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			VOLATILE REACTION

			A hitman gets swept up protecting the younger man who lives next door.

			Content Notes

			explicit sexual content, violence, violent imagery, death (minor character), blood, drinking, smoking, implied sexual assault, implied physical & verbal abuse, character trauma, vaginal sex, oral sex, rough sex, dirty talk, anatomical terms (cunt, pussy, cock, tits, breasts)

		

	
		
			Volatile Reaction

			Ivan finishes the job lighter a few bullets.

			He cleans up in some gas station bathroom, blood rimming his fingernails like wax. Drops the car off in the overnight parking at the airport to become someone else’s problem.

			Bag check, security line. He stops at the newsstand to buy a five-dollar packet of ibuprofen, a bottle of water, and some crime thriller before he heads to gate C14. Flight 5435 economy class now boarding, window seat, empty row.

			Job complete means chasing his pain meds with whiskey, shoving in ear plugs before he tips his head back. Tries to sleep as the world spins below.

			Disembark, baggage claim, southbound blue line to the downtown interchange before a transfer to the northbound red line—he hardly has to be awake for this part, he’s made the trip so many times. It’s near midnight when he gets off at his stop, luggage wheels rattling against the metal grates of the elevated platform.

			He’s home free in three blocks and four flights of stairs. The one pothole on his street is now blocked off with fat orange cones and caution tape. The latch still sticks on the front door to his complex, lobby carpet matted flat beneath his boots. Gum wrappers and crumpled receipts stick to the corners of the stairwell. Fresh, acrid smoke curls in his nose as he circles the first flight up to the third floor, where the source of the stench is waiting for him.

			Crammed against the skinny window sill is the kid from the unit next door, wearing black leggings with pink paw prints up the sides and a thin sweater that wouldn’t do shit in this temperature. He swing-taps one boot against the paint-thick wall, peering through panther pelt hair with vicious eyes to match, just as Ivan stops on the landing. 

			“You’re back,” the kid says around a quick drag, puffing out smoke through the parted window. “Catch anything?”

			A week ago, they’d passed each other at the mail slots and the kid had asked him where he was going with all that luggage. Fishing, Ivan had said. “Not a bite,” is what he says now, switching his suitcase between hands as he rounds the next flight of stairs.

			He doesn’t care if the kid believes him. Doesn’t know a thing about him, not even his name. Just knows that his presence puts Ivan on edge, like crossing paths with an alley cat. Scrappy. Unpredictable. Ivan doesn’t smile at passing tenants in the halls, doesn’t answer the cheery good mornings of the neighborhood joggers. Even the nosy old ladies on the first floor know better than to linger with their coffee mugs when Ivan retrieves his mail in the mornings. 

			The kid is the only one in the building who speaks to him. And he’s not a kid, not really; Ivan’s been two bodies behind him in line at the corner store and watched him get carded for beer.

			The kid flicks his cigarette out the window as Ivan turns away, and before Ivan can tell him not to follow he drops his legs and catches the stairs, asking, “Need any help?”

			Ivan grunts as he tugs open the fourth-floor door, dropping the suitcase handle so he can drag it on its wheels down the hallway. It hardly seems like he was in another city that morning. He has sleep to catch up on. Clothes to launder or burn. Guns to clean. His door looms at the end of the hall, closer with each step and rotation of the sturdy wheels of his suitcase.

			The kid keeps on his heels. “You need groceries, right? I can run down to the place on the corner.” He’s made this offer before—tempting, but convenience doesn’t always agree with Ivan’s paranoia and need for privacy.

			Knowing the kid is far from finished with his pestering, Ivan leans the suitcase against door 413—his door—fishing out his keys as he rounds on the kid.

			I don’t need any help dies on his tongue when he notices the faded bruise shadowing the kid’s eye, the one that had been facing the window, not quite hidden by his long hair even though the kid suddenly runs his fingers through it like he’s trying to cover it up.

			Ivan thinks he knows nothing about the kid—yet he’s heard yelling through the wall between their units. Sometimes glass breaks or something slams against the floor. He’s seen the man supposedly responsible for the kid slumped in the hallway, passed out, reeking of cheap vodka.

			He’s cataloged these things that he doesn’t want anything to do with; compiled all this data he chooses not to analyze.

			“It’s late,” is all Ivan says, closing his fingers around his keys in his coat pocket.

			“I can come back in the morning.”

			It’s useless to tell him no, so Ivan crams his keys in the lock and lets himself in.

			“Night!” the kid calls, but Ivan just shuts the door with the heel of his boot.

			His suitcase slumps to the floor as he leans back and breathes in his apartment. His whole body tenses like he’s waiting for a gunshot.

			He hears another door shut in the hallway and sighs.

			***

			Ivan sleeps like the dead, feeling as much when he wakes up. Everything in the apartment is cold to the touch as he scrapes himself across the hardwood to the tiny bathroom, pawing at the scruff on his face as he debates whether to shave. He ends up showering in icy to lukewarm water, too impatient to wait for the building’s shitty water heater to do its job.

			He cleans up nice for a guy wearing a permanent mugshot. Shaves down the sides of his chestnut hair by touch alone. He leaves the scruff—no reason to look too approachable. Layers up for the twenty-degree weather outside and heads into the hallway.

			He turns the key in the deadbolt when the neighboring door opens, and his ears pick up angry words before his brain tunes them out. The door slams on the tirade—a creative combination of fuck’s and goddamn’s and sonuvabitch—and Ivan glances over his shoulder to see the kid retreating toward the stairwell, shoulders hunched in an oversized leather jacket.

			Not his problem.

			Yet he picks up his pace down the stairs, the lobby door slow-closing on a frigid blast. Somehow the kid has already stomped halfway down the snow-swept sidewalk, miraculously avoiding any patches of ice. He’s heading in the same direction as Ivan—toward the store on the corner. Just a coincidence, Ivan thinks, even though he’d half-expected the kid to be banging on his door for the chance to pick up his groceries.

			The kid has disappeared in the back aisles of the store by the time Ivan steps inside. The man behind the counter barely looks up as Ivan enters, the type of owner who understands he’s in the business of convenience, not customer service.

			Ivan trails past boxed crackers, cans of tuna and chicken and soup, cardboard cookies and over-salted chips, rounding the corner just in time to see the kid slip a tallboy into his coat.

			“Saw that.”

			The kid whips around, face pre-wired with rage that breaks instantly at the sight of Ivan standing there; his expression brushes against meek embarrassment before pivoting to arrogance.

			“You gonna tell?” the kid asks with an alley cat smile.

			He’s holding a carton of milk and a box of Sugar-O’s under one arm, wearing black jeans ripped at the knees and loose-laced boots mottled with salt stains. The bruise around his eye is faded but not yellowed, like he’d tried to cover it with makeup.

			Ivan tugs open the drink cooler and plucks out a bottle of apple juice. “Tell your old man to keep it down,” he says.

			He barely turns around when he hears the kid huff. “He’s not my fucking dad.”

			“Don’t care,” Ivan says over his shoulder. “He’s loud.”

			“Yeah, no shit. Try being the one he’s fucking screaming at.”

			As far as Ivan is concerned, the conversation is concluded. He makes his way back down the aisle of pantry staples, grabbing boxed macaroni, a pound bag of rice, canned pinto beans.

			“I can help you carry stuff,” the kid says, suddenly at his elbow. “If you’re stocking up.”

			Ivan ignores him, rounding the corner to another refrigerated section. Milk, eggs, creamer. Fuck, he needs coffee. He circles back around, the kid staying right on his heels, all the way up to the register where Ivan dumps out his purchases and passes each one through the slot in the plexiglass barrier. The owner eyes the kid behind him, apprehensive, and Ivan turns to snatch the cereal and the milk out of the kid’s hands.

			“The fuck—hey!”

			Ivan drops the items on the counter, then holds out his hand. The kid frowns, looking away as he fishes the tallboy out of his coat.

			The owner curses under his breath, rapping on the glass and pointing at the kid. “You! Get out! I told you!”

			The kid’s eyes split, more cornered deer than feral stray, but by the time he looks at Ivan again it’s a glare, then a middle finger, then the slap of his boots on the tile as he scurries out of the store.

			The owner curses again, keying in Ivan’s order with heavy strokes. He points at the cereal, the milk, the single beer. “You gonna get that, too?”

			“Yeah.” Ivan nods at the wall of cigarettes behind the counter. “And a pack of reds.”

			The owner scowls but rings everything up. Ivan pays with two twenties, pockets the change while the owner bags everything and thankfully keeps additional commentary about the kid to himself.

			The kid hasn’t gotten far, leaning next to the entrance of their apartment building, almost finished with a cigarette by the time Ivan walks up. He looks pissed, but doesn’t get a word out before Ivan shoves a plastic bag at his chest.

			The kid attempts to slap it away, damn near snarling when Ivan’s arm doesn’t budge. “I don’t fucking want it.”

			Ivan shakes the bag and nods at the kid’s cigarette. That steals the kid’s interest, and he sucks a drag before he snatches the bag and mutters, “Thanks.”

			“No more stealing,” Ivan says.

			The kid snorts, rolls his eyes. “Yeah, okay.” He drops his cigarette in a patch of snow, crushed beneath his boot, and peers inside the bag. “I, um. I can’t pay you back, but if there’s something else—”

			Ivan turns without speaking and reaches for the door, his own bags slapping against his legs. Last thing he needs is anyone owing him favors.

			He’s surprised the kid doesn’t call after him.

			Doubts he’ll actually leave him alone, though.
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