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      I BECAME ATTACHED to all the characters as if they were real people. Every time I entered my imaginary world, I felt like I could release the deep feelings within me—happiness, sadness, loneliness, and depression. We eventually overcame these feelings, even though sometimes they felt like too much to bear. Every word, line, sentence, or page I’ve written was invaluable. They were my heart, my soul, the remnants of my scars, and the pain tormenting me. This novel symbolizes what I’ve always dreamed of: success through dedication. From the start to the end, whether it was perfect or not, all I wanted was for my beloved characters to thrive happily in their world.


      Although everything in this novel was a figment of my imagination, my happiness while I wrote this novel was real.


      I struggle with mental illness myself, and every time an episode hit, I felt like my heart was shattered into pieces. The sadness slowly crept in and consumed me until there was nothing left. I always felt defeated. I used to hate myself. I didn’t remember how I got past those torturous moments. But when I met these characters, I heard them telling me to keep going, that what I was doing was good. I wanted to be strong for them despite how lonely I felt. I kept going until I started feeling the meaning of life and how precious seeing tomorrow would be. Thanks to everyone, my family, your support, and, more importantly, myself. Thanks for believing that I could be here today… Thank you.


      I thought about giving up the fight, but I could never bring myself to go through with it. But now, I will never think about that anymore because I found the most precious thing—my dream, which became my faithful friend, supporting me until I could see the beauty of the light at the end of my tunnel.


      Thank you from the bottom of my heart.


       


      Poi Poi


      Patchayamon Theewasujaroen


       


      I BELIEVE EVERY PIECE OF ART, whether a painting or litera-ture, carries a piece of its creator. The same goes for all novels written by Daemi, which contain our souls within them. I can see all my characters as if they are alive and breathing. I use my emotions to drive the story and tell it through the flow of words so my readers can learn about my characters and the stories they want to tell.


      The VegasPete story I Won’t Become a Demon has hidden messages waiting for the reader to discover. I want you to feel and think about those messages while reading them.


      I can’t claim to be a writer; instead, I see myself as a storyteller. Being a writer sounds too ambitious, but I want to tell my stories to my readers. I’d be happy if my stories could make the reader happy, sad, or somewhat inspired. I love seeing my readers laugh and cry with the characters as they live and learn through their mistakes. That is what I wanted to tell through my stories.


      If you ask which character resembles me the most, I’d say Pete. He and I always kept smiling while facing any struggles coming our way. We also want to send positive vibes to the people we love. I really hope this novel brings a smile to anyone picking up this novel to read because you are also the people we love.


      Thank you for your unwavering love and support.


       


      Yok


      Sitthichai Panya


    


  




  

    

      Chapter 1:
I Won’t Become a Demon


       


      “YOU SHOULDN’T HAVE DONE THIS, Vegas… You shouldn’t have!” Pete’s grip on the gun tightened. Tears streamed down his face, his whole body shaking with all the pain he’d been holding inside for so long. 


      “Pete…” Vegas stared at his lover in shock. His gray shirt was soaked with blood and sweat, remnants of the fight that never seemed to end.


      “Go on, shoot! Do it if you dare!” Porsche roared. He tried to push himself off the ground, but he looked completely wrecked. 


      Pete’s gun was aimed at Porsche’s head, his finger hovering above the trigger. Conflicting emotions churned inside him; he was on the verge of losing control.


      Vegas tried to crawl toward him. “Put the gun down, Pete,” he rasped.


      “Stay the fuck away from me!” Pete yelled, no longer able to contain his rage. He swung the gun toward Vegas, signaling him to stop, and Vegas froze. Pete’s glare was cold and empty—like he had already severed any ties that remained between them.


      “I’m sorry…” Vegas’s voice was full of remorse. He looked away from his lover’s vacant stare, unable to bear the sight—unable to bear his heart shattering any further. This was all because of him. He was the one who had driven Pete to this.


      As Pete struggled to quell his rage, Porsche seized the opportunity to spring at him and take his gun.


      “Damn it!” Pete fell backward, hitting the wall with a thud. He tightened his grip on the gun, struggling to keep hold of it as he pushed himself off the wall to fight the man in front of him.


      “Porsche! Stop!” Vegas rushed forward, desperate to stop them from fighting again.


      “Let go, you fucker!”


      “Shit, Porsche!”


      All hell broke loose as the three of them wrestled for the gun.


      “Mr. Porsche!” One of Porsche’s men yelled in alarm as he ran into the vacant warehouse where they were fighting. “The Major Clan’s car is heading this way!” 


      With one final burst of strength, Porsche grabbed hold of the gun and pulled the trigger.


      Bang!


      They all froze in shock. In the end, it was Vegas who broke the silence. “Pete!” he screamed, eyes widening in fear as his lover slowly crumpled to the ground.


      “Vegas! Let’s go!” Porsche desperately tried to call Vegas back to his senses as he dragged him toward the exit. 


      Porsche’s men threw out smoke grenades as they ran out after their boss, filling the warehouse with fumes. All that was left behind was the wreckage of the fight—and Pete, lying motionless on the floor of this cold, godforsaken warehouse.


       


      VEGAS


      [THREE MONTHS AGO]


      “U‌WAAAAAAH!!!”


      My concentration was disrupted by the world’s most annoying little brat screaming his lungs out. I sighed wearily. Venice, that little shit! I swore he could read my mind—­otherwise, why was he always cockblocking me? Hadn’t anyone ever taught him manners?


      “Hmph, I’ll be right back,” said the guy underneath me. I remained still as he gave me a little push and glanced at the clock on the nightstand. 


      It was freaking three in the morning. Why was he shrieking instead of sleeping? To hell with it! I won’t let this night go to waste…


      Clack!


      “I won’t let you go,” I said, snatching handcuffs from the drawer and swiftly locking Pete’s left wrist to the headboard. I smirked smugly at Pete’s stunned expression. He hadn’t seen that coming.


      “Vegas…what the hell?!” Pete struggled against the restraint, yanking his bound wrist with both hands. 


      Pfft! You should already know how strong these handcuffs are. You act like you’re not used to them. Heh.


      “I won’t let you go this time. Tonight, you’re mine!” I pulled his right hand and guided it to my body instead. Pete resisted, his fingers clenching into a fist and driving it hard into my chest.


      “Let me go, Vegas!” Pete growled, but his angry voice and the lingering pain from his punch turned me on even more. My heartbeat quickened from the arousal, and I began to lose control. Without a second thought, I strangled him, hard, until his head hit the headboard, making him struggle to breathe.


      Mmm… Just like old times!


      “Ve…” 


      I seized his hand again with my free hand and forced it to roam over my body until it touched my hardened cock. He pulled his hand back to strike me.


      “Do it if you dare,” I whispered, and he froze. Seizing the ­moment, I trailed my tongue along his earlobe before nipping at the skin. My grip around his neck loosened, then tightened again—enough for him to breathe while still feeling the pain.


      His right hand touched my erection, but he still refused to jerk me off. I squeezed his neck harder.


      “Ugh… Can’t breathe!” Pete thrashed in distress.


      “I know you love it,” I said with a smirk as Pete’s fingers tightened around my shaft. I sucked in a sharp breath, biting my bottom lip. A wave of arousal coursed through me as he began to stroke me.


      “Mmph… Vegas… Venice is hungry…” Pete’s voice quivered as I loosened my hold around his neck and moved my hand to touch his dick instead—he was fully aroused.


      “I’m hungry for milk too.” I chuckled as I began licking along the column of his neck. Pete tilted his chin up, responding eagerly to my touches. 


      My lips trailed downward until they reached his hardening nipples—they drove me wild. I closed my mouth around one, sucking hungrily as Pete’s hand around my dick sped up.


      “Mmm…Vegas…”


      “Uwaaaaaah!”


      “Venice is still crying…” Pete let go of me, clawing at the bedsheet in agony. He kept lifting his head to look at me, but it fell back onto the mattress with a thud, accompanied by the sound of his panting.


      “Don’t mind him. He’ll stop crying eventually,” I replied, releasing his nipple and switching to suck at the other one. Pete quickly pressed his lips together to keep his cries of passion from getting any louder.


      “Ah…Ve…gas! Get a grip! Mmph?!” Pete thrashed his head from side to side, gasping for breath as he struggled to regain control of the situation. I could tell he wanted to kick me off of his body, but the more he resisted, the more aroused I became. The way he struggled so helplessly, like he was dying—I just couldn’t let him go…


      “Uwaaaaaah!!!” Venice wailed again.


      “He can prepare baby formula himself if he’s hungry!” I grunted, looking up at Pete and pushing my body between his legs. Before Venice had gotten in my way, we’d been naked and riling each other up—Pete had even been about to ride me. What was that brat’s problem?


      “Let…let me go!” Pete sobbed.


      Shit, that was so sexy! It reminded me of the first time we fucked. He kept cursing at me that day, just like he was doing now. 


      I couldn’t hold back any longer. I thrust my hips forward and back, sliding our hard cocks together and drawing another loud, unintelligible moan from Pete. I rummaged in the drawer of my bedside table for something to help Pete reminisce about that passionate night with me and forget about Venice’s crying. In the drawer by my bed, I kept the belt that I’d used to whip him the first time we had sex, as a memento. It came in handy often.


      Whack!


      Pete clenched his jaw hard, his body contorting in pain as the leather belt struck his body.


      “Ugh…”


      Whack!


      My breath grew ragged; seeing my lover in agony turned me on so much.


      “Damn it, Vegas! Let go!” Pete howled.


      I buried my nose into his skin, inhaling that unique scent that always drove me crazy—like a pheromone that instantly ignited my sexual desire. 


      Before I lost control completely, I threw the belt to the ground. I swiftly pushed his legs open, lifting his hips off the bed so I could press my rock-hard cock against his hole. Without any lube or preparation, I slowly sank into him. 


      My eyes locked onto Pete as his face contorted in pain, his left wrist still handcuffed to the headboard. The sight was overwhelming. I drew a deep breath and bit my lip hard, forcing myself not to come right then and there. If I came before we even got started, Pete would have a laughing fit tomorrow morning.


      “You psycho!” shouted Pete. “Have you gone insane? Let me go!” 


      Argh, Pete! Stop it! Stop turning me on! I can’t take it anymore! I forced my way inside until I was buried to the hilt and immediately began fucking him. Pete cursed loudly between his moans. I bit my lip and threw my head back, sweat soaking my body as I tried to focus on the thrilling sensations coursing through me.


      “Ah! Vegas… Take pity on Venice, please!” Pete begged.


      The more it sounded like he was about to cry, the more it reminded me of that first day. I couldn’t hold back anymore. I fucked him hard and fast, making his body rock and his head knock against the headboard again and again. 


      Fuck! This feels so good! 


      I knew Pete enjoyed it too. Even though his face was crumpled up in pain, he kept glaring at me with his glossy, lustful eyes—like a challenge.


      “All right, I won’t prolong this since you’re begging me not to,” I said, acting as though I could keep my cool, even though I was on the edge of orgasm. 


      The sound of our panting reverberated through the room. Just before I reached my climax, I unclenched Pete’s hand from the bedsheet and wrapped it around his cock, stroking it in rhythm with my thrusts.


      “Ah… I’m close… Mmm… Come with me, Pete.” My thrusts became brutal and erratic, driven by the insatiable desire roiling inside me.


      “Ah?! Vegas! I’m gonna…gonna come!” Pete bit his lip. His body tensed up, and he spurted all over his stomach. At that moment, I pushed in and came deep inside of him. 


      After a couple of shallow thrusts, I finally pulled out and lay next to him. Pete glared at me, looking both irritated and drained.


      “Uncuff me,” said Pete, frowning and lightly kicking me in the side. “Venice must have cried until his throat got sore.”


      “He’ll fall asleep when he gets tired of crying. Just ignore him once in a while.” I turned over to hug Pete, pretending not to let Venice bother me. Resting my head on his chest, I acted like I was about to fall asleep.


      “Get off! Why do you have no restraint, Vegas? I was going to feed Venice and come right back. Then, we could have…continued…that. But no, you can’t care about anything else!” Pete let his frustrations fly.


      “Are you kidding? How many nights has this happened? I let you go, you take your time mixing the formula, and by the time you return, we have to start over…”


      “But there are loads of nights that we…have sex. I don’t deprive you of anything, but you’re insatiable!” Pete stabbed his finger against my forehead.


      “You’re right.” I looked at him, slowly curving my lips into the maniacal smile that Pete said I loved to make. “I want you all the time. I can fuck you nonstop, without getting tired.”


      When I was about to nuzzle the nape of his neck, he shoved my face away and scoffed.


      “That’d be a waste of time! We wouldn’t get anything done! Now, fuck off!” Pete gave me another hostile glare that made me stop teasing him. Grabbing the key, I finally unlocked the handcuffs for him.


      “I’m just teasing you. You don’t have to get so pissed…” I bent over to kiss him on the cheek. 


      Pete hurried off the bed and ran to the bathroom to clean up. Once he got his pants on, he dashed to the room next door, where we had a baby monitor set up. Whenever Venice woke up, Pete would know if it was time to feed him.


      I didn’t know why Pete couldn’t see Venice for the demon spawn he was. He pretended to be a sweet little baby with Pete, acting all innocent and adorable to garner Pete’s delightful praise. However, with me, he was a baby straight from hell. He always stuck out his tongue, grimaced at me, or cried for no reason. He made Pete yell at me, thinking that I had hurt his baby when I hadn’t done anything. That asshole baby! Who the hell did he even take after? I couldn’t stand him competing with me for Pete’s love. 


      Macau had also fallen for Venice’s trap. At first he’d objected to the idea of looking after Venice, just like I did. However, as time passed, he’d become utterly smitten with Venice—just like Pete. Argh! Venice disgusted me!


      Venice wasn’t even a cute baby. His face pissed me off. The older he got, the beadier his ugly little eyes looked. When he looked at me, it was like he was deliberately riling me up. I wouldn’t be surprised if he got his ass beaten once he grew up. He just had an incredibly punchable face.


       


      ***


       


      “When I think about it, Venice looks a lot like you.”
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      My hand, holding the spoon, paused in midair. However, another person reacted more violently to Pete’s words…


      “Uwaaaaaah!!!” Venice, who was being fed cereal next to me, wailed loudly in protest.


      “There, there! All right, you’re nothing like Papa Vegas. He’s an asshole,” Pete said through his teeth, glaring in my direction.


      I shook my head and sighed.


      “You’re more handsome because you’re my son. Right?” Pete added, smiling brightly at the boy. I wanted to pour hot porridge over Venice’s head. He didn’t want to be handsome like me, the superstar? That brat was gonna get it! 


      “Actually…you’re right, P’Pete,” Macau said. “Venice does look like Hia. I’ll show you the photos from when Hia was a kid.” He left the dining table and disappeared into the living room. Before long, he dashed back with a photo album in his arms. “Here! Look!”


      Macau and Pete flipped through the photo album together, laughing at what they saw. Meanwhile, Venice and I both frowned. I felt like I was going to cry.


      “Macau, hurry up and finish eating already. Don’t you have class?” I asked, putting down my spoon to grab a glass of water. Macau nodded and returned to finish eating his porridge.


      “Here, don’t forget your meds.” Pete handed me the liquid medication I needed to take after eating. I swallowed it like I did every day. “When will you be back today?” Pete asked.


      “Probably late. I have a meeting with Porsche after work.”


      “Okay. The three of us won’t wait up for you for dinner, then.”


      “Yes, sir. I’ll try to make it quick,” I replied, getting up from the table and pulling him close so I could kiss the top of his head. I’d made a habit of doing this every day too.


      Before, I’d never heard the sound of laughter during a meal in this house, nor any chatter or displays of affection. However, since Pete came, everything had changed. The once cold and empty house felt warm and cozy like it never had before. Pete’s smile shone as bright as the sun, bringing warmth and liveliness to everyone around him. 


      “P’Pete, I’ll come home as soon as possible to keep you company,” Macau said, clinging to Pete as we headed toward the van parked in front of the house. Pete really was our center of gravity—he made us feel at ease, and so everyone was drawn toward him.


      “Pay attention in class, okay?” Pete said, smiling at Macau. He then turned to me and told me to come home soon. I nodded and headed to our van.


      I dropped Macau at his university and carried on toward my destination. In reality, I wasn’t planning to go to the company today, nor did I have a meeting with Porsche after work—I had an appointment with him for the entire day.


       


      ***


       


      “Are you in some kind of hurry today?” Porsche asked. 


      I was sipping a glass of whiskey on the sofa. “No,” I replied curtly, searching for a cigarette to smoke.


      Porsche smirked. “Good. I thought Pete was keeping you on a tight leash.” 


      He still had a mouth on him, and it got on my nerves, but I had to admit he had been looking more charming lately. He emanated a powerful aura now. He was no longer that rowdy punk who liked brawling with Kinn.


      I smiled wryly. “And what we’re doing now isn’t straying out of our way?” 


      “I can’t imagine what would happen if Pete found out about this.”


      “What about Kinn? Won’t he get suspicious if you keep coming home late?”


      “That’s why we have to be more careful,” Porsche replied, dropping down to sit beside me. He snatched the whiskey from my hand and downed it in one go.


      “What we’re doing is…” Porsche muttered, slowly leaning backward on the sofa.


      “We’ve already come this far,” I said. “You shouldn’t still be questioning our actions by now…”


      “I’m hurting Kinn. I’m hurting the person I love… I’m…becoming a demon.”


      “Nope. We’re not becoming demons, but…”


    


  




  

    

      Chapter 2:
At My Worst


       


      C‌REAK…


      “Are you back?” my lover greeted me as soon as I stepped into our bedroom. 


      I followed the sound of Pete’s voice to see him sitting up in bed, his hair all mussed up. His eyes remained closed as he tilted his face toward me. 


      I bent down to kiss him lightly on the lips, then gave him a big smooch on the cheek. “Go back to sleep,” I said, running my hand through his hair and making it even messier. My gaze swept affectionately across his face before I suddenly froze. Frowning, I lifted his arm in confusion.


      “Did you walk into something and hurt yourself again?” I asked, brushing my thumb over the bruises on his arm.


      “Just the usual,” he replied casually.


      Pete was clumsy. He often bumped into things and ended up with bruises all over his body. I couldn’t imagine how someone as ungainly as him had managed to become the deputy head bodyguard of the Major Clan.


      I smiled, shaking my head. “Be more careful. How is getting bruises usual?”


      “I’ll take Venice back to his room…” Pete said with a yawn, stretching before finally opening his eyes. He snapped his gaze to the clock on the bedside table, and, startled, he knit his brows together in a frown. I didn’t know what to say, so I just grabbed a towel and began undressing.


      “A lot to do at work?” he asked flatly.


      “Yeah, work was pretty hectic,” I murmured, shifting uneasily.


      “You went out for a drink after, didn’t you? You reek!”


      I glanced back at Pete. He was holding a sleeping Venice, about to carry him back to his room. I had already accepted that he’d be mad at me—after all, it was well past midnight. I’d been coming home late these days, and I wasn’t sure if my suspicious behavior worried him.


      “Pete…” I regretted my mistake and wanted to apologize. When I faced him, though, he just grumbled nonsensically at me.


      “I’m so jealous! Next time, take me with you. I want some booze too. Those idiots Pol and Arm never ask me to join them either. I swear I’ll curse you all if you go out for a drink without me again!”


      I watched him stomp out of the bedroom, still whining about craving a drink. I wasn’t sure if he genuinely wasn’t worried about me, or if he was just saying all that to keep me from feeling bad. He rarely called or pestered me to come home right away, and he didn’t seem like the type of guy to get upset about trivial things. He had a lot of confidence in me, so I was terrified of disappointing him.


      After my shower, I lay on the bed, waiting for Pete. He returned and slipped back under the blanket. I gently wrapped my arms around him, and he leaned his head against my chest.


      “Why the hell are you still awake?” he asked. “It’s one in the morning. Aren’t you sleepy?”


      “I’m sorry for coming home late,” I replied, kissing the top of his head. 


      “You’re busy… Pol mentioned that Porsche has been coming home late a lot too.” Pete’s reply sounded casual, but I felt guilty.


      “Pete…”


      “Mmm…” he mumbled, moving slightly.


      “What are the three things you love the most in your life?”


      “Are eating and sleeping included?” Pete joked, eyes still closed.


      I chuckled, tightening my embrace and draping my leg over his. “Let me ask you again.”


      “Which psychology book did you read this time?” he said sleepily. “Fine, I’ll walk into the forest and shout for help.”


      I laughed out loud. “You’re an idiot.”


      “What’s wrong with that? I am an idiot.” 


      I stopped smiling.


      “I’m an idiot for pacing around in your room like before. Me?! Yeah, it’s true. I must be an idiot,” Pete went on. It sounded like he was joking, but I didn’t find it funny at all. His words stirred something inside me, leaving me at a loss. “So, what did you want to ask?” he said. “I’m about to fall asleep.”


      “Ah… If you’re sleepy, go to sleep,” I said, burying my nose to take in his scent again.


      Pete squinted at me. “Nope. It’s bothering me.” 


      “I just want to know…who are the people you love the most in your life?”


      Pete paused for a minute, then slowly replied, “There are many.”


      “Such as?”


      “My grandpa and grandma are already two people,” Pete said right off the bat.


      “Who else do you love?”


      “Everyone. Anyone who loves and cares about me.” That was Pete through and through—always optimistic and never meaning harm to anyone. He resolutely faced every problem with a smile on his face and kindness in his heart.


      “Are you a pageant queen or something?” I remarked.


      “Well, your question was leading me in that direction.”


      “Well, let’s say my question is…who would you die for?”


      “No one!” he said insistently. He propped himself up to look at me. “I’d die for no one! I have too many problems on my plate—you, Venice, and Macau! I’m surrounded by crazy people. I’m always jumping out of the frying pan and into the fire. If I died, you and Mr. Tankhun would go berserk and wipe out the entire family of whoever it was who harmed me. Am I right?” 


      I gave him a small smile. He had mentioned all the people he loved the most—me, Macau, Venice, and even Tankhun.


      “How do you know?” I asked.


      “I just do. You love me…right?” Pete leaned closer, and I couldn’t help but lean in and steal a kiss from his lips.


      “I love you very much,” I said, stressing every syllable to let him know I was speaking from the heart.


      “Mm-hmm… Well, if you love me that much, then stop being a jerk and go to sleep!” Pete dropped onto the mattress and squeezed himself into my embrace again. 


      I turned around to switch off the lamp, and I held him close all night.


       


      ***


       


      [THE NEXT MORNING]


      “Pete, are you out of your mind?!” I yelled across the dining table. He was being absurd!


      “Come on, I won’t be gone long.” Pete put his palms together in a wai, practically begging me to have mercy on him.


      “Why don’t you just take him with you?” I glanced at the source of the trouble, who was smiling away without a care.


      “You’re the one out of your mind! Don’t you remember last time? It took me ages to bring him home, and he was practically covered in baby powder. I thought they were dredging him to be fried. They even loaded him up with gold necklaces and put him in the spirit house at the alley’s entrance. People came to pray and ask for lottery numbers because they thought he was a Luk Thep doll!1 Mr. Tankhun wouldn’t let Venice leave, even though Venice cried his lungs out. He said Venice had to give him some winning numbers first. Do you really think I’d bring him with me again? Venice trembles at just the mention of Mr. Tankhun’s name. Aww…there, there. Don’t be scared, my child.”


      I took another glance at Venice in Pete’s embrace. The kid looked terrified, and I truly felt sorry for him. Even though I didn’t like him that much, I had to give him credit—he had some serious guts to have survived an entire day with Tankhun. Shit, I wondered if he still had his sanity intact.


      “But taking him to work with me is a stretch…” I tried to find a reason to make Pete give up his initial idea.


      “There’s nothing worse than being with Mr. Tankhun. My heart would break if Venice grew up to be a nutcase. Just do it for my sake, okay? Here!” Pete stood up, handing Venice—who was dressed more snazzily than usual—over to me.


      “Tankhun wouldn’t dare hurt Venice if you were there,” I said.


      “Yeah, right! He almost dressed me up as Nang Kwak.2 The young master gets more insane every day! Here! Take him!” Pete tried pushing Venice into my arms.


      “Then don’t go. Stay home with Venice.”


      “Ha! You say that like you don’t know what he’s like. I’ve already exceeded my quota of three refusals. If I meet him today, I can decline his next request three times. Argh! Just take him. I don’t want to be late and anger Mr. Tankhun.” Pete was really doing everything in his power to make me take that devil child from him.


      “Macau, can you take him to school with you?” I asked. 


      Macau almost spat out the milk he was drinking. “Don’t be stupid, Hia. Let’s go. I’m going to be late!” 


      I sighed. I’d tried my hardest to get out of this situation. I didn’t have enough bodyguards to help, and Pete didn’t trust our housemaid either. My cousins weren’t right in the head. Who else could I rely on?


      “Here’s his formula. I already put everything in the bottle. If he cries, check if he needs his diaper changed.”


      I quickly shook my head. “I don’t know how to do any of that.” 


      “Watch a tutorial on YouTube! It’s not that difficult.”


      “Pete, come on! I can’t do—”


      My phone abruptly rang before Pete could shove Venice at me again. He glanced at me, then turned away with Venice in his arms to double-check the diaper bag.


      The caller ID showed Porsche’s name. I saw Pete eyeing my phone just as I was about to answer.


      “Hey, what’s up?” I said into the phone.


      “I don’t feel so good,” came the response.


      Porsche’s voice was trembling. I immediately sensed that something was wrong. I completely ignored everything around me—even the way Pete looked at me.


      “I’ll be there right away!” I ended the call and turned to signal Pete to hand over Venice to me. “All right, I’ll take him. But don’t blame me if anything happens to him.”


      “I trust you,” Pete said, handing over the diaper bag. He kissed both of Venice’s cheeks and didn’t forget to hug me before saying goodbye. 


      Venice looked longingly at Pete. His mouth quivered, and he started to sob. Luckily, though, Macau was in the car with us, and he was able to distract him.


      I felt my life start to flash before my eyes the moment Macau arrived at his university. I could already sense disaster looming. How was I supposed to survive today?


      Typically, Venice couldn’t look at me for more than ten minutes without pitching a crying fit. I knew this kid hated me to his core. Should we call a truce? Should I take pity on him? Oh, Pete! When did I ask for this?


      “Hia, Venice is a good kid. You need to be friendlier. Anyway, gotta go. Bye!” Macau gave me his final blessing before leaving—with a smug grin that made me wish I was no longer related to him.


      “Ma…Ma…Ma…”


      Fuck, he was gonna cry for Macau. It seemed like it was sinking in for Venice that it was only him and me now. I began counting down as he started looking left and right.


      Five…four…


      “Pa…Papa…Pe…Pa…”


      Three…two…one…


      “Uwaaaaaah!!!”


      Fucking hell!


      I quickly covered my ears. The lungs on this baby! I had half a mind to send him to compete in one of those TV singing contests. All right! I have to do this for the sake of peace in my life.


      I put on my friendliest face and smiled at Venice, mustering up my most sincere smile. Maybe he’d take pity on me. But…


      “Uwaaaaaah!” he cried, tears streaming down his face. 


      Did he think I was mocking him? That was the best smile I had! What else was I supposed to do? Soothe him? Fine!


      “There, there…” I crooned, picking him up from the car seat and gently patting his butt. But…


      “Uwaaaaaah!!!”


      Goddamn it, Venice! 


      He screamed even louder, pulling my hair and thrashing around so violently that I had to put him back in the car seat.


      “I’m not going to kill you! I want to soothe you! Oww!!! Stop squirming, or you’ll fall!” I tried keeping him still, but he kept plopping down and writhing around. I was going to lose my mind.


      Nop quickly turned around from the driver’s seat and said, “Don’t cry, Mr. Venice. I’ll take you to your Papa Pete soon.” 


      The mention of Pete’s name made Venice pause for a moment, but he continued his tantrum soon after.


      “Argh!!! Nop! Stop the car!” I shouted.


      “Why do you need me to stop the car, Mr. Vegas?”


      “Come here! Come look after him and make him stop crying. I’ll drive the car. He’s annoyingly loud!”


      “Is that a good idea?” Nop asked.


      “It is! I have an appointment with Mr. Charles and don’t want to be late.”


      We switched seats halfway to the office. Soon after, Venice’s cries began to subside, until I could only hear tiny sobs. Nop is good at this. I’m saved!


      When we arrived, I quickly ushered Nop and Venice into my office. After Nop fed him, Venice fell asleep in his arms. 


      Relieved, I promptly left to attend to an urgent matter. I knew a certain someone was in distress.


       


      ***


       


      [ON THE ROOFTOP]


      “Vegas,” Porsche called out when he saw me and turned to take a drag from his cigarette. I didn’t know how many cigarettes he’d already smoked, but he didn’t look too good. I patted his back gently, hoping I could help him feel better.


      “Why am I so weak?” Porsche asked. He turned to look at me; his eyes quivered like he was trying to keep his emotions under control.


      “Because…we’re letting our feelings interfere,” I said, putting my arm around his shoulder.


      “I can’t stop my feelings…because…”


      “Love makes us weak and lose who we are.” I cut him off before he could finish.


      “Let me stay like this for a while,” Porsche said, resting his forehead on my shoulder. I patted his arm when he sighed. We were in the same boat and at the point of no return. 


      Closing my eyes, I let the cool breeze sweep across my face, leaving our shared worries behind. I wanted some peace, if only just for a brief moment…


      Thud!!!


      The quiet and peaceful moment was suddenly shattered. Porsche and I jumped and quickly distanced ourselves from each other.


      “Mr. Vegas?” Nop called for me, sounding panicked. He had Venice with him.


      I lit a cigarette and tried to act as casual as possible.


      “Oh! Pete’s here?” Porsche asked me. He probably thought Pete was here because of Venice’s presence.


      “No. He asked me to look after the kid,” I said.


      “Oh…that’s good.” Porsche quickly snubbed out his cigarette and left the rooftop.


      Venice sobbed, his lips turning downward as he looked around. He seemed lonely.


      “What the hell is wrong with him now? Wasn’t he already asleep?” I asked, but Nop kept trying to hand Venice to me.


      “Please take him, Mr. Vegas,” he insisted.


      “Why? He’s going to cry when I hold him.” I put my hands on my hips, looking at the two of them in confusion.


      “Just take him. I haven’t clocked in today, and Arm is in charge of roll call. He’s strict and won’t let me off easy.” Nop kept pushing Venice toward me.


      After Pete came to live with me, Porsche became the Minor Clan’s leader and started learning the family business. Meanwhile, Arm took Pete’s role and became the deputy head bodyguard for the Major Clan.


      “Just take him with you.” I cut him off.


      “Please take him back. Here! I gotta go.” Nop yanked my hands and forced me to hold Venice.


      “Just look—he’s gonna wail.” I glared at the frowning toddler, mentally counting down.


      “…Gotta go.”


      “Nop!!!” I was about to go after him, but the way Venice looked at me made me pause in surprise. It looked like he was having some trouble. I thought he was about to cry. Usually, he’d already be screaming his lungs out, but he just kept staring at me with doe eyes. Oh, hell. What are you up to?


      “What’s wrong now?” I asked.


      He looked at me as if asking for help.


      “Argh! What’s this smell? Did some cat take a dump up here? Why didn’t the janitor check this place?” I sniffed, my nose ­catching a foul smell. Then, I felt some warmth around Venice’s bum.


      “And do you have a personal heater in your diaper? That’s so cool!” I exclaimed, mentally praising Pete for being a thoughtful parent who chose high-tech gadgets for his son.


      “Let’s get out of here. The cat poop stinks!” I pinched my nose and finally moved from the spot. But before I got any further, I stopped dead in my tracks when the smell of cat crap suddenly intensified. It felt like it was at the tip of my nose.


      “That’s it! You took a shit!!!” I yelled, finally realizing what had happened. Venice teared up. 


      Why didn’t you say that it was you? You let me blame an innocent cat!


      “Why didn’t you tell me?!” I demanded.


      “Pa,” Venice sobbed incoherently.


      “What’s holding you back? If you don’t tell me, I’ll let you swim in your own shit all day. Pfft… Nop, you bastard! You ditched me!”


      Nop was nowhere to be found. All of my other bodyguards were also in a disciplinary session with Arm. I couldn’t find any maids around either, and I didn’t dare ask the secretaries for help. They seemed busy enough.


      I could be considerate sometimes. I knew I was no longer the son of the deputy CEO; I was merely on the board of directors now. I couldn’t run to them with my son covered in crap and ask for help. That’d be too embarrassing.


      Shit happened, and now I’d ended up with Venice in the sink, blinking helplessly at me. I grunted. Let’s do this!


      “You know how to change diapers?” I asked Venice, rolling my eyes at him. What did Pete tell me this morning? To look it up on YouTube?


      I typed “how to change a baby’s diaper” into the search bar before putting my phone on the counter against the mirror. My eyes flitted back and forth between Venice’s diaper and my phone, and my finger kept pressing the rewind button to watch the clip repeatedly.


      “Heh!” Venice laughed at me.


      “Don’t rush me! I’m new at this. You’ve got to give me a chance.”


      I carefully unfastened the tabs, precisely as shown in the video clip.


      “Like father, like son, huh? You really let out a big one. The mess is all the way up to your back. Really? Should you take a bath?” I grumbled as I continued changing his diaper. Why is his poop so stinky?


      “Ugh!” I wanted to throw up. I had never cleaned poop from anyone’s ass in my life. Venice was the first person to make me do this—he should be proud.


      “What did you eat? I thought you only drank formula and ate cereal. Damn it! Don’t eat so much next time.” As shown in the video, I folded the soiled diaper before throwing it in the trash can. Then, I let him soak in the sink until the water washed all his poop away. 


      Putting on a clean diaper was another difficult task. I didn’t care anymore if I fastened all the tabs correctly; I just wanted to get it done. I finished off by dusting some baby powder on him. There! That smells better.


      Rrr. Rrr. My phone buzzed, showing Porsche’s name. I answered the call, cradling the phone between my shoulder and ear as I put Venice back into his clothes.


      “Mr. Charles is waiting,” he said.


      “Got it. I’m on my way.” I ended the call. When I finally finished dressing Venice, I wiped the sweat off my forehead and heaved a heavy sigh.


       


      ***


       


      [IN THE RECEPTION ROOM]


      “Why did you bring him here?” Porsche asked, looking at Venice. He sat beside me, covered in sweet-smelling baby powder and playing happily with the AC remote control.


      “I don’t know where to put him.” I looked wearily at Porsche before turning to smile at my important client. “I’m truly sorry about this.” I bowed to Mr. Charles, apologizing for making the meeting seem less formal.


      Mr. Charles, a handsome businessman, looked fondly at Venice. “It’s all right. Is he yours? He’s adorable.” 


      “Yes.”


      “He looks like you.”


      Venice was about to cry from hearing that, but I had planned for this. I shoved my phone into his hands. His eyes widened with excitement, and he immediately hugged the phone tightly.


      “Papa…”


      Yup, I’d showed him Pete’s photo. The idea just came to me. Now, look at your papa and don’t cry!


      “Let’s get to business,” Porsche said, formally introducing himself to our new business partner.


      “We offer many kinds of goods. You can also customize them specifically for your family. Whatever texture or shape of bullets you want, we can design and send you the mock-up before you decide.”


      Everything went smoothly—just as expected. Mr. Charles seemed interested in all the goods we showed him, primarily when Porsche and I lined up the gun samples on the table for him to inspect the materials and other details.


      “The accessories are over there. Would you like to check them out? There are silencers and—Venice!” I called out as I led Mr. Charles to the following table and saw Venice climb down from the sofa to grab the sample gun like a toy.


      “Please look at them as much as you please,” I told Mr. Charles and quickly went to pull the gun out of Venice’s hand. I lifted him, grabbed the phone from the sofa, and shoved it into his hand when he began to scream. But this time, he tossed it aside.


      “Don’t cry, son,” I said through gritted teeth. Venice tried to wriggle out of my arms as I attempted to keep him still.


      I glared at him with hatred when he picked up the bullets and threw them across the floor. 


      “Don’t play with that, son.” When I tried to take the bullets away from him…


      “Uwaaaaaah!!!” Venice wailed, thrashing around and kicking me haphazardly. Oh, you son of a bitch!


      Porsche saw that the situation was worsening and tried to keep Mr. Charles’s attention on himself.


      “Uwaaaaaah!!!”


      “Do you want a toy car? Be quiet, and I’ll buy you one—a big RC one you can control,” I said, shaking him around. It seemed like he understood what I said because he stopped his tantrum. He made me put him back down when the housekeeper brought refreshments.


      “Phew… Let’s have some snacks while you look over the contract.” I took the tray from the housekeeper and served it to Mr. Charles myself. I assumed Venice was crawling around on the floor and didn’t pay him much attention because I could see him from the corner of my eye.


      “This one is delicious. It’s a chocolate made by one of our companies. Please try it.” I offered the chocolate to Mr. Charles and thought I should give some to Venice so he would shut up. I turned to look for him and…


      “Sh-shit!!!” I abruptly jumped from the sofa when I couldn’t even glimpse Venice’s shadow. I paled, and the whole room fell dead silent, as if to ask where that troublesome toddler went.


      “You take care of the rest. I’ll be right back,” I told Porsche, apologizing to Mr. Charles before swiftly exiting the room.


      “Venice!” I hissed, glancing around and looking for him.


      “Venice!” I opened the restroom door and kept searching.


      “What are you looking for, Mr. Vegas?” a maid asked.


      “Have you seen a toddler around?” 


      “I haven’t. Don’t tell me Mr. Venice is missing,” the maid said, placing her palm over her chest with a gasp. I lifted my hand, trying to tell her to keep it quiet, but then…


      “Oh, my stars! Mr. Venice is missing! Everyone, look for him! Oh no, I hope he didn’t fall down the stairs. Come on, everyone, hurry up!” 


      The whole floor broke into a frenzy.


      “Holy shit!”


      “Mr. Venice!!!”


      Before the situation got even more out of hand, I quickly checked every toilet, crawled under every desk, and opened every cabinet. I’m gonna kick your ass when I finally find you. You’re causing trouble for the whole company, and I can’t get any work done!


      Rrr. Rrr. The phone in my pants pocket vibrated, causing me to jump in surprise. Shit, I’m a scaredy-cat! I hoped it wasn’t who I was thinking about. No, no, no, it can’t be.


      I hid behind a cupboard, biting my nails from the stress. I dared not even check the screen to see who was calling.


      “What should I do? I can’t make another baby. Your mom’s going to kill me!” I ruffled my hair until it became a mess. Then, taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes and answered the phone without looking at the caller ID.


      “Hey, how’s everything going? How’s my son?” came Pete’s voice.


      My heart sank to the ground. Keep calm, Vegas. You got this!


      “He’s good! He’s perfect. There’s no problems at all,” I said.


      “Turn on the video camera,” Pete said. “I want to see him.”


      I had never wanted to jump off a building and end things more than right now. I just wanted to grab a shotgun and get it over with.


      With a shaky hand, I slowly hovered my finger above the camera icon and turned it on. I smiled at Pete, looking utterly suspicious.


      “Are you done with your errand?” I asked.


      “Where’s my son?” Pete said, looking left and right.


      “He’s playing outside with the employees. He’s laughing happily!” Act natural, Vegas!


      “Is that so?” 


      “I’ve got to get back to work. Don’t worry about him. I got this.” I tried masking my nervousness with a smile. The situation was worse than I thought.


      “I’m sorry. You look…tired. Anyway, I’ll be there in five minutes. Mr. Tankhun wants to see Master Korn.”


      My eyes widened in fright before I remembered to act normal and smile.


      “What’s with that face? Aren’t you glad?” Pete said.


      “I am! Please be here soon. I miss you!”


      “Okay, see you then. Bye!”


      My heart stopped beating when the call ended. My knees buckled, and I lost all my strength—it felt like I was dying. Finally, I swallowed my fear, gathered my courage, and began running around like a lunatic.


      “Venice!!!” I shouted.


      I couldn’t uphold my image anymore. I’d been minding my business and keeping a calm demeanor before that demon spawn came and ruined everything!


      “Five minutes! Five fucking minutes! Venice!!! Come back! I forgive you!”


      I continued opening every door, even the fire exits. I kept checking my watch as my consciousness began to leave my body. I couldn’t see anything except a path leading straight to hell. I could no longer think straight. The security room seemed too far away to even reach and check the CCTV cameras. Why is this business so fucking big?


      My five minutes were running out. I dragged myself back up the stairs, counting down the final seconds before the end of my life. Maybe I should say my last words to someone in these precious five seconds, in case I accidentally die. I didn’t even get a chance to write my will. Oh, fuck me!


      I collapsed on the last step, hopelessly resting my head against the rail. 


      Then, a pair of shoes appeared, and my heart started beating again.


       


      ***


       


      [IN VEGAS’S OFFICE]


      “I’m back!” Pete said brightly, a big smile painted across his face.


      “Shh! Our son is sleeping,” I said, casually feeding Venice his formula on the sofa and patting him. If only Pete could look through my clothes and see that I was covered in sweat from head to toe…


      “Venice… Did he fall into something?”


      Admittedly, I hadn’t had time to clean him. He looked like a total mess.


      “He was just playing. Everybody loves him. And you know what people say—the messier the kid, the more experience he gets.” This entire situation had almost brought me to tears. I was a hair’s breadth away from disaster; I had only just put the bottle in Venice’s mouth right before Pete entered the room.


      “You must be exhausted. It’s good that Mr. Tankhun wanted to come here today,” Pete said as he sat beside me and gave me a loose hug. “I’m sorry about this. Thank you.”


      “It’s all right. I’ll do anything to lift some of the burden off of you,” I said.


      “All right, but please bathe him right after you finish feeding him. What did he fall into, anyway?” Pete sniffed at the kid. Venice grew excited at seeing Pete, but he seemed more exhausted than anything. His eyelids started to droop.


      Knock, knock.


      “Come in!” Pete said.


      “Oh, hello, Mr. Kinn.”


      I glanced at the visitor smiling politely at us—Kinn. 


      “How is it going, Vegas? You must be tired,” he said.


      “Just a bit, P’Kinn,” I replied, trying to stay calm.


      “Well…you should brush your hair. Or even better, take a shower.”


      Damn you, Kinn! Did he think I would yield because I appreciated his help? Well…I would, since he was the one who found Venice in a trash can.


       


      ***


       


      “Whose kid is this? I found him in the trash.”


      I immediately took Venice from Kinn and quickly cleaned him up as much as possible. I at least wanted Pete to be able to recognize him. 


      I peeled gum from his head. Luckily, it came off quickly because he had no hair. Otherwise, I’d have found myself in another pickle. Then, I dashed back to my room and pretended to be feeding him. 


      That bastard! There were so many places for him to be, but he chose to play in the trash can?!


       


      ***


       


      “P’Kinn, aren’t you in a hurry to go to dinner with Porsche? I know you haven’t gotten to spend much time with him lately,” I said.


      Kinn suddenly looked embarrassed. I smirked. I’d only riled him up a little bit because I owed him a favor.


      “Yeah, I’m leaving,” Kinn said.


      “Anyway, thanks for your help.” I didn’t forget to thank him—hey, I still had manners.


      “Thanks to you too,” Kinn said, returning my smirk. 


      Pete looked confused but remained quiet. He pulled Venice from me and headed to the bathroom.


      “I’ll take him for a bath,” Pete said.


      When Pete shut the door, I exhaled heavily and flopped back on the sofa, feeling completely wrecked. That was close! Too close! I can see my father’s spirit calling me to join him on the other side…


      After his bath, Pete took that demon spawn for a nap. Then, we ordered lunch and ate together. Pete said he would wait for me to finish with work and go home with me in the evening. I liked that idea. After the meeting with Be, we could pick up Macau from his university and have dinner in a restaurant. 


      Today had been hectic. It’d be good to stop and smell the roses and be in new surroundings—and get Pete out of the house as a bonus.


       


      ***


       


      [THE CEO’S ROOM]


      “How are you doing, Vegas? I saw you rushing around like crazy all day,” Be Korn greeted me as I sat on a chair. 


      I forced a smile to conceal my resentment toward the repulsive man before me—a tender gaze, a gentle smile, and that arrogant attitude. Did he have no shame?


      “Cat got your tongue?” said Tankhun, who tried to please his dad by sitting close to him.


      “Yes, today has been a bit busy.” I averted my gaze so I wasn’t looking at anyone when I replied.


      “Are you sure? I saw the whole company going back and forth nonstop,” Kim remarked as he leisurely reclined against his chair’s backrest.


      “I’m sorry for bringing Venice here today…”


      “That’s fine. Venice is also my nephew. I thought he made our company lively,” Be Korn said.


      I looked away from him while trying to behave naturally.


      “You should’ve let me look after him. Nobody can babysit a child as well as I can!” Tankhun exclaimed, plopping a snack into his mouth rudely.


      “The kid would have gone insane,” Kinn muttered.


      “All right, enough with the chitchat. Is Porsche…adequately learning to be the Minor Clan’s leader?” Be Korn asked.


      I suppressed my emotions, slowly closing my eyes before opening them again. I looked at the older man and smiled. “Porsche is a fast learner,” I said. “He struggles with languages, but he has improved a lot.”


      “I’m trying to help him with that,” Kinn replied, his expression tense.


      “I see Porsche’s determination. You’ve done your best to teach him. However, you need to relax once in a while. Kim said you and Porsche have been coming home late every day,” Be said as he glanced at his youngest son, who remained indifferent. I smiled tersely at him.


      “Well, it isn’t easy being in the Minor Clan. I need to give Porsche intensive training,” I replied, casually spinning a pen in my hand.


      “Just focus on the documents you’ve left unfinished. Don’t meddle with other matters,” Kinn said sternly, glaring daggers at me.


      Ah, this is about to get exciting! This situation could easily make someone reveal his true self.


      “I can’t do that, P’Kinn. I’ve been learning to be in the Minor Clan since birth. All of my experiences—what’s right and wrong and what can be helpful—I want to guide Porsche through all of it.” I slowly took a sip of water before placing the glass back down.


      “I understand that you’ve been second your entire life, but Porsche isn’t the same. Perhaps your experiences won’t benefit him because you’re just…the second.”


      I let out a heavy breath. I couldn’t believe that the person that I respected the most was turning into a demon. He’d followed in his father’s footsteps. How he carried himself, his ideas, how he looked at and talked to people—he acted exactly like Be Korn.


      “You’re correct. I’ve always been in second place, which was how I knew I had to get up and fight back again and again whenever I lost. A cornered dog on a dead-end street will turn and bite until its last breath. Maybe you should learn to lose, P’Kinn, so it won’t hurt so much when it happens…”


      I glared at Kinn before shifting my gaze to his youngest brother, Kim. He looked harmless but was the scariest of the three siblings. Kimhan was the dark horse in this fight.


      “Everybody, stop scowling like you’re going to kill each other! Father only asked Vegas to come here to see if Porsche was doing well. Now that that’s done, let’s quit the bullshit and have moo krata3 for dinner together,” Tankhun interrupted.


      I cracked a smile at Tankhun’s positivity. He acted like a harmless guy who just enjoyed being his eccentric self, but in reality, he was the one who tried to bridge the gaps between each family member.


      “We’re family. We have to love each other. Let’s leave the past behind and forgive each other for our mistakes. We need to love each other like Father has taught us, and everything will fall back into place,” Tankhun continued.


      Pfft! Everything will fall back into the game we’re playing. Admittedly, I’d voluntarily jumped into the game, but I refused to be a pawn that could be easily discarded. When you toyed with your opponent’s feelings and used love to guide the game, you felt the greatest satisfaction when you won. I saw right through Tankhun’s facade. Nothing could hide this family’s viciousness!


      “Yes, sir.”


      “If there’s nothing else you need from me, I’ll excuse myself,” I said, getting up from the chair.


      “If you have any suggestions about Minor Clan matters, you can tell me,” Be Korn said.


      “Father!” Kinn interjected, displeased.


      “I’ll do my best,” I said.


      “That’s good… So, is Pete doing well?” 


      I paused at Be Korn’s question before giving him a nod.


      “If he wasn’t doing well, he’d have already returned to us!” Tankhun grumbled. “You love him a lot, don’t you?”


      I briefly glared at Tankhun before forcing a reply, trying to remain composed. “Please excuse me,” I said before I left the room. That bastard! Why won’t he die already?


      I headed into a nearby restroom and splashed cold water on my face, hoping it would wash away my worries and stress. I didn’t want to admit how good Tankhun was at playing this game. He knew everyone’s weaknesses and fears. But I had to keep going if I wanted to defeat him and become a real demon!


      “Hey…”


      I looked up from the sink. In the mirror’s reflection, I saw the youngest son of the Major Clan leaning against the wall. I smirked at him.


      “Tough time for you these days…” I remarked, leaving immediately. 


      Being in this company was fun, and I enjoyed playing these mind games. You got to test your wits and your luck, waiting to see who would win or lose. 


      What hand will be dealt today? 


      And who is really stacking the deck?


    


  




  

    

      Chapter 3:
Getting Hurt


       


      PETE


      “PETE…PETE…PETE!”


      Startled out of my thoughts, I turned to look at Arm. We’d happened to meet at the hospital today. He didn’t need to tell me why he was here—I knew as soon as I saw him that Mr. Tankhun must have purposefully gotten injured as an excuse to see Dr. Top. He fell or got bitten by an ant or something like that. I felt sorry for Dr. Top.


      “Are you all right?” Arm asked.


      I reached my hand out to accept a cup of coffee he’d procured for me from the vending machine. Before I could take it, though, Arm grabbed my wrist and pushed the sleeve of my black cardigan up my arm.


      “Again?” he remarked, staring at the greenish bruises around my wrist. They were so prominent that they had clearly caught his attention.


      “It’s nothing. I did that to myself,” I said, pulling my arm back and cradling it gingerly.


      Arm heaved out a weary sigh as he sat down beside me. “You love getting hurt, and Vegas loves to inflict pain—you’re perfect for each other. But…are you sure you’re happy, Pete?” He asked me this every time we met.


      “I told you—I did this to myself,” I replied, sipping my coffee and ignoring his question.


      “All right, I’ll stop pestering you about how you get more bruises every time we meet. If someday you want to talk to anyone about it, remember that Pol and I are willing to listen.” He looked at me, his eyes serious.


      Before the situation could get more awkward, Dr. Top emerged from his office.


      “Pete?”


      I got up and quickly walked over to the doctor to accept two bags of medications.


      “Are they the same as usual?” I asked, opening the bags to peer inside.


      “I’ve talked to Dr. Pek. Please convince Macau to come with you on your next hospital visit.” Dr. Top smiled gently. “As for Vegas, if he insists on not coming, just ensure he takes his medications on time.”


      “Understood,” I said with a nod, showing him that I’d caught his real meaning. However, I wouldn’t promise I could convince them to come; both Macau and Vegas refused to be treated.


      Dr. Top and I consulted with the psychiatry department for their medications. Dr. Top was a surgeon, but he’d introduced me to Dr. Pek, an attending psychiatrist at his hospital. Dr. Top was very kind and seemed genuinely concerned about me. It was like he saw me as a younger brother. 


      “Thank you so much, Dr. Top. If that is all, I’ll go home now.” I put my palms together and gave Dr. Top a wai. Then, Arm made a gesture saying that he had to check on Mr. Tankhun. I nodded and waved goodbye.


      “Pete…” Dr. Top called after me before I left. “Get some rest too, will you? Venice must be very active at this age.” He handed me a bottle. “Here, take these. Some vitamins for you.”


      I took the bottle with a bright smile. “Thank you so much!” 


      I got lost in thought during my drive home. I knew I’d been under a lot of pressure and prolonged stress lately—everything kept piling up on me. I didn’t know when I’d started to feel so anxious.


      I parked in front of our house, which was swarming with bodyguards as usual. The atmosphere, however, wasn’t so usual: These were the bodyguards the Major Clan had sent to keep an eye on Vegas and Macau. There was no privacy here.


      Most of the Minor Clan’s bodyguards had been killed or were on the run. Nop only remained because I’d asked to keep him on. I just wanted someone I’d feel safe with when I came home. I wasn’t unfamiliar with the Major Clan’s bodyguards, or uncomfortable with them—they were here for the sake of the two brothers. I didn’t want them to feel like prisoners. They had already been through a lot, and I was scared something would happen to them. I didn’t know how long I could protect them and Venice. I didn’t know what I’d do if, one day, the Major Clan decided to get rid of them.


      I went into the house to find Macau playing on his phone. He gave me his usual bright smile. “P’Pete, can I order pizza today?”


      “Sure,” I replied, walking into his open arms for a hug. “Do you have homework today?”


      “Already finished all of it. Hia is back already too, so I’ll order a lot of pizza for everyone. How’s that sound?”


      I smiled. I loved Macau as if he were my own brother. He wasn’t a vicious kid; he only wanted to be loved and to feel important to someone.


      “What about Venice?” I asked.


      Macau looked up from ordering the pizza. “Nop is watching him. Let’s get some cheese balls for Venice.”


      I patted his head lovingly. Although the atmosphere in the house seemed pleasant when the four of us were together, all those people watching us always felt suffocating…


      “All right, I’ll go check on Vegas upstairs.” 


      Macau nodded and smiled at me, and I left. 


      I tried suppressing the worry, sadness, and weariness I felt inside so I could show Vegas a smile. I knew he must have had a lot of clients and work to handle today—he always did.


      I entered the room, and my smile faltered. “Ve…Vegas! What the hell are you doing?!” I exclaimed, rushing to him. I yanked his arm back to stop him from hitting the glass door of his office cabinet and held him tightly. 


      He turned around to glower at me before shoving me away. “Get off me!”


      “What happened?!” I tried to stop him. The room was a complete mess, with things scattered everywhere. Vegas kept fighting me, continuing his rampage.


      “These fucking thoughts!” he shouted, yanking at his hair like a madman. “Let go of me! I fucking hate her!” He shoved me away and swept everything off his desk, including his computer.


      “Don’t do this! Stop! Vegas, you need to focus! Focus!” I tried hugging him from behind as I called to him, hoping I could quickly bring him to his senses.


      “She’s a liar! I hate Dad! She’s a liar!!!”


      I didn’t know what woman he was referring to, but I knew that Vegas hated his father. Vegas blamed him for all of his and Macau’s troubles. 


      I could understand. Vegas tried to be happy, but deep down, he felt trapped. He should’ve been free now, but he had been forced to work for the Major Clan ever since his father’s death. It must have been incredibly difficult for him to mask his feelings whenever he had to greet the man who killed his father.


      Vegas, please. I’m begging you. I promise you I’ll relieve you of this burden.


      “Vegas, focus! I’m here! Vegas!” Tears streamed from my eyes as I tightened my embrace.


      “…I hate…” Vegas started to calm down, but his voice still trembled with anger.


      “It’s all right, Vegas. I’m here.” I hugged him with everything I had—fear, concern, worry, exhaustion, and love.


      Vegas slowly pried my arms from his body and turned to face me. He still looked angry, but this was a side of Vegas that I knew very well. “So, what will you have me do when it hurts—”


      “I’m willing to accept all of your pain if it’d make you feel better!” I answered before he could finish.


      Vegas smirked. Then, he spun me around and pushed me against his desk. “Like this?” 


      He squeezed the nape of my neck with one hand, then used the other to yank my pants and underwear down to pool around my knees. 


      I knew what was about to happen. There would be no caresses, foreplay, or whispers of sweet words. His demon had resurfaced.


      It was all right. If I could help him alleviate his pain, I’d gladly accept it.


      Vegas kicked my legs apart and smeared his spit on my entrance. I didn’t have time to prepare before his hard length pressed against my rim and pushed inside me mercilessly.


      I bit my lip hard and tried to hold still. I didn’t think about resisting him, even though it felt like I was shattering into a million pieces. Pain coursed through my body like a fire slowly burning me alive. 


      Vegas kept thrusting into me hard, jolting the desk that my face was pressed against. I feared the furniture might break apart. I groaned, but Vegas didn’t ease up. It hurt so badly that tears flowed freely from my eyes, but I kept biting my lip to stop myself from crying out loud. Vegas yanked on my wrists until my body lifted off the desk, pressing kisses all over my back.


      “Mmm!” I stifled a cry of pain as Vegas bit me, his cock still slamming into me relentlessly. His pace quickened as he drilled against my prostate, finally drawing a moan from my lips: “Ah! Vegas!”


      “You like that, huh?!”


      The pain inside me increased until it became a dull throb. The sound of my panting breaths and Vegas’s moans echoed through the room. It was like Vegas was letting everything out.


      He pulled my arms harder until my back pressed flush against his chest. He put his lips to my ear and whispered, “Mmm…so good! You’re doing so good, baby!” His voice sounded as cold as ice. 


      Vegas began sucking on the nape of my neck, dragging his tongue along my skin. I shivered when he licked my earlobe. He then dropped me back onto the desk and continued fucking me breathless. Sweat covered my body as I panted hard. 


      Vegas reached for a cigarette. Lighting it up, he took a drag and let out a puff of smoke. The nicotine seemed to excite him, making his thrusts erratic. My knees were about to give out.


      “Oh, god, Pete, this feels so good… Pete…” 


      I smiled as Vegas moaned my name. I hoped that the burden he felt earlier had begun to lighten.


      When Vegas finished his cigarette, his body spasmed, and I felt spurts of warmth inside of me. “I’m coming,” he gasped. He thrust into me a few more times before he eventually pulled out.


      “Feel better now?” I asked, pulling my pants back up and buckling my belt.


      Vegas nodded. That was when my legs gave out on me. 


      I collapsed to the floor, taking a glass ashtray with me as my hand tried to grasp for purchase on the desk. It shattered loudly.


      “Ouch!” I cried out as I accidentally stepped on the shards. 


      Vegas stiffened, no longer looking relaxed. His eyes hardened as he crouched down beside me. He touched my wound, seeming shocked as he looked between my face and his blood-covered finger.


      “Vegas…hey… I’m all right. Look at me, Vegas!” I squeezed his hand when he began to freak out again.


      “The blood…the gunshot…no!” Vegas screamed, and I knew I couldn’t stop him this time. I let go of him and rushed to grab the bag containing his medications, which I had dropped by the door.


      Vegas pulled his hair and screamed, finally losing it. “It didn’t happen!”


      I quickly jabbed a syringe into his neck to inject a sedative, ending all this madness.


      “No…” Vegas moaned. 


      I gently lowered him to the ground. “It’s all right, Vegas,” I whispered, hugging him tightly. “It’s all right.”


      He fell asleep in my arms, and I let out a heavy breath. I hadn’t wanted to do this at all. I’m so sorry, Vegas. Your pain is gone for now. It’s going to be all right.


      But I only had a second to breathe before I jolted in alarm again.


      Thump, thump, thump!


      “Oh no! Mr. Pete! It’s Mr. Macau!”


      I quickly lifted Vegas, laid him on a sofa, and dashed out of the room.


      “What happened to Macau?” I asked.


      “He slit his wrist!”


      Panicking, I rushed to Macau’s room to see a bodyguard trying to hold Macau’s unconscious form on the bed. Blood seeped from the long cut on his wrist, painting his arm red. I noticed a razor blade on the bed next to him.


      My heart pounded so hard that it almost burst out of my chest, but the shock didn’t stop me for long. I pushed the bodyguard away, picked up Macau, and rushed to my car.


      “Pete?!” Nop saw us as I ran. He looked equally terrified.


      “Take care of Venice for me,” I said, and he nodded.


      I quickly got into the back seat with Macau and barked at the bodyguard to take us to the hospital as quickly as possible.


      “Macau…I’m here! Please don’t die… I’m here with you.” I pressed some gauze against his wound to try to staunch the bleeding, still calling his name.


      Please…don’t let anything happen to him.


    


  




  

    

      Chapter 4:
Emptiness


       


      VEGAS


      I WOKE UP WITH A SLIGHT HEADACHE and no lingering thoughts in my head. My mind was clear. It felt as if I was surrounded by nature, with a fresh breeze flowing around me. I tried to move, but there was something heavy on top of my left arm…


      I paused and glanced at my arm. Pete was curled up in my embrace, with Venice on his other side, a pacifier still stuck in his mouth. I was reluctant to make even the tiniest movement for fear of disturbing them, but I reached over to remove Venice’s pacifier and placed it on the headboard. Then I gently cupped my lover’s face and brushed my thumb tenderly over his cheek. Pete was still Pete. I felt content just seeing his face, whether asleep or awake. It felt as if all my happiness was stored in a single person.


      Lately, though, he didn’t seem as cheerful as before. He rarely had his head in the clouds like he did when we first met. The only thing that remained the same was his smile, which was as bright as the sun. He was my guiding light.


      He must have been exhausted from taking care of Venice because the boy was getting more mischievous as he grew older. He took care of me and Macau too. 


      Pete was no longer a bodyguard, but deep down, I felt he still had a protective instinct. He did his best to safeguard our family and keep everyone in the house happy. He was no different from when I first met him. I could still see the same determined and faithful man Pete had always been.


      “Mmm…” Pete stretched and slowly opened his eyes.


      “Up already?” I asked, bending down to kiss that familiar mouth. Pete kissed me back once before turning to check on Venice, who lay sprawled out beside him. Pete affectionately pulled a blanket over his tiny body.


      “Isn’t it too warm to wear a turtleneck sweater to sleep?” I remarked, reaching for the AC remote to lower the temperature. Pete seemed to like wearing turtleneck sweaters and long-sleeved shirts lately. Perhaps we’d been spending so much time together that he’d started to dress like me.


      “Nope,” he replied, propping himself up and getting off the bed. He checked the time on his phone. “Are you hungry? Let me heat up a slice of pizza for you. Macau ordered some yesterday.”


      “Huh? Yesterday?” I frowned, picking up my phone to check the date and time myself. To my shock, I found it was already May 2. “Did I sleep for a whole full day?”


      Pete paused for a moment, then nodded. “You haven’t eaten anything since yesterday. Let me prepare something for you.”


      I tried to recall yesterday, but I couldn’t remember anything. I didn’t even know when or how I got home and got in bed. Why did my memories seem fragmented, and why did this happen so often?


      “You were exhausted. You fell asleep as soon as you got home. Work must have been pretty hectic, right?” Pete poured me a glass of water before picking up Venice and putting him into his crib next to our bed.


      “Really? But I don’t remember any of that…”


      “Hah! With your memory, maybe you’ve got early-onset Alzheimer’s. I told you not to overwork yourself.” That was what Pete said every time I woke up without my memory. “Working for the Major Clan is tough,” he added. “Didn’t you see Mr. Kinn? On top of looking stressed, he seems a lot crazier than before. If you’re not careful, you’ll start to prematurely age like him,” he joked, taking the glass of water from my hand to have a sip.


      Really? Am I stressing over work too much?


      I tried recalling what had happened yesterday before I fell asleep in this bed: I woke up and went to work as usual. I had lunch at a restaurant on the ground floor of our company’s building. In the afternoon, I met Porsche, who came with P’Kinn. 


      Porsche? Did I meet with Porsche?


      Everything about yesterday seemed normal. Porsche and I had a meeting with another important client. Then, it was evening.


      Suddenly, part of my memory returned…


       


      ***


       


      [ONE DAY AGO]


      “Someone like you deserves to die more than your father did,” said the wounded man, who would have collapsed if he weren’t tied to the back of a chair. His voice sounded hoarse and broken.


      The figure looming over him slowly smirked, sharp eyes glinting with loathing. Despite his condition, the smaller man still had a sharp tongue.


      “If you keep your mouth shut,” a deep voice drawled, “I might consider…” Every word sent chills down the listener’s spine; each syllable was laced with an unspoken threat.


      “Don’t! Don’t hurt him! He wasn’t involved!” the man, who had been tortured for many days, quickly interjected. He knew what the other person meant.


      “Didn’t you beg me to spare you because you claimed to know something about my father and the Major Clan?” the looming figure said, glaring at his prisoner patiently. “But I didn’t get any useful information from you.” He drew a gun from inside his suit, his finger stroking over the barrel affectionately. He glanced at his prisoner, and the corners of his lips lifted into a cruel smile. Then, he pressed the muzzle against the man’s forehead.


      “Fucking useless.”


      “W-wait!” The smaller man squeezed his eyes shut, trembling with fear.


      “I don’t have all day to argue with you. What a waste of time.” He cocked the hammer and placed his index finger on the trigger, ready to fire.


      “Promise…promise me you’ll do what I asked… Promise me, and I’ll tell you everything!”


      “Hah! You have no right to ask for anything!”


      “Ve—”


      Bang!


       


      ***


       


      “Vegas!”


      Pete’s voice jolted me back to the present. That fragment was all I could remember. No matter how hard I tried to recall it, I had no clue what had happened after that.


      “Yes?” I answered Pete.


      “If you can’t remember something, it’s probably something you don’t want to remember. So you shouldn’t give it that much thought.” Pete scooted closer to me. He cocked his head and massaged the bridge of my nose with his fingers. “You don’t look good with a frown and forehead wrinkles. Maybe you should get Botox.”


      “Really? Aren’t I handsome anymore?” I wrapped my hands over his. “If the stress makes me look old and gray, will you dump me?”


      “I will!” Pete answered sharply. I glowered at him. “I’ll dump you and leave you with Mr. Tankhun. Maybe that’ll liven up your life.” 


      I knew he was joking, but I still didn’t like hearing it. “I asked if you would break up with me,” I repeated.


      “Yes,” Pete answered cheerfully.


      “Why?” I pressed him, my anger beginning to boil.


      “Because I want a cool, handsome boyfriend who I can show off when we’re out on a date. I want people to gossip and wonder how an ugly guy like me found such a catch. What do you think?” Pete kept trying to annoy me, but his answer made me smile this time.


      “I thought you didn’t like men?”


      “I stopped caring about that when I got together with you,” he said. “I don’t give a damn what’s in your pants. I love who I love.”


      “Why haven’t you ever had a boyfriend before, then?”


      “If I knew that being fucked by a man felt this good, I’d have had one since kindergarten. Aww!”


      I flicked him on the forehead for being such an annoying brat. “Watch your mouth!”


      “That hurts!” Pete said, rubbing his forehead with one finger. Then, he sighed. “I never think about leaving you, but I still want you to take care of yourself. It’s not that I care about your looks—I just want you to be physically and mentally healthy.”


      I smiled broadly, pleased with his answer, and I made him bend his head down so I could press a kiss to his forehead. “If you keep smiling at me every day,” I said, “I’ll forget everything that pains me.”


      Pete paused momentarily, then broadened his smile and embraced me tightly. “If my smile helps you, I’ll keep doing it every time I see you.” 


      We kept hugging each other tightly, as if we were afraid the other person would suddenly disappear.


      “Oh!” Pete exclaimed, pushing me off. He seemed to have suddenly remembered something.


      “Mmm?”


      “Promise me you won’t freak out. Everything is okay now,” he added. I got a bad feeling, but I urged him to continue. “Macau slit his wrist last night. I got him to the hospital in time, though,” he said.


      I broke into a cold sweat and started to panic. “What did you just say? Take me to him right now!” I shot up from the bed, my heart pounding with fear.


      “Calm down, Vegas… Hey…” Pete tried to soothe me. “Macau is home now. He asked to be released from the hospital after he woke up. The doctor said his wound wasn’t severe and allowed him to go home. I have Nop watching him right now.”


      I rushed to my brother’s room with Pete on my heels and yanked the door open, making Nop jump from the sofa. He quickly bowed his head at me.


      “Hia…” Macau said. He was eating rice porridge in bed. His eyes were lively despite his wrist being bandaged in gauze. 


      I breathed a sigh of relief and went to sit next to his bed. “Why did you do this?” I asked, my voice trembling. Pete cocked his head at Nop, signaling him to leave.


      “I’m fine now…” Macau looked down, seemingly afraid to make eye contact with me.


      “Why the hell did you do that?!” Before I could stop myself, I found myself yelling at him. “Why?!” 


      This wasn’t the first time Macau had done this. I knew he suffered from depression and I shouldn’t press him for a reason—that could trigger him again. But Macau, my beloved little brother, could not kill himself and leave me. I wouldn’t allow that.


      Macau glanced at Pete, asking for help.


      “He’s fine now, Vegas.” Pete squeezed my shoulder.


      “Then why did he do it?” I snapped.


      Macau jumped and tightly held on to Pete’s arm.


      “He’s in a stressful environment,” Pete explained patiently, looking at me and begging me not to get mad in front of Macau. “He just got into university, and he’s getting to know a new social circle. He needs time to adapt. Please be understanding.”


      I took a deep breath, trying to suppress my anger. It was fortunate that Macau was all right. “Don’t do it again, okay?” I said. “I love you so much. I’m always here for you. Remember that we’re family. You don’t need to be afraid of anything. Just…never leave me…” My voice was trembling so badly that Macau let go of Pete to hold my hands, his eyes wet with unshed tears.


      “I’m sorry, Hia. I won’t do it again.”


      I pulled him into a tight hug. 


      Pete smiled at both of us. I was grateful for everything that kept Macau here with me, and to Pete for staying by my side every time something like this happened.


      Thank you for not leaving me. Thank you, everyone…


      I held Macau’s trembling form as he wept. When he finally calmed down, I pulled back slightly and nudged the bowl of porridge back in front of him. “Try to eat, all right? Is there anything else you need? I’ll get it for you, no matter what it is.”


      Macau nodded. He picked up a spoon, his face still wet with tears. I tenderly brushed back his hair, a gesture of affection that our father had never showed us. We had never experienced love and tenderness, and we had no idea what being a happy family was like. But from now on, I would show all of that to Macau, Pete, and even Venice.


      Knock, knock.


      “Come in!” Pete answered.


      A bodyguard entered the room. “Mr. Pete, your grandfather and grandmother have arrived,” he announced. Then, he bowed and left.


      “Oh?” I turned to Pete. “Your grandparents came from Chumphon?”


      “Mm-hmm. I bought plane tickets for them. They said they missed Venice, and they want to meet Macau too. They’ll liven up the atmosphere in this house, huh?” Pete smiled brightly.


      I gave him a wry smile in return. This would be Grandpa Noi and Grandma Jui’s first time visiting us. Yep! I’m totally cool with it! Oh, the chaos…


      I’m rooting for you, Macau. I’ll gladly give up my position as their other favorite grandson for you!


    


  




  

    

      Chapter 5:
Keep You Sane


       


      PETE
[FLASHBACK]


      [AT THE HOSPITAL]


      “WHEN YOU AND MR. VEGAS were arguing and throwing things, Mr. Macau ran up, stopped outside your door, then ran into his room, crying. We didn’t know what to do, so we went to get Nop, and he ordered us to break down the door…”


      “Why…why, Macau, why?” I cried. Sitting at Macau’s bedside, I held his hand as I stared at his sleeping face, his bandaged wrists, and the IV lines. 


      Luckily, the cut wasn’t deep enough to hit anything vital. Right now, Macau was just exhausted from blood loss. But even though he was safe, I still felt guilty—so guilty that I couldn’t put it into words.


      Dr. Top gently patted my back to comfort me. “Don’t interrogate him, Pete… Don’t ask why he wanted to die. He’s not weak. It’s not because he’s not trying, but maybe he thought it through and decided this was his way out. He probably just wanted to free himself… All we can do is give him support, stand by his side, and let him know that life is more meaningful with him here.” 


      “He has to live,” I choked out through my sobs. “Without him, how will Vegas go on? How can I bear so much grief…? Macau means the world to Vegas, Venice, and me.” The physical pain I’d become numb to—even addicted to—felt completely different from the sense of loss I was feeling right now.


      “Then let him know, Pete… Macau grew up with a father who hurt him, in a home filled with constant fighting. It’s not surprising that he’s internalized it. When he heard the people he loves fighting, he must’ve been so scared of losing both you and Vegas. Macau doesn’t open up easily to anyone—with you asking him to help raise Venice, and his willingness to open up to you as much as he has…it’s clear that you’re important to him.”


      I looked up at P’Top through my tears. “I…I’ll do everything. I won’t leave them, no matter what happens.” 


      “Come here, I’ll patch you up.” P’Top dragged his chair over and squeezed out some medical cream from a tube. He gently took my hand and slowly spread the cream on my bruised wrists and neck. “Pete, you should take care of yourself too. The vitamins I gave you…”


      Before P’Top could finish speaking, though, Macau called my name:“P’Pete?” 


      I let go of the doctor and immediately got up to look over Macau. “Macau,” I sobbed in relief, letting my head fall forward as I hugged him. 


      “I want to go home,” Macau rasped.


      I pulled back and stroked his face fondly. “Are you hungry?” 


      “I want to go home…” Macau looked at me with tears in his eyes.


      “Okay… We’ll go home and eat some pizza.” I smiled slightly at him, and he nodded and launched himself at me for another hug.


       


      ***


       


      [THE PRESENT]


      “Well, I’ll be damned! All these buildings and not a single tree in sight. How can y’all live here, Pete? It’s hot enough to cook my liver.” 


      My smile widened at the sound of Grandma’s voice. I walked ahead of Vegas down to the ground floor and ran up to my grandparents—I’d missed them so much!


      “Grandmaaaa!” I exclaimed as I hugged her. I didn’t know what kind of whiny expression I was making, but Grandma Jui pulled away.


      “Ay, how are ya, Pete? Runnin’ round like this, you’ll be trippin’ over yer own two feet. All grown up and still bellyachin’ like a baby.” Grandma looked back at me warmly, even if her mouth was still complaining. “I’m just happy to see that ya missed me.” She grabbed my face and planted big, smacking kisses on both my cheeks.


      “Grandpa…” I reached over to touch my grandpa’s arm.


      “How are ya, my boy? Yer lookin’ good,” he said.


      Grandma let me go, and I walked over to give Grandpa a loose hug. He might not have shown it too much, but I could tell how happy he was to see me from the look in his eyes.


      “Hello,” Vegas greeted Grandpa Noi and Grandma Jui.


      “Save that wai for the monks and nuns, Ve…Ve…gad…” Grandma Jui turned to me. “What’s yer husband’s name again?” 


      “It’s Vegas,” Vegas answered for me, smiling at Grandpa and Grandma.


      “Oh! Vegas!” Grandma Jui started looking around as soon as she set foot in the Minor Clan house. “Such a big ol’ house, and so many guards about. Aren’t they tired of all that walkin’? And lookin’ so unfriendly, each and every one of ’em.” 


      “Let me help you with those.” Vegas went to help Grandpa and Grandma with the things they’d brought from Chumphon—bags, boxes, and suitcases all over the place.


      I went over to help Vegas with the heap of stuff. “And what’s all this, Grandma?” 


      “Why were you carrying these by yourselves? Why didn’t you call for someone to help you?” Vegas asked, frowning at the bodyguards.


      “Naw, it ain’t no trouble, Ve-Gad… I brought the good stuff, so I can’t be too careful. Better I carry these myself.” 


      I was getting suspicious. There was a funky smell wafting up from one suitcase, so I didn’t waste another second. I pulled the damned heavy suitcase over and laid it on the floor, though I couldn’t resist grumbling.


      “Damn! Why’d y’all bring so much?” I griped. “How did y’all not go over the weight limit?” 


      “This ain’t all of it, there’s more comin’ in the post! Your grandpa and I had to run all over the airport! Can’t take this, can’t bring that… We were fixin’ to pay for more baggage allowance, but they said we couldn’t have any more,” Grandma said.


      “Pickled sator beans! Shrimp paste!”4 I exclaimed as soon as I unzipped the suitcase. I nearly passed out. Was there nothing my grandma couldn’t do? It was a damn miracle they’d let her bring this on the plane!


      “All yer favorites, Pete,” she said.


      “What’s this? Coconuts? Y’all brought a whole bunch?” I reached over and opened Grandpa’s suitcase.


      “Grandpa climbed the coconut tree himself,” Grandma said. “He was afraid you wouldn’t be able to get any in Bangkok.”


      I stared at everything they brought in shock. Eventually, Vegas couldn’t hold back his laughter anymore. I glared at him. “What are you laughing at?” 


      “Go put those away,” Vegas said. He turned to one of the bodyguards. “And bring Grandpa and Grandma some water,” he ordered.


      “No need, no need. Yer grandpa can crack open the coconuts, and we’ll have fresh coconut water. Go on, ol’ Noi, go,” Grandma said. “Pete, go help your grandpa over there. Make sure ya get enough for everyone. Y’all must be tired from all that walkin’.” 


      I was practically about to cry, but at Grandma Jui’s order and some nudging, Grandpa Noi and I dragged the coconut-laden suitcase into the kitchen. Grandpa immediately set about finding a cleaver and a stool, sending the cook into a frenzy. I saw an opening, so I wandered back out to watch Vegas and Grandma move to the sofas in the living room.


      “Oh, bless your heart,” Grandma Jui said in her thick Southern accent. “What a comfortable life.”


      Vegas smiled. “Thank you.”


      “Pete suddenly asked me to come over from the island. Here I was thinkin’ that somethin’ happened… Nothing’s wrong, right?” Grandma Jui narrowed her eyes at Vegas.


      “Pete probably just missed you, Grandma,” Vegas said. “He’s been tired lately. Venice is growing up so fast, and Macau is just starting university.”


      “Yes, yes. Do look after each other. Pete might seem like he’s tough—when ya ask him if anything’s wrong, he always likes to say that he’s fine—but I can see he’s tired, like ya said. Y’all might clash when yer livin’ together, and sometimes ya gotta let things go. You’ve got your son to think about, and your little brother as well. Help each other…and don’t fight too much.” 


      I let out a sigh—I’d heard her every word. Grandma Jui saw right through me and my worries. At least having Grandpa and Grandma around would liven things up around here…


      “Wahhh!” 


      The familiar sound of my son’s crying started up again. I nearly stepped forward on instinct, but luckily, Nop brought Venice over to Vegas, who took him without the usual protests.


      “He just woke up, Mr. Vegas,” Nop said. 


      I wanted father and son to bond. I wanted to know that Vegas could look after Venice when I wasn’t around. I wanted to see with my own eyes that Vegas’s dislike of Venice was just an act.


      “Aw, little ’Nis, such a loud greetin’ for your great-grandma. You’ll be the next Ekkachai Srivichai.”5 Grandma Jui tried to touch Venice’s arm, but since he didn’t recognize her and disliked strangers, Venice pursed his lips and clung tighter to Vegas. 


      Ah, it seems like he can’t remember his Great-Grandma Jui from when we stayed on the island.


      “Did you have a nightmare?” Vegas asked Venice in English. He often spoke English with Venice.


      “What? Are ya callin’ for your ma? Pete…Pete…where are you?! C’mere… Come on, he’s in the kitchen.” Grandma Jui took Venice from Vegas and put him on her lap, trying to console him, but that only made him…


      “Wahhh!” Venice squirmed and twisted so much, he nearly ended up on the floor. I chuckled. Never a dull day around here.


      “You’re a real nightmare!” Vegas cursed, still in English.


      “Here’s Venice’s orange juice.” Auntie Maew, the housekeeper, passed me a bottle. I sighed and smiled before walking up to Venice.


      “Pa…puh…pa!” As soon as he saw me, Venice called out for me loud and clear, raising his arms.


      “C’mere.” I bent down to pick up Venice, and he clung to me like a limpet. “That’s your great-grandma! Say hi now.” 


      Of course, Venice stopped crying, but he turned away and continued to pout. His personality was exactly like Vegas’s.


      When Vegas saw Venice ignoring my grandmother, he probably felt bad, so he took the orange juice I was holding and tried to distract Venice. “Would you like to drink some orange juice?” he asked in English.


      “Huh?” Grandma Jui exclaimed.


      “Yes?” I asked her, confused. Meanwhile, Vegas was still trying to appease Venice.


      “Orange juice?” Vegas said.


      “Huh?” Grandma Jui said again. Vegas and I went still.


      “What is it, Grandma?” I asked.


      “Ve-Gad’s calling me. ‘Jui, Jui,’ he keeps sayin’. I’m sittin’ right here, just say what ya want to say.” 


      I wanted the ground to open up and swallow me whole. Argh! Did I invite them here so I could relax, or so they could cause more chaos? I was done for.


      “He’s talking about orange juice. He’s not calling you,” I explained.


      “Ah… You’re as smart as they get. It’s a good thing I made sure ya went to school. All right, all right, I’ll be cookin’ up dinner for y’all tonight.” Grandma Jui got up from the sofa, looking left and right.


      “Make non-spicy stuff too!” I shouted after her to remind her. Vegas and Macau probably wouldn’t be able to handle Grandma’s spicy Southern specialties.


      “I know, I know… Which way’s the kitchen? Your house is too big. Ol’ Noi, where are ya? Ol’ Noi!” Grandma Jui yelled so loudly that Venice began to fuss again.


      I looked at him and kissed his cheeks. “It’s all right, Venice. That’s just Great-Grandma. Let’s wait, and then we’ll get to eat her delicious food, okay?” 


      Vegas glared at us. “Where’s my kiss?” he asked, leaning in. I pressed my nose to his cheek. I didn’t mind showing affection, even if we had bodyguards walking around all over the house. I didn’t care what anyone else thought—I only cared about my loved ones.


      Of course, that made Venice unhappy, so he retaliated by grabbing a fistful of Vegas’s hair and screaming, “Pa…p…paaa! Wah!” 


      Venice was exactly like Vegas—he wanted my attention on him and no one else. The two of them had been at odds since Venice was a newborn.


      “Ow! Venice! Let go!” Vegas tried to pry open the tiny hand gripping his hair. It made for quite a sorry sight.


      “Venice! Don’t hurt Papa.” I tried to help remove Venice’s little fingers from Vegas’s hair.


      “I swear that there’s a cane waiting for you when you’re older, Venice!”


      I quickly separated Vegas and Venice. It seemed like those two only ever cooperated when they were in front of other people. Fuck my life! 


      The ruckus barely calmed down before more shouting started up again…


      “Pete! Get over here right now! I ain’t puttin’ up with this!” Grandma Jui was yelling for me, so I hurried over with Venice in my arms, followed closely by Vegas.


      “What happened?”


      “I just asked this one to help me put away my suitcase, but she cussed at me! Say it! Say what ya just said to me.” 


      I looked at the maid named Joy—Auntie Maew’s helper—who stood there, shaking her head. “I didn’t, Mr. Pete,” she insisted.


      “You didn’t, huh? I heard ya cuss at me, or are you callin’ me a liar? Who are you? In Chumphon, I’m second only to the subdistrict chief. Think you can cuss at me just because I ain’t a city slicker? Y’all are messin’ with the wrong old lady! Is this what ya teach your maids, Pete?!”


      “I didn’t do it, Mr. Pete,” Joy said.


      “Joy, what did you say?” I asked.


      “I just said ‘yes, ma’am’ in English. That’s it. Mr. Vegas instructed us to speak English so that Mr. Macau and Mr. Venice will absorb the language,” Joy explained, looking down at the floor.


      “See! She said ‘yed mae’!6 She cussed at me, Pete! She cussed at your grandma! I’m her elder, how can ya let her disrespect me?”


      I let out a long sigh. Argh! Did I just invite more trouble for myself?


      “No, Grandma, she was using English words,” I explained hastily. Vegas leaned against the wall with his arms crossed, shaking with laughter.


      “What kind of English is that?” Grandma Jui said. “Go on, go. Git!” 


      I quickly signaled for Joy to take Grandma Jui’s suitcase and go.


      “It’s a polite way of saying yes, Grandma…” I grumbled, feeling a migraine coming on.


      “I don’t know anything ’bout that. Saying ‘yed mae,’ just y’all wait…” Grandma Jui disappeared into the kitchen.


      Fuck me! I had to deal with Grandma, Vegas, and the little one wriggling around in my arms! I was going to burst a blood vessel at this rate!


      “At least things will be more fun around here,” said Vegas, coming over to cheer me up. “I guarantee Macau will be shocked.” Then he smiled and walked away. 


      And now Vegas is acting like a smartass too. Damn it!


       


      [AT THE DINNER TABLE]


      Tonight’s dinner was Southern food, both spicy and non-spicy, conjured up by Grandma Jui. I was amazed at the flavors I’d missed; I enjoyed it so much that all my worries disappeared. The table was lined with all my favorites, plus fried pork and chicken for Vegas and Macau, while Venice sucked on unseasoned chicken.


      “Come and take a seat. Where are y’all goin’? The table’s so big—come here. Sit and eat with us.” No matter which bodyguard passed by, Grandma Jui invited them to join us…but who would dare?


      “Grandma, we have a dining room for the bodyguards. They don’t eat with us,” I told her.


      “Have a heart! Your table’s wide enough, what’s wrong with eating with them? The more, the merrier. Why’d ya buy such a long table if it’s only for a couple of people?” 


      True to form, Grandma Jui kept complaining. Grandpa Noi, meanwhile, had nothing to do, so he sat there, scraping coconut meat and eating it in silence, indifferent to everything going on around him.


      “Hey, bro,” Vegas called out in English as Macau came in. 


      Macau clasped his hands to politely greet Grandpa Noi and Grandma Jui.


      “What did you just say—‘bler’? Isn’t that your nong? Why did ya call him that? Dear me!” Grandma Jui gave Vegas a dirty look and pulled out a chair for a very confused Macau. “Poor thing, sit down. I’ve got dinner waitin’ for you. Don’t pay him any mind.” 


      “Me? What did I do?” Vegas asked.


      I turned to Vegas to explain, trying to hold in my laughter. “The way you said ‘bro’ sounds like a Southern word for ‘stupid good-for-nothing,’” I said with a chuckle.


      “So I insulted my brother? Just like that?” Vegas looked taken aback. 


      I laughed, too lazy to explain any further, and turned to Macau. “Macau, these are my grandparents… Grandpa, Grandma, this is Macau, Vegas’s little brother.”


      “Hello,” Macau said.


      “Eat, eat. I heard ya got sick recently from studyin’ so hard. Have as much as ya want,” Grandma Jui said, piling Macau’s plate with chicken and pork. I’d already told her about how these brothers couldn’t handle spice and weren’t used to traditional Thai food.


      “Thank you.” Macau seemed a little nervous, but he smiled at my grandparents.


      “Come, come, Ma-Gau. Oh, goodness, this family gives its sons confusin’ names. Ve-Gad, Ma-Gau, I just can’t say them! Right, little ’Nis?” Grandma said, turning to Venice.


      Macau laughed. He started singing her praises at his first bite of food—he really enjoyed Grandma Jui’s cooking. “This is really good. Did you make the fried chicken yourself?”


      “If ya like it, then have some more. Tomorrow morning, I’ll cook more delicious things for y’all.” Grandma Jui seemed overjoyed to spoil Macau and Venice. She’d clearly taken a liking to them, and she was talking nonstop.


      “Next time, P’Pete, you have to bring me along when you go home to your island,” Macau said, getting more comfortable.


      “Come right on down!” said Grandma Jui. “I’ll throw a party to welcome you. We’ll close down the island for seven days and seven nights, and we’ll hire Nora dancers.7 Our sea’s sparklin’ and the water’s clear. Y’all should come and visit your grandma.”


      “Of course, I’ll go,” Macau said.


      “Don’t close down the island,” I protested. “Just treat him to a normal meal.”


      “You always get in my way, Pete.” Grandma Jui sighed. “If my grandson wants to visit, I can close it down for as long as a month if I wanted to. Come visit! Grandma will take you singing.” Once she got started, Grandma always went all out.


      “Definitely. I’ll go when this semester ends,” Macau agreed.


      “Oh, how long will that be? I’ll call and get people to prepare. Goodness, I won’t have enough time.” Grandma Jui pulled out her purse, rummaging around for her phone.


      “There’s no hurry, Grandma,” Macau said quickly. “It’s about two or three months.”


      “Two or three months! Goodness! That’s not nearly enough time. I’ll get the dance troupe to start practicin’ right now.” Grandma Jui was already dialing the Nora troupe.


      “P’Pete, stop her,” Macau begged me. “I’m not going anytime soon.”


      “Let her… This is the one person who can outdo Tankhun,” Vegas cut in. “Did you know that she managed to talk Tankhun to sleep?” 


      “Really? Uh…Grandma, Grandma…” Macau got up to try and stop her, but it was too late. Vegas looked a little smug at the thought of his brother suffering the same fate as him. He really was an evil bastard.


      We ended dinner with khanom kho,8 which Vegas and Macau both loved. It’s another day that I get to see these brothers smile…


       


      ***


       


      [THE BEDROOM]


      “Rik mai rik, win or lose. One round, two rounds, three rounds, four rounds. We race the birds and get a goose egg,”9 Grandma sang, dancing around my and Vegas’s bedroom. She’d wanted to give Venice a bath. At first, Venice resisted, but no one could stop Grandma Jui. In the end, Venice was washed and powdered, and now he smelled fresh as a daisy.


      “Aren’t ya somethin’, ’Nis? Don’t be stubborn, don’t be naughty… One round, two rounds, three rounds, four rounds. We race the birds and get a goose egg! Where’s the egg? Give Grandma the egg,” she teased. Venice only stared back at her despondently. “Oh, don’t stare at me like that. It’s yer bedtime now.” 


      When Grandma Jui finished dressing him, Venice crawled over to me and snuggled up to my chest, clutching his bottle. 


      “Are you sleepy already?” I said, holding him loosely and patting his butt.


      “Well, I’m headin’ off to bed…” said Grandma. “That son of yours is a stubborn one. Here! Take this red sachet charm. Y’all say the spell at bedtime and put this at the head of his bed.”


      “There’s a spell for stubborn kids?” Vegas asked, clearly amazed.


      “See for yourself. I did it with Pete, and he grew up so easygoin’. Both of you gotta recite the spell when he goes to sleep.” With that, Grandma Jui left the room. 


      Vegas picked up and inspected the red sachet. It was filled with gold and silver paper, as well as dried flowers. “What the hell?” 


      “Folk belief. Just keep it on the headboard,” I said. Vegas wasn’t used to this kind of thing; he’d grown up in Bangkok. A country boy like me was used to all sorts of folk charms for everything but the kitchen sink.


      “Ahh… Finally some peace and quiet.” Vegas sighed softly. 


      I couldn’t help but feel guilty. I wasn’t sure if I’d really done the right thing, inviting Grandma Jui over at a time like this.


      I left Venice curled up on the sheets and turned to Vegas. “Sorry, I was hoping it’d help improve the mood around here.” 


      “No, I was just grumbling for the sake of it. It’s nice. Besides, Macau seems to like having your grandparents around…” Vegas smiled softly. “Did you know that ever since we were born, Macau and I never knew what a real family was like? Grandmothers, grandfathers, all of that—we never had moments like this.” 


      I reached out to touch him.


      “Macau must be very happy to have your grandmother spoiling him… Thank you, Pete,” Vegas said. He lay down and rolled over to hug me. 


      I felt a little better knowing that Vegas understood what I was trying to do. Thank you, Vegas.


      That was when the bedroom door opened with a creak. Vegas sprang up from beside me. Grandma had come in without warning, and she started chattering away immediately. “I forgot to ask y’all—next month is Pete’s birthday, and ya probably won’t be going back to the island, so I thought I might take him to make merit in advance.”


      “Oh, of course.” Vegas nodded. “Good night,” he said in English.


      “What are ya on about, Ve-Gad? Which kuti?10 You’ll know which kuti it is when ya get there. What a strange thing to ask. Goodness, this family is crazy.”


      Vegas was taken aback for a second, but in the end, he could only smile helplessly. “Okay.”


      “All right, all right, that’s all. I’m going to bed,” Grandma Jui said.


      The door slid shut. Vegas and I both sighed. He bent down to embrace me again before the door suddenly swung open once more. Vegas scrambled back.


      “If y’all are gonna make whoopee, wait ’til your son’s asleep. Y’all don’t want to startle him. And before you go makin’ another child, don’t forget to pray to the Buddha for a blessing.”


      When the door swung shut this time, Vegas ran over to lock it. I shook my head—I thought it was a little funny. That was Grandma Jui for you! Vegas had to be horrified. 


      I gathered Venice up and checked the amount of formula he’d drunk before carrying him over to the crib and tucking him in. When I turned around, I saw Vegas sitting on the bed with a suggestive smirk.


      “What? Go to sleep.” I acted oblivious and got on the bed, pulling the blankets tightly around myself.


      “Maybe Grandma Jui wants more great-grandkids.” Vegas hugged me from behind and leaned in close, sniffing at me.


      “Venice is staying with us tonight,” I scolded him.


      “Then we’ll be quiet. Or else your grandma will be disappointed.” Vegas reached under my shirt and started touching me all over.


      I turned over to face him and hissed, “Vegas, Venice will hear us…” 


      “Shhh…” Vegas put a finger to his lips and then kissed me like he was dying. 


      Our clothes started to come off. I returned the intoxicating kiss, tugging at Vegas’s pants out of habit. Traitorous body!


      Of course, we had to be as quiet as possible, holding in our voices like our lives depended on it. He licked down my chest and snuck his hand into my underwear. I was hard—I couldn’t help it! Just his scent and his touch were enough to drive me crazy. Vegas covered my mouth with his other hand to stop any sounds from escaping.


      As soon as he pressed inside me, I bit my lip with the agony of not being able to completely let go. Actually, it was kind of thrilling…


      It was going to be a long, passion-filled night for the two of us, even with Venice sleeping nearby.


      Please don’t let our son wake up in the middle of the night…


    


  




  

    

      Chapter 6:
No One to Trust


       


      PETE
[THE MORNING]


      A‌FTER DROPPING MACAU OFF at the university and making sure food and medicine were prepared for Vegas before he headed off to work, I asked Nop to drive me, Venice, and my grandparents to the Major Clan house. My grandma had been complaining that she missed the young master. They’d even brought the good stuff—edible bird’s nests from the island for Mr. Korn.


      The people from my island respected Mr. Korn a lot. They’d all ­almost been evicted from the island by a foreign big shot, but Mr. Korn had gotten a concession agreement from the government and returned the land to the locals. He established TK Sky—a brand supplying premium bird’s nest essence for retail and export, which made a point to buy bird’s nests from the islanders for the company to process.


      The islanders were on the verge of raising a statue in his honor. The fact that I used to be deputy head bodyguard for the Major Clan was a source of pride for my grandpa and grandma, especially now that I’d sort of become part of the family. So my grandma was delighted—she didn’t care about my lover’s gender or what other people might think, she just said that my luck was as good as the fortune teller had once predicted.


      …But had that fortune teller said anything about the crazy shit I had to go through in order to get here?


      “Grandma Jui!” We were greeted on arrival by Mr. Tankhun’s earsplitting voice.


      Grandpa and Grandma politely gave a wai to Mr. Korn. “Hello, Mr. Korn. Hello, Young Master.” 


      “Have you been here a while? Sit, sit, have something to drink first,” Mr. Korn said with his usual kindly smile, personally inviting my grandparents into the living room. Then he turned to my son. “Venice… How are you, Venice?” But Venice only stared back and sulked.


      “Say hello to Mr. Korn. Say hello first…” I tried to get Venice to give Mr. Korn a wai, which he did, but only half-heartedly. 


      Sigh… My son really is something.


      “Your son still hasn’t stopped giving everyone the stink eye.” Mr. Tankhun narrowed his eyes at Venice, pretending to give him a serious glare. “Why don’t you smile for your Be? Smiiiile!” 


      Mr. Tankhun beamed at Venice, but Venice ignored him and turned the other way. Arm came over next and made grabby hands at him. Venice allowed Uncle Arm to hold him without a fuss, which made the young master mutter that Venice was naughty and that he wouldn’t be leaving anything to Venice in his will—not even a single baht. I guessed kids could tell who’s sensible and who’s crazy.


      “Uncle Arm and Uncle Pol are gonna take you to watch cartoons, okay? Let’s go watch cartoons,” Arm said. Venice nodded, letting Arm and Pol take him up to the young master’s room.


      “Don’t forget to pause the series I was watching!” Mr. Tankhun shouted after them before turning back to smile at my grandpa and grandma.


      “I hope y’all are in good health—both Mr. Korn and the young master,” Grandma said, placing the bird’s nest on the table. “Wild bird’s nest. Ol’ Noi harvested this one with his own two hands. We pick the best for Mr. Korn and his sons.”


      “There’s no need to trouble yourselves,” Mr. Korn said with a smile. “We have bird’s nests from your island almost all the time.”


      “This one is the best,” Grandma insisted. “We wanted to give it to you.”


      Mr. Korn took the gift and peered inside, looking pleased. “It truly is well worth our trust in Komon Island to provide us with quality bird’s nests.”


      “Ol’ Noi would go to check on this nest every day,” Grandma said.


      “Of course, one must keep a close eye on precious things…” Mr. Korn glanced at me. “It wouldn’t do if someone were to steal things—especially valuable ones. You’re right to be careful. You can’t trust anyone these days, can you?” 


      My grandpa nodded in agreement. Mr. Korn carried on chatting with my grandparents.


      “Will Grandpa and Grandma stay at our house tonight?” the young master suddenly blurted out.


      “Would that be proper…?” Grandma asked.


      “This place is more fun than Vegas’s house.” In the middle of all this bird’s nest business, the young master motioned for my grandma to lean in and abruptly changed the subject to gossip. “Grandma, you’ve met Macau, right?” 


      “Indeed I have. Why?”


      “That one’s been a terror ever since he was a little kid,” the young master said, sounding like a soap opera villain. “If I had to guess, he’d definitely play tricks on you.”


      “Young Master…” I warned.


      “Has he tied you to the mango tree or scattered nails in front of your room?” Mr. Tankhun asked.


      I sighed loudly. Mr. Korn shook his head and went back to discussing bird’s nests with Grandpa Noi.


      “Tied to a tree? Why?” Grandma said.


      “Because he’s a brat. A shitty little twerp.” He kept on trying to persuade my grandma. “Stay with me tonight—I promise it’ll be fun!” 


      “Oh, I couldn’t, Young Master,” she said. “I still have to go back to cook for them.”


      “See! They’re using you. That won’t do! You can’t let them walk all over you,” Mr. Tankhun insisted.


      “I’m happy to cook for them. Vegas and Macau are such lovely—” 


      But Mr. Tankhun refused to give up. My grandma didn’t get to finish her sentence before the young master interrupted her. “Lies! It’s all an illusion. Look, look, Grandma Jui, we just renovated the onsen and the sauna. It’ll be so much more fun than what they’ve got over there.” 


      “What’s that? This ‘on-sen’ thing?” my grandma asked, confused by the unfamiliar word.


      “Today, I’ll take Grandpa and Grandma for a dip in the onsen, then the sauna. After that, we’ll sing some karaoke. Arm just installed the new sound system. Most importantly, I’ll take you out tonight—I promise it’ll be an unforgettable night,” the young master pressed on, talking about his new toys. Even with Dr. Top looking after him every now and then, the young master was still finding crazy shit to do. “Who knows? You might like it so much that you won’t want to go back to your island.”


      “Is that so?” Grandma remarked.


      “Really, yeah,” I grumbled, rubbing my temples. When you put the young master and Grandma Jui together, there was no stopping them.


      “Why would you put up with staying at that gloomy house?” Mr. Tankhun added. “Everyone is much friendlier here.”


      “True. The bodyguards there always look like they’ve swallowed a pestle,” Grandma Jui said, starting to be swayed.


      “Right? Look at the bodyguards here.” Mr. Tankhun pointed at one of the bodyguards who was standing there expressionlessly, just like the ones at my house. “Smile!” he ordered the bodyguard, who now looked confused. “I said smile!” the young master hissed through gritted teeth until the bodyguard gave us an awkward grin. “See? Friendly,” he declared proudly. 


      “Mm-hmm.” Grandma Jui nodded along.


      “Then it’s settled—you’ll be staying here tonight.” 


      Before the veins in my forehead could burst, Mr. Kinn’s new bodyguard, Phuphah, came in and bowed to us.


      “Mr. Pete, Mr. Kinn invites you to his office.” 


      I saw that the situation here was getting out of hand, so I nodded and excused myself from Mr. Korn to go see Mr. Kinn.


       


      ***


       


      [MR. KINN’S OFFICE]


      Mr. Kinn’s office was familiar and yet not the same as it was. The room felt larger now. Photos of Porsche and Mr. Kinn were placed all around the room, and there was an additional desk. If I had to guess, that was Porsche’s desk. How long had it been since I was last here? Every time I visited, I was always holed up in the young master’s room. I found it a little odd that Mr. Kinn suddenly wanted to see me today.


      “Hello, Mr. Kinn.” I bowed to the man in front of me before glancing up to finally get a look at him. There was a particular aura about him now—he looked more mature, brimming with authority. There was no denying that he was worthy of the new position that had been bestowed upon him, but the light in his eyes was noticeably duller.


      “Hello. Are you well?” Mr. Kinn greeted me.


      “Yes. And you, Mr. Kinn?” I smiled at my old boss, but the smile slowly drained from my face when Mr. Kinn didn’t return it.


      “Pete…” Mr. Kinn sounded serious.


      “Yes?”


      “Are you and Vegas okay?” 


      I frowned. The atmosphere felt suddenly stifling. “We’re okay,” I answered honestly.


      “There are no problems, right…?”


      I stared at Mr. Kinn, not understanding what he was getting at. “A…few. But that’s normal when you’re living together twenty-four seven.”


      “And has he been coming home late these days?” 


      I stopped short.


      “I just wanted to know something,” he added quickly. “I don’t want to ruffle any feathers.”


      “He does, sometimes,” I said.


      “You know that he’s been meeting with Porsche…” 


      I looked down and slowly nodded. 


      “Are you worried about this kind of thing…?” 


      I went still for a second. Then I gave him my earnest answer as I understood the situation: “Only that Vegas doesn’t get enough rest for all the work that he does.”


      “That’s all…?”


      “Mr. Kinn, have you been having problems with Porsche?” I shot back. From the questions he asked and the things he said, I could guess what he was worried about.


      “Porsche seems close to Vegas,” Mr. Kinn said, forcing himself to smile lightly.


      “It’s the transition period. Porsche has to become the perfect head of the Minor Clan. Vegas grew up in the Minor Clan, so he’ll be able to help Porsche adapt to it faster. They’re both trying their hardest,” I said evenly, though my heart wasn’t so calm.


      “Is that so? You’ve always been an optimist. Vegas used to like Porsche. Does that bother you…?” Mr. Kinn seemed to be lost in thought. 


      I shook my head. “The past can’t be changed. Everyone has a past. Am I jealous? Maybe a little, if I’m being honest—it’s only natural. But right now, they don’t make me feel suspicious in that way. Besides,” I added, trying to muster a reassuring smile, “I made the choice to overlook Vegas’s past long ago.”


      “If I had half your understanding… These days, Porsche is all ‘Vegas this, Vegas that.’ There’s barely any space left for me.”


      “You have to trust him, Mr. Kinn… Trust the one you love,” I said with a trembling heart.


      “Thank you. If, one day, something does happen…the Major Clan will always be your home.” Mr. Kinn held my gaze, clearly trying to convince me that everything he said was the truth.


      “And I’ll still be the same Pete who is always ready to help you, Mr. Kinn.”


      “Thank you,” he replied.


      “Excuse me, I have to check on Venice.” I bowed to Mr. Kinn once more and spun around to step outside…


      “Pete…” 


      I paused mid-stride, letting go of the doorknob to listen to what Mr. Kinn had to say.


      “Don’t put too much trust in anyone. Speaking as an older brother, I still maintain that you’re like a little brother to me.” 


      I turned back to look at Mr. Kinn, gave him a smile, and opened the door.


      My feelings were a mess. I’d said those words from my heart and hadn’t told a single lie, but I had to admit that it all made me anxious all the same.


      In a daze, I walked toward Young Master Tankhun’s room to check on Venice. My mind whirled with all the questions I couldn’t figure out…but I doubted Vegas would dare to do something like that. I believed in his love for me. More than that, I believed in my love for him—so much so that I really couldn’t make an issue of this.


      “Ve—oh.” When I opened the door to the young master’s room, there was nobody there. Where had they all gone? I looked left and right for my son, but there was no sign of anyone, not even Pol or Arm.


      Luckily, Phuphah happened to be walking past. “Mr. Pete! They’re all down at the onsen.” 


      I nodded in acknowledgment. 


      Taking Venice to soak in the onsen? He’s just a baby! He’s gonna get sick!


      I darted to the elevator to go down to the basement, where the onsen, spa, and sauna were. I marched inside, intent on getting Venice out of the water. If he got sick, I’d be the one who suffered! When he was sick, Venice always cried and fussed so much that he wouldn’t eat or sleep.


      I pushed the door open so hard that it slammed against the wall.


      “Ahhh. The hot water’s a blessin’ on these ol’ bones,” my grandma’s voice rang out. “Right, P’Noi?” 


      “Oh, Pete, quickly, go change and get in,” said Mr. Tankhun, turning to look at me from where he was indulging in the onsen. “I had the onsen expanded. I guarantee that it’s warm and spacious! So relaxing!” 


      But I didn’t care. I was looking around for Venice, but the only ones in the water were the young master, Grandpa Noi, and Grandma Jui.


      “Where’s Venice?” I asked.


      “Probably with Arm and Pol in the sauna over there!” 


      I rushed out of the onsen room and toward the sauna. Are you trying to roast my baby? These idiot friends! If I find Venice in the sauna, I’ll bash Pol’s and Arm’s heads in!


      Slam! When I opened the door into the sauna, I found the two of them with their eyes closed, enjoying themselves.


      “Venice! Venice!” I shouted, my heart racing, but it was only Pol and Arm in there.


      Pol called me over. “Pete, come join us.”


      “Where’s Venice?” I asked them anxiously.


      “Venice…” I didn’t wait to hear Pol’s answer. Mr. Korn’s words came back to me, echoing in my head as blood roared in my ears: 


      “Of course, one must keep a close eye on precious things… It wouldn’t do if someone were to steal things—especially valuable ones. You’re right to be careful. You can’t trust anyone these days, right?” 


      I completely lost it. I sprinted out of the sauna, frantically pushing the elevator button for the topmost floor.


      “Pete! Pete!” Pol and Arm shouted after me.


      With a rush of fear and worry for Venice, I burst into Mr. Korn’s room without knocking. Mr. Korn and P’Chan glanced up in unison. They were in the middle of a chess game. I gasped for breath and looked at Mr. Korn, who only stared silently at me. 


      “I apologize for the disturbance, sir,” I said at last, “but is Venice here?” I looked pleadingly at Mr. Korn.


      “Did something happen?” Mr. Korn asked.


      “Have you seen Venice, sir?” I repeated my question. I didn’t want to hear any answer other than my son’s location.


      “Isn’t he watching cartoons with Pol and Arm?” 


      I quickly glanced around the room before bowing and retreating. As I closed the door, I could faintly hear Mr. Korn’s voice: “Checkmate.”


      I took a deep breath and started searching for Venice.


      “Venice… Have you seen Venice?” I checked every floor, asking every guard who walked past me, but all I got were heads shaking in response.


      “Venice!” My heart sank to my stomach. If Venice went missing, if anything happened to him…I’d never forgive myself.


      “Venice! Venice!” I got to the ground floor, searching everywhere. I made it to the garden, soaked with sweat, still shouting desperately for Venice. 


      “Do you like the fish? Look at that one.” 


      I heard a faint sound coming from the koi pond and ran toward it.


      “Which one do you like, Venice?”


      “Paaa…” 


      I stopped to stare at the one sitting with his back to me, watching the fishes with my son. I was familiar with that back. 


      “Paaa.” 


      And that was Venice’s voice. He could only say one word so far—“Pa,” which was what he called me. It sounded like he was about to cry.


      “Venice,” I called out to him, relieved. 


      Porsche slowly turned around and smiled at me. Venice had his mouth pursed and tears on his cheeks. As soon as he saw me, he dove into my arms. I hugged him tight.


      Porsche got up from the chair, just standing there and watching me nonchalantly. “Sorry, you must’ve been looking all over for Venice. I saw Pol asking Thom to bring him to you, but you were busy talking with Kinn, so I offered to look after him.” 


      “My son was crying. Why didn’t you bring him to me?” I asked, irritated.


      “Like I said, I saw you talking to Kinn, so I didn’t want to interrupt. I’m doing you a favor, babysitting for you.” Porsche smiled.


      “Pete! Did you find Venice? I left him with Thom,” yelled Pol, running out in a bathrobe. It seemed like he’d been running around, looking for me.


      I passed Venice to Pol, who glanced between us in concern. “I’ll have to ask you to take Venice to Grandma Jui. Tell her I’m coming back soon.”


      “Yes, yes. I won’t take my eyes off Venice.” Pol took Venice away.


      “Why are you staring at me like that? I’m not just anyone. I can look after Venice for you.” Porsche reached into his pocket and pulled out a cigarette.


      “Venice doesn’t like strangers,” I said, glaring at Porsche with a resentment I couldn’t hide. I…didn’t trust Porsche. Not anymore.


      “Mm-hmm… But I’ve met him pretty often. Vegas brings Venice along to our meetings. I’m not a stranger to him.” Porsche calmly took a drag.


      I didn’t answer, busy trying to keep my emotions and worries in check.


      “Next time, when I’ve got a meeting with Vegas, you can let Vegas take Venice with him for the day,” Porsche added. “I can help.”


      “I won’t impose on you like that. You’re busy with work,” I said.


      “It’s fine, Pete. You must be exhausted. Vegas is definitely tired too, but I’ve been looking after him for you,” Porsche offered, still smiling. Looking at my friend, I didn’t recognize him at all. This wasn’t the Porsche I knew.


      “Thanks, but I can look after my own family,” I replied. “You should look after Mr. Kinn now and then.”


      “Did Kinn say something to you? Afraid Vegas and I will…?”


      “Don’t make this worse than it already is, Porsche,” I said soberly, which made Porsche smirk and step closer.


      “And what about you…are you afraid?” he asked, clapping my shoulder a few times before starting to walk away.


      “I have nothing to be afraid of, not from you,” I said with my back to him, not bothering to look at his face. “Because no one knows Vegas better than I do… Don’t try to intimidate me with that bullshit.”


      Porsche said nothing.


      “You’ll never win,” I added. “Not against me.”


      At that, Porsche left. With my back turned, I didn’t know how he’d reacted or what kind of expression he’d made. 


      But this game you two are playing? I’ve known all about it from the start. And I’ll prove to you all that nothing will take away the love I have for Vegas, not even for a second.


       


      ***


       


      I called my personal bodyguard and immediately set up a meeting. “Hello, Ray… Meet me at the same place the day after tomorrow.” 


      I think this has gone too far…


    


  




  

    

      Chapter 7:
Let Me Out


       


      VEGAS


      “WHY DOES P’KINN GET MORE gifts than me, Mom?” The kindly face of this woman—her wide smile and her dimple like an angel’s kiss—would always be engraved in my heart. My beloved mother, who left me when I was so young, would never fade from my memory.


      “You might get fewer gifts, Vegas, but your robot toy is much bigger. Look, isn’t it your favorite?” That warm and gentle hand stroked my hair.


      “But P’Khun said it’s because we’re the Minor Clan, so we get less than the Major Clan. What’s that mean, Mom?” 


      My mother’s face fell, but she still forced herself to smile. “The Major Clan is the phi, the strong pillar that looks after everyone—including the Minor Clan,” she said.


      “But can’t Pa look after us? I don’t like Be… I don’t like P’Khun,” my childish voice said. Even then, I knew we were family, but the constant comparison disheartened me regardless.


      “We’re family. When we’re older, we have to help each other maintain the Theerapanyakul name, my son. We must love each other,” my mother said in that gentle voice of hers.


      My father, who was sipping whiskey at his desk, abruptly butted in: “Love…makes us weak.” He glared at me and my mother.


      “Love makes us weak… Love is always our weakness…but isn’t that because we have hearts?” my mother said.


       


      ***


       


      [AT THE MAJOR CLAN HOUSE, BY THE LOTUS POND]


      “I said I’m borrowing it!” Just like that, P’Kinn grabbed the robot from my hands. I held on, and we began to tussle.


      “But it’s mine!” It was a gift I’d received during the Theerapanyakuls’ Lunar New Year celebration. Shareholders and business partners had brought gifts for Be, Pa, and everyone in the family, to celebrate with us.


      “Let go! I’m just borrowing it!” P’Kinn insisted.


      “The Minor Clan has to let the Major Clan play first! Give it to my brother, Vegas!” P’Khun said. He had been standing behind us with his arms crossed, but he came over to help P’Kinn pull the robot from my hand. I summoned the last of my strength and pulled back on the robot’s arm until it broke…


      Splash! As soon as the robot’s arm came free, I stumbled back and landed in a heap on the ground, while P’Khun and P’Kinn, who were standing by the pond’s edge, both fell into the pond.


      That day taught me what it meant to be of the Minor Clan…


       


      ***


       


      “Bring the cane!” Be ordered the bodyguards, glaring at me. Behind him stood P’Khun, who hugged Be tightly, and P’Kinn, who was being fussed over by nannies.


      “But P’Kinn stole the robot from me first!” I tried to explain.


      “Don’t lie,” Be told me. “Be doesn’t like liars. Everyone saw that you pushed both of them into the water.”


      Both P’Khun and P’Kinn stayed silent.


      “They fell in by themselves… I didn’t do it,” I insisted. My father looked on, tense.


      “A man has to admit when he’s wrong—especially if he’s a Theerapanyakul,” Be said, lifting the cane. 


      “Then P’Khun and P’Kinn have to admit that they took my toy first,” I said.


      “I didn’t,” P’Khun muttered.


      “Don’t tell lies about my son,” said Be.


      This sentence made me turn to look at my father, who only closed his eyes. 


      “They already have so many toys—why would they want your robot?” Be went on. “More importantly, you hurt Khun and Kinn. If no one was around and they had drowned, could you and your father take responsibility for my sons’ lives?” 


      I might’ve been a child who didn’t know anything then, but I knew the man in front of me was being unfair.


      “Come here!” Be yanked my arm, about to swing the cane at me, but my father intervened.


      “Hia! That’s my son. I can teach him myself.” Father took the cane from Be, staring blankly at me. I stared back at him. I didn’t know why, but tears began to drip down my face. In that moment, I felt so weak…


      “Pa…” 


      My father snapped the cane in two. My heart swelled, and I almost ran over to my father for protection—like I’d found a shield and could escape this injustice. But as soon as I took a step toward him, he raised his hand and slapped my face so hard that I fell to the floor.


      My heart broke into pieces. This was worse than Be scolding me, worse than Be caning me, worse than the injustice itself. It felt like everything came crumbling down on me. I froze, shocked, the pain spreading through every fiber of my being.


      “My apologies to Khun and Kinn, Hia. I’ll teach my son better than this… From now on, he’ll learn not to presume he can act as an equal to the Major Clan. We’re Minor Clan.”


      Yes… The Minor Clan always came second to the Major Clan. The Minor Clan got stepped on again and again. 


      I knew now that there was no justice in this world, only the mandate to bow down to the ones above you…


      “Mom…Mom!”


      Help me…


       


      ***


       


      “Vegas…” 


      I slowly opened my eyes to a familiar voice. I’d accidentally fallen asleep for two whole hours, thinking about the past. I pushed myself up from the sofa and greeted the person behind the mirror.


      “Master…have you been waiting long?” I got up and poured myself a glass of water.


      “A while.” 


      I stared at Master through the tea-colored glass and listened to the distorted voice coming through the voice changer.


      “I’ve only got until ten o’clock tonight,” I said. “I have to pick up Pete and his grandparents from Madam Yok’s. What did you call me here for, Master?” 


      I was currently at a safe house on the outskirts of the city with Master. I didn’t know his identity, but he seemed to know all of the Theerapanyakul family’s secrets. At first, I’d intended to do this on my own, but Master had extended a hand and helped us out over and over again until we steadily grew stronger. And as for our final member…


      “What’s the news?” Porsche came in, completely nonchalant. 


      Porsche and I were in the same boat. He wanted to know the truth behind the Major Clan, most likely because of his mother, while I was here because of my father. I wasn’t exactly beside myself over his death, but I still had a lot of doubts, especially…


      “I was up north. I just found out that the Minor Clan’s ports, which should’ve been transferred to the Major Clan upon the Minor Clan leader’s death…” Master trailed off. He shuffled some papers and passed the documents to us through a small opening in the glass. “None of them are in Mr. Kant’s name…”


      I furrowed my brows and picked up the documents, carefully reading through them. Tradition dictated that all my father’s assets would go to the Major Clan, and they could give those assets to whomever they pleased. Take the Minor Clan’s leadership position, for example—that had been given to Porsche. 


      However, Porsche still had no right to their real estate or any of the family fortune. The only thing my two-faced bastard of an uncle did to paint himself as a saint was to return the Minor Clan house to me. After all, I’d been living in that house for years. But everything else was now in Be’s name; he’d even assigned us new bodyguards. I lived the life of a prisoner, constantly under the Major Clan’s watch. 


      Did I have my grievances? Of course, I did. The bastard killed my father. But when I was with Pete, that enmity gradually faded. The only reason I’d agreed to work with Porsche and Master was because I wanted to expose my uncle, to free myself and my family. Because we all knew that there was no way to escape this business other than death…
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      “The name of the owner is…Nalin Keeratiphongsakorn,” I softly breathed out. It was my mother’s name that was listed as the owner of the ports.


      “The Minor Clan’s ports in the north are all in Mrs. Lin’s name,” Master said. “Of course, in the event of her death, all properties and inheritances should go to her legal heirs.” 


      I didn’t know what to think. That meant Macau and I…


      “The ports are mine,” I said, staring dazedly at the man behind the glass. I wasn’t obsessed with inheritance, and I didn’t want a single thing from this crazy family…but had my mother known something like this was going to happen? What did this all mean?


      “It’s not that simple, Vegas… You signed the property rights over to the Major Clan already, right?” Master asked in an even tone. 


      I thought back to the day I signed everything away to the Major Clan…


       


      ***


       


      [PREVIOUSLY…]


      The curtains were drawn inside the private hospital room, letting no light through. Darkness enveloped both the room and the heart of the man inside it, now filled with a sense of loss as everything came crashing down. His guiding light had been suddenly extinguished before he could do anything about it.


      The three pieces of paper in front of him detailed the transfer of all assets to the leader of the Major Clan, Korn Theerapanyakul—from the ports 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 a mere board member. This is always how we’ve done things, ever since Lau-gong.11 If either the Major or Minor Clan is overthrown by the other, everything goes to the victor. The winning clan has the right to appoint whomever they want.”


      “Heh… And the next leader of the Minor Clan is you?”


      “Mmm… This game is more complicated than you think.”


      “It’s not over yet.”


      “I think you should just sign and get it over with quickly.”


      “You’re finally on the playing field, huh…Kim?”


       


      ***


       


      “That day…the Major Clan sent Kim with the documents for me to sign,” I said, slowly recalling what had happened at the hospital.


      “There were only a couple of ports in Mr. Kant’s name, which are legally Mr. Korn’s now,” Porsche put in. “The Major Clan must know by now that the ports in the north are in Mrs. Lin’s name.”


      “If he wants them…should I let him…?” I wondered aloud.


      “No. Someone like Mr. Korn will get his hands on them, no matter what. But if we just roll over and let him take them, we’re admitting defeat.” Porsche sat cross-legged on the sofa, staring into the distance, before his eyes snapped to me. “Have you forgotten? We’re just taking back what’s rightfully ours and bringing that bastard down.”


      “I don’t want revenge… I just want to be free,” I said honestly.


      “Heh… Freedom? You’ve never had it, not since the moment you were born into the Theerapanyakul family,” Porsche said coldly. This was the new Porsche—he’d always been ruthless and violent enough before, but his savagery was overwhelming now. “What’s the point of complaining? We all know the only way to win is to topple Korn’s power… Master wants to end this fucked-up system, I want justice for my parents, and you want freedom and safety for your family. It’ll be much easier without…him.”


      I grinned. I could barely believe what I was hearing. “You’ve changed, Porsche.”


      “Everyone keeps saying that…but does anyone realize what I’ve been through?” Porsche said, taking a sip of his drink.


      “Since the day we agreed to do this, we’ve all understood our purpose,” Master said. “Vegas, the matter of the ports must be dealt with. Our only option is to file a petition with signatures from the surviving Minor Clan board members who signed the ownership agreement with Mrs. Lin’s name. We’ll make this right.” Master passed me another document—a list of all the board members.


      “The old Minor Clan board members… If they haven’t been taken care of already, then they probably left the country,” I said, letting out a soft sigh. 


      Porsche took the list from my hands, looked at it, and lit a cigarette. “It’s not impossible. I’ll be helping. Tracking them down won’t be too hard—some of them have already switched sides to the Major Clan.” Porsche had a lot of insider information on the Major Clan. With his cigarette in his mouth, he began crossing off the names he recognized. “How do we turn the ones who’ve been bought and convince them to sign?” He turned to Master. “Master, how many do we need?”


      “No less than ten. Then we’ll be able to demand justice,” Master said through the voice changer.


      “But that’s enough that Korn will feel like he’s lost,” Porsche sneered. “That bastard’s not used to playing by the rules.” 


      As Porsche kept talking, my head pounded. Lights flashed behind my eyes, and the world around me began to blur. Porsche stopped and stared at me, but he recovered quickly and reached for my bag. “Vegas…you haven’t taken your medicine yet, have you?” 


      Porsche rifled around for my medicine. I shook my head, clutching it through the pain as I faded in and out. Porsche stuffed the pill into my mouth and chased it with water. I forced myself to swallow, feeling Porsche drag me to the sofa.


      “Is that better…?” Porsche’s concerned face swam in and out of my vision. He tried to tell me to take deep breaths, squeezing my hand. 


      It was agony—like something was trying to push through me. It felt so hot that I couldn’t breathe; I felt like I was drowning. The only one I could think of to bring me back to my senses was Pete.


      “Pete…Pete…” I called for my lover. In my mind, I could see his wide smile and the curve of his eyes as he called my name so brightly. The turmoil inside me began to calm, and Master’s voice echoed out from behind the glass:


      “Vegas? Or is it Vegas?”


       


      ***


       


      PETE


      “OM SITI BY THAO FEUNCHAROENSRI, let me be famous, let me enchant, let my name be known throughout the land, beloved by all… Om, let me be beautiful.”12 


      I sighed for the millionth time. Young Master Tankhun had insisted on bringing me and Grandma Jui to Madam Yok’s—he’d even gone so far as coming to pick us up from my house. At least he’d only brought me and Grandma Jui. Grandpa Noi managed to escape by turning in early—you really had to admire his self-preservation instincts. 


      Right now, the young master was sitting on the sofa with his hands clasped. Grandma Jui sang and stroked his head as if she was blessing him, accompanied by jars and jars of ya dong. Madam Yok, Pol, and Arm were all watching from nearby, looking tipsy.


      “May all of my children be blessed! Cheers!” my grandma exclaimed, three sheets to the wind. Eyes glued to the karaoke screen, she swayed drunkenly with a jar of booze tucked against her waist and one hand clutching the microphone. It was dizzying to watch. Why did I have to keep dealing with people like this?


      Even worse, I’d called Vegas to ask him to pick me up at ten, but now it was ten minutes past that. I stood there, switching between staring at the clock and the door and back again, but there was still no sign of him.


      I perked up when my phone started to vibrate, hoping the name on the screen would be…


      Macau.


      I was a little disappointed, but I got up and went outside to pick up the call. I lit a cigarette.


      “Hey, Macau… How’s it going?” I said into the phone.


      “Venice is asleep, P’Pete… When are you gonna be back?”


      “If your hia’s not here in an hour, I’ll go back by myself,” I told him as I blew out the smoke, letting it fill the air around me.


      “Hia still hasn’t picked you up?” he said. Vegas must not have made it home yet. “Should Nop pick you up?” 


      “It’s fine. I’ll leave Venice to you. I’ll be back soon,” I promised.


      “Okay.”


      Before he hung up, I quickly added, “Macau…don’t forget to take your medicine.”


      “Yes, sir,” he cheerfully agreed. 


      I was relieved that Macau’s mood swings weren’t as bad today. I truly believed that he’d get better someday. As for the other one…


      …Vegas. Or should I say Vegas?


      Vegas had dissociative identity disorder, a psychological condition that gave him more than one personality. Often, each personality’s memory, perceptions, thoughts, and feelings were separate from one another.


      Vegas was quick to smile, could banter with me, and was generally able to live normally. He was always yearning for me, a little wolf pup who’d plead and beg but bite when he needed to. Otherwise, he was under control.


      But Vegas was a different beast. He couldn’t be controlled. He was ruled by his emotions, senseless. His darkest thoughts were completely out in the open. The way to tell the difference was that this version of Vegas wouldn’t speak Thai and wasn’t gentle with me, but…


      I startled a little when warm, familiar arms wrapped themselves around me from behind. The hug was incredibly tight, as if the person holding me was afraid I would disappear. His face nuzzled against my right shoulder before he rested his chin on it. I didn’t have to turn around to know who this was…


      I tilted my face away and offered him my cigarette. Smoke curled around us, and I bit my lip and held the cigarette up to his mouth when I felt a chill run down my spine.


      “I’m not okay… It hurts.”


      …So, it’s that Vegas right now. But whichever Vegas it was, both still needed me.


      “It’s okay, Vegas…it’s okay.” I turned around to face those empty eyes and cradled his face in my hands. I offered him platitudes in a gentle voice, always ready to stand by him.


      “No…” Vegas slowly closed his eyes, breathing more rapidly now. I stroked his face and stared at him, worried with all my heart. “You don’t understand!” 


      He slammed me back into a wall, knocking the air out of my lungs. My body contorted from the pain. Before I could get my bearings, Vegas braced his hands on either side of my face and loomed over me. I looked up to meet that furious gaze without any fear.


      We stared at each other in silence, neither of us daring to look away. Deep down, those hollow eyes were filled with pain and suffering. The hate he had borne for his entire life was personified by his other identity. Vegas was the unfathomable depths of his dark side. I knew how dangerous it was to immerse myself in his darkness, yet I wanted to delve even deeper.


      “Go on…” I took his hand and placed it on my neck. “I’ll take all of your pain.” 


      I smiled as the pressure on my neck increased. Vegas smirked before pulling me into a bruising kiss.


      He crushed my lips with his and bit them mercilessly; I didn’t have a single chance to breathe. I felt like I was dying, the lack of air and the pressure at my neck making everything blur. My eyes started to lose focus, but for some reason, my heart raced—as if this was exactly what I’d craved. I didn’t resist. Instead, I responded to him enthusiastically. I grabbed Vegas’s wrist and squeezed, signaling him to choke me harder.


      His hot tongue invaded my mouth with the bitter tang of blood. I tried to swallow but couldn’t, my eyes starting to brim with tears.


      “Heh…” Vegas yanked my head back and stared at me derisively before he spat a mix of blood and saliva onto the floor. 


      The feeling of humiliation only excited me. I tugged Vegas into the bathroom nearby and locked the door, not letting his hand stray from my hair for even a second.


      Vegas pushed me into one of the stalls, whistling. He took off his belt, held it in his hand, and looked me up and down. For some reason, I couldn’t control myself. His gaze burned into me, sending a rush of heat through my body that begged for the man in front of me to make it hurt. Please!


      “Do it! What the fuck are you waiting for?!” I goaded him, smiling widely.


      “Shut up… You have no right to demand anything from me.” Vegas pushed me against the wall and leaned in, his chilling voice close to my ear. I felt his hot, damp breath on my neck as he dragged his tongue over my skin. I shivered, nearly overflowing with want.


      He quickly and abruptly tied my hands together with his belt, looping it over the stall hook. My arms strained, fully stretched out, but I only felt an indescribable excitement. It felt like I was going crazy. The more Vegas teased me, lifting my shirt up and biting at my chest, the more my breathing stuttered and my pulse quickened with desire. I had to bite my lip to suppress my moans.


      “Do it!” I demanded, unable to stand it any longer. 


      Vegas covered my mouth with his hand. “Shhh,” he shushed me, pulling his hand away to put a finger to his lips. He chuckled when he saw my torment—I was in tears.


      “Vegas…please…” Seeing that Vegas only cared about pleasuring himself just made it more agonizing. It was as if he was amused by seeing me writhing from my own need. I bit my lip, twisting from side to side, wanting Vegas inside of me.


      “Heh heh…” Vegas chuckled, his voice echoing in my mind. 


      I looked at him pleadingly, and his hands finally slid down to my pants. I was relieved that he wasn’t going to leave me hanging for long because I was fully erect now and making a mess in my underwear. When he saw how hard I was, Vegas gave himself a few more pumps, lifting his chin. He looked close to orgasm.


      “Vegas… Help,” I called out to him, biting my lip, begging him to finally touch me. 


      Vegas took a few shallow breaths and slowly looked down at me. The corner of his mouth twitched; he was pleased to see me begging so desperately, and I kept saying those embarrassing words.


      “…How can I help you?” he asked.


      “Touch me…please.” I wasn’t ashamed. Instead, I enjoyed it when I was completely at my lover’s mercy. I didn’t know what this kind of thing was called, but I was willing to do it as long as it would satisfy Vegas.


      “Good job, baby,” Vegas said, tugging on my hair. “Feels so good…” 


      Vegas abruptly pulled my underwear down, then lifted my legs up and stepped between them. I hooked my legs around his waist. Vegas had barely done anything, but I was so turned on that I nearly came.


      “Wait…calm down,” Vegas said, seeing that I was close. He smiled and spat on his cock, giving it a couple of tugs. Of course, there was no gentleness, no preparation. When it came to this side of him, I had to take all of his pain—as much as possible.


      “Mmph!” I tensed up when his hard length pressed against my entrance. It felt like I was being split open, but I was helpless to resist. I didn’t even think about struggling.


      “Pete…mmm.” Vegas snapped his hips hard and fast, sending my back slamming loudly against the stall door. No one should have been able to hear us; we were in the unused bathroom in the back, and we’d already locked the doors.


      “Say my name,” Vegas hissed, yanking my head back and squeezing my neck as he drove into me. The heat from his cock stoked the fire inside me until it burned, and Vegas showed no sign of finishing. 


      I couldn’t hold back anymore. My mind went blank. My bound hands gripped the stall hook tightly as my cock jerked and spilled sticky white fluid over my belly and Vegas’s.


      My legs were still wrapped around his waist, my body pinned in place by the force of his thrusts. I was happy to take it all. Even if everyone else said that this love would only hurt me, I was still determined to hold him tightly and stay beside him forever.


      Because…


      Even if it hurts, I will still love this man. He’ll always be my beautiful pain. 


      There’s only one of me, and I will always be by Vegas’s side. No matter if there’s two Vegases or a thousand others in his head, I believe that none of them will be able to cast aside our memories and forget me.


      No matter which Vegas you are, thank you for always being my Vegas.


      Thank you…


    


  




  

    

      Chapter 8:
No One Can Hurt Us


       


      PETE
[KOMON ISLAND]


      “GUYS! LET’S GO JUMP IN THE WATER!” 


      The group of boys looked like they were having a lot of fun playing together. They all lived nearby and were around the same age. 


      I still remembered those days well. I’d been a thin, pale, sickly boy, different from everyone else, and that meant I got excluded and picked on all the time.


      “I’m coming too!” I said, running up to them with a cheerful smile, even if I knew what was coming next…


      The leader, the biggest boy of the group, turned around to glare at me. He marched right up to me and said, “Who said you could play with us?” 


      He pushed me hard, and I fell onto the sand. No matter how much it hurt, my grandma always taught me to smile in the face of any trouble. We had to be kind to others for others to be kind to us. 


      “Hey!” one of the boys cried out in alarm, looking worried to see me fall.


      “It’s fine, I’m fine.” I smiled, thinking that someday they’d be kind to me.


      “What? Ya wanna play with him?” The leader rounded on the other boy. “He doesn’t have a mom or a dad!” 


      The other boy quietly mumbled, “No…” 


      No one wanted to be seen as different, and so we all chose to go with the flow. No one wanted to rock the boat or be lesser than.


      “Then shut up! Pete’s got no parents! Even they left him, so why should we play with him?” 


      My smile slowly faded. Ever since I could remember, I’d been picked on for being an orphan. I didn’t understand what sorrow was back then, but deep down, I wanted to cry. I couldn’t shed any tears, though, because they already thought I was weak.


      “Pete doesn’t have a dad or a mom… My mom says he doesn’t have a mom to teach him and he’s weak like a girl, so he’s gay. Pete’s gay! You’re gay! You’re gay!” 


      Those words still echoed in my mind—along with the image of the other kids clapping their hands and laughing at me.


      I used to be very weak back then…and believed in my grandma’s words that one day the world would be kind to us.


      “Grandma…will I grow up to be gay?”


      “Those rascals again? Don’t listen to ’em,” my grandma said. “Ghosts better take their tongues! I’m fixin’ to have a word with their parents.”


      Grandpa, who had been chopping coconuts, turned to look at me with a concerned expression. “It ain’t bad, it’s just whatever it is,” he said. “Just eat your meals, Pete, and get strong. Then ya won’t have to miss school so much and you’ll have more friends.” 


      “I’m weak…because I don’t have a mom or a dad, right?” I had all kinds of questions back then; I didn’t understand why I was treated differently.


      “You’ve got Grandpa and Grandma, and that’s enough. Our Pete is a good boy. You listen to us, and you’re always well-behaved,” Grandma said, gently stroking my head.


      “I don’t want Grandma and Grandpa to leave me like Mom and Dad did,” I said. 


      Grandpa and Grandma looked at each other without saying a word.


      “We won’t be leaving ya anywhere,” Grandpa said. “How ’bout this? If ya don’t wanna get picked on, ya gotta man up. Ya gotta swim and play sports until yer big and strong—how’s that sound?” 


      “Then everyone will play with me?”


      “Pete is our hope, so ya gotta be strong,” said Grandma. “You’ll be happy, you’ll have a nice big house, and you’ll certainly do better than those rascals—just you wait.”


      Those words stayed with me. I could never disappoint Grandma and Grandpa, who never abandoned me…


       


      ***


       


      I swam and trained on my own, enduring the wind and the sun beating down on me until I got sick. I had to be hospitalized several times. I didn’t know why I wanted to be accepted so badly, but I never gave up on training, not even for a day, because with it came acceptance and social standing. Even when I got so sick, I almost died, I still snuck out to practice boxing behind our house.


      I had a few friends in high school, and I wasn’t picked on like before. By then, I’d gotten stronger, with an athlete’s body to show for it. That’s when I understood—in this world, I couldn’t be weak in front of anyone because strength was what it took for me to have friends.


      I was in my last year of high school when money got tight, and we were about to be evicted. There wasn’t anything more important to me than my beloved grandparents, and so I packed up and moved to Bangkok to become a boxer for hire.


      Of course, I was still young then; I had to go up against much older and more experienced fighters, which meant I got beat up and knocked out a lot. I won some, I lost some, but I was able to send home the money I got from the boss to Grandma, so I buried my pain and my weakness deep inside.


      “Grandma…” 


      I’d been beaten black and blue for taking bribes from the other side to throw the match. I sat on the toilet, bruised and battered, calling Grandma through my tears.


      “Pete, ya sent us money? We’re happy as clams at high tide! It’s just in time for the rent. Our Pete is the best.” 


      The joy in Grandma’s voice made me grit my teeth as tears ran down both my cheeks. I tried to hold back my sobs and reply as nonchalantly as I could. “Mm-hmm! Just in time, right? I’m gonna go shower now.” 


      I quickly hung up, afraid that I’d let something slip and make my grandma worry. This was my confirmation that being strong, smiling through my troubles, and going with the flow meant comfort for my loved ones—even if it came at my own expense…


      Every wound would bring me friends, social standing, money, and my grandparents’ happiness.


      Everything came at a cost. I became someone who just said “fuck it” to all my troubles because the payoff was always worth the pain. 


      Of course, when Mr. Korn became the island’s benefactor, our lives improved. I even dared to apply to become a bodyguard for his family, climbing the ranks until I became deputy head bodyguard. 


      My honesty and determination were what had got me to this point.


      That was what I always thought…


       


      ***


       


      [THE PRESENT]


      Dressed in a black turtleneck, I crossed my legs, sipped my coffee, and stared through my sunglasses at Venice, Macau, and Grandma Jui in the cat café. I was being honest with my own feelings—the longing for ‘family’ had always cast a shadow on my heart.


      Grandpa, Grandma, Vegas, Macau, and Venice—they were my everything. I wouldn’t let anyone take them from me. Aside from the fact that we still weren’t free from the Major Clan, my life was perfect. I didn’t even care that my lover was a man. That kind of thing hadn’t bothered me since I was mocked for it as a child. Regardless of identity, everyone deserved to be loved. The world ought to be kinder, and no one should be targeted just because they’d been branded as weak.


      Anyone could be weak, but it was another thing to show that weakness. Anyway, I was more afraid of making the people around me worry than appearing weak. If my smile could bring happiness to the people I loved, then I was willing to bury my pain deep down inside.


      As for the Major Clan…experience had told me to just go with the flow. It wouldn’t be long before they let us go free. I still believed that, as long as the four of us had faith in each other, the Major Clan would eventually be content enough to leave us be. But the things Vegas had been doing… Was he about to make everything worse…?


      “Mr. Pete…” 


      I looked up at Ray, my personal bodyguard. I’d asked Grandma Jui to help me find him—and to keep his employ a secret—so that he could help me investigate something. 


      “This Saturday at five p.m., Mr. Vegas will go to the abandoned warehouse again. Should I gather more evidence?” Ray asked, handing me a photo. 


      The photo showed Vegas and Porsche walking into a warehouse, followed by half a dozen or so men I couldn’t identify.


      “Do you want anything else, Pete?” Dr. Top and Arm came over with a tray of desserts and drinks and placed it on the table. I sighed, shaking my head.


      “Here, eat this,” Arm said, holding out a slice of cake. I picked up my fork, uncrossed my legs, and rested my chin on one hand.


      “Hah… Now this is the Pete I know,” Dr. Top said, looking relieved. I stabbed a big forkful of chocolate cake.


      Arm, meanwhile, sounded like he was fed up with me. “He’s still the same old Pete, Doc. Who else would be crazy enough to secretly meet at a cat café?” 


      “I like cats. What’s wrong with that?” I asked, taking another bite.


      “Nothing. And don’t celebrate just because he’s eating, Doctor. Even if he’s dying, Pete can still eat and sleep,” Arm said knowingly.


      “That’s fine. Have some more—chocolate can help improve your mood.” Dr. Top smiled warmly. I really needed to thank P’Top; he was like a big brother to me.


      “I’ve called everyone here because…I want to tell you all that I’ll be going in to negotiate with Vegas and Porsche at the warehouse,” I said. “Alone.” 


      Arm and Dr. Top knew about Ray and how he’d been tailing Vegas and Porsche for a while now. Dr. Top was monitoring Vegas’s behavior and consulting with his specialist friend, and I sent the photos and videos Ray took to Dr. Top for advice about Vegas’s condition. I wanted to know how he should be treated and what I could do for him. As for Arm, he was my most trusted friend. He could supply me with stuff like listening devices, even if I didn’t have any need for them yet. And Dr. Top had wanted me to at least take a trusted friend with me—he was worried I’d get too stressed.


      “Vegas…is confused about who he is,” Dr. Top said.


      “This is why I don’t want Vegas to find out that we know what he’s up to. He doesn’t like people interfering with his private business, so I thought he might be more amenable if I go in alone,” I said anxiously. I was so afraid that the things he was planning were just going to get worse from here. 


      From what Ray had told me, I could guess that Vegas was looking for a way to get revenge against the Major Clan. No matter how often Vegas said he hated Mr. Kant, I’d never imagined it was like that…


      “I agree…Vegas would never hurt Pete.” Dr. Top paused. He glanced at my turtleneck and immediately backtracked. “I mean, he’d never leave you.” He took a sip of his drink.


      Arm let out a long-suffering sigh. “Yesterday, in the bathroom in the back of Madam Yok’s… Fucking hell! I thought he was gonna murder you in there—”


      I slammed both my hands on the table, glaring at Arm in a panic. “You…you…heard us?” The color drained from my face. 


      Arm smirked and gestured for me to lean in close. “When I heard you moaning, I was so relieved. You should thank me for being your lookout,” he whispered.


      I smacked him. “You sure no one else heard? This is fucking mortifying.” 


      Arm rubbed his head and mimed zipping his lips. We turned back to find Dr. Top and Ray looking everywhere but at us. 


      I know the two of you heard that. Seriously… 


      Dr. Top was so quiet, but he’d clearly learned a thing or two from Mr. Tankhun—the young master was an expert eavesdropper. And the thought of the young master finding out was the only thing that worried me.


      Sigh… If he does, it’ll be heard three houses over. I should prepare to be teased about it until Venice graduates. Fuck! 


      I’d come twice by the time Vegas was satisfied last night, and he probably blacked out after—he got a headache so bad that I had to take him back to the car to sleep it off. I went to find Grandma Jui, clutching her naree rampheung,13 and stuffed her into the car before driving them both home with great difficulty…


       


      ***


       


      [LAST NIGHT, IN THE CAR]


      “Pete… It hurts…” Vegas clutched his head.


      “Take your medicine, Vegas… Take your medicine.” I took out the spare dose I always kept with me, stuffing it into Vegas’s mouth and getting him to drink some water. He soon began to calm down. He closed his eyes, breathing heavily in the passenger seat.


      “Better?” I asked. His hand intertwined with mine, and we held each other. 


      Vegas slowly nodded. “Pete, my head is killing me… I came to pick you up late, right? Sorry.” 


      I smiled in relief as he started to look better. I didn’t care which personality he was right now—as I said, he could never forget me, and he would never leave me.


      “It’s fine, I can wait. I’ve been waiting right here. I didn’t dare go anywhere else.” I smiled at him and brought his hand up to cradle my face.


      Vegas smiled back. “Let’s go home.”


      I gave him a nod before a certain memory made me jump back in panic.


      “Grandma Jui! Wait a second, Vegas… Wait here for a second.” I rushed out of the car and went back into Madam Yok’s.


      “Pete’s back! Come on! Cheers! This song is for you!” 


      I barely got my foot through the door before the young master dragged me over and shoved a microphone in my face, accompanied by a familiar tune.


      “Tapping rubber down south is no life, so I’m here, ridin’ on motorbikes in Bangkok city.14 What the hell?!” I sang the first verse before I realized what I was doing. I quickly pushed the microphone away. I’d had enough!


      “Got a boyfriend called Vegas Limpdick, only together for a bit, but he showed his true colors quick!” the young master continued. 


      I sighed, desperately wanting to smack him on the head with a tray, but Grandma Jui raised her arms, cheering him on. Fuck, kill me now!


      I waded through the throng of dancers to pull Grandma out. “Grandma, let’s go back now. Vegas isn’t feeling well.” 


      “What, Pete? I’m still havin’ fun!” 


      I tried to peel her hands off the ya dong jar. It looked like she was completely wasted. Fucking hell! Grandma didn’t even need a glass anymore—she was drinking straight from the jar!


      “That’s enough, Grandma. Let’s go,” I said, trying to stop her.


      “What are you going on about, Pete? Where are you taking Grandma?!” Mr. Tankhun shouted into his microphone. 


      Argh! All the gods and Buddhas, help me!


      “I’m taking her home,” I said. “Grandma’s drunk.”


      “Drunk? Who’s drunk? Ungrateful boy!” Grandma exclaimed.


      What?! Now I was ungrateful? I’d thought we were just going to quietly leave, but I forgot that I was Pete, and life had never been easy for me.


      “Come on, Grandma…” I used my strength to haul Grandma Jui up onto my shoulder. 


      The young master yelled after us, “You’re kidnapping Grandma? You traitor! Don’t goooo!”


      “Be careful, Grandma, or else you’ll fall and break your hip.” When we got to the car, I opened the rear door and stuffed Grandma inside.


      “Yer tryin’ to break my hip, Pete?! Help! Police! Murder!” 


      I sighed, quickly shut the door, and ran to the driver’s seat. “Here, Grandma, in case you gotta throw up.” I opened up a barf bag and passed it to her.


      She kept singing the same song as before: “I came from the rice fields, here to try my luck, in case fortune favors me!” 


      “So noisy!” Vegas complained, his eyes still shut.


      “Who’s this hooligan? Y’all don’ know Grandma Jui?” Grandma slurred. “’M second only to the subdistrict chief in Chumphon.”


      “I don’t care! Be quiet!” Vegas griped.


      “I’m singin’! Whatcha gonna do ’bout that?! …You know Ekkachai? Baby, please chain your dog, don’t let it bite my…leg! The white one snarls, the brown one likes to hunt, so I grab a stick to poke their…”15 Grandma pretended to hold a microphone. She ‘pointed’ it at me. “Poke what, Pete? Poke…”


      “Be quiet, or else I’m sending you home tomorrow!” Vegas snapped.


      “Oh! I remember! …Yer Pete’s husband, Ve…Gad… The nerve of you! Ya got my grandson, but you paid no dowry. And you still want to chase me away?! The nerve of you, Gad!”


      “I’m not chasing you away,” Vegas said, “I just need you to be quiet!”


      “I do what I want! This is Grandma Jui!” Grandma shouted.


      I’d been trying to keep calm, but I just couldn’t take it anymore. So I took a deep breath and…


      “Arghhhhh!” I screamed and stepped on the gas, making the car lurch forward and stunning Vegas and Grandma Jui into silence. 


      Let it out, Pete, let it all out! If I don’t scream, I’m gonna go insane before they do!


      But they didn’t stay stunned for long. Grandma Jui kept on singing, and Vegas complained about the noise the entire time. I had to keep talking them down from fighting, but it was just like the old saying—don’t mind the mad, don’t chide the drunk.


      It was exactly like that…


       


      ***


       


      [THE PRESENT]


      “Pete! Yer son’s poopin’ his diapers!” Grandma Jui shouted for me from where she was seated in the garden area. 


      Fuck! Thank goodness I picked a day when the café is less busy.


      “One second!” I shouted back, glancing around. Secret meeting, my ass!


      “Never mind!” Grandma said. “No need, Macau’s got him. My good­ness!”


      “Macau looks like he’s enjoying himself. Grandma Jui keeps him busy,” Dr. Top said as he watched Macau smiling and playing with Venice.


      “Yeah, my grandma’s number one at being bossy,” I remarked.


      “I think it’s good,” said Dr. Top. “He won’t be alone with his thoughts too much this way.”


      “If you say it’s good, sure. But it’s giving me a headache.” I gave a dry laugh. I was close to losing my mind.


      “It’s not surprising that you try to take care of others, Pete… Just remember to take care of yourself too.”


      “Sure.”


      “For your safety, I’ll get you a GPS tracker,” Arm said. “I’ll deliver it to Ray before Friday. And just in case anything happens to you, I’ll install a panic button—”


      Before Arm could finish, I cut in, “Just a GPS is fine. No need for a panic button. Vegas wouldn’t do anything to me.”


      “Better safe than sorry. If someone else is there besides Vegas and Porsche, what will you do?” Arm asked. Dr. Top and Ray nodded along.


      “Then at least my lover and my friend won’t let anything happen to me,” I said confidently. I would always trust Vegas, and I hadn’t lost all my faith in Porsche. I believed that they wouldn’t abandon me—no matter what.


      “Fine. Just a GPS tracker, then. Ray, if it’s okay with you, you’ll be reporting to me every ten minutes.”


      “Yes, Mr. Arm,” Ray said.


      “Thank you for coming today, Dr. Top. And for checking up on Macau too.” I gave him a thankful smile. 


      Dr. Top nodded, looking back at me kindly.


      “Thanks again. Oh…can I request trackers for Macau and Venice as well?” I asked.


      Arm and Dr. Top glanced at each other. Arm nodded.


      “Thanks,” I said.


      “It’s no trouble—you’re my friend,” Arm replied.


      “Then Ray and I will excuse ourselves. Who knows what kind of chaos is waiting for us in there… See you later.” After saying my goodbyes, I decided that today I needed to take Macau’s safety up a notch…


      “Papa’s here…come down,” Macau said, pointing to me and clapping at Venice, who was sitting nervously on the slide. It was actually meant for the cats, but my son and my nong had commandeered it for themselves. 


      Fine! If that’s how you want to do it…


      “Macau…”


      “Yes, P’Pete?” Macau caught Venice, who slid down as soon as he saw me. Venice pushed Macau away and toddled toward me.


      “Did you have fun?” I sat down and hugged Venice. My son’s poker face was getting better every day. The only time his eyes seemed to sparkle was when he saw me.


      “Not at all. He kept looking around for you, P’Pete. He’s really attached to you… I’m gonna hide Papa Pete! He’s gonna go away!” Macau teased Venice. That blank face began to scrunch up, tears forming.


      If anyone asks whether Macau takes good care of Venice, this is the answer. Sometimes he does, sometimes he doesn’t, just like brothers often do…but I’ve made my peace with it!


      “Aww! Macau’s just kidding. I’m right here!” I said. Venice burrowed his head into my chest.


      “Boo!” They made faces at each other. Looking on the bright side, this was what brothers did—even if Macau made Venice cry every time.


      Ray was waiting patiently outside. I called him in and gestured for him to sit down next to me. “Ray, come over here.” 


      “Huh?” Macau stared at Ray, confused.


      “Nop is already busy enough with all of us, and he’s got a lot of responsibilities at the company… I’m worried about you guys,” I began, trying to explain the situation so that Macau would understand. If I just brought Ray on board without telling Macau, with his mental health, he might react badly.


      “This is just between the three of us. No, four…if you count Venice.” I glanced at Venice. He lay on my lap, sucking his own toes.


      “P’Pete, what do you mean?” Macau looked at Ray warily.


      “Ray is here to help me take care of you and Venice. When I have business outside, can you tell the people at home that Ray is my friend from the South? Is that okay…?”


      “Does that mean you aren’t taking care of us anymore, P’Pete? Why did you find someone else? Where are you going?” 


      It was just like I feared. Having to accept new people when he wasn’t ready…his thoughts were already running wild, and I’d only said a few sentences. Macau shook, glaring at Ray unhappily. 


      I quickly tried to comfort him. “No, no, Macau… It’s not that, Macau.” 


      “Did Hia do anything to make you unhappy? Can I apologize for him?” he asked. “Don’t go, don’t leave me…” He clung onto my arm, trying to hug me, but Venice was in the way.


      “It’s not like that at all. We trust Nop, but we need someone else we can trust. You know the bodyguards at home are all the Major Clan’s men. You don’t like that either, right, Macau…?” 


      Macau leaned against me, crying, then slowly nodded. I tilted my face and gently placed my cheek on top of his head. When Venice saw this, he grabbed a small plastic ball and flung it at Macau. Argh! Why is the whole family like this?


      “When I need to go out and you’re at home with Venice by yourself, I’ll send Ray to watch over you. Is that okay?” I asked.


      “You’re not going to just disappear, right? You won’t run away or anything like that?”


      No matter how serious Macau was being, Venice wouldn’t stop flinging plastic balls at him. “Venice!” I scolded him. 


      Venice stared back at me in disbelief before turning around and crawling off my lap. That was when Macau dove in to hug me. 


      “It’s not like that. I won’t disappear, Macau, I’ll be right here. I keep my promises,” I said. “But when I’m not around, can Ray watch you and report to me? So that I can be sure that you and Venice are safe.”


      Macau had lost his father unexpectedly, and he could barely remember his mother’s face because he’d been so young when she died. This boy had been through so much already; he deserved only good things from here on out. Be proud of yourself for making it this far, Macau. You’re already so strong… You’ve got my respect for that. I’ll show you as much warmth and love as I possibly can.


      “I’m Ray… If you want to go anywhere without the Major Clan watching, you can call me,” Ray said, smiling at Macau.


      “Ray has been working with me for a while now, and I know he can be trusted. He’s definitely capable of protecting you, Macau. But this has to stay a secret for now—you can’t tell your hia. I’ll introduce him to your hia myself.” I stroked Macau’s face fondly.


      “He’s your friend from the South. I’ll remember that,” Macau said through his sobs.


      “Here, you can exchange numbers. Ray, if anything happens, you report it to me. Macau, if you want to go anywhere, just tell Ray.” 


      Macau nodded and handed his phone to Ray. 


      Phew. I’m relieved that Macau and Ray finally met. Why does my life have to be so hard?


      “You don’t have to trust me right now, Macau, but I’ll look after Mr. Pete’s loved ones,” Ray said. 


      I smiled at Ray and Macau, but before we could fully appreciate the moment, I spotted Venice crawling out of the corner of my eye. I turned around and had to do a double take—chaos erupted as Venice crawled over and tried to bite one of the cats, making them all scatter.


      “Venice! Don’t bite the cat’s tail! Venice!” I shouted. 


      “Venice!” Macau exclaimed, wiping away his tears and staring at Venice in disgust.


      “Allow me, Mr. Pete!” Ray tried to help me grab Venice.


      “Grandma! Help! Stop taking selfies! Your great-grandson bit a cat!” I shouted at Grandma Jui, who’d gone off to take pictures with the café’s sign a while ago.


      “My goodness! Venice! Don’t hurt the cat! Stop!”


    


  




  

    

      Chapter 9:
Still


       


      PETE


      “I HATE VENICE…”


      I smiled softly to myself at Macau’s words. This wasn’t news to me. And I knew Macau didn’t truly hate Venice—he was probably just finding it hard to feel anything positive about the son of the woman meant to be his mother’s replacement. But I could tell Macau was trying to be open-minded.


      “But I have to play nice with Venice because you love Venice, so I have to do it for you to love me, P’Pete,” Macau said, biting his nail. The TV series we were watching was only an excuse for us to have something to stare at. Neither of us was paying any attention to the sounds coming from the speakers. I was focused on the former Minor Clan leader’s youngest son.


      “It’s not because of me,” I said. “It’s because you’ve grown up, Macau.” Resting my chin on my hands, I leaned against the backrest and lifted both legs to curl up on the couch.


      “I’m not surprised that Hia loves you so much.” Macau was staring at the screen, but he glanced over to see me focusing on him. “Do you remember that day, in front of the ICU…?”


      “Mm-hmm… Of course,” I said.


      “When I heard what happened, I had nothing left, P’Pete. I was sad about my father, yes, but when I heard Hia was in the ICU? Phi, believe me… I don’t know how fast I ran. I didn’t know what I was doing. It was like the whole world came crashing down on me,” Macau said. “I didn’t even know what to feel sad about first—I was just caught off guard. The next thing I knew, I saw you looking my way, telling me Hia would be all right… Just the way you looked at me… Do you know…you had so much hope in your eyes? I never had anyone look at me like that before. Even now, other than Hia and you, there’s no one else…” Macau turned back to the TV and ate another gummy candy.


      “You have to be proud of yourself, Macau, for getting through that day,” I told him.


      “I accepted you in that moment, even before I found out that you and Hia were together. What kind of crazy person could sit and watch over my Hia for months, giving him sponge baths and all sorts of other things…without even complaining once?”


      “Ha ha, I did complain. You just didn’t hear it, Macau.” I laughed and shook my head. I really wanted to tell him that I nearly went batshit insane myself back then. I thought I was going to go nuts before Vegas woke up.


      “Oh, really? Heh heh… And you’re from the Major Clan too. P’Khun came to ask you to go back so many times, but you didn’t. You only sat there and watched Hia. You had so much hope, even more than I did… Here, you want some?” Macau offered me a candy, and I opened my mouth, letting him feed it to me.


      “I’m really crazy, huh…? Back then, I thought Vegas had to wake up—no matter what. Like I was just comforting myself each passing day,” I said offhandedly.


      “But you saved my life.” Macau smiled at me, then turned back to the screen. “That day, if you weren’t at the hospital, I don’t know how I could’ve kept on living. I don’t know if I could’ve held on for so many months, waiting for Hia to wake up…”


      “Of course you could have… You’re stronger than you think, Macau.”


      “Really…? P’Pete, are you just attached to the image of me giving P’Khun sass?” Macau asked, shaking his head.


      “Why do you like to keep provoking him so much?”


      “Bad habit,” Macau said. “We’ve been through a lot, P’Pete… Well, me, not so much—my hia’s the one you should feel sorry for. He protected me from everything, ever since we were little. He shielded me from my father and from the Major Clan… When I was old enough to start fighting back, sometimes I wanted to protect Hia too. So I come off as mouthy. But you have to understand that Vegas and I only had each other. I want to be strong so Hia will be proud of me, and now I want you to be proud of me too.” 


      Macau had finished the entire bag of candy by now, and he went to pour two glasses of water, one for me and one for himself.


      “I’m already very proud of you,” I said, taking a drink.


      “You’re…you’re proud of me…?”


      I reached out and placed a hand on his shoulder, some strange feeling threatening to spill over. 


      Macau turned to look at me, his eyes brimming with tears. “I never heard that from my father—did you know that?” 


      “Do you realize how strong you’ve become?” I said, gently stroking his arm.


      “I want to be stronger…even stronger. Someday, I’ll be full of hope, like you… I’ll be brave enough to face anything, just like Hia. When that day comes, you and Hia will be super proud of me.” 


      I closed my eyes before pulling Macau into a relieved hug. Thank you, Macau, for choosing to keep living. Thank you for thinking about your future. You’ve come so far—you’re almost there. I won’t just be waiting at the finish line; I’ll hold your hand and walk with you every step of the way.


      “Thank you, P’Pete,” he said, “for seeing me as family.”


      “I should be thanking you, Macau, for accepting me into yours. You’re important to me…”


      “Even if I used to misbehave in front of you?” Macau sniffed. He seemed to be truly sorry.


      “I did say you’ve grown up a lot,” I pointed out.


      Macau hugged me tighter. “There’s only one thing I want to ask for, P’Pete. Please don’t leave me, and please don’t leave Hia.” 


      “Never…”


      “Thank you…” Macau gave me one last squeeze before he pulled back. “We’re crybabies, huh…?” 


      We burst into laughter; my cheeks were wet with tears too.


      “If Venice wakes up to see both of us crying…” I looked over at Venice, spread out fast asleep on Macau’s bed, completely unaware.


      “He’ll probably think I bullied you and throw something at me.” 


      We paused, remembering just what Venice was capable of, and burst out laughing again.


      “Venice really is something,” I said, softly cursing under my breath.


      “I’ll try to be more open-minded about Venice… I’m being nice just for you,” Macau said, looking more cheerful now.


      “Just try, because Venice loves you a lot, Macau…”


      “Heh.” Macau quickly shook his head. “I don’t believe that. Venice’s brain is all ‘Pete, Pete, Pete.’” 


      We laughed—it was true. 


      “But he’s definitely part of the family because all three of us brothers have P’Pete on the brain,” Macau added.


      “Yeah, why is that?” What had I done to Mr. Kant in my past life?


      “I don’t know, but it’s funny,” said Macau. “Without P’Pete, there wouldn’t be any of us left.” He grabbed some tissues, passing a few to me.


      “Yeah, if I’m not around for a change, what’s going to happen? Just imagine… It’d be a disaster.”


      “There’s no escaping now!” Macau teased. “I won’t give you back to P’Khun.”


      I sighed. “If only I could clone myself.”


      “Everyone wants you, huh? How lucky is that? That you’ve got Vegas, Macau, and Venice?” Macau narrowed his eyes at me.


      “Yeah, fine…but what about you?” I said. “You should try opening up to more people apart from just me and your hia.”


      “Like who?”


      “Someone who can heal your heart, so you’ll get stronger even faster,” I explained. In truth, I was just trying to pry into his love life.


      “Dr. Top?” Macau said knowingly. 


      Well, yes, because I always used to see him feuding with the young master.


      “Nah… The age difference is too much,” Macau said. “By the time I catch up to him, he’d be practically ancient.” 


      “Macau! How can you say that?” I threw a pillow at him.


      “Ha ha ha! Honestly, I’ve stopped thinking about love for a while now,” he admitted. “I don’t know, there’s just nothing there.”


      “Mmm… Someone will come at the right time, and they’ll be the right one. But don’t call Dr. Top ‘ancient’ again…” I couldn’t hold back a smile, shaking my head.


      “That just means he’s suitable for P’Khun, right?” Macau laughed.


      “Macauuu…” I couldn’t help but picture it. They really were around the same age. Fine! “Suitable,” it is.


      I could tell that Macau was doing much better today…and I was pretty sure I was doing the right thing by trying to bring him to new places to meet new people and do new things… Going to the café, meeting Grandma Jui, meeting Ray, playing with animals, and seeing the world through new eyes… 


      I wouldn’t stop here. I’d free him from the binds he was in. Someday, he’d get better…


      …When that day came, I’d be overjoyed.


       


      ***


       


      VEGAS


      A‌S SOON AS I STEPPED foot in my brother’s room to bring Pete back to our room, Macau immediately started scolding me.


      “You sure took your sweet time! Do you know how late it is? Acting like—”


      I quickly put a finger to my lips. “Shhh!” I carefully tiptoed in—I could see that Pete was already asleep, his snoring cutting through the TV show playing in the background.


      Macau lowered his voice but didn’t stop scolding me. “If you keep acting like this and P’Pete gets upset, I won’t help you.”


      “Pete understands…” I said as I squatted down next to the sofa and gently brushed the hair away from my lover’s face.


      “He says he understands, but who’d be okay with their boyfriend coming home late every night?”


      “I’ve been busy with work… Forget it, why are you complaining?” I bent down to kiss Pete’s cheek. I couldn’t take my eyes off him. How was he so cute, even when he was sleeping?


      “I won’t accept anyone else as a brother-in-law…and if you hurt P’Pete, I’ll kill you!” Macau mimed squeezing my neck, so I swatted at him for daring to be noisy when my boyfriend was sleeping.


      “Vegas! You’re back!” Pete startled awake, still bleary.


      “Shhhh. Go back to sleep…” I gently petted his hair and tried to lull him back to sleep.


      “Let’s go back to our room… Go, go.” Pete tried to get up.


      I saw that he was fighting to keep his eyes open and felt a rush of fondness. I turned around and pulled his arms around my shoulders. “Wanna ride on my back?” 


      “Really…? No, no… What about Venice?” Pete said. He clumsily tried to pull away, but I held on to his arms.


      “Macau can carry him,” Vegas said.


      Macau pointed at himself as if to say, Me?


      “Can he…? Thank you, Macau.” Pete laid his head against my back and wrapped his legs around my waist.


      Macau rolled his eyes. “Fine, fine.” 


      I carried Pete, followed by Macau with a slumbering Venice.


      “You smell nice,” Pete said, resting his chin on my shoulder and nuzzling at my neck.


      “I smell like this every day,” I pointed out.


      “You smell nice every day.”


      “You like it?” Pete nodded. “You can smell me all night, okay?” I said. 


      Pete shook his head, while Macau gagged and marched ahead to open the door for us.


      “We’re here…” I set Pete down on the bed.


      “Thank you, Macauuu,” Pete said, waving his arms, his eyes closed and his hair mussed. He slumped back onto the bed.


      “No problem, P’Pete. Good night… Bleurgh!” My brother was all smiles with Pete, then turned to stick out his tongue at me. Did he get that from Venice? Without me, Pete wouldn’t have been around today—he’d do well to remember that. I kicked at him as the door slid shut.


      “It’s hot… Turn up the AC,” Pete mumbled sleepily.


      “Who told you to wear a turtleneck, then? Can’t stand to see me walking around looking handsome, huh? You just had to copy my style.” I put my hands on my hips as I stared at my lover tugging at his shirt. But I went to turn the AC up as ordered.


      “Is that okay…?” As I turned back to see Pete idly scratching his belly, my eyes caught on the red, purple, and yellow bruises littering his body. “Pete! Where did you get those?!” I rushed over and yanked his shirt up. Why was he covered in bruises?


      “What?! Go shower.” Pete pulled his shirt back down.


      “What is this?! Tell me!” I wrestled with his arm, trying to peel off his clothes to inspect the damage.


      “They’re bruises, you idiot!” Pete snapped and tried to roll over to face the other way.


      “Pete, be serious! Who did this?!” I demanded, my voice hardening. Anyone who dared to lay a hand on my lover wouldn’t die a peaceful death. I was stressing out. “Who?!” I demanded again, startling Venice in the crib beside us. 


      Pete poked his head up, glanced at Venice, and blurted out, “You!”


      “Huh?” What? Me? Was he crazy? “How could you be bruised that badly? It’s been ages since the last time we did anything like that.”


      “Oh, is that so…?” Pete drawled—and then he suddenly froze.


      “Yes! It’s always morning by the time I get back.” I got up from the bed as I started to rant, gesturing dramatically, the same way Pete always liked to do. “Did you give me something—like an elephant tranquilizer or something? I’ve been meaning to come home by midnight, wash up, wait for Venice to fall asleep, and maybe have some fun with you, but things just haven’t been going as planned lately.” 


      “Oh… These are from the last couple of times,” Pete said dismissively, looking like he’d just realized something.


      “How can you be bruised so much…? Or is there someone else?” 


      That made Pete spring up from his pillow, aiming a powerful kick at my side. “How can you think that?! Your brain—” Pete was fully awake now, hands on his hips as he angrily glared at me.


      “I don’t know, anything could happen. When I’m not around, you could go wherever you want,” I said.


      “Then chain me up,” Pete suggested.


      “Pete, be serious.”


      “You’re accusing me of having someone else when I’ve never even considered it. But you have, you bastard!” Pete sat up against the headboard, arms crossed, his expression furious.


      “If it’s because of me…it’s possible. We like it rough, but last time wasn’t even that rough!” I said, trying to think back to the last time we did anything. 


      Pete glared at me. “It was dark, and when you’re really into it, you’re not exactly gentle with me! Think!” He leaned forward and jabbed a finger at my forehead.


      “But…when I’m not around…” 


      Pete’s glare shut me up. “Is that your problem to fix or mine? Learn to come home earlier, then!” he snapped, throwing the blanket over his head and turning his back to me.


      “Hey…I’m sorry, but you should tell me next time. Even if we like it rough.” I tried to burrow under the blanket and hugged him from behind. “I don’t want to see you so badly bruised.” I pulled him close.


      “That’s up to you.”


      “You can still stop me.”


      “Fine! I’m fine with whatever,” he grumbled.


      “But if you like it…I’m okay with that,” I added.


      Thud! Pete’s foot connected with my abdomen again, so hard that I fell from the bed. He had a powerful kick. He was crazy, for real, but, well…I did have the right to be suspicious.


      “Go take a shower. I’m going to sleep,” Pete said.


      “Then forgive me first,” I said, getting up from the floor and staring at his back.


      “I’m not mad, I’m sleepy, dumbass! Go!” Pete reached over to grab my towel and tossed it at me. I scrambled to catch it. I knew this conversation was over. It wasn’t a good idea to make him mad. Pete didn’t get angry often, but when he did, it was hard as hell to soothe him.


      “Peeeete,” I whined, walking toward him.


      “Stop. That. And. Go. Shower!” 


      That made me stop in my tracks and change directions, heading for the bathroom.


      I quickly washed up, but my mind still lingered on the bruises on Pete’s body. However, it might’ve been exactly what Pete said: It was dark with the lights off, and when I got into it, it was hard to stop me. 


      Besides, we had whips, chains, and handcuffs by our bed, so it wasn’t unusual. Maybe I was overthinking this… But recently, there were gaps in my memory. I knew my mental state hadn’t been great, and I was regularly taking my medicine at Pete’s request, so it could be a side effect from the medicine… It was possible…


      When I exited the bathroom, all the overhead lights had been turned off, leaving only the orange glow from the light on the headboard. “Peeete…”


      He didn’t respond.


      “Peeete! Have you fallen asleep?” I wiped my hair until it felt dry enough, then jumped into bed to hug my lover. “Are you angry?” I tried to turn him over to face me.


      “Argh! I’m trying to sleep!” Pete snapped, annoyed.


      “I’m sorry…please…” I brought his hand up to my cheek. “Sorry…” 


      Pete stilled. I gently stroked his hand until he opened his eyes to look at me.


      “Two things you’re not allowed to do after this,” he said. “One, you can’t say I don’t love you. Two, you can’t say I have someone else.” 


      I stared into his eyes. Pete’s gaze was determined but filled with disappointment.


      “You won’t ask for anything for yourself…?” There was nothing in that request for him, only for me. I’d asked Pete for so many things, but he never asked for anything from me in return.


      I asked him to stay and never leave me. I asked him to love me, asked to be one of the most important people in his life. I asked him to throw away everything, even the job he loved, to come live with me. He’d thrown away his friends, his talents, and his identity, only to end up stuck with me…


      Even now, when I asked the question I shouldn’t have asked, he still didn’t demand anything from me. I was still the selfish one…


      I lay down against his chest, hugging him tightly. The hand that he’d been keeping by his side slowly crept up to touch my back.


      “I haven’t lived for myself for a long time…”


    


  




  

    

      Chapter 10:
Fear


       


      VEGAS
[PREVIOUSLY, AT AN ABANDONED DOCK]


      “WHEN THAT DAY COMES, he’ll understand, I think.” I glanced at Porsche before taking a deep breath and turning back to stare at the river.


      “Am I betraying Kinn?” Porsche asked.


      “We’re not targeting him,” I said.


      “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 what my Uncle Thee told me. 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?” I remarked.


      “What do you think about the Major and Minor Clans?”


      “If he’s not just some kind of psychopath obsessed with intrigue, then it must be because…” 


      Before I could finish my sentence, a dozen men poured onto the dock, heading straight for the two of us. Porsche and I both immediately pulled out our guns and aimed at the men.


      “Mr. Vegas.” 


      I had to stop myself from pulling the trigger when the men stopped in front of us and slowly kneeled.


      “We’re here to serve you, Mr. Vegas. Please have mercy on us.” 


      I lowered my gun. I knew these bodyguards well.


      “Mr. Kant was our benefactor. Ever since he died, the Major Clan has been hunting us down. 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.” They bowed their heads in grief. 


      I turned to look at Porsche, who sighed. “At least now we’ve got more men on our side, huh?” he said with a laugh.


      “Indeed. Are you ready?” I asked.


      “It’s game on—for real now.”


      Suddenly, a shot rang out.


      Bang! One of my father’s bodyguards fell to the ground. We braced ourselves and fired back.


      “Mr. Vegas, Mr. Porsche, stay behind us.” The bodyguards protected me and Porsche amid the chaos.


      “Don’t let the Major Clan see that Porsche is with me, no matter what,” I said, stepping in front of Porsche. Out here on the dock, though, there was nowhere to go.


      “We can’t go anywhere! We’re cornered!” Porsche exclaimed in a panic as he crouched down. 


      More gunshots rang out, and the men in front of me began falling one by one. I looked at the water’s surface and made my decision—whether I would live or die. 


      More gunshots echoed from the river, and the remaining bodyguards and I ducked down. I thought I was going to die right then and there, but the bullets were aimed toward the warehouses, where the gunmen who ambushed us were hiding.


      Bang! Bang! Bang!


      A speedboat appeared before us. I frowned when I saw another group of men in silver masks returning fire to cover us.


      “Get on!” somebody screamed from the boat. “Mr. Vegas, Mr. Porsche, quick! Go!”


      “Bend down!” the people on the boat shouted, shielding me as we sped away. I saw the bodyguards that had just sworn their allegiance to me falling to the ground. There was no one left…


      I eyed the masked men warily. This could be a trap from the Major Clan. I couldn’t trust anyone. Getting onto the boat might not have saved us—in fact, it made it easier for the Major Clan to destroy the evidence by drowning us. 


      Porsche and I glanced at each other and readied ourselves to pounce at the men, but they were quicker, pointing four or five guns at the two of us. We froze and put our hands up in surrender.


      “Stay still…” They grabbed us, turned us around, and made us lean over the railing before handcuffing our hands behind our backs. “…And you’ll be safe.”


      Safe, my ass… Fuck, how could I have slipped up so badly? The Major Clan had to know by now. 


      In that moment, all I could think of was Pete and Macau. Why wasn’t I more careful? I knew I had my loved ones waiting for me. I should’ve been more careful. I shouldn’t have even met with Porsche in the first place. I was an idiot.


      Soon, the speedboat came to a stop, and Porsche and I were taken ashore. I looked around—it seemed to be a private dock with a safe house hidden in the thicket.


      “Get inside!” 


      I tried to walk slowly but got pushed for it. When I set foot inside, I didn’t have time to ask questions. Black curtains pulled apart to reveal a room behind tea-colored glass, with electronics blinking back at me from inside. The house had looked so unassuming—a perfectly ordinary safe house. Who would’ve thought it was hiding something like this?


      As the curtains came to a stop, a figure in a mask entered and sat down in front of a computer monitor and a microphone. I looked at Porsche in utter bewilderment. I had no idea what the fuck was going on. 


      “Don’t do anything like that again. Meeting in a wide-open area by yourselves—how smart do you think you are?” The man spoke using a voice changer. His mocking tone echoed through the speakers installed around the house.


      “Who are you?!” Porsche blurted out, as hot-blooded as always and just as confused as I was.


      “The one who saved you both…”


      “For what? The Major Clan? You wanna kill me? Shoot me, then!” Porsche grabbed one of the guns and held it to his own head.


      “Calm down, calm down. Porsche, you really have to work on your quick temper.” The figure pointed at his own temples. “Think before you act.” 


      “At this point? I’m not scared of dying. Come out and face us!” Porsche shouted. “Why the fuck are you wearing a mask?!” 


      The masked man chuckled. “Heh. At this moment, all the men sent by the Major Clan to get rid of Vegas are dead. That means no one will know that Porsche snuck out to meet Vegas.”


      “How can you be so sure?”


      “Because my men are efficient…” 


      I heard the sound of a printer coming to life. Porsche and I spun around to stare at it as it spat out a photo of the Major Clan’s men lying dead on the ground. Any evidence on their phones had been destroyed in an explosion. Suddenly, the lights went off, and an image was projected onto the wall next to us.


      “For your own peace of mind…watch,” the mystery man said.


      When he pressed play, I saw a chat window reporting my movements, sent at 19:00. At 19:05, Chan gave the order to “take care of Vegas.”


      “The two of you were attacked for only a few seconds. No one was able to escape. At 20:06, the Major Clan’s cleanup team was sent in,” said the man behind the glass. The chat window was closed, showing security footage with the Major Clan’s crest clearly visible.


      “Go to the police, then, if you’ve got all the evidence,” Porsche growled when he didn’t get the answers he wanted.


      “Have you forgotten? The Theerapanyakul family is above the law. They can’t punish someone like Mr. Korn—only karma can.” 


      Porsche and I looked at each other.“What do you want?” I asked, keeping my voice even.


      That masked fucker got up and placed both palms on his table. “Since it has come to this…I, as ‘Master,’ will be in charge of the game from now on.” He spoke so confidently that I couldn’t help but laugh.


      “Heh… Interesting.” I smirked, then schooled my features before continuing, “But I’m not stupid enough to believe just anyone.”


      “You’re the same as always, Vegas. Why? So used to stabbing people in the back that you’re afraid you’ll get stabbed yourself?” He sat back down and propped his legs up on the table, hands steepled over his chest. “Hah. Don’t overthink it, Vegas. You should be using this time to think about Pete’s and Macau’s safety.” 


      When I heard those two names, I lost it. “Don’t you dare touch my people!” I snapped. 


      The man raised both arms as if to show his innocence. “I won’t, but the Major Clan will.” He reached over to pick up a Rubik’s Cube and spun it around in his hand. “Someone like you, who’s had all his arms and legs cut off, wouldn’t be stupid enough to play this game alone, right?”


      “I have—”


      “Ah!” The man raised a finger to shush me. “You have Porsche? So what? Is Mr. Korn scared of Porsche? How scary! Don’t forget, Porsche is still a pawn in this game—he’s just lucky to have Kinn. But when the time comes, will Kinn let Porsche go up against his own father…?” He pointed at his temples again. “Think carefully, because if you don’t…bang! You’re finished.”


      “Motherfucker, you’re threatening us!” Porsche shouted, fed up.


      “No, I’m just telling it like it is. If you think walking straight through a horde of bodyguards and pointing your gun at Mr. Korn’s face is a good idea, go ahead…but I can’t guarantee that he’ll make you Minor Clan leader next time.”


      “Then what do you want?”


      “I told you already—I know what Porsche and Vegas are doing. Porsche has doubts about his parents. Vegas has his doubts about his father and the Minor Clan. As for me…I just want to take down the fucked-up Theerapanyakul system that expects its descendants to kill each other… If you think about it, it’s rather sad—the leader wants to play without a care for his people.” He looked at us. “How about this? We’ll each state our terms and reach a deal, then call it a day and go home.”


      “Hah! What are you talking about? Stop with the acting. If you want to kill us, just do it already!” Porsche snapped, glaring at the man defiantly.


      “In this place, all three of us are equal. How’s that?” 


      Suddenly, the masked men lowered their guns and took off their masks, bowing to us in unison. 


      “Vegas. Porsche. You’ve got the right to know the people working for us and to use them as needed… Go.” 


      The men nodded and filed out of the safe house. 


      “You’ll have someone to support you, to gather information and forces to help you out, Ve—” 


      Before Master or whatever the hell we were supposed to call him finished his speech, I cut in, “My terms: Pete and Macau must be safe.” 


      Porsche spun around to stare at me. At this point, things had gone too far for either of us to turn back. Besides, Master already knew about me and Pete. It was all the same to me. Even if I didn’t take Master’s deal, I couldn’t go up against the Major Clan on my own. I walked into this with nothing, and someone just gave me a better offer.


      “And what about you, Porsche…?”


      Porsche looked down at the floor for a long while. “Kinn and Porchay can’t find out about this,” he said at last.


      “Fine,” said the mystery man. “And finally…don’t ask who I am.”


       


      ***


       


      [THE PRESENT]


      “Are you awake?” I said to Venice as I pushed myself up from the bed, rubbing my eyes as they adjusted to the light. 


      Slowly, carefully, I sat up, afraid I’d wake the man sleeping next to me. As for the other one in the room, he lay in his crib, holding his toy car as he stared at me. I didn’t hear a single peep out of him.


      Venice turned back to his toy as I tucked the blankets tighter around my lover. I didn’t know if he’d forgiven me yet. After we spoke last night, I’d let him sleep—if I hadn’t, he would have been even more annoyed. Luckily, we still slept holding each other like always. When I hugged him, I’d hug him tightly, hoping he wouldn’t disappear—he was the light of my life.


      “What are you looking at?” I muttered, glaring at Venice. “Not talking when someone talks to you?” 


      “…P…Pa…” Venice said as he stared at Pete, who was still deeply asleep. I quickly put a finger to my lips and shushed Venice, afraid the noise would disturb my lover.


      “Shhh… What’s wrong?” I whispered. I got up from the bed, heading straight for the fussing baby. “Ah…ugh.” 


      I stopped next to the crib. Venice stared at my face, the corners of his mouth turning downward in preparation for showing off his vocal range.


      “You pooped?” Again? I glanced left and right, scratching my head. I didn’t want to wake up Pete; I’d rather he get his rest. He was snoring so happily too… Who would dare to wake him up? “Why can’t you get up and go to the toilet by yourself?” I complained. 


      Venice started to sob, tears falling down his cheeks, probably because my face wasn’t exactly friendly. I felt like I should do something to make Pete proud of me, as an apology for last night—and I needed to do it before Venice started screaming.


      “Wah…”


      “All right, all right, come here.” I bent down to pick Venice up from his crib. “Oh, your diaper is definitely full…”


      Venice sniffed and sobbed, staring pitifully at Pete.


      “Shhhh… Don’t cry. Don’t wake up Papa Pete.” 


      Venice slowly nodded in response. Hey! You understood that? Is your development that fast? What else do you know?


      It was impressive; he seemed to grow faster each day. We weren’t close—he was always asleep by the time I got back, and I still had to leave for work early in the morning. Fortunately, today was my day off, so I had time to spend the day with everyone. And it’s just my luck to be on diaper duty!


      “What? I’ve done this before… Don’t look at me like that,” I said, putting Venice in the sink. He looked left and right before sighing. Didn’t he remember what happened last time? He was really too fussy. 


      “Take this off first… No, no, your shirt first.” I took his shirt off. He was strangely obedient this time around! Or had he just given up? Well, whatever… I carefully followed the steps to take the diaper off, having learned from my previous experience.


      “Whoa… When did you last go potty? Why is there so much?” I held my nose with one hand, carrying his diaper pinched between the fingers of my other hand to take it to the trash can. “Ugh! That stinks!” I griped.


      “Shhhh…” Venice mimicked me, holding up a finger and looking at the bathroom door. “P…Pa Pe…” 


      I stared at him in amazement before breaking out into a wide grin. He was smart—worthy of being my heir.


      I turned on the tap to rinse him off. “That’s Papa Pete…and who’s this?” I asked, pointing at myself.


      “P…Pa…Ve…”


      “Hey!” Venice really was a genius. He could talk now! Soon, he’d be cursing at me, just like his Papa Pete.


      He pointed outside and babbled, “Ga…gow…” 


      “Macau? Yes! Macau!” Why couldn’t I stop smiling? As I tested his IQ, I lathered him with soap—I figured I might as well give him a bath while I was at it. “And do you love Papa Pete?” I scrubbed Venice as he played with the tap water. Our tap was adjustable, and I made sure he had perfectly lukewarm water. If I accidentally used cold water and Pete’s baby got sick, I’d be in big trouble!


      Venice nodded, as if to say “of course” without even having to think about it. And now the million-baht question…


      “And what about Papa Vegas? Do you love him?”


      Venice didn’t have to think about that either: He shook his head at once. 


      This brat! Your food, your toys, they all come out of my pocket! Just you wait!


      “And Macau?” I asked him as I rinsed him off. “Do you love Macau?” Venice nodded and shook his head at the same time. I smiled at him. He was really hard to please. “What does that mean? Some days you love him, some days you don’t?” 


      “Gow…muh…mee.” Venice tried to speak, but he wasn’t quite there yet.


      “Huh? What…? Mee…mean?” I tried to decipher his babbling and got a nod in response. “Was Macau mean to you? Ha ha, you deserve it. Your face is really asking for it.” I laughed—until Venice splashed water at my face.


      “Ah! Venice! I’m all wet now!”


      “Ha ha ha…” Venice giggled, squealing after he got me with the water. Just you wait! I shrugged my shirt off and splashed water back at him.


      “Wah…! Ah ha ha ha,” Venice shrieked and laughed. I finally understood why Pete had to change every time he gave Venice a bath. He was a menace! Now I had to wash up too. I tossed my pants into the laundry basket.


      “P…Pa…” I turned around when Venice called for me—only to get soaked again.


      “You! All right, then!”


      “Eek! Ha ha ha.” 


      I moved Venice to his tiny bathtub and took a shower myself. This had to be the first time I’d spent so much time with Venice. I’d never said this many words to him, but then again, he was just starting to learn to talk. I’d gotten to see so many more emotions from him besides pouting when he saw me and crying when he didn’t see Pete. That really used to be all of it because Venice was a grouchy baby, but today, I got to see a new side of him. It was…uh… Fine. It was cute.


      “Hang on.” I set Venice down and got him to hold onto the laundry basket so I could reach out and grab our towels.


      “What are you two doing so early in the morning? Hmm?” A familiar voice said, and two towels were held up next to the bathroom door. I loved seeing Pete’s wide smile and messy hair. His ruffled mop of hair was adorable, no matter what way you looked at it.


      “Puh…Pa!!!” Venice was faster than me. You little— He’d only just started walking recently, but he toddled over on unsteady feet to latch on to Pete’s leg.


      “You just had to…” I glared at Venice for being clingy with Pete.


      “Who just took a bath? You smell so nice! Mwah!” Pete squatted down and kissed Venice’s cheek. What about me?


      “How long have you been awake?” I asked, throwing Venice’s towel back to Pete.


      “A while. I heard you talking, so I didn’t want to interrupt your father-son chat,” Pete said cheerfully. 


      This was probably the thing Pete most wanted to see—me getting along with Venice. I’d only done it because I was afraid of waking him up. I just wanted him to get enough sleep…and maybe win Pete over. I’d made him angry last night, but this morning, he’d be in a good mood, feel lots of affection for me…and we’d end up in bed. I had it all planned out.


      “Then you can take over now.” I walked up to Pete, giving his forehead a kiss as I brushed past him on my way out.


      “Wait!” Pete grabbed the towel around my waist, almost tugging it off. 


      What? So early in the morning? Is this my reward? I better leave Venice with Macau, then.


      “Stop thinking dirty thoughts! Here!” Pete handed Venice over to me.


      “What?” 


      “I’m going to prepare his breakfast. You get your son dressed.” Pete stuffed Venice into my arms and ran out. 


      Argh! Why did Pete always seem to know what I was up to? Wasn’t he supposed to see me, fresh out of a shower, and want a taste? Pete! Come back!


      “P…Pa…” Venice said. We both stared sadly at Pete’s retreating back.


      “It’s all because of you, Venice,” I grumbled, putting him on the bed. Venice craned his neck, looking for Pete as his mouth twitched downward again. “Keep crying,” I said, putting on my own clothes. “It’s because of you.”


      “Pa… Waaah!” Venice threw a tantrum, rolling around on the bed. 


      I sighed. “So noisy! Your papa already left.” I furrowed my brows, rifling through Venice’s clothes. What does he usually wear?


      “Waaaah!”


      “Yeah, keep crying, I’ll put you in this! This…bee costume… When did Pete get this?” I picked it up to take a closer look, puzzled. It was a toddler-sized jumpsuit that’d cover Venice from head to toe, leaving only the face open. You’ll look great in this, Venice! Come here!


      As soon as I turned around, a toy car hit my face. “Ow!”


      Venice sniffed and sobbed as he crawled around, trying to find another toy to throw at me.


      “That hurt! Papa Pete’s gone. He ran away.” Since I couldn’t do anything else, I teased him, making him scream and throw multicolored balls at me. Whenever I’d get close, he’d crawl away, still wailing.


      “Waaah!” 


      “Papa Pete ran away! He ran away! Come here, Venice,” I insisted.


      Chaos ensued as Venice crawled away and I chased after him, trying to put on his diaper and the baby bee costume. “Stay still, Venice!”


      “Wah…”


      “Venice! That hurt your Papa! Stop—”


      “Waaahh!” 


      I chased him until Venice stopped crying and started laughing. Argh, now the room was a mess! Where did he get all that energy from?


      Stop it right now! I said stop!


      I huffed and puffed, trying to catch my breath.


       


      [THIRTY MINUTES LATER]


      “You’re finally h—what is that?!” When Pete laid eyes on me carrying Venice downstairs, he was astonished. 


      Of course he is, look at Venice’s eye-catching costume! Venice pouted, seeming annoyed by the onesie; he kept trying to take it off.


      Macau came over to praise my handiwork. “Whoa… So handsome.”


      When he saw Pete, Venice teared up, acting like he’d been wronged. He leaned toward Pete, letting Pete take him, and cuddled up to him. What did you throw at me just now, Venice?!


      “Vegas, why are you bullying my son?!” Pete demanded.


      “Bullying? I think it’s cute,” I said evenly, secretly laughing in my head. Ha ha! Venice must be boiling under there.


      “Mr. Tankhun bought him this. He wore it once at the Major Clan house, and the young master took him ‘flying’ all over the place. You hate this costume, right, Venice?” Pete comforted his son.


      “Don’t put words in his mouth. He likes it…” I sat down in my usual spot.


      “Like hell he does,” Pete remarked, then said to Venice, “Eat your breakfast first, okay? Then I’ll get you changed.” 


      I sighed. Pete, if you raise your son like this, he’ll grow up spoiled.


      Grandma Jui came out of the kitchen, carrying a pot, and stopped to stare at Venice. “What’s this?” she asked.


      “He’s a baby bee. Doesn’t he look cute, Grandma?” Macau said, tugging on Venice’s wings. Venice swatted at him unhappily.


      “You’re a bee now, my li’l ’Nis? A li’l bee buildin’ a hive? So handsome. Ya gonna come with me to the airport and fly back with Grandma?” 


      Heh. I had great taste. Everyone seemed to love this baby bee costume. 


      “Eat, eat, or else you’ll miss the plane,” Pete said to his grandma. He stared at Venice in sympathy, but he had to hurry to feed him. They had to send off Grandma and Grandpa at the airport today. I was in a great mood!


      “You’re bein’ mean to your son, Ve-Gad? You be mean to my great-grandson, and I’ll steal him back to my house! Just you wait.” 


      Yes, please! Then Pete will have more time for me. I ate my breakfast, smiling and glancing at Venice every now and then. He seemed to be in a bad mood. He even turned away chicken, which he usually loved to nibble on, when Pete offered it to him.


      “Have a bite? I’ll change you after this. Just one bite?” Pete finally succeeded in trying to feed Venice, even if it took quite a while.


      “Ah… Your son is far too choosy. Why don’t y’all leave him with the monks for a while?”


      “Venice usually isn’t this difficult, Grandma,” Pete told her. “But Vegas likes to tease him and put him in a bad mood.”


      “What?! I haven’t even done anything,” I protested. “I even gave him a bath and dressed him.”


      “His father’s a bad example—he’s got hard eyes, just like him. You be mean to babies, Ve-Gad, and you’re gonna get a beatin’ from me!” 


      Pete smiled to see me getting scolded by his grandma. I took a deep breath. Macau nearly spat out his breakfast. Just you wait, Grandma Jui—I’ll settle your accounts with your grandson!


      “Hia was like this when he was a baby too, Grandma,” Macau said. “He looked exactly like this. Mom used to tell me that he had a grouchy face. No one could get close to Mom because he’d growl at them.”


      “You’re an expert on this, huh?” I griped, pointing at Macau with my fork. You traitorous brother! You’re clearly making that up. You were just a baby, too, back then. Lies and slander!


      “I believe y’all. Even now, their faces are the same,” Grandma Jui said.


      Venice and I both frowned, and the table erupted into laughter from Grandma Jui, Macau, and Pete. It felt so lively, so happy. I just…wasn’t used to it.


      “I’m headin’ home, ’Gad. Don’t be mean to my great-grandson.”


      “Safe travels, Grandma.” I gave Grandma Jui and Grandpa Noi a wai.


      “Bring the family to visit me on the island sometime. Don’t make me come all the way here just to see y’all again.”


      “Yes, Grandma,” I said.


      “And don’t you keep workin’ so hard,” she added. “If you die first, I’ll tell Pete to find someone new.”


      “…Yes, Grandma.” I clenched my teeth. That’s Pete’s grandma, that’s Pete’s grandma, I kept reminding myself.


      “May your merits keep you safe.” 


      Pete, Macau, and even Venice were going to the airport to send off Grandma Jui and Grandpa Noi, with Nop driving them. As for me, I still had the rest of my work to sort out, so we needed to say our goodbyes here.


      “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” Pete told me. I nodded and waited as everyone got into the van, watching until it drove away.


      I sighed softly, smiling a little when I thought about how lively our house had been these last few days. I went to the fridge to get myself a drink and saw that it was lined with coconut water, neatly stored in pitchers. I grabbed one, poured it into a glass, and enjoyed the taste.


      I wasn’t used to having someone make so much noise in my house all the time. Having someone constantly messing around with everything made the peace and quiet vanish, and I barely had any time to myself, but I knew Grandma Jui meant well. I was happy with the time we spent with her because this house hadn’t been filled with laughter in a long time. Today, I finally felt like this place was a home. Thank you, Pete.


      I walked up to my office. The house was silent again. When Father was here? Even sharing a meal had been impossible. Each of us did our own thing, lived our own lives, and barely spoke a word when we walked past each other in the corridor. I couldn’t fathom how Father could have been so cold.


      Before Macau was born, Father had still played with me every now and then, but those memories had long since faded. I couldn’t even remember the last time he held me—or maybe he never did. 


      I’d often ask myself the same questions: Did he hate my mother? Did he hate me? Did he hate Macau? Had I misbehaved as a child? Is that why he was angry with me so often? Was that why we didn’t have a happy family?


      I’d always been happy to go on work assignments with Father and Macau or go to the Major Clan house with them. Father would act more loving toward me and my brother then, even if he didn’t really mean it. 


      Everyone knew my father didn’t love his sons. Even Be used to tell him to be more caring toward us. It was strange—Be was an evil, disgusting excuse for a human being, but I fully believed that he truly loved his sons, especially Tankhun. I was jealous of the Major Clan. No matter what terrible things they did, there was always someone to protect them and care for them.


      Father, did you know what food I liked to eat?


      Father, did you know what my favorite cartoon was?


      Father, did you know which toy was most important to me?


      I slumped onto my desk. My eyes caught sight of a brightly colored object. “Venice likes cars… The brat,” I said, picking up the little twerp’s toy to take a closer look before setting it back down on my desk.


      Father, your son will grow up to be my burden. On my own, I can’t raise Venice, but my lover, Pete, will definitely raise him well. 


      If you were still here today, would you be treating Venice the same way you treated me and Macau?


      But you don’t have to worry, Father. Pete will always hug Venice close—so close that I have to accept the depth of his love for that boy. 


      I didn’t know when it’d happened, but the hate I had for the little brat had gradually faded away, replaced by fondness. He was cute. 


      Being born a Theerapanyakul isn’t easy, Father. I really feel bad for Venice. You left too soon, and his mother…


      But I can’t put my doubts to rest, Father. 


      The past kept coming back to haunt me. I used to think that Venice would receive his karma and go through the same things Macau and I did, but Pete showed me the value in other paths. 


      The things I felt back then…I should fix them with Venice, right, Father?


      Father, did you know how lonely I was?


      When I looked at Pete and Venice, I found I didn’t want that kind of thing to happen ever again. Pete was happy, I was happy, and seeing this child happy made my heart soar. When I played with him in the bathroom, I’d kept asking myself—was he smiling at me? Was he really laughing with me? 


      It feels so good to realize that, today, I can look after your son, Father.


      Father…Venice is an adorable child. Everyone says he looks like me. I’ll have to accept it now, right? That I have to be Venice’s father, protecting him as a father should?


      I’d have to learn how to protect him by myself because, after living all my life with the father I’d had, I couldn’t even remember what that “protection” felt like.


      What am I even thinking about…? Lost in thought, I realized I’d walked over to Father’s room without even thinking about it. This was the room I didn’t dare to even look at. Since Father had passed away, I didn’t allow anyone near this room. 


      Do you know why, Father? Because I’m scared…


      I’m scared that if I go in and see anything that reminds me of you, the emptiness will come back to hurt me. But today, I’ve come to a stop in front of your room. Do you know why…?


      Because I’m scared, but at the same time…I want this house to be filled with laughter, just like earlier, and I want Father here with me…


      Because I wanted Father to be proud of me, if only a little. 


      I’ve started my own family now, Father. Are you proud? I can look after my little brother, and I can look after your son. I don’t know, but maybe I’m not a good-for-nothing, right? 


      Father, have you ever been proud of me? Ever since I was born, I never heard any praise from you. It didn’t matter if I could sing, if I could play the guitar, or if I got onto the school’s sports team—you were never happy for me. Even when I got into the university you wanted, you never congratulated me. Why, Father, why…?


      Was I not obedient enough?


      Or did you despise me so deeply that the hate couldn’t be taken out of your heart…?


      I reached out to place my hand on the doorknob. The cold metal brought me back to my senses. What the fuck was I doing? I pulled my hand back and stared at the large wooden door in front of me. 


      If I was smarter, if I was stronger, if I was better than P’Kinn, if I wasn’t gay, would you love me? Just a tiny bit…?


      Would you protect me, Father?


      Just once?


      I took a deep breath when I felt a strange feeling shoot through my heart. I wanted this house to be just as it had been these last few days, only with Father here with us. I wanted Father to be kind to me, just once, when I was weak and needed reassurance. Only once…


      Can’t you see me as your son, just once? Not as a tool to be used against the Major Clan…just as your son.


      We’ve got nothing left, Father. We don’t even have the title of “Minor Clan” anymore. But did you know that I’ve longed for this day? A day without the word “minor,” without the word “second,” without needing to be compared to anyone—no feuding, just a family that shares our joys and sorrows.


      Everything I’d done had been to make Father proud of me. I never wanted any of his wealth, not a single piece of it. The only thing I wanted…was for Father to feel proud of me as his son.


      Father…why? Why did you have to hurt me again and again? Why did you trample on your own son’s feelings? Why…why did you leave me so soon? I still haven’t gotten what I want yet!


      I stood frozen outside Father’s room for several minutes. I didn’t know what made me brave enough to reach for the doorknob again, but this time, I pushed the door open…


      In front of me stood the imposing desk, documents still carefully arranged on it. The earthy scent of vetiver made me think back to those days gone by. 


      Everything was exactly the same. I ran my palm over the wooden desk, the image of Father engrossed in his work still fresh in my mind. My fingers slowly traced along the chair he used to sit in to give his orders. 


      You were so cool in my eyes, did you know that? Even as you got older, you were still handsome and put together. 


      At some point unknown to me, I’d started to smile at the memories. My eyes drifted to the middle of the room, and I took a deep breath. 


      That’s where we always fought, Father. I really was useless. Every time I came in here, we’d always clash. I can’t forget any of that.


      But Father…why didn’t you keep a single photo of me or Macau on your desk? Why do you only have pictures of yourself? 


      Do you know how hurt Macau was by your every action? He’s not a bad child, Father; he just wants someone to protect him. Just once.


      I swept my gaze around the room as images of yesteryear came rushing back. 


      If you were still here with me today, Father, would you be able to accept Pete? Pete’s really capable. Not only that, but he’s brave. He even used to be the Major Clan’s deputy head bodyguard. You’ve definitely met him before, Father. He’s my lover now. Even if you can’t accept him right away, his honest heart will win you over.


      I explored the room—lifeless, like it had died with its owner. It was empty and utterly still; even the antique clock on the wall had stopped moving, as if no life could remain here.


      I came to a stop in front of the safe he’d always guarded so jealously. I didn’t know what was in there. Cash? Gold? I had no idea. I only knew that Father never let anyone go near it, not a single soul.


      So I took the liberty of idly trying all sorts of combinations: Father’s birthday, Mom’s birthday, all the important Theerapanyakul dates… But believe it or not, those guesses were all wrong. This safe was ancient. I just wanted to know what was inside. If it was cash or gold, I wouldn’t take it, but Father wasn’t the kind of person to cling onto his riches. 


      For once, can I see what’s inside?


      I tried the easy combinations. I tried random numbers. But there was no sign of it opening. 


      What if I tried my birthday? December 25. Could it be that, Father? Just in case I’m important to you, just once…


      2 5 1 2


      I tried the four-digit combination, my heart hammering in my chest, more prepared to be disappointed than I was hopeful. But suddenly, I nearly broke into a smile… The safe unlocked.


      The code was my birthday.


      Father…


      I’m not dreaming, right…? I’m not just lying to myself, right? 


      I didn’t know when tears had started streaming down my face, but I heard my sobs echo through the cavernous room. I rubbed my face nervously, then slowly pulled the safe door open. 


      Numbness spread through my body as I stared at what was inside. My broken heart shattered all over again; my whole world came crashing down. I could barely control my reaction. My legs lost all strength, and I nearly collapsed.


      “Father,” I said through my sobs, “why didn’t you tell me…? Why?” 


      I took out one of the photos. It was a picture of me getting prizes in middle school. I found my sports medals, my and Macau’s report cards from kindergarten to high school, our certificates, photos of us doing various activities. It was all hidden away in the safe—like Father’s feelings, hidden in the deepest parts of his heart.


      “Father…I miss you…” I hugged the photos in agony. I wanted to scream and throw a tantrum like a child. I slowly sank down to the floor, and the things in the safe fell with me. All of them were his sons’ achievements.


      “Father…I miss you… Can you hear me?” I blubbered. I was almost going crazy. I’d unlocked not only the truth but also my feelings inside.


      I reached out to pick up a photo of me in high school. It was from when I played the guitar for the opening ceremony of our school’s sports day. I flipped the photo over to see a neatly written message in black ink.


      You’re doing great, my son. You’ll always make me proud.


      —Kant, May 12, 2014


      “Why, Father…? Why…?” I hugged the photos to my chest, my heart swelling and breaking at the same time. Father, you went to see me perform? You took these pictures yourself? Father…


      “Why didn’t you tell me?!” I shouted. I didn’t care if any of the bodyguards outside could hear me. The same words whirled through my head—why, why, why?


      Even on Macau’s middle school sports day, he took photos and wrote on the back of one…


      My youngest, keep going. You’ll soon catch up to your hia.


      “Macau and me… Have you been proud of us…all along?” I sobbed, heartbroken to find out the truth only when it was too late. “Why…why didn’t you tell us? Macau and I…we needed you, Father! Why?!” 


      Even our birth certificates with our footprints were in this safe. If you only wanted me to find out the truth now that you’re dead…isn’t that cruel…?


      Father, do you know…I miss you so much that my heart feels like it’s being torn apart…?


      I sobbed again, unable to control myself anymore. My face grew wet with tears. 


      My eyes caught on a notebook with a photo of me and Macau carefully pasted onto the cover. I opened it and looked inside.


      To Vegas Korawit Theerapanyakul,


      My eldest son, my heart. You must grow up strong and safe from harm, victorious over temptation. Be like the mighty tree spreading its branches, standing firm and steady. Be the refuge and the hope for others, my son.


      —Kant Theerapanyakul


      I cried my heart out, turning to the second page with shaking hands.


      To Macau Karin Theerapanyakul,


      My youngest son, the apple of my eye. You must be humble. Be wily and survive. Be kind but not weak. Be like the noble elephant and motivate your older brother to stand tall, but don’t forget to stand up for yourself.


      —Kant Theerapanyakul


      “Father,” I sobbed.


      I flipped to the next page, my heart racing.


      The day I had to pretend to hurt my own son in front of everyone else hurt me the most—the day I hit Vegas for the very first time. But if I hadn’t done it, Korn would’ve done worse. 


      I won’t let anyone hurt my children. This will protect Vegas and keep him safe from danger.


      “What do I do now, Father?”


      I love Lin with all my heart. The day she left us, I didn’t want to stay in this world any longer, but I still have Vegas and Macau. I had to keep going, to protect both my sons until the end. 


      The day Korn killed her, I couldn’t say anything. Not even Agong was on my side. I knew that, from then on, the people I love would be taken from me again. 


      I will be Vegas and Macau’s shield. I am willing to hit my own children, willing to be branded as a cruel father, because I know that when it comes to the people I love…Korn will not let them live.


      “Korn… Damn you, Korn!”


      Korn always said that love makes us weak. I can’t be weak, not in front of someone like Korn. I can’t show any love for fear that he’ll take my children from me. I have to be hated by my beloved son, and the pain is more than I can bear. This distance from Vegas and Macau breaks my heart. Every time I do what’s necessary if I want them to live, it tears me up inside.


      “Father…why did you do this…?”


      I’ll always be proud of Vegas and Macau. But the situation between the Major Clan and Minor Clan is a travesty. I made Vegas into a cruel man and Macau into a quarrelsome boy. That’s my karma, and though it pains me, I deserve it.


      I flipped through the pages, my heart shattering into smaller and smaller pieces, the more I read.


      “No, Father… Come back to pay for your karma, then… I can’t be strong anymore, Father…”


      The day I found out Vegas was gay, I couldn’t accept it. I’m still a traditionalist. But it’s my karma that Vegas hates women because I kept bringing those women into our house. I knew how much it hurt him.


      When my son said that he shouldn’t have been born, I didn’t want to keep living anymore. But he’s right—he shouldn’t have been born as my son. He shouldn’t have been born into this Theerapanyakul mess. My son deserves better. 


      If this is his path, then may the man he chooses love and be ready to lay down his life for my son.


      “I…I only have what I have today because of you,” I said.


      Be strong, my sons. Escape the Theerapanyakul cycle of karma. As long as my sons are happy, healthy, and loved, I will die without grievances.


      “But…I miss you, Father.”


      Never be weak in front of the Major Clan. My sons must be able to stand up for themselves. 


      If you’re reading this, that means I’m not around anymore. I’m sorry. I must apologize to my sons a hundred times—a thousand times. Please don’t lose faith in love, because love will set the two of you free.


      I’ve been a terrible father. I’m sorry, from the bottom of my heart.


      With love, 


      Kant


      “Father…you can’t do this! How long will you keep hurting me…?” I hugged the notebook, collapsing onto the floor in my grief. Father would remain in my fond memories, even if those memories had faded before and only became clearer today…but there was no way he could ever return.


      “Father…I miss you,” I sobbed, hysterical. I probably looked no different from a child throwing a tantrum. I just wanted him here beside me.


      It’s meaningless now that I don’t have Father with me anymore. What do I do, Father, when you’re no longer here…?


      Slam! The door slamming open barely registered to me. It wasn’t enough to call me back to my senses. For a moment, I couldn’t hear anything; silence and stillness surrounded me, like Father’s antique clock that no longer ticked.


      Time doesn’t seem to heal all wounds, like they say, Father…


      “Vegas…?”


      The next thing I knew, I was in Pete’s arms as he hugged me from behind, trying to pick me up from the floor. My eyes, brimming with tears, could barely make out the blurry image of Macau in front of me.


      “Hia!”


      “Macau…” I pulled my little brother close and hugged him tightly.


      “Hia, what’s wrong? Are you okay…?” Macau sobbed and returned my hug as Pete stroked my back.


      “Father…didn’t hate us,” I told him in a trembling voice, pulling away and holding up the evidence from the safe for Macau to see.


      “What is this, Hia…?”


      “He had his reasons, Macau… Forgive him…please…” I tried to hand everything over to him. Macau was so shocked that it seemed he was at a loss for words.


      My brother and I understand now, Father… You weren’t a terrible father to me, or else why would I keep chasing after your love and protection? Did you ask me whether I wanted that, just once? Just ask me. I don’t care about the Major Clan.


      Father…you’ve done the best you could… I’ll look after my brother as best I can. He’ll grow up strong, like you said, maybe even stronger than me…


      Thank you, Father, for everything you did for us, even if it turned into the rift that split our family apart. And I will…


      “Pa…pa…Ve…” Venice crawled from Pete’s arms, his little hand slowly reaching out to touch my face. “Aw…aw…” Venice smiled, staring wide-eyed at me. I stared back before hesitantly reaching out to stroke his tiny little face.
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      “Venice…” I pulled Venice into my arms. This was the first time I’d ever held him without him struggling—instead, he nuzzled at my shoulder. 


      Father, your youngest son is called Venice. I’ll be his father now. I’ll protect him.


      “That’s good, Vegas… That’s good.” Pete gently stroked my hair.


      “Have faith in love, Father said… I love you, Pete… I love you, Macau… And I’ll love and protect Venice, Father.” They hugged me tightly. “We’re a family, we’ll protect each other.” 


      Pete kissed my forehead. 


      “I’ll take care of you, Macau, and I’ll take care of Venice too because that’s the last thing Father left behind for us. Venice is our love,” I said.


      The four of us sat there, hugging each other, for a long while. I could hear Pete sighing. He was probably relieved that this day had finally come. 


      After this, the things you never said to me, I’ll do them all for you, Father. Thank you, Father. You aren’t a terrible man—you’re the one I miss the most…


    


  




  

    

      Chapter 11:
Fair


       


      VEGAS


      THE FOUR OF US STAYED THERE in Father’s room with no intention of getting up or leaving. I was just starting to get a hold of myself as Macau stared at the pictures, his tears falling silently. Behind us sat Pete and Venice, there to support us.


      “When we’ve got the time, should we go see Father?” Pete asked with a smile. He probably meant going to pay our respects at Father’s grave—which Macau and I had never visited. “He really loved the two of you, even if he might not have been the best at showing it. There’s no changing the past, but we can make a new future,” Pete added, trying to comfort us. 


      Macau began putting the pictures back in order and placing them inside the safe.


      “We should shower and get dressed,” I said. “We’ve got a meeting with the Major Clan today, right?” 


      Pete picked up the sleeping Venice and gave us a nod.


      “Let’s go, Macau.” I turned to Macau, who’d been silent for a long while.


      “Do I really have to go, Hia?” he asked.


      “Mm-hmm. Be said so,” I said weakly.


      “Just go. It’s probably just some catching up over a meal as usual, Macau,” Pete put in. “There’s nothing to worry about.”


      “P’Pete, you’ll be going too, right?” Macau looked at Pete worriedly.


      “Of course. He did invite the whole family,” Pete replied.


      “Then I guess I’ll go,” Macau said.


      “Come on, let’s go get dressed.” I returned everything to the safe that held Father’s love for us. The only thing I took with me, the thing I didn’t let anyone else see, was Father’s notebook…


      …Korn killed my mother?


       


      ***


       


      “Vegas…Vegas! Vegas!” Pete’s call startled me.


      I’d been lost in thought. I quickly schooled my features and turned to face my lover. “Hmmm…? Yes?”


      “Why are you spacing out? Go shower and get dressed.” Pete handed me a towel and gestured toward the bathroom.


      “Okay.” 


      I took the towel and was about to go into our bathroom, but before I could take another step, Pete suddenly called out, “Vegas…” 


      He came up behind me, throwing his arms around me in a warm embrace.


      “What is it, hmm?” I asked.


      “You know now that your father really loved you and Macau. What’s done is done. I know what you’ve been through, but this involves the business, and we might not be seeing the whole picture…why Mr. Korn had to do what he did…” Pete had a lot to say, and I knew exactly what he meant.


      “You mean the fact that Be killed Father and seized the Minor Clan?” I asked evenly.


      “Yeah.” Pete burrowed his face into my shoulder, his voice pleading. “We’re happy, Vegas. We don’t have to be the Minor Clan. Let the past go, please.” 


      “You’re afraid I’d want revenge…because I’m not the Minor Clan?” I gently stroked my lover’s arms.


      “It must sting, right? To have to continue working for the Major Clan as a former Minor Clan member,” he said.


      “…Yes, it stings, but what hurts more is the fact that I was born into the Minor Clan.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “I never wanted to be part of the Minor Clan. I’m still working because that’s what Be wants. As for revenge…”


      “…Because he killed your father,” Pete interrupted. 


      Yes! Because he killed my father! The only thing I wanted was my family’s happiness, and I want it all the more now that I’ve finally found out the truth—even if I’ve got you by my side, Pete.


      “…The past can’t be changed, Vegas. We can only accept it and keep moving forward. If you drown yourself in your desire for revenge, you won’t be able to see the present or the future.”


      “I hardly have any desire for revenge left in me—not since you came into my life. I want to be happy. I want to be free. But, Pete, you have to know that once you’ve stepped into this world, there’s no escape.”


      “Yes, there is. I know we can be free. But if we all keep trying to take revenge, it will never end,” Pete insisted.


      “If we stop, will they stop…? So typical of you, Pete. Always honest, always optimistic. Someone like you shouldn’t have gotten mixed up in this.” I fondly traced his cheek with my finger. “I know that you’ve found out a few things, and I can’t keep secrets from you. But I promise that nothing will happen to me. I won’t let you find a new husband yet…”


      Pete slapped my arm as hard as he could.


      “Ow!” 


      I spent nearly all my time with Pete, so he must have known that I was planning something. I couldn’t hide anything from him, but he probably didn’t know the details, and I didn’t want him to be implicated.


      “I don’t know what you’re planning, and you don’t want me to get involved, but I’ll stand beside you,” Pete said. “Always.”


      I pulled him into my arms. I know what you’re trying to say, Pete, but you have to understand what it’s like for me. I lost my father, and today, I found out the truth about my mother. The Theerapanyakul family is more brutal than you could ever know. 


      I’m going to free you from it.


      I’m doing this for you, Pete…


      While I showered, Pete went to get Venice ready for our visit. In my mind, I still couldn’t stop thinking about the message in that notebook. Korn killed her… The words kept circling around in my head; I couldn’t shake them off. 


      I kept thinking about it until I felt a headache coming on. I tried to suppress my tumultuous thoughts; the chaos in my mind was so dizzying that I wanted to throw up.


      “Pete…” I came out, hoping to grab my medicine from my desk, but Pete was already there. He jumped when he heard me. “What are you doing?”


      “Oh… Just bringing you your medicine,” he said. “It’s about time.” 


      I glanced at Father’s notebook, where I had left it on my desk, and quickly slid it into a drawer. I sat on my chair. “My head hurts.” 


      “Then hurry up and take your medicine,” said Pete.


      “When will I be able to stop taking this?” I asked, swallowing the medicine. “I’m sick of it.” 


      “You were in a coma for a month. It’s a miracle that you didn’t wake up a drooling idiot,” Pete half joked. 


      I’d been taking this medicine for a year now because of my accident. I didn’t know if I was actually getting better because I couldn’t tell what “better” was. I was still a bit confused, but I took whatever Pete and the doctor told me to take. At least it was good for me—that’s what Pete said, anyway.


      “Is Macau ready?” I asked.


      “He’s already waiting downstairs with Venice. Can you manage?”


      “Mm-hmm… Let’s go,” I said.


       


      ***


       


      PETE


      “SMILE! PAPA’S TAKING YOU outside today,” I said to Venice in the car seat. He looked just as grumpy as Macau. I turned to Macau, who was staring out the window with his arms crossed over his chest. “You too. Smile. Didn’t you say you wanted to eat out?” 


      “Not at the Major Clan house,” he scoffed.


      “Eh…ah…” Venice babbled, trying to take his clothes off.


      “What is it, Venice? You don’t like that outfit?” I turned to Venice. But you look so cool!


      “You bully him but only complain when I do it,” Vegas deadpanned as he swiped at his iPad, checking his stocks.


      “These clothes are so much cooler than the ones you picked out. That baby bee costume can’t compare to this tux and bowtie combo, right, Venice?” I looked at Venice for his opinion. He did look quite uncomfortable. Don’t tell me you prefer Vegas’s baby bee outfit? You were crying just this morning! This family’s sons are so hard to please!


      “Mr. Venice is used to wearing just his diaper at home,” Nop said. “But today, his parents dress him up in the morning and the evening, and in such weird clothes too!” 


      “Weird?!” Vegas and I said at the same time, glaring at Nop.


      “You keep driving,” Vegas said.


      “Ah…wah…” Venice babbled.


      “Please believe Papa. You look handsome like this,” I said.


      “Just take it off and leave him in just the diaper, if that’s…”


      “Do you think P’Tankhun is planning something again?”


      Argh! Chaos erupted in our car. One was fussing with his clothes, another kept talking to himself, and the other seemed indifferent to it all but kept making snide comments. They were driving me crazy!


      We finally made it to the Major Clan house without a single peaceful moment in the car.


       


      ***


       


      “Hey, you guyyys!” 


      As soon as we stepped inside, the chaos increased tenfold. 


      “Why, the gang’s all here! Venice…looking good!” 


      Holding Venice, I tried to give the young master my friendliest smile. Of course, when Venice saw Mr. Tankhun, he turned his face away and did something I’d never seen him do…


      “P…Pa…Ve…” Venice stretched out his arms, and Vegas immediately took him. When had those two come to an understanding? But Venice really must’ve had enough of the young master because, every time we visited, I couldn’t protect my baby from the chaos.


      “There, there, Venice,” Macau chimed in, patting Venice’s back.


      “There, what?” said Mr. Tankhun. “Macau…” 


      The same people, the same arguments. Weren’t they tired of it? It’d been like this for years. It seemed like it was getting better recently, but not really… 


      Before the blood feud could break out again, Porchay came over. “Duuude…” He threw an arm around Macau’s shoulder. “I’ve been waiting for you. I’ve got a new game I wanted to show you. Stay after dinner?” 


      Porchay and Macau had gotten a lot closer. They had different majors, but they attended the same university. Porchay was studying at the School of Music, while Macau was in the School of Arts, but I’d seen them hanging out in the evening sometimes.


      Of course, someone like the young master couldn’t help but feel neglected by Porchay, so he tossed his head indignantly. “What game? Why haven’t you told me about it?”


      “That’s just for us young people to know… Let’s go eat, I’m hungry,” Macau taunted him, walking away with his arm around Porchay’s shoulder.


      “Macau!” Mr. Tankhun yelped.


      “Let’s go, Young Master.” I smiled and led the young master toward the dining room.


      “Don’t touch me! You’re one of them now.” Mr. Tankhun tried to shake me off, but I held on.


      “Come on, let’s go have dinner,” I insisted.


      “What’s all this ruckus, Tankhun?” came Mr. Korn’s voice. “Ah… You really haven’t grown up. Your nongs are here for dinner, yet you’re still pestering them like always.”


      We entered the dining room to find Mr. Korn, Mr. Kinn, Mr. Kim, and Porsche already seated at the table.


      “He started it, Father,” Mr. Tankhun rebutted.


      “I told you to wait for them here, but you just had to make a scene,” Mr. Kim grumbled. “I don’t want a brother like you, it’s embarrassing.”


      “Shut up, Kim,” said Mr. Tankhun.


      Mr. Korn sighed. “Have a seat, Pete… Oh! How handsome, Venice. Agong almost didn’t recognize you,” Mr. Korn said cheerfully. 


      I bowed my head before sitting down next to Vegas, who was still carrying Venice because Venice refused to let go of him.


      “How touching. Venice must love Vegas very much. Kant would’ve been happy to see this.” Mr. Korn’s words made the whole table freeze. Even Macau was stunned into silence beside me.


      Mr. Tankhun tried to act like everything was normal, but I could see him glancing at Vegas and Macau out of the corner of his eye. “Uh…let’s eat,” he said, changing the subject. He nodded for the maids to start serving dinner. “Go on.”


      “All right, let’s eat. I don’t know what your preferences are, but I’ll try to look after you in Kant’s stead, as I promised,” Mr. Korn said.


      “Father…” It was the young master who spoke up. 


      I reached under the table to hold Macau’s hand. I knew what he’d been through today. Vegas kept hugging Venice with a calm expression.


      “What’s wrong…?” said Mr. Korn. “I only meant to say that it’s good you all love each other. So that Kant may be at peace…without any worries.” 


      “Here! Try the chicken,” Mr. Tankhun said, adding food to Macau’s plate while shooting his father a disapproving look.


      “Father, have you called them here to speak about next week’s matters?” Mr. Kinn asked. He was eating his dinner in small, precise bites. He acted unconcerned but got straight to the point.


      “You truly lack the art of communication, Kinn, saying anything you want without any introduction.” Mr. Korn shook his head at Mr. Kinn, who’d already turned away to add food to Porsche’s plate. “But since Kinn has brought it up, I will say this now—next week, I will be opening the ports that used to belong to the Minor Clan.” 


      Vegas looked up from his plate to stare evenly at Mr. Korn, then smiled and handed Venice over to me. “Is that so…?” he said.


      “Mm… To start off with, I will manage the ports myself. Kinn is already busy enough with our shipments in the south. As for you, Vegas, I will appoint you as director, since you’re already familiar with our business in the north.” Mr. Korn paused before looking at Vegas and smiling. “What do you think?”


      “Heh…” Vegas chuckled softly. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to help you, Be…”


      “You’ve been with the Minor Clan since you were born,” said Mr. Korn. “I’m sure you can handle any problems, Vegas.”


      “Yes… I was born into the Minor Clan, but I have little experience. Please advise me, since you used to be part of the Minor Clan as well—isn’t that right, Be?” Vegas smirked and reached for the salad in front of him, picking out the apple slices and popping them into his mouth without seeming to care that everyone else had gone pale.


      “…Do your duty well, acting director,” Mr. Korn said, focusing on cutting the meat on his plate.


      “Oh! How about this?” The young master suddenly started clapping, breaking the tension. “Who wants to play a board game after dinner? I got Pol to buy me a new one. Macau, you stay and play with us.” He pointed his fork at me. “You as well, Pete.”


      “Suuure,” I said.


      “Let me play too, P’Tankhun,” said Vegas snidely. “A new game? There’s always a new game these days. So many games that some people aren’t able to keep up.”


      “Of course. I’ve never played it before, so I promise I won’t cheat,” the young master said, all innocence.


      “You all really know how to enjoy yourselves. But all games have their own rules. Be careful when you play.” Mr. Korn was gazing fondly at us, but even I could sense the hidden meaning in his eyes.


      “If the game’s unfair, don’t follow the rules,” Vegas whispered to me. I reached over and pinched his thigh.


      The game is unfair, so you won’t follow the rules…? Vegas! Stop this, please! Stop playing games with Mr. Korn. I don’t want to have to stop you when it’s all too late. 


      You know how much power Mr. Korn has in his hands. Don’t risk yourself, please, I’m worried about you…


       


      ***


       


      “Hey, man. You must be stressed. Your husband sure has a smart mouth.” Arm came over to stand next to me and lit his cigarette. 


      After dinner, I’d played a couple of board games with the young master, then excused myself for a smoke, leaving Vegas, Venice, and Macau with him. I’d tried to quit smoking because I didn’t want it affecting Venice, but I just couldn’t help it sometimes.


      “I don’t know how to stop this, Arm,” I said, blowing out smoke and staring as it floated away.


      “I know. I was standing in the dining room. It was so fucking tense in there.”


      “I just want everything to be over—for everyone to live their lives and follow their own paths, as it should be. Go our separate ways, instead of getting stuck in the past,” I said to my friend, and he seemed to understand.


      “If you chose to join the game in the first place, you have to play until the end,” a third voice said, making us spin around. Porsche was leaning against the wall, holding his own cigarette.


      “And what do we get when the game ends?” I asked him, keeping my expression neutral.


      “You either win or you lose,” Porsche said, a teasing glint in his eyes.


      “The wager is our lives,” I said. “You lose, you die, but in the end, if you win, you’ll still lose something…unless you can play without feeling anything at all.”


      “Is that how you see me?” Porsche asked.


      “No…” 


      “…You’re an honest man, Pete. But you should be honest with yourself sometimes.”


      “What are you talking about?” I faced off against Porsche. 


      He stepped closer to whisper into my ear, “Vegas is doing all of this for you, you know.”


      I’ll protect my family. I’ll always take care of Venice as my own son, just as my lover has been doing.


      Have faith in love, and we’ll be free…


      I’ll believe in love, just as you did.


    


  




  

    

      Chapter 12:
 Freedom


       


      PETE


      “VEGAS IS DOING ALL OF THIS for you, you know.” Porsche’s voice echoed in my mind.


      I was doing everything for Vegas, trying to stop the situation from getting out of hand. He already knew how much his father loved him, but why was he refusing to back down?


      “Hia, don’t you think P’Pete looks good in this?” Macau asked Vegas.


      I let out a long sigh. Since it was Vegas’s day off, the four of us had decided to go shopping. Macau treated me like a doll, dragging me into this shop and that, putting me in the kind of clothes I really wasn’t used to wearing.


      “Light green might not be appropriate. Plus, it’s velvet… Isn’t this a bit too much, Macau?” I said, looking at the oversized cardigan. It was from a brand called Ami that Macau kept gushing about, saying that it had only just become available in Thailand and was very popular, worn by Korean idols or something. It was also crazy expensive—just a plain T-shirt with nothing on it was ten grand?


      “It’s cute on you, P’Pete. Bright colors suit you. Don’t just wear what Hia does, all black and gloomy like he’s got the entire world on his shoulders! Right, Hia?” Macau turned to give Vegas a cheeky grin.


      “Uh-huh… Come here,” Vegas said, beckoning me over to sit beside him. He’d been waiting for us on the sofa, with Venice’s head on his lap. Venice was showing off his acrobatic talent by sucking on his own toes.


      “Cute…” Vegas stared at the green cardigan and smiled before reaching out and gently stroking my neck where bruises had begun to form, a thoughtful expression on his face.


      “Hia, learn some self-control… Gimme your card, I’m buying these now,” Macau said dismissively.


      “All of this, Macau?” I had to do a double take because Macau was already getting three or four shirts for himself, not to mention my own shirts. All of this was nearly a hundred grand!


      “It’s fine, P’Pete, this isn’t enough to pay for what he’s done… That’s a nasty bruise right there,” Macau said indignantly. “Look, I know what Hia’s tastes are like, but you can tell him to back off…or—” Macau leaned in to whisper, “Do you like it?”


      “Stop talking nonsense… Go! Go and pay for those, quick.” 


      Argh! Vegas worked hard, but he was wasting it all on his family’s clothes, not to mention our daily expenses. It was giving me a headache.


      “Don’t worry about it…just buy what you want,” Vegas said and ruffled my hair.


      After we finished shopping, we ended up at the ice cream parlor, which delighted Venice. Anything sweet and cold and likely to make him sick was a hit with him; his eyes lit up when Macau ordered a colorful, eye-catching ‘wonderland’ sundae with little castles, cotton candy, and all sorts of sweets.


      “Only a little, Venice, or else you’ll get sick,” I warned him as he tried to dip his face into the ice cream bowl.


      “You should have some. Why do you look so worried?” Vegas said. He’d noticed that I kept looking at the shopping bags and sighing.


      “This isn’t going to hurt his pockets, P’Pete,” Macau said blithely, chewing on marshmallows.


      “We shouldn’t be spending so much,” I muttered.


      “We might not have as much as we used to, but I can still provide for you for the rest of your life,” Vegas said, sipping his coffee.


      I still wasn’t reassured. “But we should be saving as much as we can—to start a family.” 


      “Haven’t we already done that?” Vegas asked.


      “…I meant a family of our own.” I lowered my voice so that only Vegas could hear me. “You’re still living off your salary from the Major Clan, and I want us to be free from them. Maybe we can run a small business. We’ll do what we want, have our own house… It doesn’t have to be too big, but it’d be ours. That’s all…” 


      Vegas paused and stared at me. “Free…?” he echoed.


      “Mm.” I nodded, still feeling disheartened.


      “I’ll try to make it happen…to give you everything you want.” Vegas ruffled my hair again, and I gave him a small smile.


      “Venice! No!” 


      Vegas and I whipped around. Venice had leaned in too close to the cotton candy, getting it in his hair as he clambered up and dipped his hands into the ice cream bowl. He’d made a huge mess.


      “Oh, come on, Venice!” Vegas rubbed his temples and swore.


      “Why are you so naughty?!” I quickly lifted Venice away from the bowl and made a beeline for the bathroom. Argh! By the time he grows up, what else will I have to go through?


      In the end, I had to clean him up in the sink. Luckily, I had spare diapers with me, but Venice’s clothes really couldn’t be saved.


      “Is there anything else you want?” Vegas asked Macau and me. We shook our heads. “Then we’ll go home.” Vegas had probably noticed that Venice was about to nod off. We all agreed to go home.


       


      [IN THE CAR]


      The car was completely silent save for the sound of the air conditioning and soft snoring from Macau. Both he and Venice were fast asleep, clearly worn out. Vegas drove, and I stared out the window, looking at whatever drifted by.


      “Happy?” Vegas suddenly asked.


      “Very,” I answered without having to think. It wasn’t often that Vegas had free time to bring us on an outing like this. He’d even bought clothes and accessories for me and Macau, as well as toys for Venice.


      Vegas reached over to hold my hand. “I’ll try to find the time so we can do this more often.” 


      “I’m happy that everyone’s happy. That’s all I want. Just this,” I said honestly. 


      Vegas smiled and tugged on the back of my neck, making me lean toward him so that he could press a quick kiss to my forehead.


      “I’ve got a lot of work to take care of tomorrow, so I’ll be back late. You don’t have to wait up for me,” he said. 


      I paused, and then lightly smiled back. “Mm-hmm.”


      “You’re not overthinking things, right? We’re getting close to opening day for the ports, so I’ll be busy for the time being,” Vegas said, trying to put me at ease.


      “I know… Just tell me if there’s any way I can help,” I said. 


      Vegas turned away from the road to smile warmly at me. Although I knew that he only wanted to protect me and make me happy, deep down, I was afraid. 


      And I knew that tomorrow, Vegas would be going to the warehouse…


       


      ***


       


      [SATURDAY]


      “Macau…”


      “Yes, P’Pete?” Macau was playing with Venice in the living room. He lifted his head and saw I’d brought someone with me. “Oh, P’Ray…”


      “I have something to do today, so I asked Ray to take you and Venice to the water park,” I said, handing four tickets to Macau.


      “I’m too lazy, P’Pete. I wanna stay home,” Macau said and lay back down.


      “Dr. Top invited you himself. He wants to take you on an outing,” I told him, wanting to get Macau and Venice to a safe place.


      “But it’s no fun without you,” Macau said reluctantly.


      “You want to get better, right? Your medicine helps, but you should go out and do things. Plus, P’Top is taking you.” I knew that Macau didn’t have feelings for P’Top anymore, but I had to find a way to convince him to go—because I needed to confront Vegas tonight. This house wasn’t safe, and besides, the men here belonged to the Major Clan, so I couldn’t trust any of them. If anything happened to me or Vegas, I needed to be sure that Macau and Venice were safe.


      “I’ve never been to a water park, so I’d love to go,” Ray put in. “Think of it as humoring me, Macau.” 


      Ray managed to avoid suspicion when he entered the house by dressing casually and pretending to be an old friend of mine. Vegas had already left early in the morning, so everything seemed to be going smoothly. But it would be a lot easier if Macau cooperated. 


      He finally sat up and glanced at Venice. “You want me to go with Venice? You know how naughty he is.” Macau made a face.


      “I’ll be there too. P’Top as well. We can look after him,” Ray said cheerfully.


      “You’ll see how naughty Venice can be!” With those parting words, Macau got up and went to his room to get ready. I sighed in relief and turned to Ray.


      “Venice doesn’t like strangers, but you should be fine with Macau there. Venice also doesn’t like crowds and noise. If he’s sleepy, you can give him his bottle, and he’ll fall asleep on his own. I’ll leave this to you, Ray.” I picked up Venice and gave his cheeks big, smacking kisses before I packed his things into a bag for Ray.


      “Mr. Pete, I’ll be there to help you if anything happens, no matter how far away I am,” Ray said.


      “We trust them both, so there shouldn’t be any danger… Enjoy your trip, Ray,” I said, sighing for the millionth time today. 


      After I sent all three of them off, I hurried up to my room to get ready. I put on my turtleneck and blazer, not forgetting my gun, and sat there, waiting for the clock to strike twelve.


      I had to confront Vegas and Porsche in the evening, but I also had my own business to take care of first. When noon arrived, I picked up the keys to the BMW and drove off to run my errands. 


      What I’m doing today goes against everything I’ve tried to stop Vegas from doing.


      It’s all disordered. I’m fighting for my lover, but tonight, I’ll be stopping him. I don’t even know what I’m doing. 


      My conscience bothered me every now and then, but I resisted it every time I thought of Vegas’s face.


      I wanted to live peacefully, but I also wanted to fight alongside him. I wanted him to let go of the past, but I also wanted to unravel it all so that he wouldn’t be trapped in it any longer. 


      I wasn’t a good person. I was more cold-blooded than I ever thought I could be…


       


      [5 P.M.]


      After I’d taken care of my business, I went after Vegas. I thought back to the days when I was ordered by Mr. Kinn to keep an eye on the eldest son of the Minor Clan. I watched his every move until I realized that Vegas wasn’t some villain—in fact, he lived quite simply, but he had many layers to him. I felt bad for him every time he left the house with a sullen expression after his father hit him. Maybe it was Stockholm syndrome, but I understood him and empathized with him until I couldn’t resist him anymore.


      Everyone had their own motives. Vegas wasn’t a bad person, but he wasn’t good either. But wasn’t that true about everyone? 


      All this was why I’d realized that Vegas needed love the most. And I was ready to give it to him because I’d already fallen from grace—maybe ever since the first time I followed him.


      Today, I wasn’t here to spy on him like before. I was here to stop him—to beg him to live his life with just me, Macau, and Venice, and to abandon his revenge.


      I nervously got out of my car, watching my target. We were on the outskirts of the city, and from what I could see, there were four men guarding the outside of the building. 


      Less than thirty minutes later, a mystery car arrived with Vegas and Porsche, who both headed straight into the warehouse. I stared at the gun in my hand. I wasn’t sure of anything right now. I hadn’t prepared myself for what I might find inside. I didn’t know what they were doing, but my thoughts were already running wild. I’d been getting more and more headaches lately. I felt like I was losing control, and I feared the unknown…


      It took a long time for me to gather my courage before I stepped out of the bushes, where I’d been hiding. I carefully made my way to the warehouse, and the closer I got, the faster my heart pounded. I just had to overcome this fear…


      Suddenly, the men outside noticed me. I took advantage of their surprise to get one of them in a headlock and squeezed his neck until he dropped. My movements alerted the other guards in the area, and they rushed at me, but I wasn’t just anyone—I was still the ex–head bodyguard for the Major Clan’s eldest son, and I didn’t pull my punches, throwing them to the ground one by one. 


      I seemed to be more experienced than them because the scuffle outside soon ended. I didn’t wait for my thoughts to catch up with me. I opened the door without hesitation, certain in my own decision.


      “Pete!” 


      Half a dozen guns pointed at me. 


      “Stand down!” Vegas barked at his men.


      “What are you two doing?!” I demanded, looking around. I stared at Porsche, then Vegas.


      “Oops… We got caught,” Porsche said indifferently when I caught sight of a woman tied to a chair, badly beaten up.


      “…Ms. Pim?” When I saw her face, I cursed to myself.


      “Listen to me, Pete!” Vegas tried to approach me, but I was already running over to untie Ms. Pim.


      “Stop that!” Porsche yanked me back.


      “What the fuck are you two doing?! That’s a woman!” I shouted at them, furious.


      “All of you, go wait outside.” Vegas ordered his men to leave.


      “If we don’t, the Major Clan will,” Porsche said, voice hard.


      “You hurt her… You hurt Ms. Pim.” I couldn’t accept what I was seeing. I turned to Vegas in disappointment. “That’s Venice’s mother, Vegas… That’s our son’s mother!” I tried to hold in my sobs, tried not to show any weakness.


      “I know, Pete… Listen to me first.” Vegas took another step toward me, but I stepped back.


      “Oh, come on, just spit it out, Vegas. I don’t want to listen to your little lover’s quarrel,” Porsche scoffed. I couldn’t hold back anymore—I grabbed his collar, swearing at him.


      “That’s my son’s mother… I don’t want Venice growing up and learning that his father hurt his own mother… What the fuck happened to you, Porsche? What the fuck happened?! When did you turn into this?!” I shoved him to the floor.


      “Pete!” Porsche got up and lunged at me, but Vegas held him back. “If you don’t know shit, don’t say anything! What we’ve done isn’t even half of what Korn’s done!”


      “What you’re doing now… Do you want to be Mr. Korn? You want to be like him? Because this is no different!” I exploded.


      “Pete, let me explain first,” Vegas insisted.


      “You’re a good person, Pete,” Porsche said. “It’s a shame that you’re an idiot!” 


      Before Porsche even finished speaking, I swung my fist at his head, and we landed in a heap. We tussled on the floor, but I got the upper hand by straddling him and pummeling his face. I couldn’t control myself—I’d been bottling up my frustration toward Porsche for so long, and I just wanted him to come back to his senses.


      “Pete! That’s enough. Please let me explain.” Vegas wrapped his arms around my torso and pulled me off of Porsche. But my anger had apparently reached its limit because I spun around and swung at Vegas’s face so hard that he also stumbled and fell.


      “Didn’t you say you wanted a happy family? You’re hurting our son’s mother!” I shouted. “If one day, Venice finds out about this, how do you think he’ll feel?!” 


      Before I could swing at Vegas again, Porsche ran up to attack me, but I was faster. I twisted away and grabbed his neck, pushing him back until he slammed into the wall. With all my strength, I lifted Porsche off the ground.


      “Let…go…” Porsche tried to struggle out of my hold.


      “I told you before, didn’t I, Porsche…? You’ll never win, not against me.”


      “Ve…” Porsche glanced at Vegas, who’d gone still, like he was shocked to see me like this.


      “Drugs… Give me more drugs,” a woman’s voice suddenly groaned. She’d been slumped on the chair, unconscious, but she was finally starting to wake up.


      “Let Porsche go, Pete… Please let him go…” Vegas hugged me from behind, and my death grip around Porsche’s neck began to loosen. “The Major Clan caught Pim and injected her with drugs. I tried to get Father’s secret from her, but it didn’t work…”


      “Then why did you kidnap her again?!” I dropped Porsche and whipped around to face Vegas.


      “Because if we didn’t, the Major Clan would kill her anyway. I might’ve lost control and roughed her up a bit, but I never thought about killing her.” Vegas stared at me with tears in his eyes, like he couldn’t believe this was me. 


      I stepped forward fearlessly to push at Vegas’s chest. He backed away, holding his hands up to placate me. “You should’ve let her go… That’s what you should have done in the first place. Where’s the family you promised me? Didn’t you say we were going to be happy?” With every word, I swung at Vegas, but he didn’t fight back, only raising his arms to shield himself. “Wake up!” I shouted, yanking on his collar. “Wake up and see what the fuck you’re doing!” 
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      “…Pete, calm down… Calm down first,” Vegas said, stumbling over his words.


      Porsche coughed. “There’s no such thing as a happy family,” he said, “not since you chose to become a part of this one.” 


      I let go of Vegas and turned around to kick Porsche in the side until he doubled over in pain.


      “Think of Mr. Kinn when you do this shit! The Major Clan is still your family!” I stomped on Porsche again, not only to vent my anger, but because I wanted to call them both back to their senses and make them realize that they were only making everything worse. I’d completely lost control, though. The rage I’d been holding inside for so long finally exploded, erupting so high that it couldn’t be brought back down.


      “Pim said she has a secret to tell me about my father… That’s why I haven’t let her go.” Vegas tried to intervene, but I shoved him away.


      “What secret? That your father loved you? You know that now, so why are you still doing this?! Why?!” I pushed Vegas down again. “What the fuck is this?!” I screamed, completely losing it.


      I didn’t know how to handle this. I couldn’t take it anymore. Why was the Major Clan’s karma not through with me yet? Why?


      “You…haven’t changed from that first day, Vegas. I don’t know how to heal you, how else to protect you… You hurt her. You hurt Venice’s mother. You broke your promise to me,” I ranted through my tears. “I can’t take it anymore, Vegas. I can’t take it anymore!” 


      I took a deep breath, trying to get my emotions under control. My thoughts were a mess. The more I looked at Pim’s battered state, the more my heart ached. I didn’t know if Vegas and Porsche were telling the truth, that the Major Clan was going to kill Pim—or if Vegas and Porsche were. The Pim in front of me right now made me think back to when Vegas locked me up and tortured me. I knew her pain. If Vegas was still capable of the same things he did in the past, that meant…


      He hadn’t changed, not for the better.


      He’d still allowed himself to be consumed by revenge. Everything I’d tried meant nothing. The truth was, no matter how beautiful our dream was, we still had to live with our wounds and learn from our mistakes…


      “You…shouldn’t have done this, Vegas… You shouldn’t have!” I tightened my grip on my gun. Tears streamed down my face, my whole body shaking with all the pain I’d been holding inside for so long.


      “…Pete.” Vegas called my name softly, his gray shirt stained with blood and sweat from the fighting just now.


      “Go on, shoot! Do it if you dare!” Porsche taunted, trying to push himself up from the floor. I went still, my thoughts in turmoil, and slowly aimed the gun at Porsche’s head. I hovered my finger over the trigger, resisting the emotions that were so hard to control.


      “Put the gun down, Pete,” Vegas rasped as he crawled toward me.


      “Stay the fuck away from me!” I swung the gun toward Vegas, signaling him to stop, and he froze. 


      I stared at my lover with empty eyes, not knowing what to do next…


      “I’m sorry…” Vegas’s voice was full of remorse.


      As I struggled to quell my rage, Porsche seized the opportunity to get up and snatched the gun from my hands before I could react.


      “Damn it!” I stumbled backward, hitting the wall with a thud. I struggled to keep hold of my gun as I pushed myself off the wall to fight the man in front of me.


      “Porsche! Stop!” Vegas rushed forward, desperate to stop us from fighting again.


      “Let go, you fucker!” Porsche shouted.


      “Shit, Porsche!” 


      All hell broke loose as the three of us wrestled for the gun.


      “Mr. Porsche!” One of Porsche’s men came running inside in a panic. “Mr. Porsche! One of the Major Clan’s cars is headed this way!” 


      With one final burst of strength, Porsche grabbed hold of the gun and pulled the trigger.


      Bang! 


      All three of us froze, staring at each other in shock. In the end, it was Vegas who broke the silence. “Pete!” he screamed, eyes widening in helpless fear as I dropped to the floor. 


      “Vegas! Let’s go!” Porsche desperately tried to call Vegas back to his senses as he dragged him toward the exit. Porsche’s men threw out smoke grenades as they ran out after their boss, filling the warehouse with fumes. All that was left behind was the wreckage of the fight—and me…


      “Vegas…focus,” I said softly through gritted teeth, even if he couldn’t hear me. I knew he was about to switch personalities. The smoke bomb made everything blurry as I watched Vegas being dragged away, kicking and thrashing, staring back at me in despair.


      “I’m fine…” I tried to say out loud, clutching my stomach.


      “Mr. Pete!” Ray’s voice rang in my ears. My eyes were stinging from the smoke, making it hard to tell what was going on. The next thing I knew, Ray was carrying me outside. As we exited the warehouse, the last thing I saw was Ms. Pim—she’d been hit by Porsche’s bullet, straight through her heart. She had gone completely still, lifeless, blood seeping out of her.


      I promise I’ll raise Venice well and I’ll love him as much as he needs. Please rest in peace, Ms. Pim…


      “Mr. Pete…Mr. Pete! Are you hurt?” Ray got me into the car, and we sped off.


      “No…” I said, clutching my stomach. 


      Just now, it had been complete chaos. I didn’t even know where the gun had been pointed—I’d only felt the recoil as the steel barrel slammed into my stomach, leaving me winded for a moment.


      “Where are Venice and Macau?” I asked Ray as soon as I’d pulled myself together enough to speak.


      “At Dr. Top’s condo. Mr. Arm called to alert me that the Major Clan was preparing to go to the warehouse, so I came as quickly as I could.” 


      As soon as he’d explained, I hurriedly pulled out my phone to call Dr. Top. “Hello, P’Top?”


      “Pete, did anything happen to you…?” P’Top asked worriedly.


      “It’s fine. I’m with Ray now,” I said. “How are Macau and Venice?”


      “Don’t worry, they’re both safe. They’re at my place. I’ve invited Porchay to come and keep Macau company.”


      “Venice hasn’t been fussing?” I asked.


      “Macau and Porchay have been helping me look after him. He’s just about to fall asleep.”


      “P’Top, could I trouble you…?”


      “Of course, let the kids stay here tonight. Come pick them up whenever you’re ready, or after everything’s resolved.”


      “Thank you so much, P’Top.” I hung up and sighed in relief.


      “Where to, Mr. Pete?” Ray turned to ask me and stepped on the gas.


      “Home,” I said evenly. Ray gave me a doubtful glance, but he did as I ordered.


      I sat there, thinking over everything that’d happened, a headache pounding in my skull like never before. The things I’d said just now went against my actions. I couldn’t tell what my true feelings were. My conscience struggled with the terrible things I’d done. I wasn’t being honest with myself, and I didn’t know what I truly wanted…


      Ray kept looking at the rearview mirror, often enough that I had to ask, “What is it, Ray?”


      “I’m not sure…” Ray began, a worried expression on his face. I turned around to look at the car following behind us.


      “Hey… Shit!” 


      Our instincts weren’t wrong. The familiar Maserati soon caught up, pulling ahead before sharply swerving to cut us off, forcing Ray to slam on the brakes.


      Smack! I lurched forward, and my head hit the console hard enough that it started bleeding.


      “Mr. Pete! Are you alright?” Ray recovered quickly and tried to help support my head. Dizzier than ever, I looked up to stare at the car blocking our way. I slowly stepped out of my car to face that person without any trace of fear.


      Ray got out too and pointed his gun at the man I knew very well. He had a placid face and fierce eyes filled with quiet authority. I signaled for Ray to lower his gun. This was someone I respected, and I knew that he wouldn’t hurt me.


      “Mr. Kinn,” I said.


    


  




  

    

      Chapter 13:
It’s Not Free


       


      PETE


      I LOOKED INTO THE DISTANCE aimlessly, cool air brushing past my face. My mind, chaotic with thoughts, calmed down bit by bit as a sliver of light slowly broke through the darkness in front of me. 


      I was standing on a pier in the suburbs, surrounded by a thick forest; all the little insects chittered in a symphony. There was barely a car in sight. 


      I didn’t know how long I had been standing like this; I didn’t even know what time it was. All I knew was that Mr. Kinn was in the same boat, no better or worse than me.


      “Are you hurt…?” Mr. Tay asked, gently wiping all the grime off my face with a wet wipe. 


      The car that had cut in front of mine earlier belonged to Mr. Kinn and his friend Tay. They didn’t have any bodyguards with them.


      “Thank you, sir,” I told Mr. Tay absentmindedly.


      “Arm couldn’t leave Tankhun, so when I heard about this, I decided to come with Kinn. Don’t worry, I don’t know anything.” 


      I looked at Mr. Tay and let out a sigh. I knew that Arm must’ve been worried about me, and lately, Mr. Tay had been hanging out with Mr. Kinn a lot. So, there was nothing strange about Arm asking Mr. Tay to check up on me for him. Or maybe Mr. Tay had just wanted to accompany Mr. Kinn, and that was all.


      “…What do you know about this, Pete?” asked Mr. Kinn. He’d been zoning out. “I’ve never managed to find any dirt on Porsche and Vegas at all,” he added, exhausted. “Earlier, I went to the abandoned warehouse, but I didn’t find any evidence except your car. What is Porsche up to?”


      I turned to him, worry written all over my face. “…If you knew, what would you do next, Mr. Kinn?” 


      “Yes…what should I do next?” he wondered aloud.


      “You must have heard quite a bit, then, Mr. Kinn…”


      “I guess Porsche hasn’t moved on when it comes to his parents.” Mr. Kinn had seen right through everything. “Worse than that, he must want to get rid of my father.”


      “Do you want me to wait outside with that Ray guy?” Mr. Tay asked. He clearly didn’t want to eavesdrop.


      Mr. Kinn turned toward Mr. Tay with obvious trust. “It’s fine… You’re the closest of my close friends. You must have heard about this already.” 


      “If it all goes as you say…would you get rid of Porsche, Mr. Kinn?” I asked, my heart ramming against my ribcage.


      “If you were me, Pete, what would you do?”


      “My situation might not be as difficult as yours. I can decide more easily, and I’ve already thought about it. If it turns out I can’t change Vegas, I…” I bit my lip in pain and admitted the conclusion I’d carefully reached: “I would stand by his side with understanding. Because everybody has a reason behind their actions.”


      “And what if Vegas’s choice is wrong? You’d still stand by his side?”


      “Maybe Vegas didn’t choose the wrong path—he just didn’t get to make the choice in the first place,” I said, understanding and accepting what had been eating me alive.


      “He could choose to stop.”


      “Between living under control and striving for freedom, which one would you choose, sir?”


      Mr. Kinn did not reply.


      I’d begun to understand Vegas’s motivations more. Actually, I’d understood them for a while now. However, a shred of loyalty toward the Major Clan still lingered inside me. Today would be my judgment day—between love and loyalty, which of my feelings would be more sincere?


      “I want a perfect family. I want Vegas. I want freedom,” I said. Both of us looked each other in the eyes for a moment. “But freedom can never be obtained without a cost—pain.” 


      It did hurt me. It pained me that I might be branded as the Major Clan’s ungrateful traitor. They’d taken care of me and given me a life. They’d given my grandparents a place to live; they’d given me loads of money, underlings, and power. The Major Clan had given me everything that made me who I was today.


      “So, what should I do next?” Mr. Kinn asked, desperate.


      “You have to believe, sir. We have to believe in the men we love and stay by their sides, no matter the odds.”


      “But my duty and my love can’t go together,” Mr. Kinn said, his voice quivering slightly. He must have meant his duty as a son, which he had fulfilled perfectly all this time.


      “Everything comes with a price,” I said. “If we prioritize our duty, we might fail as lovers. But if we prioritize our love, we might fail in our duty. If I may give you some advice…you can choose your duty and understand your lover at the same time, sir.”


      “What about my father…?”


      “Stay in the present, Mr. Kinn.” I cut him off immediately, saying what I had on my mind. “Let go of the past and don’t be afraid of the future. Right now, if you fulfill your duty as a son and take good care of Porsche as well, everything will feel easier, sir.”


      “If you’re lucky in love, you’re unlucky in the game. If you’re lucky in the game, you’re unlucky in love. That’s right,” Mr. Tay said in English. I nodded and gave him a faint smile. 


      “My father said that love makes people weak,” Mr. Kinn said, letting out a huge sigh. “I guess he was right.”


      “But love also gives you hope. I believe that my love will set me free from pain.” I sighed too before turning around and heading toward the car.


      “So, you chose Vegas, huh, Pete?” 


      Before I could take a step, I went still for a moment. “I turned my back against the whole world for Vegas, sir. I did it a long time ago.” 


      I turned my head to the side a bit and nodded a deferential goodbye to Mr. Kinn. Then, I walked away from that place.


       


      ***


       


      My mind wandered the whole ride home. I started to understand things more clearly. Like I’d said today, even if I couldn’t change Vegas, I was still ready to stay by his side. Everything I did was for him, so I shouldn’t hesitate anymore.


      “I’ll leave this to you, Ray,” I told him as I handed him the key to the BMW. I’d parked near the empty warehouse so he could bring it back for me.


      “About the car—I’ve handled it, sir.” 


      Before I turned around and set foot in the house, I stopped and thought about what Ray had said. Could Ray really handle everything that swiftly?


      “Yeah? Then go get some rest.” Even though I had a lot of questions about Ray running through my head, by now, I just wanted to put everything away. Judging from my conversation with Mr. Kinn earlier, it seemed that Vegas and Porsche had managed to destroy all the evidence in time. And from the look in Vegas’s eyes when he was about to shift into the other Vegas, I was sure he must have come back to wait for me at the house already.


      I stepped foot inside the house. The atmosphere was more quiet, ominous, and suffocating than it had been before. All the men who were tasked with guarding the family avoided my eyes, as if they were afraid of something. 


      When I heard a sound coming from Vegas’s room, I immediately understood their strange behavior and the house’s ominous aura.


      I didn’t know why that didn’t intimidate me at all. Even though I knew very well that the monstrous version of Vegas was throwing things around, I wasn’t afraid—I felt relief that he’d come back home.


      Click…


      “Where have you been?!” As soon as I stepped into the office, he yanked my arm so hard that it sent me flying; I crashed against the wall with full force.


      I decided to stay quiet, though. I said nothing, letting Vegas violently grab and throw me against the wall over and over again.


      “Did you hear me?! Where have you been?!” Vegas stared at me with a feral gaze, his fury out of control.


      I turned to face him and said gently, “Calm down, Vegas.” He’d thrown me so hard that I’d landed on the floor.


      “Who sent you?!” Vegas roared, in English like usual, pointing his finger at me. “Who was it, huh?!” Vegas seized my shoulders and squeezed them with all the anger in his body.


      “Who…? Ray?” I tried to sound as normal as possible, even though what Vegas had said earlier hurt me deeply.


      “Ray? Is he your boy toy?!” That made it impossible for me to hold back my tears any longer. I tried to swallow down my sobbing and keep the situation under my control.


      “What did you say, Vegas? What did you say?!” I yelled back tearfully.


      “You finally cheated on me!” Vegas stalked up to me, pointing his finger at me in fury.


      “Ray is my bodyguard.” I got hold of myself enough to try to explain. “I hired him so we can be free from the Major Clan’s clutches.” The pain shot through my body and spread through my chest, my heart feeling so heavy that I could barely breathe.


      “You think I will fall for your lies?” Vegas continued to berate me in English, stomping over my heart with his words. 


      I couldn’t hold back anymore. “Stop it, Vegas! What did I say? Don’t you dare accuse me of cheating! Don’t you dare!”


      “Why not?!”


      I couldn’t handle it anymore. I’d lost control of myself. I stood up against Vegas and slapped him in the face as hard as I could manage. 


      Vegas’s head turned to the side and stayed like that. I looked down at my hand, shaking, unable to believe what I’d done.


      “Vegas…”


      “Fuuuck!” Vegas gathered all his strength and swung his arms, knocking over the objects around us in one sweep. He pushed me without even stopping to think if any of those items might fall on top of me.


      “Stop! Stop right now, Vegas!” I cried as I held my arms up to protect myself from the falling objects. Unfortunately, I couldn’t dodge the metal vase that fell and hit me on the mouth, cutting my lips and making me bleed.


      “Get the fuck out!” Vegas carried on throwing things at me tirelessly until I managed to struggle toward the drawer, where I quickly grabbed a needle. I drew up the medication and swiftly walked up to Vegas from behind, striking the needle down into a vein near his neck without hesitation.


      Vegas’s movements grew sluggish. He tried to throw the glass in his hand; it slowly dropped to the floor before his body shut down. I held him in my embrace, feeling guilty.


      “I’m sorry,” I said between my sobs, “I’m sorry.” 


      I slowly sat down on the ground, tightly holding Vegas’s unmoving form. My heart beat against my ribcage as I buried my face in the crook of his neck and wailed in agony.


      “That hurt, right? That really hurt, didn’t it? I didn’t mean to… I’m sorry.” I looked up, placing my hand on the red spot on Vegas’s cheek where I had slapped him. “You’ve been hurt all day today. Then let’s forget about it, Vegas. Forget about it, okay? I’m here.” 


      I held him tightly, fearing that he would disappear if I ever let go.


       


      ***


       


      [THE MORNING AFTER]


      “Hia is…doing okay, right?” 


      I was sitting next to the bed, absentmindedly watching Vegas. Earlier, P’Top had come by to drop Macau and Venice off, and they had been greeted by the sight of me on the floor, holding Vegas in the middle of the office without any intention of moving. I’d had no idea how fast time had flown—it was already morning.


      “He’s fine now. I gave him some fluids, so he should recover soon.” Luckily, Dr. Top had his medical equipment in his car, so he’d given Vegas a saline drip, along with some painkillers for Vegas’s headache. 


      “What happened, P’Pete?” Macau asked me anxiously.


      “I guess it was an accident. Right, Pete? Here, I’ll take care of that.” P’Top soaked a cotton ball in saline and wiped off the dried blood from my lips.


      “An accident, really?” Macau kept asking questions, so P’Top shot him a scolding glare.


      “Vegas has dissociative identity disorder,” I said flatly.


      “Pete.” Dr. Top tried to stop me.


      “We’re family. We shouldn’t keep secrets from each other, right?” I looked in Macau’s direction, tears brimming in my eyes once more.


      “Hia…” Macau glared at Vegas in shock.


      “Don’t worry. It can be treated.”


      “What caused it?” Macau asked. His voice was shaking.


      “Vegas has suffered from depression for a long time,” Dr. Top explained. “He started showing symptoms of DID when he lost Mr. Kant. The trauma triggered him to create an alternate personality that is distinctively separate from him. The alter is there to protect him and make him forget certain things.”


      “Then why…?”


      “Pete has been trying really hard to help Vegas, Macau. He’s been doing everything he can. Don’t worry.”


      “Then why didn’t you tell me, P’Pete? Why didn’t you?” Macau cried, leaning down to hug me. I knew how badly broken he was inside.


      I affectionately hugged him back, trying to console him. “Because I’m confident that Vegas will beat it. And you will beat it too.” 


      “How did you manage to shoulder this on your own, P’Pete? How?” 


      “Let’s take care of him together.” I gently patted Macau’s head. “You’re also important to helping him recover.” 


      “True, help from family is also a key factor. Apart from medication, we have to help rehabilitate his mental health,” P’Top said. “Pete, Macau, and Venice have to help encourage Vegas to get him through this hard time, okay?”


      Macau broke away from me and tackled Vegas in a hug, feeling sorry for his brother. “And what do I need to do?”


      “Lend him an ear. Foster a positive environment and make good memories with him. Take him out for some exercise or play some music. Anything that will free him from that grief and trauma.”


      “Hia… I’m here, okay? I’ll save you,” Macau sobbed. 


      Seeing him, I couldn’t hold back my tears either. I ended up weeping at the scene in front of me.


      P’Top tried to distract himself—he clearly feared that he’d end up crying as well, so he shifted his focus to taking care of my cut instead. “It’s going to sting a bit,” he said. “You haven’t slept at all, have you? Have you been taking those supplements that I gave you?” 


      I shook my head in reply. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to take them, but I’d had so many things to worry about that I completely forgot about myself. 


      “Then take some. It will help you sleep better.” Dr. Top handed me the medicine and water, which I took from him without any hesitation.


      Creak…


      “Mr. Venice has fallen asleep. I told that Nop guy that I’m Mr. Pete’s friend, sir,” Ray reported to me when he came back from the room where he had put Venice to sleep.


      “Then I’ll leave Venice and Macau to you, all right?” Dr. Top said. “If you need anything, you can call me. Macau, go stay with Ray. I want P’Pete and your hia to get some rest, okay?” 


      Macau nodded obediently and complied. 


      I slowly crawled over to the spot next to Vegas and got under the same blanket as him. I took my time to embrace him and then buried my face in his arm. 


      Macau, Dr. Top, and Ray pulled the curtains shut, blocking the light, and adjusted the AC for us before walking out of the bedroom.


      “Sweet dreams, Vegas. When you wake up, I hope all the pain in your heart disappears.” I leaned over to place a soft kiss on his cheek, then closed my eyes and drifted off to sleep next to the warmth of my lover.


       


      ***


       


      VEGAS


      I STRUGGLED TO OPEN MY EYES because I had to readjust to the light. My brain felt so empty, like all the memories in my life had vanished, with nothing left for me to recall. 


      I gradually put myself together as I stared at the familiar bedroom ceiling. When my mind grew silent and my surroundings calmed, I started to be able to recall how I ended up back in my bedroom. 


      Suddenly, faint memories flooded back into my head, and I shot up in horror.


      “Pete!” My heart pounded so hard that it could have burst through my ribcage. 


      The last thing I’d seen was the warehouse I’d locked Pim in; I’d been planning to help her get out of the country. All the ­papers were ready, and all I needed to do was wait for her to regain consciousness. Then, we would begin our operation. If she stayed here, the Major Clan would eventually hunt her down and kill her.


      But Pete had happened to walk in on us before we could do that…and then Pete collapsed on the ground. Pete had been shot. Had he…?


      “Arghh!” I clutched my head in agony. Pete! Pete! Please don’t let it be true! 


      I panicked. I was so close to becoming hysterical. I didn’t know what to do. My heart ached, about to shatter into a million pieces. 


      I scanned the room, my gaze landing on the spot next to me, where a bundle of thick blankets let out a faint sound. 


      “Zzzzz…” 


      Snoring? Snoring?! My brows knitted together. I pulled the blanket off, revealing a sight that flooded me with so much relief.


      “Huh? Huh?!” His eyelids half opened, then he started talking gibberish: “Vegas, Vegas, Vegas…oh.” 


      I quickly pulled him back to bed and held him, lulling him back to sleep.


      “It’s nothing. Go back to sleep, darling. Shhh…” 


      He fell back into his slumber with ease. Sigh… Damn it! How could that be? Was what happened yesterday at the warehouse really just a nightmare? Lately, when I slept, I’d often have nightmares that I was drowning. What was going on? I couldn’t remember anything.


      I slowly got out of bed and threw a blanket over Pete, wanting him to be comfortable. My eyes caught sight of an IV stand at the end of the bed, and that made me even more confused… What was that for? I looked down at the back of my hand and saw that it was bandaged with a patch of gauze. Me? Me?! What happened to me?!


      I racked my brain, going through various possibilities. These strange circumstances were happening too often. The missing memories were no longer a product of my imagination. I went straight to the office, looked for a phone, and quickly called Porsche.


      But before I pressed the call button, I noticed the date shown on screen, telling me that today was Monday—which meant I didn’t remember Saturday or Sunday at all.


      Riiiing, Riiiing. 


      Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep.


      I tried to call Porsche, but I couldn’t reach him, no matter how hard I tried. It was almost noon already; he should have gotten up by now. I decided to call someone else—Master.


      I didn’t have to wait for long. Master picked up immediately.


      “How are you, Vegas?” he asked through his voice changer.


      “Master, Pim safely left the country, right?” I closed my eyes, trying to recall the events from last Saturday. I had gone to collect documents, a passport, and everything that would help Pim leave the country before heading straight to the warehouse. I’d found Pete, and then…and then… I couldn’t remember what happened next.


      “…Pim is dead, Vegas,” Master said flatly.


      “What?!”


      “If you can’t remember, then don’t waste your time trying. Go get some rest. The port opening day is fast approaching. You must be better prepared.”


      “What happened, Master? Tell me, please.”


      Master sighed. “Porsche accidentally shot Pim. The Major Clan tried to hunt us down, but thankfully, my men managed to collect the evidence in time.” 


      So the warehouse incident hadn’t been a nightmare. The gunshot still ringing in my ears hadn’t been for Pete but for Pim?


      “And…?”


      “Vegas, stop interrogating me. What you must do right now is pull yourself together and hunt down the rest of the board members for their signatures. Do you know that the founding members of the port under your mother’s name are dying one by one? I’m running out of options here.”


      “Huh?! Master…what should I do next? I’m…in agony.” I tightly gripped the table to steady myself as my head throbbed, the result of my attempt to recall the missing memories.


      “Stop thinking so hard! And don’t dwell too much on Pim. If she were still alive, she would be suffering from withdrawal right now. The drug the Major Clan gave her was very addictive. This might have been the only way to free her from her suffering.”


      “But…”


      “I have to go, Vegas. I’ll give you the date later,” Master said, hanging up immediately.


      “That’s Venice’s mother, Vegas… That’s our son’s mother!”


      Pete’s voice replayed in my head. Pim… She was dead? When I first took her in, I had thought about getting rid of her. I still held a great amount of fury toward that woman. It wasn’t until Pete had relieved me of all my pain that I decided that I’d help her through rehab, then send her off to somewhere safe.


      But now…I couldn’t fulfill that wish of mine. Pete…I’m sorry. And with the affection I had for Venice, I’d wanted him to meet his mother at least once. Venice, I’m sorry.


      Creak… 


      The sound made me turn toward the door. I closed my eyes to keep my sanity intact.


      “Hia, are you awake?” Macau entered my room, carrying Venice with him. I didn’t say anything; I had to gather all of my courage to look directly at Venice with guilt in my heart.


      “Pa…” Venice called out to me and kept looking around. I knew he was searching for Pete.


      “Come to Papa.” I reached out to take Venice. He didn’t resist me much lately, and he had gotten used to being around me without crying. 


      I held the boy in my strong embrace before saying quietly, “I’m sorry…I’m sorry, Venice.” I bit my lip, trying to even out my shaky voice. 


      Macau looked at me, not asking any questions. Then, he let out a sigh, running his hand up and down my arm in consolation.


      A clueless Venice pointed at the golden model of a junk ship on the shelf with interest. “B-boat.”


      “Hia, I’m going to buy some stuff for a school project at the mall,” Macau said. “I think I’m going to bring Venice with me. Can I?”


      “Who are you going with?”


      “Ray…”


      I didn’t recognize the name. “A friend of yours?” 


      “No, no…” 


      Suddenly, I heard the door open once again, and in came a tall, broad man I didn’t recognize.


      “Excuse me, sir,” he said. I nodded in confused acknowledgment. “I’m Ray, Pete’s secret bodyguard. I was ordered to take care of Mr. Macau and Mr. Venice when you and Mr. Pete are busy. I’m not from the Major Clan.” 


      I was stunned. Pete had hired a bodyguard to take care of our family? How long had this been going on, and why didn’t he tell me?


      “Mr. Pete was trying to find the right time to tell you, sir, but there are a lot of Major Clan men here,” he added. “We have to be careful. I have been doing this job for a while—you can trust me. I recognize the love that Mr. Pete has for the three of you, sir.” 


      I must have thought too loud because that Ray guy managed to answer every question in my mind.


      “Don’t worry, Hia. Nop is coming too. Ray really can be trusted, though.”


      Is that so? Well, if Pete made the decision, that must have meant he’d thought it through. And he always chose the best of the best for our family. He had good intentions and always would.


      “I’ll leave this to you, Ray,” I said.


      Ray bowed his head and opened the door for Macau and Venice. Ever since I opened my eyes today, I had been getting surprised nonstop. What the hell was going on? 


      I went back to the bedroom to check if my lover was sleeping comfortably. When I looked at Pete’s face, though, I saw a cut on his lips, which triggered the memories of that day when I’d seen bruises on him.


      “Pete, be serious! Who did this?! Who?!” 


      “You!”


      Pete’s words from the day I’d asked about those bruises on his body… It was me? 


      I started to calm down even more; the anxious feeling slowly started to dissipate. I gently traced the cut on Pete’s lips with my finger, sorrow collapsing on top of me, to the point where I couldn’t hold back my tears.


      I went to get my iPad with fear in my heart. I was afraid of everything. I was afraid that what I’d thought would be true. I was afraid that the person who had hurt my heart so deeply would turn out to be…me.


      I swiped at the screen until it took me to the CCTV cameras I had secretly set up after I’d started questioning a lot of my own behavior. Even though I already had an answer in my mind, I struggled to breathe. My legs felt weak, and my hands became cold—as if I was not going to be able to handle the truth that I already knew.


      I clicked on the recording from last Saturday…during the gap in my memories.


      “Where have you been…?! Did you hear me?! Where have you been?!”


      “Calm down, Vegas.”


      “Who sent you?! Who was it, huh?!”


      As the video started playing, I collapsed to the floor. My heart shattered into a million pieces at the evidence of my heinous actions—I’d hurt the man I loved with my own two hands! It couldn’t be real. It wasn’t real, right?


      That monster attacked the love of my life like he was less than human. Why?! Why did everything turn out this way? I was supposed to protect and take care of him. But today, everything became clear: I had been inflicting pain on Pete repeatedly. The monster I had been on day one…I was still that person now. I’d trampled over Pete’s feelings again and again. I did it unconsciously, but I still couldn’t help hating myself. I was disgusted and so angry that I could never forgive myself.


      Pete…why are you doing this? Why do you choose to stay with a monster like me? Why be with a bastard from hell like me? Why don’t you just leave? Why?! 


      I cried out in agonizing guilt. I wanted to die. If me being alive meant hurting the people I loved, then I just wanted to die and end their suffering.


      “Vegas…” 


      I heard Pete calling out to me. He slowly and sleepily propped himself up on the bed. 


      I turned to shoot him a quick glance, but I couldn’t face him any longer. I pulled open the drawer and swiftly grabbed the gun inside, then pressed the barrel against my temple without hesitation. 


      “Vegas!” In shock, Pete jumped off the bed and tried to snatch the gun from my hand.


      “Pete!” I wailed. “Let me go… Just let me go.” I tried to resist Pete and take the gun back, but at that moment, I was too exhausted. Pete quickly threw the gun away from my grasp and embraced me tightly.


      “Nnngh… Don’t do this. Don’t!” Pete tightly held me, his body trembling in fear as he began to sob. 


      His tears made me feel even more pathetic. How many times had he cried because of me? How many times had I hurt him? How many times had I broken his heart? And how many times had he ended up forgiving me unconditionally?


      “Then why didn’t you tell me?!” I didn’t hug him back. I let myself sink deeply into the memories that kept flooding back. The suffering and the hopelessness sapped my strength and left me drowning.


      “I’m here, Vegas. I’m here. I won’t leave you.” Pete broke the hug and used both of his hands to cup my face, which was drenched in an endless stream of tears. I closed my eyes in pain; I didn’t have the guts to face him directly.


      “Why, Pete? Why don’t you just leave me?” I cried. “I hurt you. I caused you pain. I was the one who did it. I don’t even know what I’ve become. Why would you put up with that?!” My heart was tearing apart in my chest.


      “It can be treated, Vegas,” Pete said through his sobs. “I’ll make you better. It’ll be fine—it really will be.” 


      The tip of Pete’s finger kept wiping tears off my face. He tried to embrace me, to gently run his hand up and down me in a calming motion, but I couldn’t handle it anymore. I couldn’t live with the person I was anymore. Memories of hurting Pete gnawed at my heart; I couldn’t take it. I was a demon, a devil. And Pete had to face all these despicable things I’d done. 


      The only way to end it—so that Pete wouldn’t be injured, wouldn’t have to suffer, wouldn’t have to be in pain anymore—was to kill myself!


      “I hurt you,” I sobbed, “I did this to you, Pete. How could I? How could I?!” I slapped my face to punish myself. I slapped with all the strength I had, to teach myself that I should feel guiltier about the despicable things I’d done. Of course, Pete tried to stop me, crying heavily. 


      “I hate myself! I hate myself!” I was losing it. I didn’t want to live and be a burden to the man in front of me any longer.


      “No, Vegas…don’t. No matter how much you hate yourself, no matter what kind of person you are or what you have become, I love you. I accept you. I can accept any version of you. I mean it, Vegas… I’m begging you.” Pete held my hand back and leaned his head against my chest.


      “Let…let me go, Pete… I can’t take it anymore… I’m selfish. I hurt you.” 


      “No, I want to be with you.” Pete sobbed so hard that his body trembled. I felt horrible that he had to face this kind of horror. A good man like him didn’t deserve to be stuck with me at all.


      “Don’t do it, Pete. Don’t put up with all of this.” I sank deep into the truth that I’d learned. 


      If I was the cause of those scars, then please don’t put up with me any further. Don’t torture yourself by staying here, Pete. I beg you. What we’ve had is already more than enough—that I got one chance in this lifetime to love you. 


      In this lifetime, I once got to have him by my side.


      In this lifetime, I received love from him.


      That was already more than enough.


      “Let go… Good luck, Pete.” I forced myself to push Pete away and ran out of the room.


      “Vegas!!” 


      I heard Pete running after me, his wails echoing through the house.


      “What happened?” someone asked. 


      I ran away, crying. I didn’t give a damn that Dr. Top and Tankhun had entered my house.


      “Pete!” Tankhun called his name so loudly that I turned around. 


      I saw Pete collapse against the stairs and let out a pitiful wail: “Don’t go!!!” 


      I couldn’t take it anymore. I saw Tankhun rush over to support Pete, who had lost all his strength. I ran out of the house, feeling so ashamed that I couldn’t bear to live anymore.


      It’s my fault, Pete… You’re too good for me.


      Don’t put up with me… I beg you.


      “Khun, stay with Pete, okay? I’ll go after Vegas…”


    


  




  

    

      Chapter 14:
But I Am


       


      VEGAS


      “YOU’RE AWAKE?” 


      I moved slowly and carefully, sore and exhausted. I opened my eyes, which was a miracle—earlier, I’d thrown myself off a tall bridge in the middle of the river. I could barely remember that moment apart from my anger and self-loathing over what I had done to Pete. 


      That was right; I’d tried to take my life like a lunatic with nowhere else to go. I’d had no spirit or humanity left. How had I…managed to wind up at Master’s safe house?


      The mechanical voice echoed from the glass room. “If my men hadn’t saved you in time, you’d have been sleeping with the fishes,” Master scolded me. 


      I was still damp from the water, but they’d already changed my clothes and covered me with a blanket on the couch.


      “Did it even occur to you how Pete would live if you had succeeded?” 


      “Did it occur to you how much pain Pete will have to endure if I stay alive?!” I raged. My anger was not directed toward Master for saving my life but toward myself for failing. I couldn’t forgive myself.


      “Well, he’s trying to fix you, Vegas. I’ve seen a fair share of your symptoms, no less than Pete. No matter which Vegas you are, the first thing you care about is always Pete. And Pete doesn’t stick around out of patience or pity—he does it out of love. Goddamn it, aside from this bullshit clan system I have to navigate, I have to lecture you about your love life too?” Master, hiding behind his mask, pulled his hair in frustration. 


      “So I have to live with hurting the man I love?” I asked.


      The image of myself jumping from that incredibly frightening height sent chills down my spine. My brain felt like it was going to be set back to zero. The impact of falling through the water’s surface had been both painful and numbing; it was so bad that I couldn’t feel anything. Only when I woke up did I realize that the pain hadn’t gone away at all.


      “But, Vegas, you’re getting better every day, don’t you realize that? Isn’t that thanks to Pete? Pete is trying to make you better, did you know that?”


      “But how am I supposed to endure this suffering?!”


      “Then you’re being selfish. You didn’t even bother to think about what Pete would do if that crazy stunt you pulled succeeded. You need to learn to think about his feelings,” Master said in frustration. 


      If I died…then Pete wouldn’t have to suffer. He wouldn’t be trapped by the name “Vegas”—wouldn’t have to deal with a monster like me.


      But…the image of Pete crying as if his heart had been torn apart flashed in my head. If I was gone, would he be free from this misery? All the things he had done…


      “Don’t forget your meds…”


      “Calm down, Vegas.”


      “I’m right here, Vegas. I’m always here by your side.”


      “I’ll never leave you.”


      “It can be treated, Vegas.”


      Every word that Pete had said came back into my head… He had been right by my side at every moment. He was able to accept me, no matter how good or bad I was. But instead, I decided to be selfish?


      “You’ve gotten a lot better, Vegas. For example, with Pim, you intended to help set her free. You’ve started to love Venice more. You’ve begun to understand your father better. Your disorder can be treated, but you have to cooperate with Pete here. Don’t be selfish and take the easy way out.”


      “Ugh…” I tried to hold back my sobs. Damn, I felt weak as hell. But I didn’t actually care much because it served me right. I should feel ashamed for what I’d done to the man I loved.


      “What makes your life worth living?” Master sighed, glaring at me from behind the clear glass. “Answer me!” he demanded sharply.


      “Pete…”


      “Yeah! Your love is very powerful, you know that? Don’t adopt what Mr. Korn has drilled into his children’s heads, damn it!” 


      I looked up to meet Master’s eyes. Even though my tears flowed, I didn’t feel ashamed at all. 


      “‘Love makes you weak…’ Do you want to prove Mr. Korn right or what?”


      “No! Not at all…” Meeting Pete had broadened my view of the world. I’d learned a lot of new perspectives that I’d never been open to before. The best thing that had ever happened to me—in the past, the present, and the future—was Pete. He’d changed me…for the better in some ways, and maybe for the worse in others. 


      The one good thing that I’d never thought actually existed in this world, the one good thing in this dark world of mine, the one blessing in my despicable life, was Pete’s smile.


      The word “love” only had any meaning to me because of Pete. Pete was everything. Even if I didn’t plan to forgive myself today, I couldn’t hurt that beautiful smile any further. Leaving this world was not how to make amends—making Pete’s life perfect and full of happiness was the way.


      Sorry, Pete. I’m so sorry.


      Bam! The door slammed open, followed by Porsche entering. I could tell he was in a bad mood from a mile away.


      “You’re awake?” he said. He sat down on the sofa in the front, then slammed his legs on the table and lit up a cigarette. He looked haggard as he disinterestedly dropped a stack of documents down next to him.


      I roughly wiped my tears away. “What happened?”


      “Everyone on the board under your mother’s name? They’re all fucking dead,” he said, shaking his head. “Even the ones that got bought out by the Major Clan.”


      “Porsche…mind your tongue. Vegas is…” 


      Master was going to stop him, but I cut him off. “It’s all right, Master. It’s my fault for not paying any attention to the port.” 


      I sighed, my heart heavy. The port’s opening day was fast ­approaching. So not only was my love life doomed, but my work life was falling apart too. I was at such a low point that I didn’t think I could go any lower. Everything that had happened was all my fault.


      “I think Korn must have known and had them killed,” Porsche suggested.


      “Really? But my informant told me that all the Major Clan is doing right now is preparing for the port opening. They don’t seem to be suspicious of anything.” Master sat down behind his computer desk, looking very relaxed.


      “There have been a lot of eyes on me lately, so I barely have any insight at all. Also, Kinn has been reducing my work responsibilities lately,” Porsche said sheepishly.


      “So, what do we do next?” I asked. I was out of ideas. My condition made it so hard for my brain to put things together. 


      “The only action the Major Clan has taken is moving up the port opening ceremony from next Friday to this Wednesday,” Master said flatly.


      “Huh?!” said Porsche. “And what are we going to do? We didn’t get a single signature, and we’ve only got one day left. This is clearly the Major Clan’s doing.”


      “If the Major Clan was sure that these people wouldn’t betray them, they wouldn’t get rid of them one by one so close to opening day like this. On top of that, Mr. Nevin, the former finance manager for the Minor Clan, defected and joined the Major Clan a long time ago. He knew a lot of inside information, which made him useful for many jobs. But here he is…”


      “Dead… Dead as a doornail. He died in his vacation home a day before yesterday,” Porsche said, frustrated.


      “That is strange. Mr. Nevin should have been the hardest one to convince. He would side with the Major Clan fully. He was responsible for moving a bunch of assets for them. He shouldn’t…” Master struggled to analyze it.


      “If it’s too much of a hassle, how about we just let it go?” I said. “I never cared about inheritance anyway. As for the port, just let it go.”


      Thud! The door opened once again. The sound made all three of us turn our heads in unison.


      “But Venice wants a boat.” 


      My eyes widened in shock at the sight of a tall man with a familiar face and scent that made me want to pull him into a hug. It was Pete.


      “Pete.” Both Porsche and I were fidgeting nonstop, staring at Pete. But Pete faced Master without even thinking to spare me a look at all. 
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      He placed a pile of documents on the table. “Signatures from the old board members under Ms. Lin. I got it all done, sir.” 


      “Heh heh… That’s what I thought.” Master chuckled as if he had anticipated this.


      “Pete… How did you find this place?” I approached my lover, but he didn’t give me so much as a glance.


      “All of them, Pete? Not even a single one left?” Master said. He beckoned for Ray, who was standing behind Pete, to bring him the documents.


      “Here it is, Master…” 


      I frowned as my eyes shifted between Ray and Pete.


      “What’s going on?” I asked, not understanding the situation at all. I hoped someone could give me an answer.


      “So, you choose your heart, then?” Master remarked merrily, inspecting the documents.


      “I decided a long time ago,” Pete said flatly.


      “What’s going on? Pete, why did you come here? Why?” I tried to pull Pete to face me, but it seemed that he was so angry that he didn’t even want to look at my face.


      “I think you two need to clear up a few things… Porsche, you should go home to the Major Clan house, or Kinn might get suspicious,” Master said. And with that, he left the glass room. 


      Porsche acknowledged the order with a questioning look on his face, but he decided to exit the house as instructed and didn’t forget to give Pete a gentle pat on his shoulder. The last one remaining was Ray, who gave us a small nod before shutting the door.


      That left just me and Pete standing stock-still in the safe house.


      “Pete…” I held my lover in a tight embrace, even though he refused to hug me back. Had it really been Pete all along? The one who had helped me, taken care of me, given me love, even when I hadn’t asked for it…


      “Sorry,” I said, my voice so shaky that I could barely force it out. Tears streamed down my face once more, tears for the heartbreak I had put my lover through. No matter how much more I had to cry pathetically, I would gladly do it if it meant I could make up for what I had done to him.


      My life had been like aimlessly drifting at sea, dark and solemn. There was no way out of it, no matter where I looked. The only escape would’ve been to dive down to my death. 


      Then Pete came along, a light that would lift me up from all my troubles. Before that, I’d never seen the value of my life—but today, I finally realized what made tomorrow worth it: Pete.


      “I’m sorry.” I slowly broke the hug and buried my forehead against his chest. The sound of our sobs still echoed through the room. “I’m sorry, Pete.”


      “If you only have ten chances in this life to say sorry, you’ve already used them up,” Pete said, tears soaking both of his cheeks as well. “And the next time, I won’t be standing here, waiting for you to apologize again.” 


      I collapsed to the floor as I held his legs tightly in my arms.


      “Sorry…”


       


      ***


       


      PETE
[TWO WEEKS EARLIER]


      “A‌LL RIGHT, NOP, you take Macau to his bedroom. I’ll lock the door.” 


      When I’d picked up Macau from the hospital, he was still drowsy. He followed Nop and the bodyguards to get some rest upstairs. 


      I snuck out from the fence perimeter and lit up a cigarette to ease my stress. I needed some kind of release. I’d been toning my smoking down out of fear that the smell would irritate Venice, but when the family was troubled by so many problems like this, I couldn’t help it, could I? Just a cig or two to bless my lungs. I promised that before I went in to give Venice a kiss and a hug, I’d wash up properly.


      “Ahhhhhh… That’s the stuff!” I sighed happily as I puffed out the smoke.


      I’d missed this. I’d been jonesing for a smoke for such a long time. Sometimes, when I was really stressed out, even taking a whiff of a cigarette had been enough to make me happy. But today, I got to take a big, full huff into my lungs. 


      More, Pete, smoke some more! Hooo-wee! Freedom!


      “Mr. Pete!”


      “No-I’m-not-smoking!” I sputtered the words in a jumble, startled by the voice calling my name from behind. I quickly snatched the cigarette from my mouth and crushed it into the dirt with my foot, frantically destroying the evidence.


      “Mr. Pete!” 


      I hastily turned to where the voice came from.


      “Ah, fuck, Ray! You scared me!” There went my cigarette… What a waste! “What is it?” 


      Ray frantically beckoned me over to the fence. He’d shown up so quietly—and I’d even told him not to show up without me summoning him first, damn it! 


      “What?!” I asked, annoyed.


      “Someone wants to meet you… Could you come with me, please?” 


      I didn’t get a chance to question him before I spotted two or three shadowy figures coming my way. The boxer in me, as well as my old bodyguard instincts, instantly activated.


      “Ray! Look out!” I shot one foot out to kick one of them in the chest. I knew they hadn’t come here with friendly intentions. I followed the kick by throwing punches at the rest of them. Ganging up on me, huh? You wanna play dirty? Come at me!


      “Mr. Pete!” 


      I didn’t listen at all. I was too busy showing off my fighting skills, beating the shit out of them. I kicked them in the chins, jabbed them with elbow strikes, and threw them around. I’d been wanting an opportunity to let off some steam like this for a while.


      “Why the fuck are you just standing there? Come help me!” I scolded Ray, who stood there, paralyzed. 


      A few more men darted out from behind a pillar to capture me. They tried to press me up against the wall of the building, but I was too fast for these amateurs. 


      Well, this is Pete you’re talking about! 


      I ran up the wall and jumped off in a backflip to land behind one of them and held him in place. Then, I stepped on someone’s head as he started to wake up, planting his face back on the ground.


      “Who sent you?!” I made sure that they had no fight left in them, and was going to turn toward Ray to tell him to help me interrogate them, but then…


      “Hey! Ray…” Just as I let my guard down and took a deep breath, a white cloth landed on my nose and my mouth. I fell unconscious.


       


      ***


       


      [AT THE SAFE HOUSE]


      “Mr. Pete…Mr. Pete.” 


      Ray’s voice prompted me to slowly open my eyes and quickly prop myself up on the sofa.


      “Ray…are you hurt?” I asked. 


      Ray shook his head. I looked around; this place was so unfamiliar. It was an empty house divided into sections by yellow-tinted glass walls. A lot of computer equipment was set up behind the glass.


      “Mr. Pete, you’re okay, right?” Ray held my hand the entire time, checking in on me.


      “Yeah… What is this place?” I asked, distrust written on my face.


      “D-don’t…” Ray stuttered, perhaps out of fear. 


      When I passed out, they must have done something to Ray. They’d better not let me catch them, or I’ll give them another round! But then…


      “You really live up to your old job title, huh? Deputy head bodyguard for the Major Clan…” A disembodied voice spoke up, causing our eyes to widen in surprise. What the hell was this? 


      I shot up in a fighting stance, but I didn’t see anyone. Not until a mysterious man in a mask showed up behind the glass.


      “Did you bring a gun?” I asked Ray in a whisper and got a headshake in return. I turned back to the masked man.“What the fuck do you want?” 


      “Calm down. I’m not your enemy… I’d like to make a deal with you properly. I even sent a message through your secret bodyguard.”


      I turned to Ray.


      “…Someone sent a message, saying that they wanted to talk to you,” Ray told me.


      “And who is it?”


      “I have no idea, sir.” Ray looked at his feet. It seemed like he wasn’t used to this yet; he had only recently joined the mafia world.


      “Nobody knows my true identity…but I can tell you one thing for certain: I don’t hurt people,” the voice told us. It sounded content.


      “But you kidnapped me.”


      “Well, I tried to extend a polite invitation, but you beat the hell out of my messengers… Give me a break.” 


      I was confused as hell and had a ton of questions, but I had to protect Ray at the same time. He was tightly gripping my shoulder with no intention of letting go. What exactly had I hired him for again?


      “And what do you want? If you want me, I have a son, a husband, and a brother. I’ve got a bunch of burdens and no money. I think you got the wrong guy,” I said earnestly.


      That voice burst out laughing, like I’d just told a joke. “Ha ha! Now I see why you’re Tankhun’s favorite.” Wow, so funny. I was telling the truth!


      “Who the hell are you?” I raised my voice, close to losing it.


      “I’m someone who…is looking after Vegas and Porsche,” the voice answered calmly. 


      Huh? The guy who Ray was tracking had said Vegas and Porsche would usually go to an abandoned warehouse and another place he hadn’t managed to locate… 


      “Don’t give me that look, Pete. Vegas’s condition for working with me is to keep you safe.” 


      My mind felt more at ease once I heard that. “And?”


      “Right now, Vegas is very vulnerable. You might need to help.” 


      I’d been helping him every damn day! What else did this guy expect me to do? 


      “Do you know of the port that Vegas is meant to inherit? The Major Clan is trying to seize it for themselves. Luckily, Mr. Kant was thoughtful, so he registered the company under Mrs. Lin’s last name instead of Theerapanyakul.”


      “So, the Major Clan doesn’t have the right…” My eyes lit up once I realized that Vegas might have an asset that wasn’t under the Major Clan’s control.


      “It’s not that easy. Kim made Vegas sign everything over to the Major Clan.” 


      My brows furrowed immediately. What? Ugh! Why is my boyfriend so stupid?


      “So what? How can I trust that the bullshit you’re spewing is true?” 


      The masked man pushed a document through a slit in the glass for me. I looked left and right first before I slowly walked up to fetch it. 


      “Before, Vegas would have wanted to wipe out the Major Clan for what they did to his father and Macau, and he would want everything that belongs to him back. But since he has you, it seems like Vegas just wants to live a happy life and not care about anything else,” the voice explained. 


      “That’s correct. All I want is happiness for my family, not an endless cycle of vengeance.”


      “That’s because you’re looking from a perspective of a non-Theerapanyakul. But I think you know fully well what Mr. Korn is like, Pete.”


      “What we want is freedom from the Major Clan,” I said. “We will stay away from them and live our lives, minding our own business. That should be enough.”


      “Your view of the world is so typical of you, Pete. But for someone who came into this world with Theerapanyakul attached to his name, that won’t do.”


      “If they’re playing a game with me and Vegas to pressure us, then so be it. In the end, they won’t get anything.” I believed in going with the flow. If the Major Clan wanted to come in and take control, then I’d let them. I’d give it some time and let things fall into place—it would all turn out fine.


      “There’s no player who’d join a game without hoping to take home some kind of prize…” the mystery guy said. I watched him in confusion. “Today, you might not understand, Pete. But if you love Vegas, Macau, and Venice, you have to protect them.”


      “Well, I’ve been protecting my family every day…”


      “The freedom that everyone wants will come from tearing down the Theerapanyakuls. Of course, Vegas, Macau, and Venice will be dragged into that too. True happiness is everything falling into its rightful place. Mr. Kant protected this asset of his for Vegas and Macau to inherit. It should stay like that.” He handed me another stack of documents. “We need to find the people who were board members under Mrs. Lin and have them sign the port over to Vegas.”


      “And after we get it back, then what? Get hunted down by the Major Clan? Start an endless cycle of revenge?”


      “Keep an open mind, Pete. Don’t resist just yet. Vegas must see it that way too—that he doesn’t want any inheritance. But it’s a form of justice that Vegas deserves.”


      “Vegas deserves the right to be happy,” I said.


      “Yes! That will come once we take down the Theerapanyakul empire.”


      “No! Once we separate from the Theerapanyakul empire.”


      “Apart from the strength of your love, I don’t see anything in you that could free Vegas from this hell at all. Better choose to protect your heart, Pete, not this nonsense about stopping the circle of vengeance with peace.”


      “I’ve always chosen Vegas,” I declared.


      “That’s good. Your love will conquer everything—trust me. I want you to join me, Pete. Because we’re doing this for Vegas, and to revolutionize Korn’s vile system.”


      At that point, I didn’t doubt my philosophy at all. I saw this man’s ideology as nothing but asking for trouble. 


      If we laid low, everything would settle down eventually.


       


      ***


       


      The voice-over guy just let me and Ray go home in confusion without any closure, without managing to convince me at all.


      That is, until…I finally saw Vegas, Macau, and Venice’s happiness.


      I finally saw Vegas’s pain from being hurt ever since he was little.


      I learned the extent of Mr. Korn’s mighty power that could oppress anyone, and I saw the path that would grant us happiness, even though it went entirely against my moral compass.


      Every time that I had left the house and pretended to be going to the Major Clan house, I had Ray arrange noon meetings for me with the Minor Clan’s former board members. For example, I had gone to see Mr. Nevin.


      “Hello, sir. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” 


      And once they saw me, they would get very nervous. Here we had Mr. Nevin, formerly Mr. Kant’s skilled finance man. And now, he had secured the trust of the Major Clan.


      “Oh, Pete. It’s you. I was expecting a business interested in investment.” 


      Yes, I’d had Ray lie to these people and say that we were a big company interested in investment, with guaranteed profits. Of course, businessmen like these people wouldn’t be able to resist. Thanks to reliable sources like Dr. Top and Arm, who had forged the company profile and location, we looked legit enough that we managed to draw them into meetings.


      “Well, that’s me,” I said, straightening myself up like someone who had the upper hand.


      “I thought you were a pharmaceutical import company?” 


      P’Top had let us use a famous pharmaceutical company he helped run with his friend as our disguise. We could easily pretend to be them to dupe these people into meeting with us. Arm and Dr. Top were too damn good!


      I got straight to the point. “I’m just thinking that a pharma company might not make enough money, but if it’s a port in the north, I think can make a quicker profit.” 


      Of course, Mr. Nevin got up from his chair immediately. “Then I’ll excuse myself.” 


      Before he could walk away, I spoke up again. This time, I stopped him in his tracks. “This list of names will be discreet, even from the partners. But do you know what, Mr. Nevin? The port ownership belongs to Vegas. If you don’t believe me, you can look at this.” I handed him another document Arm had forged that showed the Major Clan had transferred ownership to Mr. Korawit Theerapanyakul, the rightful eldest heir of Mrs. Nalin. 


      “You’re lying. Vegas signed everything over to the Major Clan,” Mr. Nevin blurted out nervously.


      “And this…is the document that Vegas signed for Kim that day.” Credit again went to Arm for forging this. This version of the document said the ownership transfer was under Mr. Kant Theerapanyakul’s name only.


      “So what? In the end, it falls to the Major Clan anyway.”


      “Mr. Nevin, you worked for the Minor Clan for years. I will keep this a secret. All I need is for you to sign as a shareholder for 30 percent of the stock. Hmm…how much is that worth?” I stood up and pretended to calculate the sum before walking up behind Mr. Nevin. “Or…you can call and check with Mr. Korn, but then this secret partnership deal won’t be a secret anymore,” I said in a singsong voice, pushing Mr. Nevin down by his shoulder into his seat. Then I handed him the shareholder document.


      “The profits we make with each import are a minimum of thirty million baht. And this is only one round of importation we’re talking about.”


      “And why are you offering me this?” Mr. Nevin asked.


      “Because…you know the Minor Clan’s finances very well. You’re a skillful man. I’ll let you keep working for Mr. Korn and hold stock in my company at the same time. I have a check to guarantee your income…” I circled back and sat down in my chair before writing him a check. “Ten million baht. If our profits come in by the end of the first quarter, you can go cash this.” I handed the check to Mr. Nevin, whose expression slowly shifted. 


      “How can I trust you?”


      I chuckled. “Why are you afraid of me? You’ve known me for a long time. It’s me, Pete. Pete, who just wants a skillful man to work with him so Vegas can feel that some of his father’s men are on his side. I have a duty to take care of my lover’s heart, and I know that he needs you.


      “How about this? I’m Pete…from the Major Clan. You know how loyal I am to the Major Clan. Even though I am affiliated with the Minor Clan now, I still can come and go to and from the Major Clan house as I please. Why would I have any ill intentions? 


      “I can work for the Major Clan and Vegas at the same time. You can too. I want everyone to see things my way because I want everyone to be on friendly terms—to be unified. I’ve succeeded already, haven’t I?” I’d pulled out my trump card—my own identity as the truthful and loyal Pete. That made Mr. Nevin lift up his pen in consideration.


      “Ever since Mr. Kant left us, Vegas has missed him and the old Minor Clan atmosphere. He wouldn’t mind this, because I’m still taking care of Mr. Tankhun as well as taking care of Vegas. I hope this will interest you, Mr. Nevin.” 


      His gaze shifted between the pen and the check for a long moment, then shifted up to meet my eyes. I gave him a friendly smile, that harmless, sunshine smile. And eventually…


      Mr. Nevin’s signature finally dragged across the blank space on the paper that I’d marked.


      “Just keep your promise,” he said, handing the paper back. I stopped smiling immediately as I thoroughly checked the details on the paper. Then I looked up, smirked, and pulled out a gun from behind me.


      Bang!


      I pulled the trigger, killing Mr. Nevin on the spot. 


      I slowly wiped my hands with a cloth and took a deep breath. I’d hired a freelance hitman, and he was waiting for me outside to take the body and stage it at the vacation home. Of course, the Major Clan would put a lid on this case; it wouldn’t fall into the legal system at all.


      At the same time, the other side of me protested heavily against what I had just done. Right now, as I was heading to the warehouse to stop Vegas and Porsche, I couldn’t make up my mind. Which way should I go? I kept asking myself which decision I should make to give Vegas the most happiness.


      The signature hunt continued. For anyone who tried to escape, I’d pick up the gun without any hesitation and threaten them into signing, then execute every one of them as if they personally stood in Vegas’s way on his path to justice.


      I’m doing the right thing, right, Vegas? I’m going to get rid of everyone who has ever caused you pain.


      If you’re exhausted, I’ll be your shelter.


      If you’re lost, I’ll be your answer.


      If you want something, I’ll get it.


      If you think the world is unfair to you, I’ll be its judge.


      If someone hurts you, I’ll destroy them.


      This is me, Pete, who will always stand by Vegas’s side.


       


      ***


       


      [PRESENT DAY]


      “I’ve given in, Vegas. I’ve given up a part of myself so I can stand beside you as a stronger man… From now on, if you push me away or leave me again, even if you die—whether you go to heaven or hell, you can’t escape me. Mark my words!” I bent down to yank Vegas by the collar, my sincerity clear in both my words and my eyes.


      “I see.”


      “Get up! And come home.” I pulled Vegas up by his collar, then pushed him toward the door, following behind him.


      He turned to me. “When we get home, do you promise you’ll tell me everything?” he asked sheepishly. 


      “Mm,” I acknowledged without looking at him. 


      Vegas, at this moment, seemed to be so paranoid. I guessed it was because he’d never seen me act so cold-blooded. 


      That’s right! This is the other side of me. This is who I am. I made a choice to become this…for you. 


      But there was something else I needed to clear up.


      “Mr. Pete?” 


      Once Ray got close, I pulled my gun out from behind myself and aimed the barrel at him. Shocked and confused, he looked back at me with shaking legs.


      “Pete…” Vegas, as well, looked at me in confusion.


      “Master sent you, didn’t he?” I asked, my gaze slowly meeting his.


      “…My apologies, sir! My apologies!” Ray collapsed to the floor and bowed down at my feet, almost in a kowtow.


      “For what?” I aimed the gun lower, following his head.


      “I’ve been working for Master since the beginning. When I heard that your grandmother was looking for a bodyguard, I was already an informant for Master in Chumphon. So, I planted myself in the Muy Thai gym and got acquainted with your grandmother. At first, I was just following orders from Master, who was my boss. But now, I’ll only follow your orders, Mr. Pete.” Ray looked up at me with teary eyes. “You impressed me. I’ve never seen anyone like you before.” 


      I didn’t say a word in response.


      “You use love to make yourself stronger and stay true to your heart. I respect you as both an older brother and a boss. Even if you were to shoot me today, I would accept that death because at least I got to learn the value of love.”


      I still stayed silent.


      “I send the money I’ve made to my folks back home. I live my life more meaningfully and take good care of my family. I’m no longer the aimless, irresponsible person I once was. Thank you for being kind and always protecting this useless underling of yours, sir.”


      I turned the gun around, handing him the grip. “Don’t forget to learn how to shoot a gun,” I said, letting out a soft sigh. Ray took the gun from me with trembling hands. 


      “Thank you, sir. I will protect your family the best I can, Mr. Pete.”


      I spared Ray a glance—he was still sprawled on the floor, crying his heart out—before turning to Vegas, who had a baffled look on his face. I gave him an order and led him away:


      “…Let’s go home.”


    


  




  

    

      Chapter 15:
I See You, Demon. I See Your Pain.


       


      PETE


      TODAY, I CHOSE TO STAND beside the man I loved, without even caring if it was right or wrong. I didn’t give a damn. I didn’t give a single shit about anything at all. Today, I, Pete Pongsakorn, had found the other side of myself. The side that would happily support and carry the love of my life through this. 


      However, that side was so cruel that I had a hard time asking myself if I really wanted to become that man…


      Was I really going to become the kind of person who no longer gave a damn what the world thought, acting selfishly for the sake of my family? Of course. I was merely a man who had made painful mistakes and grown up learning many of life’s lessons. 


      Today, the world might not be so kind to me. I didn’t smile in the hopes of getting a smile in return—I had to stop caring about what the rest of the world thought about me! I needed to care about myself and the people in front of me. I needed to care about the happiness that we built from being with each other.


      Vegas was all I needed. I would surrender my heart and soul to the man in front of me unconditionally.


      We reached our room. Vegas, head hung low, headed over to grab a towel for a shower, but I quickly grabbed the back of his neck and turned him around to face me. I pressed a kiss against his lips without any warning.


      “Mmm…” Vegas’ eyes widened before he closed them and cupped my face, passionately welcoming my kiss. Our hot tongues intertwined, neither of us backing down. 


      I pulled Vegas’s hands off my face and lunged at him, sending both of us falling to the bed. I straddled him as we continued to madly suck and savor the taste of familiar lips. 


      “Uhh…” Vegas abruptly made a face, so I pulled away.


      “What?” I snapped at Vegas, my voice harsh. I ripped his black shirt open, not caring if the buttons flew everywhere.


      “It hurts…” Vegas said, cradling his stomach—I had my knee pressing down on it. 


      Seeing his reaction, I smirked and drew my knee down even harder. “Suck it up, then!” I said, nuzzling along his neck and nibbling the tempting expanse of skin.


      “Ahhh… And how did you know about Master…? Mmmm.” Vegas tried to force his voice out. 


      I dragged my tongue over his ear, nipping at it fiercely before answering in a shaky voice, “That Master guy reached out to me as well.” I went back to his throat, licking along the vein. Vegas started to succumb to his desires, his hand slowly sneaking under the hem of my clothes.


      “And how…how do you know he can be trusted…? Mmm, Pete…” 


      I dragged my lips over Vegas’s nipples before biting down as hard as I could, but that fucker didn’t flinch at all. I bit down repeatedly on the same spot. Meanwhile, his hand slipped into my briefs and gleefully groped at my ass.


      “He said he’s the person who watches over you…” I said, lowering my face, unzipping Vegas’s pants, and squeezing his growing bulge.


      “Ahhh, Pete… Just that?” Vegas asked, pulling down my pants and underwear, leaving my ass bare. I finished what he started by taking my turtleneck off, then propped his legs up and pushed his knees apart.


      “Yeahhh…” I moaned in response and flicked the tip of my tongue against Vegas’s leaking cockhead.


      “Ahhhh… Pete…Pete… You never questioned his identity…?” 


      I lapped at his sensitive head with my tongue until it was soaked in saliva before I registered Vegas’s question in the back of my mind. Then I engulfed his cock with my mouth and slowly bobbed my head up and down. The heat and hardness of his cock made my lust so strong that it almost drove me crazy—so I bobbed faster and sucked harder. 


      “Ahhhhh… Pete… Mmmm… Nnngh!” 


      I slid my head down so hard that his cock hit the back of my throat, almost making me gag. I took that as an opportunity to slip my mouth off his dick. I looked up, staring at his face with eyes full of need.


      “Why should I have to question him? He said he’s going to watch over you, and that’s enough for me.” As I spoke, I kept stroking Vegas’s cock with my hand.


      “Nnngh… Because back then, I did too. But once he promised that he’d keep you safe, I didn’t hesitate… Ahhhh, Pete!” 


      I took Vegas’s cock into my mouth again, sucking on him hungrily. I didn’t know why I was so damned frantic, but the need to feel Vegas inside me was driving me insane.


      “Still, we don’t trust Master fully…ahhh…but if he protects us and we benefit from him…mmm…that’s a win-win. In that case, I don’t give a damn who he is.” 


      I rolled off of Vegas and lay down on the bed, grabbing my cock and stroking up and down it in rhythm. “You ask a hell a lot of questions. Can you get inside me now? Ahh…” 


      Vegas looked at me in disbelief. He rolled over and pushed my knees apart before lifting my hips up and throwing my legs over his shoulders. “You’re so horny today… But I’ll be gentle, okay?” he said, guiltily studying the bruises on my body. 


      I let out a huge sigh and grabbed the back of his neck, pulling him into another unstoppable and passionate kiss… “Just get inside me…” I tilted my head to the side, exposing my neck for Vegas to nuzzle. 


      He started tracing a circle around my opening with his finger. That made me suck my teeth in annoyance. “No! Just fuck me—now!” I stuck my ass out, welcoming the sensation from Vegas. 


      He was caught off guard. He changed from his finger to his cock, which was already fully hard, and slowly slipped it into my hole.


      “Ahh… But I’m still…sore. So, my strength for today might…ahhhh,” Vegas kept rambling even as he slid inside me, so I had to cut him off. 


      “Because of that shit you pulled on the bridge? Ahhh… Put it in me, Vegas. Harder…ungh!” I bit down on my lip and shut my eyes tightly. 


      Vegas decided to fight his pain, ramming into me with all his might. “I’m sorry…ahhhh.” 


      As Vegas rhythmically thrust in and out of me, I wrapped my arms around him. “Nngh…harder…please. And it serves you right! For that stupid idea…ngh!” 


      Apparently, Vegas wanted to punish me for my smart mouth; he intentionally hit my prostate directly, knocking the air out of my lungs and bringing me pleasure at the same time. 


      Damn, that felt good, you bastard!


      “Ahh… I won’t do it again…” he said, piercing through me. 


      As my legs, resting on his shoulders, were raised higher and higher, Vegas’s cock plunged even deeper inside me. The tingling pleasure intensified. His thrusting grew more and more violent, sending me into a frenzy. The dopamine rush made me want to stop time; I never wanted to leave this exact moment.


      “Ahhh… Ssss… Ahhhhh.” 


      The room was filled with our moaning; we didn’t care if anyone heard us. All I cared about was that the man I loved was still here with me, that I could touch and feel him. That he was still alive. 


      When Master had called to tell me what Vegas had done, I hadn’t known what to do with myself. I’d always said that my life from now and hereafter would not be for me but for Vegas. What was I going to do if he was dead?


      When I learned that he was safe, I’d rushed to the warehouse as fast as I could. There were so many words running through my head—scolding, begging, and pleading—but once I actually saw Vegas, I couldn’t utter a single one of them. All I could do was stand by him and accept the other side of me—the part of me that cared about nothing else in this world but Vegas and Vegas alone.


      “Please…don’t ever do that again. I’m begging you…mmm.” I grabbed Vegas’s sweaty face, lifting it up so I could look him in the eyes pleadingly.


      “I won’t leave you… I won’t do anything to hurt y—” 


      I didn’t let Vegas finish; I pulled him into another kiss. The love of my life was really here, still here with me. I didn’t care what kind of person he was now or who he would become. All I asked was to still have the chance to touch him, to know that we would have each other forever.


      “I’m close… Mmmm.” Vegas reached for my dick, stroking me up and down in rhythm with his thrusts. He sped up, intensifying to the point that my body rocked with the force of it. Our free hands intertwined and squeezed tightly. Once I felt Vegas’s sticky release, I reached my climax as well. 


      He spasmed and thrust a few more times before carefully pulling his cock out. Then he collapsed on my chest, exhausted. Right then, I could finally promise Vegas and myself that we would hold each other tightly and never let go.


      “From now on, no more secrets.” I held Vegas close; all the feelings I’d bottled up started to leak from my tear ducts. 


      What had happened today scared me breathless. Scared me so, so badly that words couldn’t describe it. I’d suppressed all that fear until now, when I finally couldn’t hold back any longer. I couldn’t live without this man… I wanted to be with him, and I’d reached the point where I loved him more than myself. 


      “Don’t…don’t leave me, Vegas,” I said through my tears, “never again.” I buried my face in his hair, burrowing as close to him as possible.


      “I’m sorry… I love you, Pete, you know that? I love you more than anyone… I love you so much… Thank you,” Vegas sniffed and sobbed. 


      We held each other for what felt like an eternity. 


      Let the tears wash away today’s pain. Let’s start with a clean slate tomorrow, all right, Vegas?


       


      ***


       


      [AT THE OFFICE]


      After we reconciled with each other and cleaned up, I told Vegas the whole story. In turn, he did the same. It turned out the reason we’d been hiding things from each other was just because we hadn’t wanted the other to worry—that was all.


      “How could I let you protect me alone like this, Pete?” Vegas said, clearly feeling guilty.


      “And how could I let you fight all by yourself, Vegas?”


      “I…I feel bad about it.”


      “I never doubted you,” I said, revealing my true feelings. “I care a lot about you. The reason I had Ray follow you wasn’t because I doubted you but because I was worried. What if something happened to you? How would I live?” 


      Vegas reached out and patted me gently. “I don’t want you to get caught up in the Minor Clan’s mess because I know how difficult it is for you.” 


      “I’m a part of your family now,” I said. “And I’m not incompetent. There are lots of things I’m ready to do for you. Please don’t think that I’m weak.” 


      “I just wanted to protect you, Pete,” Vegas insisted. “Was it tough? Dealing with me all by yourself when my condition got worse?” 


      I turned to Vegas and gave him a smile when he rested his head on my shoulder. “Of course, it was. But it was also thrilling,” I said with a chuckle. 


      Vegas jerked his head up, staring at me in disbelief. 


      “Actually, it was like the first time that we met. When you locked me up here and every day I had to bet on which version of you would show up. Hah.” 


      Vegas frowned immediately when I treated my capture so casually. He let out a sigh, then looked at me in annoyance. The corner of his lips tugged into a smirk as he asked me, “Which version do you like, then?” 


      “Hah! Regardless of which you are, they are both the Vegas who is madly in love with me,” I said. I didn’t shy away at all.


      “Really? But it looks so fucking awful on the security footage.”


      “But you came straight home just for me, didn’t you? No matter which version of you shows up, you never remember anything except me,” I said with a proud smirk. 


      Vegas cracked a smile as well. “But I’ll treat it, and I’ll get better… I promise.”


      “Hmm… Good. Take your meds, then.” 


      I handed the pill to Vegas, who willingly popped it in his mouth and chugged down a glass full of water.


      “Anyway, when did you set up the security camera?” I looked around for the goddamn CCTV that had caused Vegas’s outburst.


      “On the day when you went to drop Grandma Jui at the airport, I got someone to set it up for me,” Vegas answered truthfully.


      “Why?”


      “Because I was tired of not remembering anything. It felt really weird.”


      “Not because you’re suspicious of me cheating, right?” I narrowed my eyes at Vegas accusingly. 


      He shook his head. “No, I just wanted to know why I’d suddenly wake up and find myself in bed all the time. That’s all. I wouldn’t dare think you were cheating. Because you love me so much—so much that it makes you crazy, right?” 


      I pouted but still nodded along, going with the flow of the conversation. “Mm-hmm…but having security cameras is a good idea in case of an emergency. Anywhere but the bedroom, though! Or else you’ll never hear the end of it.” I pointed a finger at him accusingly. Still, he laughed and made a teasing face at me, the asshole.


      “Oh… The port opening ceremony day has been moved up to this Wednesday.” Vegas changed the subject, sending me into serious mode.


      “We need to be extremely cautious,” I said. “P’Top is ready to help with everything we need.”


      “But don’t forget that, right now, Dr. Top has something going on with Tankhun.”


      “But I trust him. I trust that he can help us. On that day, apart from you and me, P’Top’s friend in Interpol also signed as a witness for us. I’ve already talked him into this.”


      “How come Dr. Top is such a big shot?” 


      “Who cares? All I care about is the port coming back under your name on Wednesday. That’s all.” 


      “And apart from that Interpol friend, who else do we have on our side?” Vegas asked, starting to count our allies. 


      To be honest, I was secretly worried because the new board and all the guests at the conference this Wednesday were all Major Clan men. “Ray…and maybe we could get five or six backups from that voice-changer guy. What do you think?”


      Vegas shook his head slowly. “His name is Master.”


      “His name is not Master. He just wants us to call him Master.” I let out a sigh at the thought of that guy. What was he acting so mysterious for? I hadn’t thought I’d be curious about it, but I still was. Who the hell was he? He was very knowledgeable, with a bunch of spies deployed all over the place. We were lucky that we picked his side, or else we’d be in the hot seat. Right…I felt like I’d made the right choice.


      “Well, yeah,” said Vegas. “He wants us to call him Master… And do you think our men are enough? I don’t think we can expect outright help from Porsche or Dr. Top. And don’t even think about Arm. If anything happens, we’ll have to…”


      Knock, knock.


      “Permission to come in, sir!” Nop shouted from the other side. 


      Vegas lifted his head from my shoulder. He had been leaning closer and closer, to the point where he could almost slither into my lap. Wow, make yourself at home, Vegas. 


      “Come in!” I yelled back. 


      Nop opened the door and entered with Venice and Macau. 


      “You’re awake?” Once I saw Venice, I quickly got up from the sofa and held out my hands, taking the innocent-eyed Venice into my arms.


      Macau walked up to Vegas and hugged his arm tightly. “How are you, Hia?”


      “I’m fine now.” Vegas gently rubbed his little brother’s arm.


      “Go get some rest, Nop. I’ll put Venice to sleep myself.” I looked at the clock, which told me it was almost midnight already. I couldn’t help but feel a bit sorry for Nop. He was already a bodyguard for Vegas by day, and now he had to be Venice’s babysitter by night.


      “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop…but I heard something, and I’m not sure if I heard it correctly or not,” Nop said without looking up. “Anyway, if you’re looking for some extra hands or you need any help, Mr. Vegas…Pete…you still have me.” 


      Vegas and I went still and looked at each other for a moment.


      “You’ve done a lot for us. Go get some rest,” I said.


      “Rest for what, Pete? I can do this all day… I’m ready to help you with everything. Really. Aren’t you the reason I’m still standing here instead of getting taken out? And I’m not doing this job just for the money or to save my own life. I do it because I want to help both of you. I’m doing this solely out of gratitude.” 


      I bit my lip hard. Back when I was locked up here, he’d been the one who helped me in many ways. And the reason that I’d begged for his life was because I saw how reliable he was then. 


      “Even though I didn’t like you before, Mr. Vegas, and I was embarrassed of having my friend as my boss, things have changed now. I’m ready to do anything for all of you, Mr. Vegas, Mr. Macau, Mr. Venice, and Mr. Pete.” Nop let out a sigh of relief.


      “Thanks, man.” I reached out and patted his shoulder gently.


      “Me too, Hia. Wherever you and P’Pete go, I want to follow. Even if it might be a rough or dangerous path, at least we’ll be together.” Macau reached out and hugged Vegas loosely.


      “…That’s kind of tough to decide.” Vegas scratched his head awkwardly. I knew full well that Vegas had a soft spot for people sincerely declaring their loyalty to him like this. He had to be enjoying this!


      “If P’Pete sees us as family, then let all of us go with you. I’m not afraid of anything. I’m ready to fight! Right, Nop?” Macau held up his fist like he was ready for battle, then wiggled his brow at Nop.


      “That’s right, sir. I’m ready.”


      “…What do we do, Pete?” Vegas couldn’t even look them in the eyes, so he threw me under the bus instead… 


      Ah, shit! If this was just a trip to the mall, I’d bring you guys with me. But we’re technically going into a war here. You feel me? 


      Vegas and I were basically walking into the lion’s den. Why the hell would we bring our friend, our brother, and our son with us? Should I trick them into going to Chumphon instead? 


      What do I do? Think, Pete, think! 


       


      ***


       


      [THE MORNING AFTER]


      “You really don’t have to do this.” 


      Both Vegas and I had been biting on our nails all morning over Nop’s and Macau’s unusual behavior. 


      “We have stir-fried meat with yellow curry paste and caramelized pork belly for Mr. Pete, an American-style breakfast for Mr. Vegas, and rice porridge for Mr. Venice, sir.” Nop, wearing an apron, presented the breakfast on the table. He’d made all our favorites, intending to please us the best he could.


      “And here! I’ve cut up some fruit for dessert.” Macau had joined in on Nop’s kitchen madness. He’d woken up earlier than usual and diligently began to peel apples. The way he held the knife was so awkward that I’d wondered if there’d be any apple left for us to eat.


      “Is this necessary?” Vegas scratched his head awkwardly. 


      We had asked for some time to think last night and promised to give them the answer today, so they’d come up with a plan to spoil us rotten so they could go risk their lives with us. Hell, it was like they didn’t even know that the place they wanted to follow us into was literally a battlefield! 


      “I’m really not expecting anything in return at all…I just want to take care of you. Because P’Pete and Hia have been working so hard. Here, open wide! Ahhhh!” Once Macau managed to cut his first piece of apple, he put it in my mouth like the adorable kid he was.


      “Paaaaaaaa.” Once Venice saw what Macau did, he tried to pick up the spoon and feed me his porridge. I had to open my mouth and take it so I wouldn’t hurt his feelings. 


      “Here, Hia, say ahh.” Macau fed the piece of apple into Vegas’s mouth.


      “Papa Vay!” …And of course, Venice decided to mimic that too. The toddler followed suit by scooping up some of his porridge—with the spoon that he still struggled to hold—and hoisting it in front of Vegas. Vegas smiled at him in endearment before catching the spoon in his mouth. Vegas and Venice had been on good terms lately, which was a relief.


      “Eat as much as you want, sir. Or would you like some dessert?” Nop pointed toward the kitchen. “I can go make some for you.” 


      “Stop!” Vegas and I blurted out in unison. These two were getting on my nerves. And I was pretty sure that these two still had more funny business up their sleeves for the rest of the day.


      I was right, damn it! They tried to service me the whole day. 


      After breakfast, none of us left the house. We decided to just hang around at home and put some English-learning cartoon on TV for Venice. As I waited for Nop to squeeze some fresh orange juice for Venice, I looked at the three of them from where I stood in the corner of the room. What I saw warmed my heart. 


      Vegas had Venice on his lap, trying to teach him how to speak English. Meanwhile, Macau lay on his stomach, playing video games and turning to interact with the father and son from time to time. It seemed that Vegas, Venice, and Macau were thrilled at the chance to spend time together. Not to mention Nop, who was so damned determined about juicing the oranges. I guessed it would come out very fancy.


      It was like an image straight out of my dreams…


      A family full of joy.


      I went to grab the Polaroid camera that I’d ordered online to sneakily snap a photo of those three; however, the flash alerted them, and they turned to me in confusion.


      “P’Pete, come join us in the frame.” Macau waved me over. 


      I snapped another photo of them before going over to sit with them.


      “Here comes the orange juuuuice! Here, let me take the picture for you.” Once Nop saw me preparing to get a selfie, he quickly put the glasses of orange juice down. He came over to take the camera from me and snapped photos of the four of us.


      “New pose, new pose!” Macau smiled cheekily. Vegas propped Venice’s arms up in a “hooray” pose and smiled. I grinned and held out my hand to present my family.


      “Another one! Pete, come sit closer.” 


      Not in a million years had Vegas ever seemed interested in taking photos. I didn’t know what devil had possessed him today, but we kept snapping pictures until the film almost ran out. On top of that, in the last few photos, he gave my cheek a peck, embarrassing me in front of Nop and Macau!


      “This is the last one… Nop, come join us for a pic,” Vegas said, which made Nop smile. He turned the camera around to take a selfie of all of us.


      “All right, sir. One, two, three, cheese!”


      Snap! 


      We ended up getting a lot of family photos for keepsakes. I couldn’t describe why it felt so good and warm. I guess the small family I had dreamed of since I was a kid had finally become a reality.


       


      ***


       


      [WEDNESDAY]


      “You brought the whole family, sir?” Ray, who had been waiting for me at the parking lot of the port, smiled sheepishly when he saw me, Vegas, Venice, Macau, and Nop arrive together. I’d eventually given in to their begging. 


      All right, let’s go together, then. The whole family. 


      “Hello, Ray,” Macau greeted Ray, who had a worried look on his face. I was worried too, but what could I do?


      “These are my men,” Ray said, “who are here as extra bodyguards. If you need anything, you can ask them.” 


      Ray’s men, who were standing behind him, gave us a respectful bow.


      “I’m Kevin. Top sent me. Nice to meet you.” Mr. Kevin showed us his Interpol badge. He seemed to be half Thai and half American, dressed up in full uniform.


      “I’m Zhou, sir, a lawyer. All the papers are ready.” 
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      We held out our hands to greet them with friendly handshakes.


      “Hello… Sawasdee,” I said. 


      Vegas, who wore a black suit, navy-blue tie, and had his hair handsomely styled, turned around and grabbed my hand. “Are you ready?”


      “Never been more ready.” I held Vegas’s hand tightly and tried to calm myself down the best I could. My outfit today was a navy-blue suit jacket and black tie. I’d dressed Venice in a cute little navy-blue shirt with horizontal stripes, which matched Macau’s brightly striped navy-blue sweater. It was a statement that we came into this together and would never abandon each other.


      “Then, let’s go,” Vegas said, leading us into the conference room. We had intentionally arrived right on time so all of us could get into position and follow our plan.


       


      ***


       


      [WEDNESDAY]


      The noise from the conference room could be heard from outside. Once Vegas opened the door, everything went dead silent. All eyes were fixed on us as we cheerfully entered.


      The crowd was made up of around twenty people; some of them looked familiar, some of them didn’t. Undoubtedly, Mr. Korn, Mr. Kinn, Porsche, and Mr. Tankhun were among them. Meanwhile, my bodyguard friends—Arm, Pol, and the rest—stood in the back, lined up side by side.


      “Oh…you’re finally here. Just in time for the ribbon-cutting ceremony. Here, let me introduce everyone,” Mr. Korn said. “Aside from Kinn, my son, who will be the chief director, I also want to introduce the co-director, who is…” 


      Vegas smirked and cut him off. “Hello, everyone. I, Mr. Korawit Theerapanyakul, am here today…as chairman of the Kornarin International Transport Company.”


    


  




  

    

      Chapter 16:
The Devil’s Judge


       


      VEGAS


      A‌S SOON AS I FINISHED SPEAKING, the room erupted into unintelligible murmurs. I glanced at Be Korn, who looked astonished. His eyes shifted between the crowd and me, then stayed on me with a look that was hard to read.


      His expression changed; his eyes became more still as he said in a calm voice, “I think…”


      “And this is Mr. Pete Pongsakorn Saengtham, the director, and my brother, Macau Karin Theerapanyakul, the co-director. As for the board members…” I scanned my eyes over the room as everyone waited in silent anticipation. “I’ll consider them later.” My eyes kept wandering until they stopped on Be once more.


      “You must have misunderstood, Vegas,” Be said. “The Minor Clan’s authority ended after your father’s passing. You signed over the ownership of everything to the Major Clan.” He held his palm open to the bodyguard behind him, requesting the documents I’d signed for confirmation. 


      “It’s true that I’ve signed over my rights to everything to the Major Clan.” I looked at Zhou as he procured our paperwork. “But the Kornarin International Transport Company was registered under my mother’s name, which is Miss Nalin Keeratiphongsakorn,” I added in a loud, clear voice. 


      “In this case, Miss Nalin Keeratiphongsakorn is deceased. So, the inheritance of a harbor that belongs to Kornarin International Transport Company would be passed down to the first statutory heir, which is Mr. Korawit Theerapanyakul,” Zhou said, taking out the company registration documents and placing them in front of Be Korn. Be couldn’t contain his smile.


      “Of course. I knew about that a long time ago,” Mr. Korn said with a chuckle. “Don’t forget, Vegas, that under the contract for handing over ownership, every single one of your inheritances must fall under the control of the Major Clan.” Mr. Korn acted perfectly at ease both in demeanor and expression, like he had the upper hand.


      “Yes… However, if at least ten of the old board members sign a pledge that Mr. Korawit Theerapanyakul may remain as the heir, legally, it would be deemed as his right—regardless of any contracts.” 


      The paper that served as my trump card was placed in front of Be Korn. His smile disappeared like a light switch flicking off. I knew how furious he must be. He could barely conceal his reaction, but with dozens of eyes focusing on him, he had to pretend to be undisturbed.


      “In the name of the Interpol…according to these documents and the available evidence, I hereby confirm that this company is to be inherited by the heir of Miss Nalin, which is Mr. Korawit here,” Mr. Kevin said.


      “Vegas…you’re insulting my father!” P’Kinn slapped the table with a loud bang and tried to lunge at me, but Tankhun and the bodyguards held him back.


      “Calm down, Kinn.” Tankhun shot me a disappointed look before pulling his brother away to cool off. He then made a beeline for me, lowering his voice and trying to conceal his anger as he looked around cautiously. “Vegas…there’s no need to air our dirty laundry in public and humiliate each other like this. You do know this place is full of strangers who may or may not have good intentions for our clan, right? Why couldn’t you take the matter up with my father at our house?”


      This was probably the first time I’d ever seen the eldest son of the Major Clan acting with the maturity appropriate to his station.


      “All right, all right. Since it turned out like this, I guess it’s a misunderstanding on my end. In that case…” Be closed his eyes and took a breath before opening them again. With a kind smile on his face, he continued, “I’d like to congratulate the new chairman of the Kornarin International Transport Company. The Major Clan is ready to fully give you support and advice… I wish your business a prosperous future.” Be Korn got up from his chair and held out his hand in congratulations. 


      I shot a swift glance at that outstretched hand, trailing my eyes up to his face before letting out a victorious smile. “Thank you, Be… I hope we can be great partners in the future.”


      “You know how to play the game now… You’ve gotten a lot better. Ah, that will make it even more fun,” Be said quietly, quietly enough that only I could hear. He shot me a malicious glance—as if he wanted to tear me apart—then turned around to everyone in the conference room and invited the attendees to start clapping. 


      “Thank you so much, everyone. Since you’re all here, our company would like to host a banquet for this auspicious occasion. We invite you to enjoy the small party and food we’ve prepared downstairs,” I told the clapping audience, then bowed humbly at them.


      “Let’s leave!” P’Kinn’s voice rang out as he left the room, taking his army of bodyguards with him.


      “Enjoy, everyone,” said Be Korn. “I’ll excuse myself.” 


      One by one, the members of the Major Clan slowly left. I turned toward my lover, who was quiet and still. I’d expected that he would be quite troubled by the scene that just unfolded, but…


      “Papa Ve’s got a bunch of boats for Venice now… Are you happy?” Pete said to Venice, his face full of joy. He didn’t even bat an eye at the Major Clan, not a single person—not even Tankhun.


      Pete had changed a lot. He had changed from the man who cared about everyone to a man who only cared about the happiness of the important people in his life. He seemed so carefree now. 


      I’d noticed that when Mr. Korn had been whispering to me, Pete had looked displeased and put his hands behind his back. He’d seemed ready to swoop in and protect me at any moment…


      Pete was not an ungrateful or heartless person. It was just that he’d chosen to follow his heart and prioritize the things that made him happy—that was all. 


      “Please, everyone, please join the party downstairs.” Nop and Ray herded the crowd downstairs. 


      There were still many pairs of eyes looking at me like they wanted to introduce themselves and propose business with me, but they were escorted out before they could get the opportunity.


      “Mr. Vegas, you’ll need to sign here to accept your inheritance. Here for Mr. Pete and here for Mr. Macau, then Kevin will sign here as the witness, sir.” Lawyer Zhou spread out the papers and clarified the process for us. “Alright, everything is done. I’ll go and wait for you downstairs with Kevin. If you have any questions, don’t hesitate to call us.” Both of them bowed their heads and left the room, when suddenly…


      “Hia! I’m shocked! I thought we were just going to attend the event. I didn’t know that… I’m…I’m a director? Me?” Macau was dumbfounded. He was so captivated by everything in front of him. He touched and stroked everything he could see like a kid in a candy store. He even plastered his face against the wall and mumbled to our mother, “Mom, this gift is awesome.”


      “Yes, sir. You’re the director, and probably the youngest one who’s ever held the title,” Pete teased Macau, who was still looking at everything with stars in his eyes.


      “Bo…boat…” Venice pointed outside the window. We were by the river, and a bunch of commercial ships docked here.


      “If you see anything you like, my son, just pick. I’ll give it to you.” I affectionately patted Venice, who was sitting on the desk.


      “Kiss, kiss. Give Papa a kiss. Kissss.” Pete encouraged Venice to do something that stunned me.


      “Mwah!” Venice leaned closer and kissed me softly on the lips, then smiled until his eyes closed like the mischievous little boy he was. He then turned away to shyly cling to Pete. 


      Hmph! You little rascal! 


      After that, I couldn’t stop smiling. Everyone here was full of joy. From the head of the table, I watched everyone: Macau was curiously exploring, and Pete and Venice were excitedly watching the ships outside from behind the glass window. 


      Father, Aunt Pim? The love of my life and I will take good care of Venice. Please don’t be worried. And, Father…Macau is so happy right now. 


      Pete had told me that Macau was getting better and taking his meds religiously, not resisting at all. 


      As for me, I’m taking care of myself and my heart. I’ll take care of your love, of Mom’s love, for as long as I can. I will protect every life that’s loyal to us. I’ll be happy, I’ll smile more often, and I’ll heal my mental wounds one day.


      I’ll let go of the past and stay in the present with my happy family.


      “Hia!” Macau turned back to me. “Do we need to cut a ribbon?” 


      “The hell are we cutting it for? Is that going to make the ships sail?” I said sarcastically as I checked the paperwork from each year. I’d have to find the time to sort this out soon so we could officially launch this business.


      “Man, you’re right! Why do we have to cut it? Can I go outside to look around, then? I want to take a selfie for Chay and gush about being a director now.” Macau puffed his chest out proudly. I nodded dismissively. 


      Look at this kid, raving about his position. Does he even know what being a director entails? I braced myself for the future headache.


      “Ray! Ray! Let’s go for a walk!” Macau’s voice was so loud that I had to let out a sigh.


      “This is so nice. Macau must be so happy,” Pete said, walking back to me with Venice in his arms.


      “It’s a happy family, just like you’ve always wanted…even if it’s a bit chaotic.” I leaned my face closer to Pete, who bent down and gave me a soft peck on the lips.


      He broke into a big smile. “Thank you…”


      “No, thank you… Thank you so much, Pete. I mean it. Thank you for everything.” I got up from the chair. I was going to embrace the love of my life with all the affection I could muster, but…


      “Bleh…” Venice made a sour face and pushed my chest away, preventing me from getting any closer to Pete.


      “Hey! Venice, we were on the same team just a few minutes ago.” I put my hands on my hips and gave him a stern look, even though I didn’t actually mind his antics that much.


      “Pa…” And once the brat saw me put on an angry face, his lips started to curve downward, and his eyes brimmed with tears. He was clearly trying to get all of Pete’s pity.


      “Vegas, can you stop bullying Venice?! Ugh!” Pete grumbled. “Shhh, shh, there, there, my boy.”


      I! Did! Not! Even! Start! Anything! Now you’ve got Pete scolding me again! Venice, you can’t be on good terms with me, then turn against me a couple minutes later! It was like he was flipping from a saint to a demon. Where did he get that habit from?


      “Fine! Spoil him like that, and he’ll turn into a brat one day,” I said as Pete took a whining Venice out of the conference room.


      “He’s my son. I can raise him however I want!” Pete yelled back. 


      Hey! What the hell?! That’s bullshit! 


      Even though my family was full of headaches, we were full of love too. Even though we could fight like crazy, I knew we would never abandon each other.


       


      ***


       


      I was leaving the conference room to follow my lover downstairs, but my footsteps came to a halt when I heard a familiar voice coming from a corner of the building.


      “Ray, did you bring it?” That was Macau. Why was he acting all suspicious in that blind corner?


      “I did, sir…” 


      I walked closer, thinking I should question them, but I had to stop and quickly hide when I saw Ray pulling out a box from a luxury brand. Macau swiftly opened it to see inside.


      “This was supposed to be a gift for Hia for becoming a director, but today, he got to become the chairman… This should be fine, right, Ray?” 


      I couldn’t help but slip on a smile as I hid behind the stairs.


      “Oh, wow… I’m sure that Mr. Vegas must be so proud. You took the effort to save up for this by yourself. You had to tutor the high schoolers for months, didn’t you?”


      “I guess…but I’m worried whether it’s good enough for Hia or not.”


      “I’m sure that Mr. Vegas will be happy just from your intentions alone, sir.”


      Macau usually came home late from his university classes. From what Pete had reported, he was spending time on college activities. So, in reality, he’d been tutoring part-time? Someone like Macau…? 


      I watched Macau in disbelief, then let out a soft sigh. I guess you’ve grown up, my little brother… You rascal.


      I walked downstairs with a smile plastered on my face. All the guests were mingling with each other, but once they saw me, they tried to come up to me—it must have been about establishing the new board members from zero. However, they were all blocked by Master’s men. 


      By now, Nop had already taken Venice into his care. I saw the kid’s eyes light up when he spotted the spectacular cake tower. It must have really hit the spot. The Major Clan always did everything so over-the-top, but, well, that was a bonus for Venice. He’d obsessively bury his face in it if he could. Heh, the way he acted when he saw food was just like his Papa Pete. 


      At the same time, my eyes searched everywhere until I found the broad back that I’d been looking for. There he was, striking a pose and catching a breeze from the riverbank.


      “Are you feeling better now?” I hugged Pete from behind, then leaned forward to steal a kiss from his cheek. I didn’t care if anyone was going to judge us for it.


      Pete gently caressed my arms, his eyes looking far away to the river, rippling in the wind. “What about you? Are you happy?”


      “My mother and father’s legacy, we’ve saved it…” I sighed in contentment, following Pete’s gaze to the river. 


      “Your parents are so proud of you and Macau, you know that, right?”


      “Uh, that’s because I chose their daughter-in-law wisely…ouch!” That remark earned me a pinch on the arm from Pete.


      “The hell are you talking about? But I guess Mr. Kant and Mrs. Lin no longer have anything to worry about. Don’t you agree?” Pete turned around and gave me a big smile.


      “Yeah… Seems like everything has fallen perfectly into place. How about we go visit my parents some time when we’re free?” I suggested, leaning in and gently pressing my lips against his.


      I was overjoyed, so happy that I wished I could make time stop and live in this moment forever. 


      I wish you and Mom were here. Today, I, Macau, Pete, and another son of yours, Venice, were here together, sharing smiles and laughter and celebrating together. 


      I wasn’t happy because we had beaten the Major Clan, but because we were together as a loving family. I wanted every person that I loved to remember this joy and togetherness for a long time. This was the first moment I’d experienced the true definition of family.


      I finally have my own happy family now, Father…


      Thank you so much, Father, for raising me to be the man I am today. 


      Thank you, Mom, for always giving me love.


      Thanks to myself for staying alive.


      Thanks to Pete, and thanks to whatever forces of the universe sent Pete my way. Thank you for bringing us together. 


      From now on, I’d never let him go. I’d lock him up inside my heart for eternity.


      I broke away from his kiss and said with a smile, “I love you, Pete…”


      “I love you t—”


      Thud! 


      Pete’s eyes widened as he moved his gaze away from my face to something behind me. He seemed shocked, so I had to quickly turn around to see what he was looking at.


      “Aaaaah!” My scream rang through the whole building. The sight in front of me almost made me pass out. My heart hammered so frantically, it felt like it would explode at any second. 


      My brain went blank. I didn’t know how to react. Everything happened so fast that I couldn’t believe it was real. 


      I rebelled against my body, which was frozen stiff, and darted to the scene in front of me.


      “Macau! Macau! Macau!”


      My little brother had fallen from the rooftop. His body had landed merely a few steps away from Pete and me. 


      I couldn’t register what I was doing at that moment at all. All my emotions came washing over me, so overwhelming that I couldn’t take it. A bunch of people blocked me and Pete, who was crying Macau’s name, from reaching him.


      Th…that’s my little brother! Fucking let me go to him! 


      I didn’t feel any pain; I didn’t even feel anything at being pulled away from the crime scene’s perimeter. The image I saw was something straight out of a nightmare: Macau lay completely still, his limbs twisted at impossible angles. Blood slowly pooled on the ground around him. It almost made me scream. 


      “Macau…Macau!” 


      I didn’t even know when my tears started to flow. The sound of my voice calling out to my little brother was gut-wrenching, my heart tearing apart.


      No, Macau… No… 


      It was as if the whole world had collapsed and crushed me. It was suffocating, like I was going to die from the lack of air. It felt like everything inside my body had failed for a moment. I couldn’t control anything at all. 


      No…it can’t be… It can’t.


      It can’t be real!


      Macau! I’m begging you! I beg you, don’t leave your brother like this! No! No! This isn’t happening!


      “Macau… No… This can’t be!!!” 


      I writhed in agony, my knees buckling under me, but I still tried to hold myself together. I went straight to getting a closer look at my brother, but everyone frantically tried to hold me back. It was so chaotic that I couldn’t feel a thing.


      Macau…I beg you.


       


      ***


       


      [FLASHBACK]


      “Hia, Hia. You get an owie? Let M’cau make it better for you.” 


      On a day I’d fought with my dad, the five-year-old boy who was too young to know anything approached me. He blew air in my face and sweetly started to cast a spell: “Ommmm! Get well soon!” He clapped in joy when he saw me start to smile. 


      I affectionately ruffled his hair. “Thanks. I’m all better now.”


       


      ***


       


      “Hia, you’re the person that I love the most in this world. What would I do without you?” The talkative elementary school kid, who was mature for his age, carefully picked the words to get his big brother to give him what he wanted. 


      “You always say that when you want a new toy,” I told my little brother, fishing some money out from my wallet without hesitation.


      “I can share it with you, once I’m bored with it…”


      “Don’t pick anything too expensive, all right?”


       


      ***


       


      I got sick one day in high school.


      “Hia, you’ve got a fever. I’ve already wiped you with a damp cloth. I also made porridge for you.”


      “Huh?! Where did all the maids go?”


      “You came home late like this. None of the maids were gonna wait up for you. I can only make instant porridge, though. Just deal with it, all right?” My little brother, who was at the most annoying age of his life, had stayed to take care of me the whole night—while also disturbing me with his loud video game noises.


      “Macau… Water, please.”


      “Hold on, Hia… Hey, take the left tower!”


      “M’cau… I’m thirsty!”


      “Hold on!”


      “’Cau! I feel weak.”


      “Ugh!” My bratty little brother got up to pour me a glass of water, grumbling all the while.


      “If this is how you take care of me, next time, just send me to the hospital. I’ll have a higher chance of survival with them, asshole!”


      “You’re my only brother. Of course, I can take care of you myself… Take the middle lane, goddamn it!” Macau’s fingers were busy playing video games while his mouth tried to reassure me. 


      That night, I was running a high fever. I hadn’t known if I could make it. But in the end, Macau had refused to leave my side; he passed out next to my bed.


      “Hia, you are my whole world. So, don’t leave me, okay? Promise that you’ll be with me forever…”


       


      ***


       


      [AT THE MORGUE]


      “I promise that I’ll be with you forever…”


      So why did you leave me, then? Why, Macau? 


      I was confronted with the truth after I woke up from the dreamscape where big brother and little brother were together in every stage of their lives. But those were just sweet memories. In reality, Pete and I were standing still, refusing to move, as if someone had hit the pause button. 


      Before us lay the lifeless body of my beloved brother.


      In my memories, Macau was still vivid and lively, an image that was woven with nothing but beautiful stories. I couldn’t stand it. I really couldn’t stand this at all. 


      If you really had to go, couldn’t you at least have said goodbye? My heart is in million pieces, Macau… 


      I held Macau’s hand tightly in mine. His body grew paler and more rigid every minute. Please tell me, what could I have done to buy more time? How could I have prolonged my brother’s life? Can you tell me? I’ll do anything…


      “My good boy… I love you…” Pete leaned down to embrace Macau’s body as his tears fell endlessly.


      “Excuse me… This was evidence found at the crime scene, sir.”


      A plainclothes police officer, sent here by Master, handed me a clear bag. Inside it was a brand-name box, a Polaroid photo, and a camera. I quickly opened the box to see what was inside… 


      Everything happened in slow motion. I opened the box that contained a beautifully designed silver wristwatch. The dial was engraved with the designer’s brand name and the word “Vegas.” Suffocating with emotion, I started weeping once again.


      “Actually, this was supposed to be a gift for Hia for becoming a director, but today, he got to become the chairman. But this should be fine, right, Ray?”


      “Oh, wow… I’m sure Mr. Vegas must be so proud. You took the effort to save up for this by yourself. You had to tutor the high schoolers for months, didn’t you?”


      My little brother’s and Ray’s words flooded back into my head. The crystal had cracked, the hands stuck at the sixth hour and the sixth minute. But that time had already gone past. 


      Was that all the time you could give to me, Macau? Just that? Could you please continue this journey with me for just a little longer?


      Pete came over to help hold me up. I was in such bad shape that even the plainclothes cop had a pained look on his face. I kept looking at the watch hands, which remained at the same spots.


      No matter how long I stared at them, they’d never move again. No sign of if they were going to. No sign of life at all. There was no time left for me and Macau anymore.


      Inside the bag, there was also a Polaroid photo—a selfie of Macau on the rooftop of the harbor. He was beaming and putting up a peace sign. He’d written a message on the photo: I’ll always be with you.


      I bit down hard on my lip. My body started to tremble from the pain that I couldn’t suppress. The time we had together is not enough, Macau. If it were possible, I would turn back time; I would make each day and each moment between us the most meaningful and treasured moments of our lives.


      I looked at Macau’s face, the pain shattering my heart. 


      The plainclothes cop looked down and told me in a quiet voice, “Master has notified us—Ray’s body has been found.” 


      “What are you saying?” Pete asked with his last ounce of energy.


      “But we need to have the cops rule the case a suicide and let the news go out that way—it’s Master’s orders,” the cop continued.


      “But Macau didn’t kill himself…” I took a deep breath and held back my sorrow—sorrow which morphed into a fury that would soon burst out…


      There are two things in this world that cannot be changed: time and the truth.


      “Aaaaaaaagh!” I clenched my fists, the searing pain in my heart bleeding through me. Eventually, it erupted into an uncontrollable rage that sent me turning and slamming my fists against the wall. “You bastard!” I tried to take out my fury on the wall, banging my fists until they bled all over.


      “Vegas…that’s enough.” Pete came over and embraced me from behind, holding my body back and waiting for me to calm down.


      “I’ll kill that bastard!” I screamed.


      Pete wrapped his arms around me tightly. We both sat down on the floor, Pete refusing to let me go. I couldn’t control myself anymore. I slowly began to imagine whatever bastard did this dying by my hand—I’d wash my feet with his blood. A deserved punishment for his treachery.
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      “I promise that I’ll be by your side. I’ll do everything to make that lowlife pay for taking Macau away from us.”


      “That’s my brother… My brother is dead, Pete. That scumbag took my brother!” I sobbed frantically. My life had no meaning anymore. 


      Pete ran his hand up and down my arm, trying to soothe me. I almost thought he was calming down himself, but I could feel his heart hammering so heavily—like it would burst from his chest.


      “Pull yourself together!” he said, cold and stern. “Only the Devil can deliver judgment upon another of his kind.”


      “My dear brother,” I sobbed, “I promise I’ll punish the bastard who hurt you. I promise…” 


      Pete slowly helped me over to Macau’s gurney one more time. Then Dr. Top came over to zip up the plastic body bag. I watched mournfully as my little brother’s face slowly disappeared.


      “I’ve always loved you, Macau…and I always will…”


      Thank you for the best times of my life, when you stood by my side. I’ll cherish every second, every minute, every hour—and I’ll forever embrace you in my memories… 


      No more pain, my dear little brother.


      “I’m so proud of you, Macau… May you rest in peace, Macau.”


      Macau would remain in our memories forever.


       


      [THE END]


    


  




  

    

      Dear Macau


       


      MACAU KARIN THEERAPANYAKUL.


      Once upon a time, a child was born to a mafia family. Thank you for joining us on this long journey, Macau. 


      In our faint memories, Macau was a mischievous, stubborn boy—but that was just a shield that helped him learn and move forward. 


      In our clear memories, Macau was a symbol of courage. He was brave enough to overcome fear, brave enough to defeat the past and stay in the present, and brave enough to better himself…even though he had grown up painfully. Because of that courage and bravery, Macau managed to push through everything. 


      Your bright smile will be with us always, Macau. The happy days with you will play in our memories forever.


      I’m glad that we met…


      To you…who will remain eternally in our hearts.
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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


       


      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 2: At My Worst


      [1] Luk Thep (“child angel”) dolls are life-size realistic baby dolls that have become popular in Thailand since 2016. They are thought to bring good luck. 


       


      [2] Nang Kwak is a Thai goddess of wealth. 


       


      [3] Moo krata is a popular Thai-style BBQ that combines both BBQ and hot pot. The meat is cooked over charcoal in a special pan with a raised dome for grilling and a curved edge for boiling soup.


       


      Chapter 5: Keep You Sane


      [4] Sator beans are long, flat beans with edible seeds and a very strong smell, while shrimp paste is a dark-red paste made from fermented crushed shrimp. 


       


      [5] A famous Luk Thung singer.


       


      [6] Thai for “fuck your mother.”


       


      [7] Nora is a kind of dance drama from southern Thailand, combining dance, acrobatics, and improvisational singing. The performers wear colorful beaded costumes with long, curled, metallic fingernails.


       


      [8] A traditional dessert of boiled glutinous rice dumplings with palm sugar filling, covered in shredded coconut.


       


      [9] Rak juk mai jeb by Mek Pantai.


       


      [10] A kuti is a hut or home for a Buddhist monk within the temple where they live.


       


      Chapter 7: Let Me Out


      [11] Teochew for “great-grandfather.”


       


      [12] Lyrics from “Khun Phaen’s Spell” by Karn Tasana.


       


      Chapter 8: No One Can Hurt Us


      [13] Literally “lady’s lament”—a type of ya dong. 


       


      [14] Lyrics from “Num Bao Sao Pan” by Carabao. The lyrics Tankhun follows up with are of his own invention.


       


      [15] “Ma Kat” (“Bit by a Dog”) by Ekkachai Srivichai
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      Thank you for reading!


      Get the latest news about your favorite Seven Seas books and brand-new licenses delivered to your inbox every week:


      Sign up for our newsletter!


      Or visit us online:


      gomanga.com/newsletter
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