a navy blue roof. It was spacious in width instead of height. Beyond the fence were gardens for growing various kinds of vegetables, and there were long tables lined up outdoors for drying fish, shrimp, and other seafood. The other houses were made from wood or cement and weren’t as big or decorated as Pete’s.

“Come, now; come, child. P’Noi! Oi, P’Noi! Which coconut tree are ya off to, you good-fer-nothin’ old fart? Told ya to buy ’em from the market and you didn’t listen. Yer so old, yer knockin’ on death’s door—why are ya still climbin’ trees? You could fall!”

Grandma Jui’s voice assaulted our ears nonstop, nagging about random things—sometimes it was about Pete, and sometimes it was Grandpa Noi. 

I’d never really cared about Venice’s feelings before, but today, I felt so sorry for him. His ears must’ve been ringing by then. Back home, nobody had ever shouted at him before; we lived rather quietly. All this noise must’ve been giving him quite a shock.

“Come here, my boy,” Pete said. I guess he couldn’t stand seeing Venice suffer. He walked straight forward and took Venice back into his embrace. Venice looked relieved and gleefully buried his face against Pete’s chest.

“Hiy, he’s cute as a button. This child—that his daddy?”

“Mm.” Pete turned toward me, then nodded a yes.

“And his mama ain’t coming, nih?” 

Pete had an awkward look on his face. But before he could reply, his grandfather showed up from the back door, dragging two clusters of coconuts behind him.

“Howdy, Grandpa. What’s all this for? That’s a lot, nih.” Pete darted over to his grandfather. His grandpa was quiet; he smiled at him, then looked at Venice fondly. 

He hadn’t got the chance to open his mouth and greet his grandson when Grandma Jui started talking again. “Hey! P’Noi! Pete’s got a friend and his son comin’, nih. There, that one. Handsome one there. Purty, ain’t he?” Grandma Jui pointed in my direction, and I quickly greeted Grandpa Noi with a wai.

“That young’un is the friend’s kiddo. Sweet li’l thing, huh?” 

Pete’s grandfather nodded and gave his grandson’s shoulder a few pats. He then dragged the bunches of coconuts over to a spot, sat down, and started peeling each of them with a knife. 

Um… Pete’s grandfather seemed like the strong and silent type. But I kind of got it—Grandma Jui had done all the speaking for him already! What was left for him to say?

“Go, go. Let’s go, child. You showed up real late, so there’s nothing much for ya. Let’s just wait for dinner at the party. Go on. Go shower ’n wash up.” Grandma Jui nudged me and Pete into the bedroom and finished the job for us by dragging our luggage into the room and putting it by the chair. “Don’t y’all forget to get ready, children.”

“P’Jui!” someone shouted from the front door. “Green curry is ready, nih. Should I take ’em?” 

“Take ’em. I’ll go check. Hiy! Gimme two shakes, nong.” Grandma Jui left the room; she seemed really busy. 

Once the door clicked shut, Pete and I sighed in unison. I dropped my butt on the end of the bed while Pete placed Venice down next to me. 

We didn’t say anything. Venice and I didn’t even move a muscle. We both just sat there and silently zoned out. 

Grandma Jui was quite skilled—she’d managed to calm Venice down. Normally, he was a hyperactive kid. As soon as you put him down on the floor or in the bed, he’d start crawling to find some toys. However, this time, there was no movement at all.

“I’m sorry. Are you okay?” Pete adjusted the air conditioner to lower the temperature. I hoped the cool air would at least soothe the chaos and confusion in my mind.

“I’m fine,” I said flatly. My eyes wandered to the wall without focusing on anything.

“Hold on, Vegas. Hold on, Venice! That was just the intro. You’ll see the real show soon.” Pete slid down and sat on my lap, threw his arms around my neck, and pulled my head close to his chest. “Just for a few days.”

“Don’t worry about it.” I put my arm around his waist and gently ran my hand up and down his back. 

Venice rubbed his face on the bed. Looked like he was ready for another nap.

Click! The door opened, sending Pete jumping away from me. We almost didn’t break apart in time. 

Grandma Jui’s face poked out from behind the door, and she started shooting her words out so fast she was practically rapping. “All right. Forgotta ask, nih, if all y’all can sleep in here, or should Grandma set up the living room for ya?”

“We’re fine,” Pete said. “We’re gonna sleep in the same room.” 

“Or would ya rather stay with me an’ give this room to these folks?”

“Nah, it’s fine. Now get out.” Pete tried to push Grandma Jui out of the room. This time, he didn’t forget to lock the door tightly and securely. We both let out another sigh.

I sprawled out on the bed, weary. “Would it be okay for me to not go down for dinner?” I asked.

“Sorry about that,” Pete said weakly, “but if you don’t show up, Grandma Jui will come up here to nag you until you give in.”

The three of us lay next to each another on the bed, feeling both physically and mentally exhausted.

 

***

 

We rested our eyes for about two hours. Pete woke up to mix some formula for Venice before taking a shower and changing. Then he went to brave the noise that awaited outside. 

The sound system had started blaring music an hour ago. It took me quite some time before I could garner the courage to step out of that room. 

“Your welcoming party is bigger than my high school reunion,” I joked with Pete as we walked along the beach in low spirits.

“Hang in there. Both you and Venice.”

“Venice’s soul must have left his body already. He’s been zoned out ever since we got here.”

“Oh no, Venice! No! You have to hang in there, kid.” Pete held Venice tightly and smooshed his cheeks from side to side in encouragement. 

Once I stepped foot under the blinking lights strung all over the island, the chatter became so loud that I couldn’t make heads or tails of it. There were around fifty people splitting into groups to sit at about thirty tables that had been prepared beforehand. There was a band playing and a vocalist singing joyfully in the Southern dialect.

“Pete, hiy. Come greet Auntie Jiw, darlin’. Come, come. The boy’s still handsome as ever, huh? Been years.” Grandma Jui dragged Pete over to see one of his relatives, so I tagged along.

“And whose little’un is this, nih, P’Jui?”

“That’s Pete’s friend’s young’un. Here, here. This one.” Grandma Jui pointed toward me. 

I greeted all of Pete’s relatives at the table with a wai.

“Hey, now it’s your turn to have one, Pete,” said Grandma Jui. “Got yerself a wife yet? Goodness knows when I’ll be kickin’ the bucket, so hurry up and gimme a grandbaby, ya hear?” 

“Ah, didn’t’cha ya bring your wife with ya?” Auntie Jiw asked.

Grandma Jui turned around and glared at Pete, whose soul seemed to have left his body.

“Or you ain’t got one? I heard Phi Jui say ya got loads of work,” said Auntie Jiw. “Remember Nong Nui here, nih? My grandbaby with my husband Tee. Remember her? Y’all were pals when you were knee-high to a grasshopper.” 

I glanced over at a dainty teenage girl who was dressed up beautifully. She smiled and fidgeted shyly. 

Pete shook his head frantically. “No, I don’t.”

“Nui’s a proper young lady now, nih? Go on, get reacquainted.” 

Pete gave me an apologetic look. I didn’t know what kind of face I was making, but I kept my eyes on that Nui girl. My gaze was so intense that she looked a little afraid.

“I’m beat. I’m gonna go eat.” Pete quickly cut the conversation short and went to look for any table with available seating. He carried Venice in one hand while the other tugged at the hem of my shirt, telling me to follow him.

“Take the table in the front, darlin’. Go on, I’ve set up everything.” 

I followed Pete to sit at the round table where Grandpa Noi was already sitting. There were various dishes placed next to one another, and all of them were Southern. That was going to make Pete happy, but I doubted I was going to be able to eat any of this.

“Go on, dear. These are Pete’s favorites, nih. Nam chub yam, khua-gling, liang leaves, khao yam. Eat up, darlin’.” Grandma Jui ladled out a variety of foods onto my plate. Everything got mixed up so much that it looked like a monk’s bowl of alms.28

“I don’t think you can handle that,” Pete said, looking thoughtfully at my plate. He was right. I couldn’t do anything but pick at the food on my plate. I didn’t want to hurt their feelings.

“Oh, honey, how are you not eating? Try it, try it. You’re already in Chumphon—you should try some Southern foods, else it’ll be like you ain’t never been here at all. It’s all delicious here. I woke up before the crack of dawn to grind these spices myself. Hiy! My hands hurt, nih!” 

“I can give it a try,” I said, scooping up a small portion of the stir-fry. I didn’t want to trouble Pete—this had been made by his grandma.

“No, no. Don’t! You can’t handle it, Vegas.” Pete held my wrist back, trying to stop the spoon from entering my mouth.

“Come on, Pete,” I whispered to him. “I can handle it. Otherwise it’ll break your grandma’s heart.” Reluctantly, he let go of my wrist. 

I slowly took a bite from the spoon, and the sharp aroma of chili paste shot up my nose. Thankfully, the spicy taste was only on the tip of my tongue and not burning my entire mouth.

“Come on, drink this.” Pete handed me a glass of water.

“Goodness gracious, my child! Southern chili got the Bangkok boy cryin’ tears.”

I turned to Pete. “Why the hell is it so different from what we had together in Bangkok?” 

“Because that wasn’t homemade,” Pete explained. “They make it mild in Bangkok—friendly for everyone’s palate.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I tried to stop you… There’s nothing here you can tolerate. Here, look after Venice for me. I’ll make you an omelet.” Pete didn’t waste a second, placing Venice on my lap and walking straight to the back of the party.

“Don’t cry, please. Pete will be back soon…” 

Venice looked up, his lips curving a bit downward before he looked around and tried to hold back tears. He and I shared the same sentiment. 

Suddenly, all attention was on me. Grandma Jui and Auntie Jiw both dragged their chairs over and sandwiched me. I knew what was coming, so I started counting down. Five, four, three, two, one…start!

“And what’s your name?” Auntie Jiw asked in standard Thai tinged with a Southern accent. Her eyes narrowed as she scanned me from head to toe.

“V-Vegas, ma’am.” Damn it! I’d talked to a ton of clients, but none of them had ever made me this nervous. Why was I so tense? It felt like I was being interviewed for front-page news—like everyone in the country had their eyes on me. I didn’t know what to do, so I pulled Venice into a tight hug.

Auntie Jiw looked puzzled. “Vey…Vey…Vey-Gut…Gut what? Gutting who?” 

“Vegas, ma’am,” I said awkwardly. “It’s a city name. Ha ha.” Man, I was nervous. Nobody had ever made me this scared before—not even Be Korn. I dug my feet into the ground, starting to drip with sweat.

“What about the young’un here?” 

I glanced over to Venice where he sat on the table, playing with his toys without a care in the world. Wow. A little help here, please?

“Venice, ma’am.”

“Veh-what? Nid…Veh-Nid? Oh! What a strange name.” Grandma Jui shook her head and waved frantically.

“And what do you do for a living?” Auntie Jiw asked.

I took a deep breath, trying to collect myself. “Private business, ma’am.”

“Private? What is it? I’m confused.” Auntie Jiw rested her chin on her hand, paying serious attention to me. She was so focused that it put pressure on me to answer.

“Um, family business. Like, logistics? I mean, transporting things. Importing and exporting goods. Stuff like that.” I didn’t know how to make it easiest to understand. Never in my life had anyone sat this close to me and interrogated me about my business with such determination.

“What kind of goods, son?” 

I couldn’t tell them the truth, could I? Unless I wanted to freak out the entire island.

“Many things, ma’am. Like steel, iron, or sometimes soil.”

“And export to where?” 

I blinked. That question gave me a headache. “Uh, depends on who’s ordering.”

“Oh, oh. Seems like a big business, hmm? And who are your parents?” Grandma Jui still managed to bombard me with endless questions.

“My father’s name was Kant. Mother was Rin.” I didn’t get why she needed this information. Ugh!

“Oh, oh, oh. And how long have you known Pete? Pete works as a bodyguard or something, doesn’t he? How did you two met?”

“Uh…” I was stunned for a moment. How should I put this? It was even more complicated than a final exam.

“Grandma Jui, Auntie Jiw! Leave him alone now.” Pete put a plate full of rice and an omelet in front of me and pulled his relatives away.

Grandma Jui turned and shot him an angry glare. “I was just askin’. He’s a good-lookin’ fella. How did y’all become friends?”

“That’s all you need to know. Stop asking.” No matter how hard Pete tried to pull them away, he was helpless to fight against the combined forces of Grandma Jui and Auntie Jiw.

“Where were we? How did you two met?”

“Um…” I looked at Pete, asking for help. When Venice saw Pete, he immediately opened his arms, asking to be carried.

“I ran into him, and we became friends. Satisfied now? Go away. Grandpa, help!” Pete turned to his grandfather, who was sitting ­quietly by himself and showing no interest in anyone at all. It seemed like any words in Grandpa’s life that could have come out of his mouth had been said by Grandma Jui already.

“That’s nonsense… So, what’s the story?” Grandma Jui kept pressuring me. I didn’t know how to react. 

Pete sighed heavily before he decided to introduce me. “He’s the son of Mr. Kant, who was Mr. Korn Theerapanyakul’s brother. We met at work. I was a bodyguard, and he’s my boss’s nephew. Happy now?!” 

Grandma Jui and Auntie Jiw froze in shock. 

“Hello, Mr. Vegas… Why didn’t you tell me that he’s Mr. Korn’s nephew? Would you like anything else? Oh, I’ll be damned,” Grandma Jui said. “Jiw! Go get some juice. Snacks, bring in some snacks too!” 

Both Jui and Jiw were scurrying around, so I held out my hand to stop them. “It’s fine. It’s fine… Please sit down.” 

“I’m so sorry. I feel like I haven’t welcomed you properly… Pete, you should have told me that Mr. Korn’s nephew was coming. I’d have prepared a bigger feast.”

“It can be…bigger?” I asked incredulously. I’d heard from Pete that Be Korn had saved these people from some money-hungry business shark, so they loved and respected him a lot.

“Go on,” said Pete. “You got your answer. Get up so Vegas can have his dinner.”

“How can you talk to Mr. Korn’s nephew like that? Where are your manners? I have to apologize on Pete’s behalf. I taught him, but it seems like his brain didn’t take it. Grandpa Noi and I raised him by ourselves, and we did the best we could. He doesn’t have any parents, but he’s skillful and smart. He always sends back plenty of money for us—our neighbors are so jealous. Well, well. That’s because I know how to raise my grandson.” Grandma Jui smiled shyly, her expression and demeanor becoming noticeably submissive. But that wasn’t how I wanted her to act…

“What a lucky boy,” she went on. “He has good bosses, and now he managed to climb the ladder and befriend his boss. You really have fate by your side, just like the oracle predicted.” 

Pete couldn’t stop his grandma anymore; all he could do was shake his head. He picked up Venice, who was starting to cry, and carried him over to see the colorful papers decorating the poles.

“What did the oracle say?” I couldn’t help being interested in anything about Pete’s history.

“Oh! That was a long time ago, back when he’d just moved to Bangkok. I was worried about him, so I went to the oracle. She said he’s skillful and can take care of himself. In his early days, it might be rocky, but then fate and good karma will eventually make him prosperous and powerful.” 

Damn, who’s that oracle? She’s good! Pete had power above everyone in the family now. Whether it was me, Macau, Venice, or any of our bodyguards, all of us were at his feet. 

“He could go far with his job, good enough to give his grandparents a good life. However, there was only one thing that ­worried me—a wife and kids. Look at him handling that kid. He has a ­paternal instinct within him. Oh, how I wish he’d give me a ­grandchild to hold.” 

I could only smile dryly. If only I could tell her that her wish had already been fulfilled. Even though he wasn’t a biological son, Pete cared for him like one. “I see.”

“When he was in school, a bunch of girls liked him. Whenever it was Valentin or Valentine’s or whatever it’s called, he’d come home with a bunch of flowers and chocolate. Soooooo many gifts, they ­almost flooded our house! Grandpa told me that he almost had a heart attack when he’d gone to pick him up from school. He was covered from head to toe with stickers—so many I don’t think he could see where he was going.29 It was from all those girls. Well, he has his own charm, don’t you agree? I’m surprised that he’s never brought a girl home to meet us at all.”

“Oh…is that so?”

“Don’t forget to find him a wife… And why is Tankhun not with you?” 

“P’Tankhun happens to be busy,” I said, although I didn’t know if he was actually busy or not. Whatever, screw him.

“Mr. Tankhun is fun to talk to. Whenever he comes here, he can hold a conversation with me for days. I had so much fun chatting with him because he kept me company, and the next moment I’d look at him, he’d already be passed out. He snored so loud that our neighbors could hear. What a lovely boy.” 

Wow…she managed to talk Tankhun to sleep? I had to give her props for that. Grandma Jui was a superhero. 

“Look, look. The Ramwong Wian Krok dance is starting. That’s Tankhun’s favorite. Come on, join us. Go dance with the aunties, my dear. It’s not every day that Mr. Korn’s nephew comes for a visit.”

“I’ll have to excuse myself, ma’am. I need to finish this,” I said, pointing to my plate. “Then I’ll follow you.” 

Grandma Jui and Auntie Jiw left for the folk dance circle, which had a mortar placed in the middle.

“Hmm… Still doing all right?” Pete asked as he plopped down next to me. He had that dying look on his face again.

“Heh. It’s okay… What do you call that dance?” I grabbed the spoon and scooped rice and omelet into my mouth as I watched the folk dance they were doing.

“It’s a Southern Ramwong Wian Krok. What? Do you want to join?” Pete’s expression looked brighter once he noticed that I’d started to relax.

“No! And why is there a mortar in the middle?”

“It’s just the style. Don’t be rude.” Pete smiled widely and sighed in relief.

“Hey, I’m just curious!” Big crowds of people made me feel suffocated, but I tried to appreciate the culture that made Pete into who he was today.

“No idea,” said Pete. “Maybe they just put it there so some curious asshat will ask about it? Oh, and if you don’t want to be dragged into dancing, just fake a headache and go home real quick.” Even though he seemed relieved, he was still worried. I was no longer surprised at Pete’s occasionally silly behavior or how he managed to handle Tankhun so well. Look at the environment he’d grown up in! It was very entertaining.

Around nine o’clock, people started to leave. I figured this would be the most peaceful time, so I walked along the dimly lit beach, enjoying the breeze. I wasn’t uncomfortable at all at the party; it was just that I wasn’t used to a gathering of so many relatives doing fun stuff together. It was a strange experience—nothing like I’d expected. 

As I waited for Pete to get Venice cleaned up and put him to sleep, I sat down in the sand and let myself relax. I was content and free from worries. Sitting here felt similar to when I was with Pete. Now I understood why he had so much positive energy; just being in the place where he’d grown up gave me positive feelings.

“Vegas…” Pete’s voice came from behind me. 

I looked around to give him a smile and held out my arm, inviting him to come sit next to me. “Venice fell asleep?”

“Yeah, he must be tired. It was a long trip.” Pete dropped down next to me, and I threw my arm around his neck.

“What’s wrong?” I asked as I glanced at his profile. His expression was still grumpy.

“I’m sorry,” he said slowly.

“Sorry about what?”

Pete sighed. “I know that you don’t like crowded places, Vegas. You don’t like places with loud noises, and you don’t like when someone pesters you with chitchat. I know that it makes you ­uncomfortable, that it makes you feel awkward… My family is always like this. I tried to tell you not to come…but in the end, you did. And my family did make a big deal of it like I thought they would.” Guilt was written all over his face, so I used my hand to push his head toward my shoulder, letting him lean on me. Even though we were afraid that someone might see us, everyone had been dancing their asses off earlier, especially Grandma Jui. I didn’t think she’d have the energy to stumble upon us here. 

“You’re such a worrywart. I haven’t even said anything.”

“I’ve been worrying about this for days,” Pete said. “I already told her not to do it. No feast, no party. But did she listen to me?”

“Ha ha, it would be strange if she did… So, the reason you’ve been acting weird over the past few days was because of this? What are you afraid of? It wasn’t bad—I feel fine.” I leaned my face closer to take a look at him. He lifted his head away from my shoulder and put on a serious face.

“I’m afraid of a lot of things.”

“Such as?”

“Like I said, I was afraid you’d feel awkward, that you wouldn’t be comfortable with this place, that all the food here might not be to your taste, that you might dislike my grandma…and that you might change your mind about loving me.” 

I couldn’t help but chuckle at how much Pete was overthinking things. I reached out and gently ran my hand down his cheek, then moved my face close to his. 

“Listen to me, Pete. I’ll never stop loving you. Even if your family is more chaotic than this, even if your folks live in the jungle and it takes a ton of effort to climb up there, even if I couldn’t eat anything your family makes, even if you grandma or grandpa or other family members hate me or are weird with me, I will never stop loving you. Don’t worry at all. I’ll adapt. I’ll do whatever it takes to stay with you. Even if there’s no omelet and I have to eat something spicy, I can push through if you’re with me.” I leaned down to gently kiss the love of my life on the cheek. 

“You mean it? I was so worried. You’ve never left luxury a single day in your life, and now you’re stuck with me here today.”

“I didn’t feel uncomfortable at all, Pete. Also, we’re just staying for a few days, then we’ll be back home. I don’t see any problem with it at all. To be honest, your grandparents have been lovely to me. Your family was just curious—they asked questions because they didn’t know. And the party might be a bit over-the-top, but it’s very heartwarming. I’ll admit that I’m not used to this. I might not have interacted with some things because I didn’t know how to handle them. But I’d never be put off by anything about you.”

“Thank you, Vegas,” Pete said.

“Why are you thanking me? It’s me who should be thanking you. I’m glad that I get to be out here and experience new things, that I get to know the place you grew up in. And now I’m certain that you’re the perfect person to raise Venice.”

“Ah… I love you, Vegas. Anything that affects you will always worry me.” Pete slung both arms around my neck and leaned in to give me a soft peck on the lips.

I glided my hand over to tightly grip his waist. Our lips pressed up against each other’s with no thought of breaking away. We let the sky, the sea, and the breeze act as witnesses for this intrepid love of ours. No matter how many obstacles we had to face, we would never break apart.

“What are y’all doin’? What in tarnation is that?!” 

Apparently, nature wasn’t the only witness to our love. There was also…Grandma Jui. 

Oh, fuck me!
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***

 

Pete and I ended up on our knees in front of Grandma Jui and Grandpa Noi, who were sitting on the sofa in their house. We both looked down, stock-still. 

A few moments ago, Pete had pushed me away roughly with his eyes wide open. He was shocked and freaking out. If he could have run into the sea and plunged into the abyss, he would have…but I figured that Pete’s grandparents would have to know about us eventually.

“Fess up, Pete,” said Grandma Jui. “What’s all this?” 

Grandpa Noi fanned Grandma Jui, who was holding a Yadom inhaler in each hand.

“Grandma…” Pete bit down hard on his lip. He probably didn’t know where to start. 

“You’ve lost yer damn marbles. What did you do? Spill!”

“Well, I…”

“I love Pete.” I decided to firmly say it outright. No more excuses. Admitting the truth seemed to be our best way out. 

Grandma Jui looked ready to faint. Pete turned to look at me and shook his head; it seemed like he didn’t want me to tell them.

“I love Pete very much… We’ve been living together for quite some time.”

“That means, V-Vegas is…” Grandma Jui spoke in standard Thai as she frantically pointed at me and Pete.

“Pete is my lover, and I’m his.” I kept my voice steady as I looked up to meet their eyes, trying to convey my sincerity.

“And what about being a bodyguard?” Grandma Jui turned to ask Pete. 

He took a deep breath and answered, “I’ve resigned from the Major Clan, Grandma.”

“Turned into a full-time housewife now, huh? That’s what yer gonna do next?”

“I help Vegas with his family’s business. And…and…I take care of our son,” Pete mumbled weakly.

“Son? That young’un? Oh, hell’s bells! What hole did he crawl out of, Pete? You’re a man, and this Gut…Ve-Gut fella is a man, too. Oh, I’m gonna pass out.” Grandma Jui took a deep whiff from her inhaler.

“Grandma, I’m sorry…”

“When did it start? What’s the story? Were yer hands tied? Huh?! Tell Grandma, Pete. Fess up.” This time, Grandma Jui spoke in thick Southern dialect, and I couldn’t quite make it out. 

“I love Vegas. I love him so much!” Pete declared resolutely, the same way I had. I couldn’t help but smile.

His eyes that had been too afraid to meet his grandparents’ now looked up and stared at them earnestly. The old couple went still, their gazes shifting between Pete and me before they both let out a sigh.

“You must really love ’im, yeah?” said Grandma Jui.

“Yes!” Pete answered once more.

“I ain’t sure if it’s possible fer a man to fall in love with another man. Fellas, the world is moving forward too fast fer little ol’ me to catch up… Ah, fine. Does that break my heart? You bet. But since you’ve decided…” Grandma Jui reached out to lovingly pat Pete’s head. “Your grandma will love anyone that you love, Pete.”

“Grandma,” Pete said shakily, then darted forward and hugged her tightly.

“All right, all right,” she said. “Pete has done a lot for us, P’Noi. Just let him do whatever makes him happy.”

“Ah, that’s right, son,” Grandpa Noi said kindly, running his hand over Pete’s shoulder. “Your grandma and grandpa here don’t mind.”

I gathered my courage and prostrated myself at Pete’s grandparents’ feet as I had planned, begging for forgiveness for how I’d wronged Pete.

“I’d like to apologize for all the horrible things I’ve inflicted upon Pete. Please forgive me. From now on, I’ll take good care of him.” I held my hands together in a wai, refusing to stop until his grandparents smiled and nodded at me.

“Hiy… Pete, stop crying,” Grandma Jui sighed. “You’ve got a man now, and y’all slept together until you ended up with a son. Darn cute one too. Quit yer whinin’.” 

But Pete buried his face against his grandma’s chest and wouldn’t stop crying.

“Anyway, that little Veh-Nid kid—which hole did he come from? Yer ass? I’m still confused. Come now, Pete, spill the beans.” 

“It’s a long story… I’ll tell you later,” Pete said. “But from now on, Venice is your great-grandson.”

“Yeah, yeah. What a cute lil’ dumplin’. I could die for him. Hey, bring him home again real soon—don’t wait another year, ya hear?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Pete and I said in unison.

“Give the next kid an easier name. Veh-Nid…Nid…Nid-what? What’s that? Can’t call him that.” 

Over the three days I stayed there, Pete’s grandparents welcomed me warmly. They cared for me like I was their own flesh and blood. And they adored Venice. Even though they still had lingering questions, I could feel that they trusted in Pete and respected his choices without a doubt. 

Pete had had a great childhood growing up with his ­grandparents’ love. This place was full of joy. Although it was chaotic, it was so heartwarming. For the first time, I understood what the true ­meaning of “family” was. 

No matter what, I’d bring Pete and Venice back here often, so they would be showered with love and live joyful lives forever.
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PORSCHE

“EMERGENCY! EMERGENCY!” TANKHUN’S VOICE ECHOED through the entire house. It sounded like he was screaming and running all around the second floor, because his footsteps were like a fucking earthquake. Stomp! Stomp! Stomp!

“Young Master, please stop running! You’re a grown man; why are you still playing like a kid?” Arm and Pol shouted after him, but Tankhun still won’t stop screeching.

“Emergency! Emergency!”

Argh! I’m not putting up with him anymore! I was all alone today. Kinn had gone out to talk business with his father and Kim, so the pile of documents about products in the factory had become my responsibility. I had to sign for documents received, sign for changes, sign for whatever the fuck was getting sent out. I had to focus, because I needed to double-check that the specs for the parts were up to standard. Not only did Tankhun not lift a finger to help, he was also being a fucking nuisance. I can’t take it anymore!

Bang! I slammed the door open and glared at Tankhun running up and down the hallway.

“The fuck is your problem?!” I yelled.

“Oh!” he cheered. “There’s one! We’re just missing one more!” 

“P’Khun? What’s going on?” Chay sleepily peered out of Kim’s room, still in his uniform. He must’ve been taking a nap after he got home from school.

“Yay! You’re all here!” Tankhun took Chay’s hand, tugging him out of Kim’s room and over to mine. “I have something to talk to all of you about,” he said, his eyes sparkling.

“Then why didn’t you just knock?” I snapped. “The fuck were you shouting for?!” I was so annoyed. If I didn’t get this work done, Kinn was going to chew my head off!

“If I just knocked, it wouldn’t be as big of a deal,” Tankhun said. “I need excitement. I need everyone’s attention. That’s why I had to use this method.” He waved his arms in a sweeping arc, like he was performing a musical number.

I crossed my arms and leaned against the doorframe, giving him my most fed-up stare. “What is it, then?”

“I’m tired. I just got done with today’s exams, and I didn’t sleep at all last night.” Chay rubbed his eyes and turned to plant his head against the wall. He dozed off just like that.

“Just a second…” Tankhun pulled out his phone to check the time and murmured something, almost like he was counting: “Three, two, one…”

“Young Master! Young Master, are you all right? Mr. Tankhun!” Pete called from the front of the house. He came running up the stairs, carrying Venice in his arms.

“Pete, what’s wrong?” Arm and Pol immediately rushed up to Pete.

“What about you? What’s wrong?” Pete panted hard, handing Venice to Pol and looking at Tankhun anxiously.

“Yay! We successfully tricked him into coming here. Come on, everyone! Let’s go to my room!” Tankhun beckoned everyone to follow him.

“What the hell? I’m not going. I have to work.” I tried to turn back into my room, but the crazy bastard grabbed my wrist and dragged me along. “Let go of me, Tankhun!” 

I let him pull me inside, even though I was probably much stronger than him. I’d been staying up late to take care of work these past few days, so I was completely drained.

“Arm, bring Chay,” Tankhun ordered. “Pete, over here!” 

And so we all reluctantly ended up on the sofa in the middle of Tankhun’s room.

“So, Young Master, what’s wrong?” Pete asked, after he’d caught his breath and drunk some water.

Pol looked up from where he was playing with Venice on the floor. “What did he do?”

“He called me saying it was an emergency. I was really worried. I thought something happened to him.”

“Hee hee,” Tankhun snickered.

“Please don’t do that again, Young Master,” Pete said. “I was really worried. Venice was just about to fall asleep too—I was so close to getting a break. Why are you doing this to me?!” He was the definition of a new parent, always looking exhausted as he carried Venice everywhere.

“P’Khuuun, please let me sleep,” Chay begged, his eyelids drooping shut as he gave Tankhun a wai. “I haven’t gotten any rest since yesterday.” I felt bad for my little brother.

“This,” Tankhun said. “This right here. You’re so stuck under your husbands’ thumbs that you’re not yourselves anymore. Look how they’re making you slave away at work, raising the kids, making you take exams…”

“Those are required by the school, phi,” Chay pointed out.

“Yes, yes. And did he offer to help you study? Huh? Heartless!” Tankhun declared bitterly. What the hell did he want? 

“Porsche. Look how hard Kinn has you working,” Tankhun went on. “You’ve lost so much sleep that your face is starting to look as weary and worn as a ghost’s. What about him? He’s gone out to meet clients! Dressed up! Hair styled! Has it never occurred to you that there’ll be handsome young clients from high-society families hanging around him?”

Huh? I’d never thought about that before, but now I sure was. I looked worn? How bad was it? He went to meet clients? Which ones? I’d met some of our clients here and there, but my main ­responsibility was sorting out the paperwork. Kinn had said I should slowly learn the ropes, just one thing at a time…but was it really because he didn’t want me to meet someone? Just you wait, Kinn!

“As for you, Porchay, you’re too young,” Khun said. “You can’t keep up with Kim. I hear you’ve been so busy studying for your exams that you have no time to go out. Think about it. You’ve been stressed, but Kim recently went out with his friends. Are those really just his friends? When you were tortured by math tests, did he share in your pain and your suffering? Never… How sad.” 

Chay, who was nodding off, suddenly perked up.

“And you, Pete, are the worst of them all!” Tankhun declared. “You and Vegas wronged the ancestral spirits! Have you no shame? Huh? You disrespected me. You ran away together, but did you even think about me, the one who raised you? Did you consider how I’d feel? You ran away together and now you’ve had a child out of wedlock, disregarding the sanctity of marriage… Even now, you’re still not married! He’s not showing you the proper respect! You used to be a cool bodyguard, and now you’re stuck with the baby. Vegas doesn’t even help you raise him! The hands that once held guns are now holding baby bottles. You went from beating up enemies to patting your baby to sleep every night. And all the while, Vegas is out working and meeting so many new people because he can’t stand his wife looking so haggard. That’s what you get when you run away together… As they say, once you have the baby, a man shows his true colors. How sad!”

Pete furrowed his brow for a moment, then started nodding along like he was agreeing with Tankhun.

“Young Master, why are you wrecking other people’s homes?” Arm remarked.

“Shut up, Arm!” Pete said.

“That’s why.” Tankhun pumped his fists in the air. “Those of you who have been oppressed, stand up and fight!” 

“I agree… Once men with wandering eyes are out of earshot, who knows what they get up to?” Tay had just opened the door, and he backed Tankhun up as he came inside to join us. Apparently, he’d been called over too.

“Then what do we have to do?” Chay asked curiously.

“We’re going to reclaim our lives!” Tankhun declared. “We will not let anyone control us!” 

“But I still have to study for the rest of my tests,” Chay said, sounding regretful.

“Leave it. I know that one day, you will rise up and be more glorious than before. What will they do then? They might fall to the floor…” Khun kneeled on the floor. “And they’ll weep and say…

I beg you, please don’t go,

I’ll kneel down and cling to you.

Hands clasped to say don’t go,

But it’s useless when the one I love is gone…” He dramatically recited the lyrics.

“Then what do you want us to do about it?” I crossed my legs. It wasn’t like I didn’t agree with him, but something told me he was up to something crazy.

“I’ve got VIP room tickets for an exclusive karaoke night.” Tankhun beamed and proudly held up his ticket. “We’re going to let loose today.” 

“Ugh!” Chay, Pete, and I groaned in unison.

“Just say, ‘Hey, let’s go out for karaoke,’” I moaned, massaging my temples. “Would it kill you to just ask? What was that entire fucking speech for?” Why did this keep happening to me?!

“If I just asked, would you go with me? I’ve been going alone all the time, and Pol and Arm sound like buffaloes giving birth—you can’t even tell what they’re singing! You two should learn how to clap along to the beat first.” Tankhun glared at Pol and Arm before turning back to us. “But the purpose of tonight is not just to sing! You’re standing up to the shitty men in your lives and saying that you will not bow down anymore! Ha ha ha!” Tankhun laughed. All the world really was a stage to him—every gesture and every word. I had to keep looking behind me to see who the hell he was talking to, because he kept staring outside and making faces. He’s nuts! He’s batshit insane!

“I’m not free. I still have documents to sign.” I stood up, ready to get away from this nonsense. This was a complete waste of time. Can he give me back the thirty minutes he just wasted?

“I’m going to nap,” Chay said, his eyes drooping again.

“Venice, let’s go home.” Pete went over to the baby and picked him up.

“Wait, wait, wait,” said Tankhun. “You can’t do this to me.” He shook Tay’s arm, trying to get him to help.

“How about this?” Tay said, stepping in front of me. “These past six months, you’ve been through a lot, but you still have to go back to work and do other stressful things. I think it’s time you had a break. You should go out, see the world.”

I peeled his hand off my arm. “Only if I’m done with work. I’m going back to my room.”

“Why do you care so much? While you guys have been stuck working at home, raising your kid at home, or studying at home…your man might be living it up and having opulent dinners. If you don’t believe me…look!” Tay pulled out his phone and called Time, putting it on speaker. “Luckily, they’re all attending the same meeting at the Association today.”

“Hello?” came Time’s voice as he picked up the call.

“Turn the camera on!” Tay ordered Time.

“What’s up?” Time turned the camera on. His face filled up the screen, grinning at Tay. Time is being obedient as fuck today—he’s probably got a lot of guilty charges to make up for.

“Where are you?”

“We just left the Association, so I invited Kinn, Kim, and Vegas along to get something to eat,” Time said. I furrowed my brow.

“Turn the camera around,” Tay said. 

Time switched to the back camera and panned it around the room. Kinn, Kim, and Vegas were cutting into steaks at a fancy restaurant, just like Tay had said. Asshole! You left me with a pile of paperwork, but instead of wrapping up your meeting and hurrying back to eat with me, you… Ugh! That’s it!

“I still have more to—”

“Yeah, yeah, that’s your problem,” Tay cut Time off. “I’m staying at my mom’s tonight. Bye.” With that, he hung up.

“See?” Tankhun piped up brightly. “They’re not paying any attention to the responsibilities on your shoulders. So…who’s going to karaoke with me? Show of hands!” He raised his own hand above his head, but no one was listening to him anymore. The flames Tankhun had lit and Tay had fueled blazed like hellfire, threatening to destroy everything.

“I’ve been home eating rice and sweet pork belly, mashing bananas for Venice…while Vegas was eating steak!” Pete fumed. 

“I just got done with my exams,” cried Chay. “I’m so tired, but Kim—!”

I pulled out my phone and immediately called Kinn.

“What is it, darling?” Kinn answered his phone in a tender voice.

“I’m going out,” I told him. “I’ll be back late.”

“Where are you going?” Kinn asked with a hint of irritation.

“Drinking.”

“Where?” he asked.

“That’s my business!”

“Porsche! What’s wrong?” Kinn’s voice turned serious.

“Oh, and I’m not done with the documents yet. You can come back and finish signing them. I’m tired!” I hung up and turned off my phone. I marched out of the room to enthusiastic applause from Tankhun. 

Enough is enough! I won’t be your servant anymore, Kinn! I’m going out! I’m going drinking! I’m going to see the world! Hmph!

 

***

 

[INSIDE TANKHUN’S ROOM]

While everyone was busy angrily calling their lovers, Tankhun smirked.

“Serves you right, Kinn and Kim, for daring to talk back to me this morning,” he said vindictively.

“Young Master, did you have to do this?” Pol said, trying to dissuade him. “You could tear them apart—especially Pete and Vegas. Venice could grow up in a broken home.” Arm, meanwhile, could only sit there and shake his head.

“It’s just one day,” Tankhun insisted. “I won’t let my nephew suffer… I’m sorry to trouble Pete and Vegas. My real targets are Porsche and Porchay. But adding Pete and Tay into the mix… Well, the more, the merrier!” 

“And what did Mr. Kinn and Mr. Kim do to deserve this, Mr. Tankhun?” Arm asked, feeling sorry for them.

“Well, I went to Father because I wanted to buy all of the hospital shares, and Father told me to go ask Kinn. But when I went to plead with Kinn, he said…”

 

[EARLIER THIS MORNING]

“Please, please, let’s buy all the shares and make the hospital ours!” Tankhun had been begging Kinn for a while now.

“Are you crazy, Khun?” Kinn replied. “What would you do with a hospital? We don’t even have a doctor in the family.”

“You can do whatever with it,” Kim chimed in. “He just wants the shares to appoint Dr. Top as the hospital director.”

“Correct,” Tankhun agreed. “P’Top is smart. I believe that this venture will be profitable under his management.”

“Did you hear that? We’re gonna be rich, Kinn,” Kim quipped, taking a sip of his coffee.

“Tankhun!” Kinn scolded his older brother. “Focus! Don’t let a man dictate your life!” 

So Tankhun held on to his fury, until now…

 

[THE PRESENT]

“It’s because they got their happy ending… That’s why they won’t help me. If I have love troubles, they should too! Hmph!” Tankhun just wanted a bit of revenge. A little bit would be enough. He just wanted to teach his little brothers a lesson…

 

***

 

“You can come and pick up Venice; he’s with Auntie Prik. Remember, Venice has to be home before eight or you’re dead!” Pete threatened Vegas before hanging up the phone. He sure was scary when he got angry…

All of us walked into Tankhun’s exclusive karaoke bar (or whatever the hell it was) with murderous expressions on our faces. As a group, we didn’t look like partygoers; we looked like a bunch of thugs!

“Order whatever you want,” Tankhun told us. “My treat.” 

We arrived in our private room, and I looked around. Everything was fancy, carefully arranged, and spacious—it certainly lived up to the VIP ticket.

I turned to Pete. “Pete…Pete, what’s wrong?” He’d been sitting and staring blankly ahead for a while.

“Huh? What?” He turned to me wearily. You must be exhausted lately, huh?

“You worried about Venice?” I asked.

“Yes! He won’t settle down for just anyone. Even Vegas has a hard time with him.” Pete lifted his glass and took a sip. When the familiar taste entered his mouth, though, he stared at his glass in wonder. “Whoa! Why is this so good?”

I lifted my glass for a drink as well. “It’ll be fine. Vegas won’t let anything happen to Venice. Anyone can see how much he loves him.” 

“Actually, I’m not mad at Vegas or anything,” Pete admitted. “I’m here…so Vegas can spend more time with Venice.” 

I felt really sorry for Pete. He had so many responsibilities that he’d lost any time he had left for himself. Any time I called to invite him out to eat, he was never free. The only time I might get to see him was when there was something going on with Tankhun. That was what made things difficult for Pete—the Minor Clan side was important, but the Major Clan side was really fucking important, and each was just as crazy as the other. I felt tired just looking at him.

“I dedicate this song to Pete,” Tankhun declared, “who left me so heartlessly.” 

Once Tankhun touched the mic, he’d never let go. As the music started, Pol and Arm stood up in sync to be his backup dancers—as if they’d been briefed beforehand.

“Why are you here to embarrass yourself, girl? You didn’t have to come back. 

Didn’t say goodbye when you ran away, ran away with the city boy. 

The one you left behind sat there in tears, completely destroyed, don’t you know?”30 

I knocked back my entire glass. If Tankhun’s songs were all going to be like this, I needed to get drunk first. I was too sober to deal with his crazy bullshit right now.

The mood inside the room was very lively. The dimmed lights and colorful LEDs were a great fit for the cha-cha songs Tankhun picked out. Pol and Arm danced to nearly every song; Tay and Chay were engrossed in trading complaints about Time and Kim. I kept clinking glasses with Pete. He mostly talked to me about Vegas and Venice, but it was all good things.

“What about you?” Pete asked me. “What are you going to do about an heir? Has the boss talked to you about it?” 

“I haven’t thought about it,” I said.

“It’s a big deal! You and Kinn should have that conversation. The earlier, the better.”

“I think so too,” I admitted. “After our generation, both clans could come to an end.”

“Yeah…Vegas told me it was a matter of stability. For the power in your and Kinn’s hands.”

“Mm-hmm. But there’s so much I’m conflicted about, Pete. I don’t know if I’m doing the right thing, bringing my loved ones into all of this again. Especially Porchay. I’m torn just thinking about what I should do.”

“…I understand,” said Pete. “When it comes to Vegas, Macau, and Venice, no one wants to be involved with that anymore. But Vegas still has to sort out everything to hand it over to you, right? I think that within a year, once everything’s in order, I might talk to Vegas about leaving and doing something on our own. Living on our own, you know? We wouldn’t have to be involved with anyone else… It sounds good to me.” 

I let out a heavy sigh. “If only it were that easy,” I muttered.

Pete leaned in to hear me better. “What did you say, Porsche?” 

“Nothing, nothing.” 

Pete kept sipping his drink, his eyes scanning the room, but I wasn’t really paying attention. I needed to be alone with my thoughts for a while. I did feel guilty coming here, leaving my work and Kinn just like that…

It really wasn’t a big deal—Kinn might’ve just finished his meeting and felt hungry, so he stopped to eat. It wasn’t like he went out with anyone new, he just went with his brother and his friends. It was probably just because of my built-up exhaustion that I’d been so touchy and unreasonable lately. 

What was Kinn doing now? Was he fuming as he sat and waited for me on the sofa in our room? He was probably just tired, and confused about my behavior. 

Honestly, I was kind of ashamed of myself. Kinn went to meet clients and attended meetings; he worked harder than me. I got tired just from signing documents, and now I was taking it out on him. Is that fair, Porsche? I asked myself as I sat there worrying about him. Sigh… It doesn’t matter how long we’ve been together—Kinn always holds sway over my feelings.

Pete looked left and right, then suddenly turned to me. “I think this place is kind of weird,” he said.

“Weird how?” I asked. “The weirdest thing here is Tankhun. What the hell is that dance move?” 

Khun bent backward to the beat as he sang, like he was doing the limbo. Just looking at it gave me a headache.

“I’ll dance until I throw out my back, until my tendons snap and my bones crack!” he hollered. “I’ll have an excuse to see P’Top, then! He’ll finally stop telling me to meditate if I’ve got nothing better to do! What a heartless man! Let’s get down!” 

“Down! Down! Woo-hoo! Oh! You can go lower!” Arm and Pol danced around Tankhun, egging him on in time to the beat of the music.

“Morning glory, morning glory, city girl, I’m singing the morning glory girl song!”31 

What kind of song is this?! I stopped short and stared at the lyrics on the screen. 

But the one with the biggest reaction was Pete. He got up to dance, looking like he was really into it.

“Pete, what song is this?” I asked.

“A staple of the South! Ramwong Wian Krok always makes me think of my grandma. Come on! Get up and dance!” Pete pulled me up to dance, but I waved him off. Raising Venice hasn’t made you grow up at all, huh? You’re still as crazy as before!

Pete was tipsy, verging on drunk. He got up to dance and managed to successfully snatch the mic from Tankhun as Tay and Chay cheered on the singer and his backup dancers.

“This song is dedicated to Pete, who’s a mother now!” Tankhun yelled, grabbing the mic back. I had to choke back a laugh.

“How sad that the son is a good-for-nothing. He’s hanging with the wrong crowd.

Smoking weed, sniffing glue, and drinking. I’m dying from heartbreak…”32 

Pete’s smile disappeared. He started breathing heavily, his shoulders shaking with the effort to hold himself back from punching Tankhun.

“Stay calm, stay calm…” Arm quickly grabbed something to fan Pete with so he’d cool off. 

Pete slumped back down next to me. I tried to act natural, even though I really wanted to laugh at the song Khun chose to tease Pete with.

“My baby can do no wrong,” Pete said and went back to drinking. He didn’t seem totally drunk yet, because he still kept glancing around.

“I think this place—” 

Before Pete could finish, Tankhun yelled into the mic again: “All right! Now for the highlight of the night! I have a surprise for you all…”

I’ve got a bad feeling about this…

“Dun dada dun, dun duuunnn! Tadaaa!” Tankhun sang as the door swung open. 

I had to do a double take. I quickly slapped a hand over Chay’s eyes, because he was staring wide-eyed at the door without blinking.

Several men came in wearing white briefs and nothing else. They were in good shape, with well-defined muscles and fairly handsome faces. Some were Thai, some were Chinese, some were Korean, a couple were even European. 

Pete and I looked at each other in shock, chills running down our spines—not from excitement, but because we were gonna get shot!

“Kinn’s going to kill me if he hears about this,” I said to Pete nervously.

“I told you there was something weird about this place…” Pete reached over to pick up the menu and read out the writing on the cover. “Look, this place is a host club for gay men!”

“Shit! Khun!” I directed a murderous glare at Tankhun, who smiled innocently back at me. As for Tay, he walked over to inspect the men—poking, prodding, and flipping their arms back and forth. It was like he was picking out fish at the market!

“Just want you to know, want you to try. 

You might not be ready to love someone yet, 

But how many times will you get an opportunity like this?” Tankhun sang.33 

Pol and Arm sat in silence, avoiding our gazes. 

“Take your pick!” Tankhun declared. “Special service! I promise this will stay our little secret. Heh heh.”

“I don’t wanna die,” Pete said. “I can’t let Venice be orphaned! He needs his Papa Pete… I’m not doing this. You pick, Porsche. I’m going to the bathroom.” He jumped up and marched out of the room.

“I’m going too! Chay, you’re coming with me,” I said, dragging Chay out with me as Tankhun shouted after us.

“Let’s go home,” Pete suggested.

“Sure. I’m getting tired.” I turned to look at Porchay blinking slowly at us. “You have to go home too!”

“Okay, okay, I’m going home,” Porchay said. 

On the way to the bathroom, I agreed with Pete and Chay that after this, we were going to make a run for it. Tankhun was clearly trying to get me killed. If Kinn ever found out about this, I’d have two choices—heaven or hell, because I’d be fucking dead.

“Wait for me!” Tay shouted.

“You’re not picking anymore?” I asked him.

He shook his head. “Nah. None of them are hot enough!” 

What an asshat. He acts confident, like he can do anything—but when the time came, he ran out like the rest of us.

We kept walking along, looking for the toilets. This place was a maze of private rooms, but each door had long glass slits that allowed a glimpse of what was going on inside. There were some rooms where people were singing their hearts out, while the people in other rooms were all cuddled up—like they didn’t even need to book a hotel.

I took the lead, walking in front of everyone. I was about to walk past another room, but…someone’s lock of hair caught my eye, making me stop dead in my tracks. Pete, Chay, and Tay could barely stop in time, almost crashing into me.

Wait a minute! For a second there, I thought I saw the burgundy shirt Kinn was wearing today…and the guy had even styled his hair with a single lock falling across his forehead like Kinn did. I took a deep breath, gesturing for everyone to take a step back, and looked through the glass…

My fear vanished into thin air, instantly replaced with rage. Fury filled my heart in an inferno that threatened to burn everyone in that room to ashes. I knew that Pete, Tay, and Chay were gearing up behind me, ready to explode…

 

***

 

KINN

“Thank you, Mr. Thiwat, for treating us to this meal.” 

We got up to thank Mr. Thiwat. He was a client of Time’s goldsmith who had fingers in many pies, and he wanted to partner up with us.

“I’ve known Time since he was a little boy,” Mr. Thiwat said. “Now he’s all grown up, and he has such distinguished friends.” 

I could only smile back. 

No matter how composed I seemed on the outside, I was a wreck. Porsche, Pete, and even Chay had called us out of the blue to say they were going out drinking tonight, all in a strangely bad mood, and refused to answer any of our questions. I didn’t know what I’d done to upset Porsche or when. 

I’d been quite concerned about Porsche’s feelings lately. I knew he was tired and hadn’t yet acclimated to the duties he’d been given. It seemed to be too much for him; he was young and still new to all of this. 

As for me, I’d been busy dealing with the company’s internal problems and getting everything back on track, so I barely had any time for him… Was he upset about that?

“Actually, Mr. Kinn, Mr. Kim, and Mr. Vegas, are you free after this? It’s not only exports that I wanted to discuss. I’m also interested in collaborating with the Theerapanyakul casinos. We could do a joint venture, or we could put my karaoke bar and your casino together somewhere near the border. My bar isn’t too far away—would you like to take a look?”

“Today?” I glanced at Kim, waiting for his answer.

Time threw an arm over my shoulder and whispered to me, “Come on, man. Mr. Thiwat’s bar is amazing!” 

“Like I told you before, I’m actually interested in franchising it,” Kim said. Unlike Time, he was all business. “We need a gimmick. Distinct branding, you know? We could put them in bars, or even yachts—that could be interesting.”

“Since your boyfriends are absent right now, you can quickly take a look and decide what to do next,” Time added. “There’s been more and more competition cropping up lately, right?” 

I still had an uneasy expression on my face; I wanted to hurry home. But going home now, especially when Porsche had gone out… I might as well use the extra time to be productive.

“All right,” I agreed. “We can go look, and if Mr. Thiwat is truly interested, we can schedule another meeting sometime in the near future.”

“I can’t go,” Vegas said with a frown. “Venice is still at the Major Clan house. I need to pick him up and get him home before eight.” I was pretty sure he’d gotten quite the earful from Pete, because it’d looked like his brain had short-circuited after he hung up the phone.

Kim turned to Vegas, his face placid. “To tell you the truth, I want you to come with us. You often went to check on the casinos with Zek, so you should have plenty of ideas.” 

Even if things were still a bit awkward after everything that’d happened between the Major and Minor Clans, the deal was that Vegas still had to continue working with the Major Clan. 

I was surprised that he’d agreed to it so easily. If it were me, I’d probably run away as far as I could and refuse to agree to anything. But of course, that was me. How could I impose my own thoughts on someone else? He probably had his reasons. I just hoped that those reasons wouldn’t bring any more harm to him or our family…

“So, what now?” Time asked expectantly.

“If I don’t get Venice home on time, I’m toast,” Vegas said, glancing at his watch. Unbelievable! I never would’ve thought he’d be so scared of Pete.

“It’s fine,” Time insisted, “I’ll perform the bangsukul to extend your life…34 Don’t chicken out.” He seemed determined to get everyone to go to the bar with him.

“What do I do?” Vegas looked so conflicted that I felt bad about troubling him and Pete.

“It’s just work,” Kim said as he got into the van. “You should separate work and personal life.” 

For a long moment, I watched Vegas stare at my brother’s back; then, he blinked and returned to normal.

“Then can you call the people at your house?” Vegas said, glancing down at his watch again. “I’ll need to leave Venice with them for maybe four or five hours.” I was considerate of Porsche’s needs, but not nearly as much as Vegas seemed to be with Pete.

“Sure,” I said.

“All right! Go, go, welcome aboard!” Time was in high spirits. Mr. Thiwat’s bar catered to a particular clientele—it was no surprise he was bursting with excitement.

 

***

 

We got to the bar a little after eight p.m. Guests kept pouring in, here to enjoy their night. Of course, they were all men dressed to the nines. This place was quite luxurious—an upscale bar with equally upscale prices.

As we walked inside, we turned heads, but I didn’t pay much attention. I was focused on the business itself. This could be a good partnership… 

Mr. Thiwat was offering the third floor of the building for our casino if we wanted to run one here; we had a similar target demographic, and he wanted this place to be an all-in-one entertainment complex. He knew a lot about nightlife, but gambling wasn’t his forte, so he wanted to partner up and garner some insight from us. I was in agreement with him; it would be a win-win situation for us to meet in the middle and split the profits in half. It was a genuinely tempting offer.

“The third floor is currently a small gambling house, but with our brand image, I think we can do more than that. That’s why I expect Mr. Kinn’s casino to be a perfect fit,” Mr. Thiwat said, leading us around each floor and explaining everything in detail. Kim and Vegas nodded along, but Time didn’t give a shit about business—he was making eyes at the handsome hosts.

“Thank you so much, Mr. Thiwat,” I said. “I’ll be sure to mention this to Father, and we can take it from there.” I may have been the man wearing the clan ring now, but I still needed Father’s input. I knew that I lacked experience, so I would have to depend on Father’s insight at this time.

“I hope we’ll get the chance to work together,” Mr. Thiwat said as he led us to a place with a large VIP sign. He opened a door to reveal a room decked out with food, drinks, and a complete karaoke system.

“Since you’ve sacrificed your time to be here, let me treat you as a way to express my thanks again,” he said hopefully.

“You didn’t have to… We were thinking of expanding anyway. Besides, you’ve already treated us to dinner, Mr. Thiwat.” I politely refused, but I’d forgotten to consider Time. He’d already bolted inside and started filling his glass with ice. Damn it, Time!

“Please don’t look down on my good intentions,” said Mr. Thiwat. “At least try our new sound system. This is an imported home theatre system with surround sound. Just try a few songs, Mr. Kinn.” 

I sighed softly. How could I keep refusing after he said that? Staying here for an hour or so wouldn’t hurt; Porsche wouldn’t be back home yet anyway. It was better than going home to our empty room, that was for sure… And at least Kim and Time’s voices would destroy my eardrums so I wouldn’t have to focus too much on Porsche being mad at me later.

“Okay,” I agreed. “Thank you again.”

“Please enjoy.” Mr. Thiwat stepped back for me to go in before closing the door.

Vegas sighed. “I’m dead,” he muttered under his breath.

“Just sit. Give it an hour and then we’ll leave.” I sat down next to Time, with Vegas to my right and Kim next to him. We sat with our heads down, looking at our phones. 

Meanwhile, Time was enthusiastically pouring and handing out drinks. “Chin up, all of you,” he told us. “Stop worrying so much. The more we indulge them, the more it’ll go to their heads. Put those phones down! Let’s drink.” He made us lower our phones and stuffed drinks into our hands. He toasted us and urged everyone to drink up.

Vegas turned to me. “Do you know where they’re going?” 

“No, Porsche didn’t tell me anything,” I said.

“Fucking hell, Chay turned off his phone!” Kim cursed.

“It’s definitely Tankhun,” I said, taking a sip and analyzing the situation. “I’m sure of it.” Making a fuss at the same time, going out to drink on the same day… Clearly, they were all in on it together.

“It’s too much!” Time ranted. “Sometimes, we don’t even do anything, and they still get mad! The longer you’re together, the more unreasonable they get, motherfuckers! They need to be taught a lesson. Don’t spoil them so much—trust me!” The rest of us stared at him, mystified. He was really something… “We’re already tired from work, and we’ve got so many responsibilities. Instead of understanding, they get on our nerves. Do you remember the last time we went drinking?” We went still, lost in thought. “See, you guys can’t even remember. You practically have to beg at their feet just to go out once. Are we really going to live like this? Think about it! We’re the ones making money. We give them whatever they want! They’re just going drinking with some friends for a couple of hours. Why do you all look so miserable? Let them be! Even if we don’t apologize, they’ll forget about it sooner or later! Cheers!” 

Time was making a lot of sense. Vegas and Kim probably thought so too, because they lifted their glasses to toast and drink. However, deep down, I was still kind of nervous…

Time plied me with words and liquor until I nodded along with him. As the alcohol entered my bloodstream, my brain went fuzzy. I turned to Vegas, who’d been silent this entire time.

“How spoiled is Pete?” I asked.

“Not much,” he replied. “Pete’s quite reasonable.”

“Really? Then why is Porsche like this?! He gets angry out of nowhere, and when he doesn’t get his way, he starts yelling!”

“It’s probably because he cares about you a lot. Pete yells too, but once he realizes that he’s being ridiculous over nothing, he’ll stop.”

“That’s nice! What’s the worst you’ve seen?”

“When I forgot to buy his rad na,” Vegas said.

“What about you, Kim?” I asked my brother.

“I talked in my sleep about my car, but he thought I was calling out a side piece’s name,” said Kim.

“Oh… I was playing games with Porsche and shot his character dead by accident,” I sighed. “He stayed mad at me for three days!” 

“Sounds like you’re really bottling stuff up, Kinn.” Time shoved another glass into my hands. “Let it all out, my friend.” 

“When I play video games with him, I can’t win,” I complained. “If it’s only me and him left on the map, I have to stand still for him to shoot. I’ve got only two choices. I’ve lost to him in real life, and I still have to lose in-game!” I knocked back my drink.

“There, there,” Time said. “You’re the head of the Major Clan! There are plenty of fish in the sea. How about this? I have a special gift for you all as a little bit of stress relief.” With a mischievous look on his face, he pressed a button to call the staff.

All in all, we’d been here for almost three hours. Time and Kim had been taking turns singing karaoke while Vegas and I sat in silence. I’d let a few things slip, but I wasn’t drunk yet—maybe a little tipsy. I just wanted to air out a few grievances. 

But I could suffer way more than this and I’d still never stop loving Porsche. Even if he was a hundred or a thousand times more ridiculous, I couldn’t do anything about it—I was already in love…

Knock, knock.

Someone knocked on the door. Time perked up and called out in response, excited again. Kim, Vegas, and I looked at each other. 

Soon, a spectacular vision appeared before us—about ten men wearing only white briefs filed inside and stood in a neat row. I scooted back and plastered myself against the backrest.

“Go ahead and choose. I already asked Mr. Thiwat…” Time burst into song. “Oh! I tremble all over, my heart is on fire!”35 

“Fucking hell, Time!” I said frantically. “Make them leave. Porsche will fucking murder me.”

“P’Time, excuse me, but I have to go.” Vegas tried to get up, but Time held him down.

“What?” he scoffed. “This is enough to scare the shit out of you? Scared of the ol’ ball and chain? If you’re that freaked out, leave!”

“I’m going.” I set my glass down and got up.

“Goodbye,” Vegas said, turning to grab his blazer.

Kim seemed unaffected, but he got up too. “I’ll be going.” 

“Wait! Wait, wait! Hey! You guys are too far gone! Sit down! You’ve let your boyfriends control you for too long. That’s no good. I have to bring you all back to your senses. Sit!” Time snapped. 

I don’t know what compelled us, but we all sat back down.

“They’re just here to sit and keep us company, maybe mix us a few drinks. Get your heads out of the gutter!” Time huffed. “Fine! I’ll pick for you, Kim… What’s Kim’s type? Youthful…” Time surveyed the attractive faces, looking for one who’d suit Kim. “This one!” He pointed to a cute little thing with almond eyes and braces and got him to sit down next to Kim, who’d already gone stiff, his back ramrod straight.

“Vegas… That’s no trouble, no trouble at all,” Time chuckled. “Who here is from the South?” 

Two hands shot up. Time picked the one with a nice smile and a lithe build for Vegas. Of course, Vegas had already scooted to the opposite side of the sofa.

“As for you, Kinn, that’s no trouble either. Anyone here used to be a delinquent? Like to start fights? Sporty?” 

I sighed. Two more hands came up, more hesitantly this time, and Time picked out the athletic-looking one with somewhat sharp features for me. Then he chose a striking beauty for himself.

“Thank you, everyone!” Time shouted as the rest of the hosts filed out. I felt my whole body go numb. If Porsche finds out about this, he’s going to beat me to death. I feel sorry for myself already.

“Entertain them, nong. They’re very stressed,” Time told the hosts as he threw his arm over his companion’s shoulder. The others started mixing drinks and tried to strike up conversations.

“What are your names?”

“This one is Kinn. That’s Kim. And that’s Vegas,” Time said.

“Oh, I’m Bon. That’s Ohm, Vee, and First.” 

I’m not remembering anyone’s names. 

Bon offered me a drink, which I accepted out of politeness. He sidled up to me as I looked around for an escape route.

“You’re Southern?” Vegas asked his host.

What?! Vegas, you traitor! You can’t resist anyone with a nice smile?

“My boyfriend is from the South too,” he went on. “I just got back from Chumphon. It’s beautiful down there.” Oh, you’re just telling him you’re already taken. Pete deserves props for keeping Vegas in line.

“Let’s keep singing!” Kim didn’t pay attention to anyone. He firmly gripped his mic and stayed fully focused on the karaoke.

“What would you like to drink, phi?” Kim’s companion was trying to cuddle up to him too. Don’t you know that Porchay takes after Porsche?!

Why did I have such a bad feeling about this? My heart was pounding hard, like I knew my death was imminent.

The only one who didn’t give a single fuck was Time. “I want to make a police report that love has crashed into me!” he sang.36 

Even if I wasn’t doing anything wrong, the position we were in was too incriminating. Why do I feel a murderous aura coming from the door? It feels like Death is here to collect my soul.

“Nong, please move back. It’s stuffy in here,” I said, pushing the host off of me. My hand accidentally knocked into the glass he was about to hand over to me, and…

“I’m so sorry, P’Kinn!” 

The drink spilled down my shirt. I was so dead. Before I went home, I was probably going to have to burn this shirt to get rid of the evidence. Motherfucker! It reeked of alcohol! 

I’m dead for sure!

He immediately tried to dab at my shirt with tissues. “P’Kinn, why don’t you take that shirt off? I’ll go wash it for you. Here.” He reached over to unbutton my shirt. I tried to push him away, but he wouldn’t let go. 

I looked around for help, but no one was paying attention to me. The other two were trying to preserve their own lives as Time cheerfully sang karaoke.

“It’s fine, you don’t have to, you really don’t have to—” 

“Oh, honey, please tell me—if I flirt with you, will you push me away?”

Just as Time belted out the next verse, the door slammed open, revealing Tay’s raised foot. He wasn’t satisfied with just kicking the door open—his next kick sent Time flying. Before I could react, Chay rushed in front of Kim, cussing him out so colorfully that even I was shocked to hear it.

“You’re a scumbag just like your brother,” he yelled. “This entire clan is all cut from the same shitty cloth. You really can’t be tamed! I looked away for one second! Really? Just because I wasn’t answering my damn phone, you dare to revert to your vile habits? I’d dig up your ancestors and kick their asses if they didn’t fucking happen to be my ancestors too! Come here!” Chay dragged Kim over by his ear. “Into the corner with you!”

I felt so bad for my little brother. I turned to Vegas, hoping for a supportive comment, but all the blood had drained from his face. His own Grim Reaper had appeared. He marched up to Vegas and…

Thwack! Pete smacked Vegas’s head so hard he doubled over. I winced in sympathy.

“Where’s my son?! I told you to get Venice home before eight! What are you doing here? Where’s Venice, huh? Who’s Venice with right now?! You left your son alone? Huh?!” Pete yanked Vegas up and smacked him again. Vegas had to raise both arms up to protect himself from the blows.

“V-Venice…is at the Major Clan house,” Vegas said. “Pete…I’m sorry!” 

Pete kept hitting blindly. “I told you Venice has to be home before eight! That means you have to get your ass back by seven! Do you understand?!” His words were punctuated by an even louder smack. “And who’s this bastard?! Vegas! I’ll knock you out so cold you’ll never wake up again!”

Fuck! Just looking at them made my hair stand on end. And now, it had to be my turn. Even if my friends and family backed me up, I really didn’t know how I was going to explain myself…

When Porsche appeared, my hands automatically came up to my chest in a wai. “Porsche…I can explain…Porsche.” I pushed with my legs to scramble backward on the sofa.

“Everyone who has nothing to do with this, get out!” Porsche chased the hosts, who’d been staring wide-eyed, out of the room.

But before the one sitting next to me could walk past him, Porsche grabbed his arm. “Wait!”

“Y-yes?” The host shrank in on himself, his lips trembling. It looked like he was about to cry.

“I’m Porsche! Don’t let me see you outside.” Porsche gave his arm a firm squeeze before letting go and allowing him to scurry out.

“Porsche, I’m just here to talk business. M-Mr. Thiwat… No, Porsche! Listen to me!” Before I could finish speaking or even make sense of what was happening, everything went dark. Porsche had upended the ice bucket over my head and slammed me against the wall. 

Dazed, I teetered on the edge of consciousness before I felt myself being lifted up and suplexed onto the sofa.

“You guyyys! What’s happening here? Oh! Why are you guys here?” I faintly heard Tankhun’s voice. I just lay there, unable to even open my eyes…

“Enough, Pete… That’s enough!” Pol and Arm’s voices joined in. “Porchay, stop! Mr. Tay, please stop. Please spare Mr. Time!”

But Tankhun only added fuel to the fire. “Oh! They dared to sneak out? Why are you stopping them? Acting like this, they deserve to be stomped into the ground! Cheaters! Father taught you better than this. Get ’em, Porsche! Knock his lights out, Porchay! Don’t stop!”

“Young Master, help us hold him back! Is Mr. Kinn dead? Mr. Kinn, please wake up! Wake up!”

“Wake him up so he can die again!” Porsche shouted. “I’ll kill you tonight, Kinn!” I wanted to clasp my hands and beg him for mercy, but I couldn’t hold on…

 

***

 

The next thing I knew, I was laid up at home as Phuphah fed me rice soup. I heard that the carnage last night had calmed down when Mr. Thiwat came in and explained the situation. 

Tay had forced Time to admit that the hosts were sitting with us because he had arranged it, and that the three of us hadn’t done anything with them and didn’t want to either. After everything was resolved, Kim came down with a fever, Vegas was grounded, and I nearly died. At least I managed to wake up in the end! 

I heard that it was Tankhun who’d encouraged them to go to that bar because he wanted to get revenge on me, and that Porsche saw us just as they were about to head home. I really had the worst luck! 

Porsche didn’t hold it against me anymore, but he didn’t feel guilty about it, either. He said that I was partly to blame because I didn’t refuse outright, especially when he happened to see the host unbutton my shirt. But at least he knew now that it was an accident and that I was just defending myself…

Forget it. I’d learned now that no matter how high and mighty you were, there would always be someone higher.

Power, fame, and fortune would always lose to the natural authority called…your lover.
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Characters

 

The identity of certain characters may be a spoiler; use this guide with caution on your first read of the novel.

 

 

MAIN CHARACTERS

 

‘Kinn’ Anakinn Theerapanyakul

GIVEN NAME: A-na-kinn

NICKNAME: Kinn

SURNAME: Thee-ra-pan-ya-kul

The second son and de facto heir of a notorious mafia family. Has a habit of getting rough with his partners.

 

‘Porsche’ Pachara Kittisawasd

GIVEN NAME: Pa-cha-ra

NICKNAME: Porsche 

SURNAME: Kit-ti-sa-wasd

A normal college student who is extremely skilled at martial arts. Since their parents died, he takes care of his younger brother.

 

SUPPORTING CHARACTERS

 

‘PORCHAY’ PITCHAYA KITTISAWASD: Porsche’s beloved younger brother. 

UNCLE THEE: The younger brother of Porsche’s late father. Has a severe gambling problem.

TEM AND JOM: Porsche’s best friends and fellow university students.

MADAM YOK: Porsche’s former employer and owner of the Root Club.

 

KORN THEERAPANYAKUL: Kinn’s father and the current head of the main branch of the Theerapanyakul mafia family, aka the Major Clan.

‘KHUN’ TANKHUN THEERAPANYAKUL: Kinn’s eldest brother.

‘KIM’ KIMHAN THEERAPANYAKUL: Kinn’s youngest brother.

‘VEGAS’ KORAWIT THEERAPANYAKUL: The eldest son of the Minor Clan.

‘MACAU’: The youngest son of the Minor Clan.

ZEK-KANT: Korn’s younger brother and head of the Minor Clan.

 

TAY AND TIME: Kinn’s friends. 

 

‘BIG’: Kinn’s former lead bodyguard, before Porsche took over his position.

‘PETE’: Tankhun’s lead bodyguard, who temporarily switched positions with Porsche.

‘POL’, ‘P’JESS’, AND ‘ARM’: Tankhun’s other bodyguards.

‘NONT’: Kim’s lead bodyguard.

‘CHAN’: Korn’s secretary.

 

TAWAN: Kinn’s ex-boyfriend.

MEK: Tawan’s younger brother and a friend of Kinn’s from high school.




Names Guide

 

Thai names follow the western pattern of a given name followed by a family name. Thais are also given a nickname, which is more commonly used when Thais refer to their family, friends, and close acquaintances in their daily life. Thai nicknames can be anything the parents find appealing, a nickname their friends prefer to call them, or even nonsensical words in foreign languages.

In Thailand, it is unusual for people to use someone’s surname in casual conversation, unless specifically required. To formally refer to a person, given names are preferred.

 

Thai honorifics

P’/PHI: (IPA pronounciation: /pʰiː˥˩/): A gender-neutral honorific term used to address older siblings, friends, and acquaintances. It can be used as a prefix (P’[name]), a pronoun, or informally used to address unknown people (e.g. store clerks, or shopkeepers).

N’/NONG: (IPA pronunciation: /nɔːŋ˦˥/): Used to address younger people, in the same manner as “phi.”

 

Teochew honorifics

The Thai Chinese are the largest minority group in Thailand, integrated through several waves of immigration. Of these, just over half are Teochew, from the Chaoshan region. Families with Teochew roots may still occasionally use the Teochew dialect, especially when referring to other family members. Some of the terms that appear in this novel are as follows:

 

HIA: Elder brother

BE: Older brother of one’s father

ZEK: Younger brother of one’s father

GOU: Older or younger sister of one’s father

AGONG: Grandfather

 

Thai Dialects

The Thai language has four major regional dialects: Central, Northern, Northeastern, and Southern, corresponding to the major geographical/cultural regions.

CENTRAL THAI is the official language of the country, used in official settings, education, news reporting, and media. Most Thais are able to communicate in Central Thai, though those from the north, northeastern, and southern parts of the country typically also speak their regional dialect.

NORTHERN THAI (KAM MUEANG) is considered soft and pleasant-sounding. It is derived from the language of the Lanna Kingdom (now part of northern Thailand).

NORTHEASTERN THAI (ISAN) is heavily influenced by the Lao language. Although it is very similar to Central Thai, the difference in tonal patterns, vowel qualities, and common vocabulary can make Northeastern Thai challenging for people who only speak Central Thai. 

SOUTHERN THAI (PAK TAI) is the fastest-spoken dialect. It has a more distinct intonation and sharp rhythm that lends it a melodic quality compared to Central Thai. Since the south of Thailand is close to Malaysia, the Southern dialect has influences from the Malay language and has several Malay loanwords.

The main dialect used by the characters of this novel is Central Thai. However, there are various instances of characters using other dialects, to show a character’s roots or for comedic effect—for example, Pete and his family speak Southern Thai, as they come from the islands off the coast of Chumphon in the south. These instances of other dialects have been localized to other American English dialects/accents, which may not be an exact match, but the closest possible equivalent to preserve literary style.




Footnotes

 

Chapter 38: Search

[1] Preta are hungry ghosts. In Thai folklore, they are depicted as gaunt beings as tall as palm trees, with large hands and tiny pinhole mouths.

 

[2] “Not Out of Danger Yet” by Boy Peacemaker.

 

[3] Club Friday is a radio show where listeners call in for advice, usually with love and relationship problems. 

 

[4] This is a common drinking chant.

 

[5] In Thai tradition a sin sod, or bride price, is given to the bride’s family by the groom. The groom and his family form a procession to carry the sin sod to the bride’s house, accompanied by dancers, drums, and chants such as this one.

 

Chapter 39: Problem

[6] “Hua-ro”’ (Hotheaded), a song by JAZZ Sputnik Papillon Kuk Kuk.

 

[7] Tankhun is butchering the theme song of Black Knight (Suek Asawan Dam), a long-running Muay Thai TV show.

 

[8] Likay is a type of Thai folk theatre known for its elaborate costumes. The performances are mostly improvised. 

 

[9] Yadom is a brand of nasal inhaler used to quickly relieve headaches, dizziness, or congestion. These inhalers are extremely popular and widely used in Thailand. 

 

[10] Wai Kru is a traditional ritual all Muay Thai boxers perform before a match to show respect to their teachers, their trainers, and the knowledge they have gained.

 

[11] “Kah tha maha niyom” (“A spell for popularity”) by Yodrak Salakjai.

 

[12] Muay Thai fighters’ professional names often include the name of their gym preceded by the initial “Sor.” Tankhun is joking that Porsche’s “gym” is the mafia. 

 

[13] “Phae Jai” (“Surrender”) by Mai Charoenpura.

 

Chapter 40: It’s Not Real

[14] Tawan is a synonym for “sun” in Thai.

 

[15] “Mai Sanit” (“Not Confide”) by Nont Tanont.

 

Chapter 41: If Not the Truth…

[16] “Pu Sao Kha Lor” (“Party Girl”) by Lamyai Haithongkham.

 

Chapter 42: Search

[17] Statues of yaksha, a class of nature spirit in Buddhist and Hindu mythology depicted with huge fangs and bulging eyes, are commonly found guarding temple gates such as the one at Wat Arun, the Temple of Dawn. Wat Chaeng is an older name for this temple.

 

Chapter 43: Is It True?

[18] “Quality on the stage, honesty off the stage” is the slogan of the Nine Entertain Awards, a Thai entertainment award.

 

Chapter 44: The Final Truth

[19] Chedi is the local name for a Buddhist stupa, a bell-shaped structure with a pointed top. In this case, miniature chedi function as tombstones.

 

[20] “Ramwong Rerng Songkran,” by The Suntaraporn Band. Songkran is the Thai new year, April 13.

 

VIP Side Story: VEGAS × PETE 3

[21] “Nong Non Mai Lab” (“I Can’t Sleep”) by Apaporn Sakornsawaan. This is the same song that Tankhun danced to at the Root Club in Vol. 1.

 

[22] “Khong Kawn” (“Gift”) by Musketeers.

 

VIP Side Story: VEGAS × PETE 4

[23] P’Mak, or Pee Mak, is a horror romcom movie that features a ghost child whose name is Dang (meaning “red”).

 

[24] Aveji, or Avici, is the lowest level of hell in Buddhist belief.

 

Side Story: Special Ending

[25] Teochew for great-grandfather.

 

Special Chapter: KINNPORSCHE 3

[26] This is a line from the song “Lueag Dai Mai” (“Do I have the choice?”) by Thai girl group Zaza.

 

VIP Side Story: VEGAS × PETE 5

[27] “Hiy” is an interjection commonly used in the Southern Thai dialect, like “wow” or “gosh.” “Nih” is a filler word, like “huh” or “right.”

 

[28] Alms collecting is a daily morning tradition where monks collect charity from Buddhists who have prepared food for them. As Buddhist monks are supposed to let go of desire, they can’t choose what food is put in their bowl.

 

[29] Aside from giving roses, chocolates, and love letters, it’s a custom for Thai schoolgirls and boys to put heart stickers on the person they have a crush on. 

 

Special Chapter: KINNPORSCHE 4

[30] “Klub Ma Tammai” (Why Are You Back) by Sangthong Seesai.

 

[31] “Dok Pak Boong” (Morning Glory Flower), unknown origin.

 

[32] “Nam Taa Mae” (Mother’s Tears) by Kias Phanta.

 

[33] “Yahk Hai Tur Long” (“Want You To Try”) by Musketeers.

 

[34] The bangsukul is a ceremony to offer robes to monks in the name of the dead. For the living, this is done to avoid deadly karma.

 

[35] “Rak Nong Pi Neung” (I Love a Freshman) by Ai Nam.

 

[36] More lyrics from “Rak Nong Pi Neung” (I Love a Freshman).
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