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Now

“How long are we to wait, Brandt?”

Ian Brandt had a burning desire to turn and shove the palm of his hand up into the other man’s nose. He’d killed at least nine men this way, violently forcing the bone and cartilage from their noses up into their brains. These days, he wasn’t as fast or as deadly as he’d once been. Yet even at seventy-eight, he was certain he could snuff out the life of anyone in this room with minimal effort. Then again, the others were just as advanced in years as he was, so everyone was on level playing ground—and one of them was dying.

He’d never do it, of course. These six men, these six brothers who formed a solemn circle around the seventh, had taken a vow never to harm or betray one another. That promise had been made long ago as part of the clandestine charter that bound them together.

Now, though, Brandt despised every member of this circle, and none more than the man who lay dying in its center, Alton Webber. Here, in the dead of night, in this place that very few people knew existed, it would be so easy to snuff out each one of them. This was Alton’s home, his bedroom, the place to which the others had been summoned more than forty-eight hours ago.

“We wait for as long as it takes,” Brandt finally replied, not moving his eyes from Alton, who lay unconscious in a hospital bed.

Herman Ott, an eternally agitated squirrel of a man who persistently smelled of whiskey, gestured at Alton. “Look at him,” he squeaked. “He’s barely holding on. He’s going to croak any second! Unless this blasted storm outside blows the whole place down first.”

Brandt was forced to concede Herman’s point about the wind and rain attacking the exterior of Alton’s ancient home. The ferocious storm, with howling, powerful gusts and lightning that flashed like fireworks just outside Alton’s enormous bedroom windows, had Brandt wondering whether the earth itself was reacting to Alton’s death. It was as if the whole world were eager to usher him out of this life. Or maybe the very gates of hell had been flung wide to welcome the old villain to his eternal home.

Perhaps. But still, the rest of Herman’s words made Brandt bristle. “Have a care, Herman. You would do well not to speak of Alton Webber as you would a piece of meat. Do not forget his station among the Seven. You don’t have to like it, but you will respect this circle. As we all do.”

Herman retreated a few inches from Brandt, as if suddenly recalling that this man had once been among the most dangerous alive.

“I still don’t see why I can’t just leave,” muttered Virgil Kirwin, another member of their circle. “I’ve made it very clear I have no desire to be any part of this.”

“You are a part of it, whether you like it or not,” Brandt barked. He was growing irritable from the others’ bellyaching; nearly all of them had found plenty to gripe about over the last two days. Brandt had complaints himself, but at least he had the good grace to keep his issues to himself. The truth was, none of them wanted to be here, but they were duty bound to abide by Alton’s wishes.

It hadn’t always been this way. Long ago, these men had been Brandt’s most loyal and trusted friends, and he theirs. None more so than Alton Webber, the glue that had held them all together. When he first met Alton, Ian Brandt was a teenager full of spite and ire for a world that had dealt him nothing but cruelty. Alton had expressed a similar—if more philosophical—disenchanted view of the world, its general unfairness, and the pain it inflicted.

It was young Alton who recruited and brought each member into the Seven, just as it was Alton who fanned the collective flames of their shared hate for the world. The group then chose their path together, based on feelings they believed entirely justified. But these days, Brandt blamed Alton for pretty much everything.

“As for your concerns,” Brandt said, turning back to Herman, “Alton is not going to die. Not yet. If what he told us is true, he can’t.”

A mighty flash of lightning illuminated the room at the same time the deep, hollow gong of the manor’s doorbell sounded. At Brandt’s right, Herman jumped.

The five men standing with Brandt turned in his direction at the sound, and even Alton cracked open his eyes just above his oxygen mask long enough to glance at his old friend. There were no servants here this night, and Alton had no family. The Seven were alone.
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Then

Ian was three years old. He loved laughing and building blocks and playing with the dog that lived with the nice people next door.

He loved his mommy and daddy, and they loved him. There was so much he didn’t know. So much he wanted to know. He asked a lot of questions, and usually Mommy and Daddy would tell him the answers.

He liked his house, and he liked his room. He had just started sleeping in a “big boy bed” a few weeks ago, and he liked how it made him feel big. He wanted to be big more than anything else. Mommy and Daddy always smiled when he felt big; he didn’t know why, but he didn’t mind.

Today, Mommy and Daddy were talking. Ian didn’t understand most of the words they said. Things like bills and broke and fired. These words meant nothing, so he forgot them as soon as he heard them.

Ian wanted to tell his mommy that he was hungry. Maybe she would give him some crackers. She liked to give him crackers, and he liked to eat them. But try as he might to get their attention, neither Mommy nor Daddy would look at him. They didn’t hear him, either. They were both talking louder than before.

And Daddy was red. He was talking really, really loud, and he was red. Why was he red? Was Ian red too? He didn’t feel red. His arms and legs weren’t red. Ian was sure he wasn’t as loud as Daddy, either.

Why was Daddy red and loud?

Now Mommy was loud and red too. Both of them got louder and louder until Ian put his hands over his ears to block out the noise.

It hurt. What they were doing hurt his ears. Why would they hurt his ears? They dressed him and fed him and made him clean, and they read him stories before bed and tucked him in. They loved him.

But whatever they were doing now—this was something else. This didn’t feel like love.

Maybe it was a game. Ian liked games. He liked to run and get there first; he liked to hide so Mommy or Daddy could find him; he liked to stack blocks and then knock them down. All these things always made Mommy and Daddy laugh.

Mommy and Daddy weren’t laughing now. Ian wasn’t sure what you called what they were doing, but he didn’t think it was a game. Maybe they were—

Ian froze. Everything had just changed because Daddy had made a fist with his hand and hit Mommy. He hit her on her cheek, and she fell down. She was on the floor now, not far from Ian, and she looked up slowly until she saw Ian watching her. She looked the same way she had the other day when she’d found Ian splashing in a puddle of mud in the backyard. He still didn’t know why that had bothered her so much.

And he didn’t know why Daddy had hit her now. They always told him that hitting was bad. “You don’t ever hit,” they would say. He wasn’t sure why hitting was bad, but he liked it when Mommy and Daddy were pleased with him, so he tried to remember not to do it.

Why was it okay for Daddy to hit Mommy, then? Did Mommy do something bad? Was Daddy punishing her? Would he give her a pop on her bottom next? Daddy had never hit Ian on his cheek with a balled-up hand. What did it mean?

Ian found his feet moving backward as he saw Daddy lean down and hit Mommy again, just like he did before. Mommy was crying now and trying to crawl away from Daddy, but he grabbed her by the hair.

Ian wanted Daddy to stop. Whatever Daddy was doing, he wanted it to stop. Daddy wasn’t being nice. Ian didn’t know what was going on, but he knew Daddy was being bad. He knew because Mommy was upset. And Ian didn’t like it when Mommy cried.

Seeing Mommy cry made his heart hurt.
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Now

7. The number haunted him and had for as long as Ian Brandt could remember. It came to mind at random during his waking hours and populated his dreams at night. But it wasn’t just any 7; he could clearly see a very specific version of the number in his mind. Its lines were thick and heavy, its color like ash.

Brandt blinked, shaking off the familiar sensation, and was back to business. He gave the slightest of nods to Alton, then turned and walked the ten feet from Alton’s bed to the door. As he was closing the door behind him, he twisted back to share a glance with the cold, unfeeling eyes of Dewey Coogan, a small, flat-capped member of the Seven who was built like a brick wall.

A short hallway opened up to the cavernous foyer, which reached up from the ground floor to the fourth, where Brandt began his descent down the grand staircase, winding back and forth across the balcony edges.

Brandt had been to the manor only four times before this night, and he detested it with a passion. It was a cold, hollow place that was ornately furnished, but its dark, stuffy walls and furnishings did not give it a lived-in feel. It felt to him like a gigantic mausoleum, with vast rooms in which the tiniest of sounds echoed. Windows were scattered about, but not as many as Brandt would have liked, save for the large glass panes in Alton’s bedroom. The contrast between the manor’s size and its closed-in nature gave Brandt an odd feeling of claustrophobia. Alton had designed the place himself, a fact Brandt had guessed on first setting foot inside. It was every bit as murky and enigmatic as the dying old man.

His shoes finally clomped onto the tiled foyer floor, echoing up all four stories, though the fierce storm made the sound difficult to hear, to Brandt’s relief. The waves he could now hear crashing against the rocks surrounding the manor churned up even more noise. Brandt would take all the help he could get to drown out the unwanted memories threatening to tear through his mind.

He needed to remain calm and on task, but his own heavy, clicking footfalls brought back shadowy thoughts of his father walking through the wilting bungalow Brandt grew up in. It was never a good thing when his father’s steps echoed with that purposeful, steady gait. It seemed to be his father’s way of trying to control an inexplicable rage building inside. The old man always lost that fight, and Brandt still had the scars to prove it.

Alton’s manor and the small island it was built on were both taking a serious beating, but Brandt doubted it mattered to anyone if the place was damaged. Once Alton was dead, what possible purpose could the manor serve? Who in his right mind would want to live on a private island off the coast of Maine, ensconced in a home that looked like it had been built sometime before the Pilgrims arrived at Plymouth Rock? There was no denying the intimidation one felt at first seeing its castle-like ramparts, cement gargoyles, and intricate stonework.

Brandt approached the huge oak door at the entrance and turned the knob, but the door flung itself free from his grip, swung open wide, and slammed against the exterior. The powerful storm stole away the heavy oak door, yet the old man standing just outside its reach stood firmly rooted to his spot, thoroughly unbothered by the pounding thunder, the blinding lightning, and the drenching rain.

Brandt grabbed the man by his lapels and yanked him inside, growling, “Finally.”
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Then

“Gross.”

That was the word other kids used to describe thirteen-year-old Ian. They thought he couldn’t hear them whispering about him, but he could, from the seat he chose in the back corner of every class. Alone.

It wasn’t like Ian was a nerd, and he certainly wasn’t a bully, though he was one of the larger kids in class. Most of the other kids seemed afraid of him, but he never picked on them and had never hurt a soul. He had greasy hair and dirty clothes and was usually angry about one thing or another. He was different from everyone else, and he’d learned years ago that different was bad.

But truth be told, he didn’t mind that the others kept their distance. It meant that no one talked to him. And no talking meant no questions. Ian didn’t have to tell anyone that he wore the same long-sleeved shirts and baggy jeans over and over because they hid the bruises and the scars. He didn’t have to explain that he kept his dark hair shaggy and unkempt so that it would disguise his black eyes and bruised cheeks.

The other kids in school were so normal. Day in and day out, they went about their happy little lives, barely even considering him, and when they did, Ian was quickly forgotten before they bothered to question why he was the way he was. It was both comforting and infuriating.

He wanted to be ignored, yet he wanted so very desperately to be noticed.

No one really knew anything about him. No one knew that he lived in fear of 5:11 p.m., because that was the exact time his father arrived home from work each day. The old man didn’t hit Ian every day. Just when he’d had a bad day at work. Typically two or three times a week, but more often during holidays.

Ian’s mother, a lifeless shell, had given up a long time ago—before Ian could remember—and was resigned to her husband’s rage. She wasn’t indifferent to the abuse; she felt every blow and worked as hard as Ian did to cover up her bruises, to pretend they weren’t there. But she didn’t fight back anymore.

The other kids had nothing to fear from Ian Brandt. He was more afraid than they were.

This morning before school, Ian had nicked seven dollars from his father’s wallet while the old man was in the shower and had snuck down to the corner store. He bought a pack of smokes and a lighter and smuggled them to school. At recess, he disappeared into the woods on the far side of the playground, knowing no one would miss him because no one ever looked for him.

Thirty feet into the woods—far enough to be out of any teacher’s sight but not so deep that the trees were packed together too tightly to navigate—he pulled out a cigarette and flicked on the lighter. He relished the thought of what a scandal it would be for his school administration to find a thirteen-year-old smoking a cigarette in the woods. It was a delicious enough notion to make him consider striding out of the forest and back to the playground, the disgraceful tobacco stick still clenched between his lips.

For now, Ian simply wanted to try it. He expected it to be disgusting, based on the times he’d smelled the smoke secondhand. He didn’t care. He’d just placed the lit cigarette between his lips when he heard shouting not far away. But no, it wasn’t just shouting. There was crying, too.

Holding the cigarette between two fingers, he followed the sound through the forest until he spotted two boys not far away. He ducked behind some brush before they spotted him.

Kneeling on the ground was Felix Brown, a nasty piece of work who from far away looked like a small gorilla; up close, he exhibited the personality of a hungry shark. Felix was always half a minute from being expelled at school and seemed to think that school’s only purpose was to provide him with an endless supply of kids to torment. He preyed on anyone who had the bad luck of sitting too close to him in class, and Ian couldn’t think of any kids who would come to Felix’s defense if they saw what was happening right now in the woods.

Just yesterday, when the PE teacher wasn’t looking, Felix had yanked down Ian’s pants and tossed them into the basketball goal, where they got stuck, dangling half in and half out. Everybody had laughed, but no one told the teacher who’d done it—more because they were terrified of Felix than because it was funny.

Today the tables were turned. Towering over Felix was the new kid who’d just moved here a few days ago. He was a grade older, and Ian didn’t know his name. He was lanky, all elbows and knees and unusually tall for his age.

Felix sported an ugly, fist-shaped red blotch on his cheek, over which hot tears dripped. He was biting his lip to keep from screaming again, and the way he had both hands over his groin told Ian that the hateful kid had just been kicked in the crotch.

The new kid grabbed Felix by his wavy blond locks with one hand and used the other to pull one of Felix’s arms into the small of his back. “How’s it feel, creep? You tell me how it feels!”

Ian’s heart pounded hard enough to thump against his ribs. He wasn’t scared; this was a different feeling. He couldn’t identify it exactly, but it was terribly exciting.

Felix glanced up and around at the new kid but wouldn’t utter a single word and give him the satisfaction. Instead, he scrunched up his ugly, livid face and spat a huge wad of mucus at the other kid’s face.

The new kid froze, then let go of Felix’s hair and wiped the spit off his face using Felix’s gray jacket. “What do you think?” he said. “Should I stand for that?”

It was at least seven seconds before Ian realized the new guy was talking to him, not to Felix.

He knew! Ian was sure he’d been quiet as a mouse; how did this new kid know he was there?

The answer was obvious as soon as he’d thought of the question. The cigarette. Ian had forgotten it entirely. It was giving off a solid white, snaking trail of smoke, soaking the air with its putrid odor.

Ian stepped out from behind the bushes and walked toward the other two boys. No point in hiding anymore. He wasn’t afraid of the tall kid—he didn’t even know him—but he hated the other one with all his might.

“No,” Ian said, a trembling smirk peeking through at the sight of Felix Brown being humiliated. The jerk had it coming, and the more Ian thought about it, the more he liked this new kid. Whoever he was.

“Punk thought he was real funny,” the new kid said, “pouring sardines all over my locker. He never even tried to deny it. Said it was his way of welcoming me to school. I didn’t see what was so funny about it. This right here, though,” he said, nodding at Felix’s pitiful state, “this is hilarious.”

Ian was loving every minute of seeing the school tormentor get what he deserved. For a fleeting moment, he considered asking the new kid to come over and humble his dad the same way.

He couldn’t come up with a single reason to defend Felix. He looked up at the new kid and nodded in agreement; it was hilarious, though he wasn’t laughing. Felix had messed with the wrong kid, and now he was being taught a lesson. It was about time.

“Lot easier to stand there than get involved,” the new kid said, pulling on Felix’s hair so hard he yelped. His voice was strong and smooth. “You just gonna watch or what?”

Ian didn’t have to think about it long. He’d never so much as swatted a fly, but right now he knew exactly the right thing to do. He stepped closer and kicked Felix’s stomach as hard as he could. Felix tried to double over, but the new kid held tight to his hair, preventing it.

The new kid grinned. “Now that’s more like it. Show this puke how you feel about what he did to you yesterday.”

Ian balled up his fist and slammed it into Felix Brown’s face. His knuckles exploded in pain—he’d never punched anyone before—but unlike the pain his father inflicted on him, this was . . . exhilarating! It felt better than anything he had felt in a long time.

The impact was so hard that the new kid lost his grip, and Felix fell backward on the ground, out cold.

The new kid laughed aloud. “Nice one. Ian, right?”

Ian nodded.

The other boy extended his hand, and Ian returned the gesture. But instead of shaking his hand, the new kid grabbed the still-lit cigarette from between Ian’s fingers.

“I’m Al,” the new kid said before taking a long, smooth drag. “Al Webber. Think he’s had enough?” he asked, nodding at the unconscious boy on the ground.

Ian looked down at Felix, whom he loathed almost as much as he despised his father. He shook his head. “Pants.”

Al grinned again and crossed his arms over his chest. “You gonna hide his?”

“Not hide ’em,” Ian said. He felt a rush of adrenaline as he produced the cigarette lighter from his pocket and flicked it on. “Burn ’em.”
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