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Chapter 1 — Last Call
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The Copper Rail was seventeen blocks from Marcus Hale's office, which was exactly the point.

Seventeen blocks put it past the financial district's gravitational pull, past the steakhouses where Calloway executives closed deals over dry-aged ribeye, past any bar where a colleague might materialize with a handshake and a question about the quarterlies. Seventeen blocks was a different city. Brick instead of glass. Neon instead of brass. A chalkboard out front that read WHISKEY FIXES NOTHING BUT IT'S DELICIOUS in handwriting that had clearly been done by someone who found their own joke funny.

Marcus stood outside it in a charcoal suit that cost more than the bar's monthly liquor order and told himself he'd picked it at random.

He was very good at telling himself things.

Inside, the place was half-full and warm, all amber light and scarred wood, a jukebox in the corner playing something with a slide guitar. Marcus took a stool at the far end of the bar, the seat with a wall behind it and a sightline to the door — a habit so old he no longer noticed it — and set his phone face-down on the wood like he was holstering a weapon.

The board meeting had lasted four hours. Richard Calloway had spent the last forty minutes of it dismantling the Meridian acquisition in front of eleven people, and Marcus had sat there with his hands folded and absorbed it, because that was the job. You absorbed it. You kept your face smooth and your voice level and you said understood, Richard and we'll revise the model and you did not, under any circumstances, let anyone in that room see anything real.

He'd been not letting people see anything real for forty-five years. He was, by any objective measure, exceptional at it.

"You look like you lost a fight with a spreadsheet."

Marcus glanced up.

The bartender had appeared in front of him the way bartenders do, materializing out of the middle distance with a rag over one shoulder and both forearms braced on the rail. Young — mid-twenties, maybe. Dark hair pushed back like he'd been shoving his hands through it all night. A sleeve of tattoos climbing the left forearm, black ink over brown skin: a snake, a matchbook, something floral that disappeared under a rolled cuff. A face built for trouble — sharp jaw, crooked grin, eyes dark and quick and currently cataloguing Marcus with frank, unhurried interest.

Marcus's mouth went dry, which was ridiculous, so he ignored it.

"Several spreadsheets," he said. "It was an ambush."

"Brutal." The bartender's grin widened a notch. "What are we drinking about it?"

"Whiskey. Neat. Whatever you'd recommend."

"Dangerous thing to say to me." He turned to the back bar, and Marcus watched him move — economical, loose-hipped, the kind of ease Marcus had never once possessed in his entire rigid life — and pull down a bottle without hesitating. "Four Roses single barrel. It's what I give people who say 'whatever you'd recommend' and are wearing a watch like that."

"You price your recommendations by the watch?"

"I price everything by the watch." He poured with a flick of the wrist, slid the glass across. "It's the most honest thing in the room. People lie. Shoes lie. Watches never lie."

"And what does mine say?"

The bartender leaned on the rail again, closer this time, and looked at Marcus's wrist with theatrical consideration. Then he looked up, and his eyes did a slow, deliberate trip from the wrist to Marcus's shoulders to his face, and Marcus felt it like a hand dragged up his spine.

"It says you make real money and nobody's spending it on anything fun," he said. "It says meetings that should've been emails. It says—" he squinted, "—divorced, but polite about it."

Marcus's laugh came out before he could screen it — a short, genuine thing that surprised them both.

"That's a good trick."

"It's not a trick, it's a skill. Twelve hundred hours behind this bar. I could do your taxes off that watch." He stuck out a hand. "Leo."

"Marcus." The handshake was brief. Leo's hand was warm and rough-palmed and Marcus released it at exactly the socially correct moment, because Marcus released everything at exactly the socially correct moment.

"Well, Marcus." Leo rapped a knuckle on the bar. "Drink your whiskey. Yell if the spreadsheets come back."

He moved off down the bar, and Marcus did not watch him go.

He watched the mirror behind the bottles, which showed him the same thing, which didn't count.
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The whiskey was good. The second whiskey was better. Marcus drank them slowly and answered four emails and deleted a fifth unsent, and around him the bar filled and emptied in tidal shifts — a bachelorette party that Leo handled like a lion tamer, a pair of regulars he greeted by name and drink, a guy at the taps who told a long joke Marcus couldn't hear the end of, only Leo's laugh, which carried.

He had a good laugh. Loud, unguarded, thrown out into the room like he had an infinite supply of it and no reason to ration.

Marcus tried to remember the last time he'd laughed like that and got as far as never before he made himself stop.

Around eleven, the tide went out. The bachelorettes decamped to somewhere with a DJ, the regulars settled up, and Leo drifted back down the rail wiping a glass, unhurried, and planted himself in front of Marcus like he was resuming a conversation neither of them had ended.

"So what do you do, Marcus-with-the-watch? When you're not getting ambushed."

"Corporate development. Acquisitions, mostly."

"You buy companies."

"I evaluate companies. The board buys them, and then blames me for the price."

"That's the most depressing job description I've ever heard, and a guy once told me he inspects parking garages." Leo set the glass down, picked up another. "Do you like it?"

The question was so simple that it got past him. Marcus opened his mouth to deploy the standard answer — it's challenging, I enjoy the strategic side — and found, to his mild alarm, that he didn't want to.

"I'm good at it," he said instead.

Leo's rag stopped moving. He looked at Marcus for a second too long, and something in his expression shifted — the performance dimming a little, something more careful coming up underneath it.

"That wasn't the question," he said.

"No," Marcus agreed. "It wasn't."

The jukebox changed songs. Somewhere behind Marcus, chairs scraped as a table stood to leave, and neither of them looked away, and the moment stretched exactly one beat past what strangers were entitled to.

Then Leo grinned, easy again, and flicked the rag at the bar between them like he was resetting a chessboard.

"Okay, Marcus. New policy. In this bar, you're allowed to be bad at your job and good at drinking whiskey. We'll build from there."

"Generous terms."

"I'm a generous guy." He tipped his chin at the empty glass. "One more? On me. You look like a man who never lets anything be on anybody."

Marcus should have said no. It was eleven-forty on a Tuesday, and he had a seven a.m. call with the Singapore office, and he was three whiskeys deep in a bar he had no defensible reason to be in, watching a bartender's forearms with an attention he'd spent thirty years learning to strangle in the crib.

"One more," he said.

Leo poured it with that same clean flick of the wrist, and this time he poured one for himself, two fingers, and touched his glass to Marcus's where it sat on the wood.

"To ambushes," he said. "May they always end seventeen blocks away."

Marcus went still.

"How did you—"

"Your office is on your building badge." Leo tapped his own chest, where a lanyard would hang. "Clipped to your bag. Calloway Tower, right? That's what — sixteen, seventeen blocks?" He knocked back a sip, entirely pleased with himself. "Nobody walks seventeen blocks past forty bars to get to this one unless the point is the seventeen blocks."

He said it lightly. He said everything lightly, Marcus was learning; it was the delivery system, sugar around something sharp. But his eyes weren't light. His eyes were steady on Marcus's face with a directness that felt less like flirtation and more like recognition — like he'd seen this exact man on this exact stool a hundred times before and knew precisely what the seventeen blocks were for.

Marcus's heart was beating somewhere it didn't belong.

"Maybe I like the walk," he said.

"Sure," Leo said, gentle as a closing door. "Maybe you like the walk."

He drifted off to close out the couple at the end of the rail, and Marcus sat with his fourth whiskey and his hammering pulse and the distinct, vertiginous sensation of having been read — quickly, casually, in full — by a twenty-something bartender with a snake on his arm.

It should have terrified him. It did terrify him.

It also felt, God help him, like being handed a glass of water after a very long time in the desert.
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He settled up at midnight. The tab was forty-one dollars; Marcus put down two hundred and stood, shrugging into his coat, arranging his face into the polite blank of a man concluding an unremarkable evening.

Leo picked up the bills, counted them with one glance, and raised an eyebrow.

"This is a hundred and sixty percent tip."

"Your recommendations were sound."

"My recommendations were bourbon." Leo held his gaze, and there it was again — that steadiness underneath the grin, the sense of being seen straight through the suit. Then he folded the bills into his apron and knocked twice on the bar, a little punctuation. "Tuesdays through Saturdays," he said. "I'm here most nights, Marcus-with-the-watch. In case the spreadsheets ambush you again."

"I'll keep it in mind."

"No you won't," Leo said cheerfully. "You'll think about it twice tomorrow and talk yourself out of it, and then Thursday around nine you'll lose the argument. I'll have the Four Roses ready."

Marcus left before his face could do anything unauthorized.

The seventeen blocks back were cold and he barely felt them.
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His condo was on the thirty-first floor and it was, by design, immaculate. Gray sofa no one sat on. Marble island no one cooked at. On the bookshelf, in a silver frame, Diane smiled next to him at someone's wedding, eight years ago — kept there the way you keep a fire extinguisher, in case of inspection. The cleaning service came Mondays and Thursdays and their only real job was erasing the evidence that no one lived here at all.

Marcus hung the suit in its designated place. Brushed his teeth. Lay down in the exact center of a king-size bed, in a silence so complete he could hear the building's bones settle.

He thought about the Singapore call.

He thought about the Meridian model.

He thought about a rag flicking across scarred wood, and a rolled cuff, and black ink moving over a brown forearm as a wrist snapped through a pour. He thought about that wasn't the question and the way it had gone through his ribs like a stiletto. He thought about being read in one glance and smiled at anyway — smiled at more, if anything, after — and his hand was already moving down his stomach before the part of his brain in charge of lying to him could file an objection.

He was hard. He'd been hard, at some low idling frequency, since roughly eleven o'clock, and he was so practiced at ignoring his own body that he'd nearly managed not to know it.

He shoved his waistband down and took himself in hand and exhaled through his teeth at the ceiling.

This was the arrangement he had with himself. This was the deal, hammered out over decades and honored with the discipline he brought to everything: it was allowed to exist here. In the dark, in the silence, behind a steel door on the thirty-first floor, with no witnesses and no evidence and no name attached. In here, he could take the day's contraband — a jaw, a laugh, a pair of forearms — and spend it. By morning the account would be zeroed out. By morning he would be Marcus Hale again, smooth-faced, level-voiced, nothing real showing.

He stroked himself slowly, and let the bar come back.

Leo. Leaning on the rail with both arms braced, close enough that Marcus had smelled lime and bar rag and something warmer underneath. The crooked grin. The eyes going up his wrist, his shoulders, his face — slow, deliberate, entitled — and Marcus's whole body had lit up like a switchboard and he'd sat there and sipped his whiskey and ignored it, because that was the skill, that was the whole terrible skill.

He didn't ignore it now. Now he let himself feel the full voltage of it: being looked at like that. Being looked at at all — not glanced across a boardroom, not assessed, but looked at, by a beautiful young man who'd clocked the watch and the wedding-ring tan line and the seventeen blocks and had leaned in closer anyway.

His fist tightened. His breath went ragged.

In the dark, with no one to perjure himself for, Marcus let the fantasy off its leash — let it be Leo's rough warm hand instead of his own, Leo's voice low against his ear, saying something teasing and filthy in that light delivery with the sharp thing underneath. Nobody walks seventeen blocks unless the point is the seventeen blocks. Leo's grin against his throat. Leo's tattooed forearm braced beside his head on this ridiculous empty bed, ink shifting over muscle. Twenty years of hotel-bar strangers and burner profiles and men whose faces he'd made himself forget, and none of it had ever once felt like tonight had felt with a bar between them and all their clothes on—

"You look like a man who never lets anything be on anybody."

Marcus came with a punched-out sound he'd have been ashamed of in daylight, hips lifting off the mattress, spilling hot over his own knuckles, the bartender's name locked behind his teeth where it couldn't count against him.

For a while he just breathed at the ceiling.

Then he cleaned up, methodically, and lay back down in the exact center of the bed, and waited for the account to zero out the way it always did. For the shame to come through on schedule and wash the whole thing gray. For Marcus Hale, SVP, to reassemble around him like a well-tailored suit.

It mostly did.

Except that somewhere in the back of his mind, in a low voice with a grin in it, Thursday around nine said: I'll have the Four Roses ready.
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He lost the argument on Wednesday.

He'd like to have claimed it went the distance — that he held out until Thursday like a man with a functioning will — but Wednesday's calendar collapsed a dinner, and at eight-forty he found himself in the back of a car giving the driver a corner two blocks from the Copper Rail, because apparently his discretion extended even to rideshare records now, which was either prudence or a symptom.

Leo saw him come in and didn't gloat, which was somehow worse. He just reached back for the Four Roses, set a glass on the rail at the last stool — Marcus's stool, already, after one night — and poured as Marcus sat down.

"Spreadsheets?" Leo asked.

"Lawyers," Marcus said.

"God. Do you need a double?"

"I need a lobotomy, but I'll start with the double."

Leo laughed — the whole loud unrationed thing, head tipped back — and something in Marcus's chest, some load-bearing beam that had been holding weight for decades, creaked audibly.

He stayed two hours. They talked about nothing: the bachelorette party's return visit, a movie Leo defended with his whole chest, the correct ratio in an old-fashioned, a rich guy earlier who'd tried to pay with a cryptocurrency QR code. Leo worked the whole bar and kept coming back to Marcus's end like a tide, and every time he braced his arms on the rail Marcus lost the thread of his own sentence for half a second, and every time, Leo's mouth curved like he'd noticed.

On Friday, Marcus came back again and told himself it was because the kitchen made a decent burger.

He didn't order the burger.

"Three nights in one week," Leo said at last call, sliding the check across — a check Marcus had insisted on, over protest. His voice was doing the light thing again, sugar over something sharp, and his eyes were doing the steady thing, and the combination was becoming a specific problem for which Marcus had no line item. "Careful, Marcus-with-the-watch. People are going to think you like it here."

Marcus signed the slip. Tipped a hundred and twenty percent. Stood, buttoned his jacket, and met the bartender's dark, quick, entirely too-knowing eyes for one steady second.

"Maybe I like the walk," he said.

Leo's grin went crooked and slow, like a fuse catching.

"Sure," he said softly. "Maybe you like the walk."

Marcus walked home. All seventeen blocks, and then some — he overshot his own building by two streets and had to double back, because his feet had kept going while the rest of him was replaying a fuse of a grin, and by the time he got upstairs he'd already lost Saturday's argument too, and Tuesday's, and he knew it, and the strangest part — the part he examined in the dark like contraband, hand pressed flat over his own hammering heart —

The strangest part was that it didn't feel like losing.
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Chapter 2 — The Joke That Isn't
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Two weeks in, Leo had a taxonomy for the man at the end of the bar.

He'd built it the way he built all his read-the-room files: in layers, over shifts, out of the small stuff people didn't know they were handing over. Marcus Hale — last name acquired off a credit card on night four, filed away, never used — drank Four Roses on ordinary nights and rye when something had gone wrong. He answered emails at the bar but never took calls there; calls he stepped outside for, spine straightening before the door even closed, like the phone could see his posture. He tipped like an apology. He laughed like it cost him money, which made every one Leo pulled out of him feel like robbing a very polite bank.

And he watched. That was the headline finding, the one Leo kept turning over during slow stretches. Marcus watched him the way starving men look at bakery windows — carefully, sidelong, through the back-bar mirror when he thought the angle covered him. It didn't. Mirrors were Leo's home field.

Married guys did the sidelong thing sometimes. Straight-until-the-third-bourbon guys did it too. But Marcus wasn't either of those flavors. There was no wedding ring, no faded stripe where one had been recently — just the divorce Leo had guessed the first night and Marcus had never corrected. And the look wasn't drunk curiosity. It was older than that. It had rust on it.

Closet case, Leo's taxonomy concluded. Deep one. Load-bearing.

Which should have filed Marcus under do not touch — Leo had a strict policy about men who treated wanting him like a crime scene — and instead had the man taking up an entirely unreasonable amount of Leo's off-shift brain.

"You're doing it again," Marisol said, Tuesday afternoon, over a mountain of laundry on their sagging couch.

"Doing what?"

"Smiling at your phone like it owes you money."

"I'm looking at Mom's pharmacy bill. Trust me, nobody's smiling."

That killed the conversation the way it always did. The bill was $611 this month, because the insurance had reclassified one of Gloria's MS meds again, kicked it up a tier, and $611 was — Leo did the math the way you press a bruise — five good bartending shifts, or the loan payment, or a third of rent, but not two of those things, and definitely not all three.

He picked up an extra shift. He'd been picking up extra shifts for three years. His body clocked in around hour fifty of every week and had started leaving strongly worded notes.

So maybe that was the context — the $611, the double on Thursday, the way his shoulders had begun making a sound like a haunted house — for what came out of his mouth on Friday night.
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Friday, ten-thirty, the rush dying back. Marcus in his spot with the good rye, which meant a bad day; jacket over the stool back, cuffs turned once, which two weeks of fieldwork said was as undone as the man ever got in public. They'd been trading conversation in installments all night between Leo's laps of the bar — the merger from hell, a regular's terrible new girlfriend, whether a Manhattan up or rocks was a moral issue (it was; Leo was right).

Leo was restocking the well when his phone buzzed on the register shelf. He glanced at it. The pharmacy, auto-refill confirmation, $611 pending.

"Ugh." He holstered the phone and grabbed the shaker tins. "That's it. I'm getting a sugar daddy."

He said it the way he'd said it a hundred times — to Marisol, to his coworker Dani, to the void. Service-industry gallows humor, standard issue. Dani usually answered get one for me too and they moved on.

Marcus did not move on.

Marcus went still.

It wasn't dramatic. He didn't freeze mid-sip or drop anything. It was subtler and much more interesting: everything about him simply stopped — the idle scroll of his thumb, the slow rotation of the glass on its coaster, the ambient restlessness of a man who was never fully off the clock. For about two seconds, Marcus Hale was a photograph of himself.

Leo clocked it the way he clocked everything, filed it, and kept his hands moving on the tins like he'd noticed nothing at all.

"Rich guys," he went on, breezy, to the room in general. "Where are they hiding? I'm a catalogue-quality companion. I know four thousand cocktails. I can talk to anybody's terrible business partner at a party. I'm hilarious. Somebody should be paying my rent, is all I'm saying."

Down the bar, Dani snorted. "You'd last a week. You can't even let a customer be wrong about vermouth."

"For rent money I'd let a man be wrong about everything." Leo racked the clean tins and swung back down the rail, collecting empties, and when he passed Marcus he tossed it off casual, a coin flipped to the quiet end of the bar: "What about you, Marcus-with-the-watch. You run in rich-guy circles. How do I apply? Is there a portal?"

He expected a dry deflection. Marcus was excellent at those; deflection was practically the man's cardio.

Instead Marcus looked at him — direct, no mirror, none of the sidelong — and said, in the tone Leo imagined he used across boardroom tables, level as a spirit level:

"What would it actually involve?"

The jukebox kept playing. Somebody's chair scraped. Leo stood there with three empty glasses webbed between his fingers and experienced the rare sensation of a joke turning around in his hand to look at him.

"...What would what involve?"

"The arrangement you're describing." Marcus's voice stayed conversational, pitched under the music, absolutely unhurried. Only his hand gave anything away — it had gone flat and motionless on the bar top, the way a man steadies himself on furniture. "Hypothetically. What would someone actually want from it? Money, obviously. But structured how? What are the — terms?"

Terms. Sweet Jesus, the man was requesting a term sheet.

Leo set the glasses down in the bus tub with exaggerated care, buying two full seconds, recalibrating. There were several available exits here. He could laugh it off — easy, tiger, I was joking — and the moment would fold up politely and they'd talk about the playoffs. Marcus was visibly holding the door open for that exit. Half of him was clearly praying Leo would take it.

The other half had asked the question.

And Leo — tired, $611 poorer, curious in a way that had nothing to do with pharmacies — did not take the exit.

"Hypothetically," he said, matching Marcus's level tone like they were discussing barrel proofs, and leaned on the rail. "Okay. Well. It varies. But the classic structure —" he'd read about this at 2 a.m. more than once, not that he'd admit the browser history — "is an allowance. Monthly, usually. Enough to actually change the math of somebody's life, not just, like, sushi money. In exchange for time. Company. Whatever both people agree company means."

"Whatever both people agree," Marcus repeated.

"That's the entire game, yeah. It's all negotiated. Some arrangements are dinners and conversation and that's genuinely it. Some are —" Leo tipped a hand, palm up, you know exactly what some are — "more. The good ones, from what I hear, the two people actually write it down. What's included, what's off the table, how often, what happens if somebody wants out. Like a contract, except the collateral is your whole self-esteem."

Something moved through Marcus's face at write it down — relief, almost. Of course. Rules. The man probably slept in a binder.

"And discretion?" Marcus asked. Still level. His hand still flat on the wood.

"Discretion's usually the whole point," Leo said. "Guys who do this —" guys, he said, watching, and Marcus did not so much as blink at the pronoun, which was its own data point — "mostly aren't advertising. No photos, no public stuff, burner numbers if you're paranoid. The money buys the good time, but honestly? Mostly it buys the silence."

"That seems —" Marcus paused, selecting the word with tweezers, "— cold."

"It's honest," Leo said. "That's different from cold." He shrugged, straightened a coaster that didn't need it. "Look, people cheat and lie and ghost and break each other for free, every night, right in front of me. I watch it from here like it's dinner theater. At least an arrangement, everybody signed the same page. Nobody's pretending it's the notebook. You want somebody's time, you value it in dollars, they either agree or they don't. It's the least dishonest thing happening in this bar on any given Friday."

He hadn't meant to say all of that. It had come out with an edge on it, three years of doubles behind it, and for a second the flirt-armor slipped and it was just Leo, twenty-six, doing the math out loud.

Marcus was watching him with an expression Leo hadn't catalogued yet. Not the bakery-window look. Something quieter, and more careful, and — this was the destabilizing part — sad, around the edges, like Leo had confirmed something Marcus already believed about the world and Marcus was sorry to hear it seconded.

"And the person in your hypothetical," Marcus said. "What would he want? Specifically. If he could set the terms himself."

He. Not you. The fiction maintained, tissue-thin, both of them holding it up like a tablecloth over a live wire.

Leo looked at him. The rust-colored want in the man's eyes, the flat steadying hand, the rye instead of bourbon, the four hundred dollars of tips in two weeks, the seventeen blocks. Every layer of the file at once.

"Rent handled," Leo said quietly. "So the math stops screaming. Enough over that to fix real problems, not just pad the fall. Cash, probably — hypothetical guy's fussy about paper trails too." A breath. "And he'd want it respectful. Whatever else it was. He's not a rental car. He'd want the other guy to actually see him, even if nobody else ever got to."

The bar noise went on around them, ice and laughter and slide guitar, and between the two of them it was very, very quiet.

"That doesn't sound unreasonable," Marcus said at last, barely above the music.

"No," Leo agreed. "It doesn't, does it."

Dani yelled for a hand at the service well. The moment released them both — Leo could have sworn he heard it click, like a seatbelt — and he pushed off the rail, and Marcus picked his glass back up, and the tablecloth settled over the wire, still humming.

"Anyway." Leo walked backward two steps, grin reassembling, the performance sliding home over whatever had just happened. "If you meet any hypothetical rich guys, Marcus. You know where I work."

"Tuesdays through Saturdays," Marcus said, into his rye.

"He listens, too," Leo said to no one, and went to help Dani, and did not look in the mirror to see if Marcus was watching him go, because he already knew, and because his pulse was doing something that had no business on the clock.

•
[image: ]


Marcus left at midnight. The tip was two hundred percent. Under the signed slip, on a cocktail napkin, in handwriting so precise it looked typeset, he'd written nothing at all — Leo checked, and then was annoyed at himself for checking, and then was annoyed at being annoyed.

He cashed out, split tips with Dani, walked the eleven minutes home through cold that smelled like coming rain, and let himself into the dark apartment. Marisol's door shut, her white-noise app whirring. The pharmacy envelope on the counter where he'd left it, patient as a debt.

He showered off the shift — lime, bourbon, other people's fun — and lay down on a mattress with a topography like a relief map of bad decisions, and stared at the ceiling, and did not think about it.

He thought about it.

What would it actually involve.

Not slurred. Not leering. The man hadn't so much as brushed his hand in two weeks — sat there in his armor at the end of the rail being courteous and starving and 
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