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"The most important thing is to never let it
go red."

Hank McCoy still remembered the Words of
Wisdom passed down by his Best Man twelve months earlier—back when
he thought men had a choice about who they might marry and divorce,
or when, or even why.

Twelve little months... time enough to change
his world. Time enough to learn the lie. Time enough to turn him
from a carefree bachelor into Public Enemy Number One—a man wanted
by every lawman on the planet...

And all of it for the hideous crime of
forgetting his anniversary.

#

 


As with so many horrendously bad ideas, the
one that forever changed Hank McCoy's life started out as a pretty
good one. Dating women was a drag. It took time, it took effort,
and all the women he'd ever met were losers: flaky little girls who
played flaky little games. They never meant what they said and they
were always looking for any excuse to hop on their damned PMS
motorcycles and run him over...

Actually, thinking back, it was worse than a
drag, but then Hank met Ben Hodges. Ben was a godsend, or so he'd
thought.

That was then.

This was now.

"You're lookin' pretty tense, partner. What's
up?" Ben asked.

"I forgot my anniversary last week, except
Nancy says I didn't forget. She thinks I just didn't want to make
the effort. I've been sleeping on the couch ever since. I tell you,
Ben, I just can't do this anymore. I'm fed up."

Hank and Ben walked south along Seattle's
waterfront—a raised boardwalk of sorts, with a wide, empty street
on Ben's left and hundreds of mostly-empty shops sitting on dozens
of finger piers that stretched out into Puget Sound on Hank's
right.

A handful of seagulls hovered overhead, held
there by the salty breeze that blew up over the boardwalk's railing
from the water twenty feet below.

The gulls cried out, laughing in the
unseasonably blue February sky as the men passed by, hands stuffed
in the pockets of their light jackets.

 

"Fed up with what?" Ben asked. "See, that's
what I don't understand. Lots of guys go to the dog house. You can
think of it as a badge of honor. Bein' in the dog house says she
still cares enough to keep you around."

Ben was a few years older than Hank—maybe
thirty, tops. He was an average height and weight, but soft like a
teddy bear in the middle... soft like a teddy bear in the
head, too, if he thought that banishing Hank to the couch
was any way for a wife to tell her husband that she cared.

Hank wasn't soft like Ben. Hank was still
mostly muscle—tall and wide at the shoulders, with dark hair and a
strong chin. He'd been a football star in high school not too long
ago. He'd scored the last touchdown at the Homecoming game, too...
and things had been spiraling the drain ever since.

"Trust me, Ben. I've had it. It's over. I
want a divorce."

Ben laughed like it was a joke, but then he
saw that Hank was serious.

"No can do," Ben replied, sobering. "You knew
the rules when you signed up. 'Til death do you part, remember? You
got a good wife, a good job, a nice house—heck, a great
house... better than mine. You're only missin' a few kids and you
got yourself the Great American Dream, partner. It's too late to
back out, now. The deal's done. Don't even think about it."

Once upon a time, Hank hadn't minded the
deal. Then he learned about the damned wedding rings.

"That deal of yours is unenforceable
in a court of law, Ben."

"Never said she was, but a deal's still a
deal. That's the deal."

Hank scowled and stomped forward, looking
neither left nor right. His tennis shoes slapped softly against the
wooden planks—an unsatisfyingly wimpy sound—as he pressed through a
light crowd of men who'd slipped from their offices to enjoy the
morning sun.

He hadn't seen so many people at the
waterfront in ages. Even a light crowd was unusual anymore. Years
earlier, the boardwalk would have been packed at every hour of
every day.

That was before the governor hit the city
with an economic blockade worse than anything since Cold-War West
Berlin, before the mayor raised parking rates to the highest in the
nation, before every business that could do so hightailed it out of
town... before people gave up and quit visiting the city.

A lot had changed in a few short years...
weddings, wedding rings, the entire damned city... so, why were so
many guys cluttering the boardwalk?

"I'm sensin' a mess of hostility over there,"
Ben remarked casually.

"You're not sensing a thing. You're reading
my damned ring!" Hank snapped, snatching his left hand from his
jacket pocket and waving his wedding band in frustration at the
other man.

The diamond held a yellow sheen.

Anxiety.

"Yeah, well, this might surprise you,
partner, but it don't take a ring to hear the heat in your voice.
You need a time-out. How 'bout an ice cream?"

"An ice cream? In February?"

"Anytime's the right time—"

"Not for me, it ain't. Besides, you're
changing the subject."

"That's 'cuz the old one's done."

"No, it isn't! You lied to me. You told me
this was a mood ring. It was supposed to help read Nancy's moods.
It was supposed to tell me what she was feeling so I could see
trouble coming and head it off. That would have been cool, but
that's not what it does. It reads me, instead. It's a damned
lie detector, Ben, and it doesn't come off my damned
finger."

"Ever think it might seem like a lie detector
'cuz Nancy gets emotional when you lie?" Ben asked reasonably.
"Sound's like it's doin' the job. And it ain't supposed to come
off. 'Til death do you part, remember? I believe that was the vow,
was it not? That was the whole basis for our little deal."

"I told you, that's unenforceable. It won't
stand up in court."

Ben walked easy in the warm winter sun, cold
to Hank's arguments.

"Well, you'd know 'bout that. You're the
attorney, not me," Ben told him. "I never said nothing about no
court, though. I said a deal's a deal. There ain't no backin' out.
You want it to quit detectin' lies, quit tellin' 'em. You got a
good thing. Don't blow it. Let's get an ice cream. What do you like
on the top?"

"Quit changing the subject! We are not
having ice cream!"

"Suit yourself," Hank shrugged. "I like
sprinkles on mine."

"Knock it off about the damned ice cream!
Look, I appreciate what you and the Brotherhood tried to do for me,
but it was a mistake. I've already moved some things into a hotel.
I'll find another place in a few days and that'll be the end of it.
The deal's off. You can take it all back. I'm sorry."

Ben's eyebrows rose, but then he frowned and
looked down. His face wrinkled like he'd stepped in something
smelly while wearing his best shoes.

"I'm sorry, too. Nancy's a nice gal. You
shoulda made an effort to make the marriage work. There's no help
for it now, though. You're a big boy. You're responsible for your
own choices, stupid as they are."

"What the hell are you babbling about?" Hank
demanded.

"'Til death do you part," Ben said, pulling a
semi-automatic pistol from his left pocket and pointing it at Hank.
"You parted. That was the second half of your vow. The only thing
left is to finish off that first little bit."

This time it was Hank's turn to laugh, but
his laughter grew strained when he noticed that Ben didn't join in.
It started to crack when he noticed how wickedly the sunlight
played across the gun's barrel. It fell apart entirely when he
finally noticed that Ben no longer wore his usual, ever-present
smile.

"That's a real gun," Hank said, wondering if
maybe he was dreaming.

Ben nodded.

"Why?" Hank demanded, his arms coming up in
front of him as he stepped back, bumping into the railing. "You're
insane, you know that? You can't shoot me, not here... not in front
of all these witnesses. You'd never get away with it."

"Think not? Look again."

Hank's eyes flicked left and right. A dozen
men stood within shouting distance. Some read books, some ate
pretzels, some fed seagulls at the railing; but as he looked closer
he finally noticed that each of them wore a Brotherhood
lie-detector wedding band on his left hand.

He'd walked straight into a trap.

"Geez, Ben! It's just a divorce."

Ben wouldn't shoot him over such a silly
little thing... would he?

"No," Ben replied with a cold assurance.
"This ain't about no divorce. It's about vows. You swore to keep
the rings a secret from the ladies, but you jus' broke your holiest
vow, Hank. If you'll break the most sacred one, you'll break the
rest of 'em, too. The risk is jus' too great. You shoulda cooled
your head and taken me up on that ice cream, instead."

"It's just a damned divorce!"

But it wasn't; not to Ben, and not to the
Brotherhood. Ben's arm steadied as he prepared to shoot. His eyes
narrowed. The barrel came up, just a bit, and he took a heavy
breath—

Hank vaulted the railing, falling through the
air to the frigid waters below. A shot rang out behind him, then a
whole bunch more.

Hank McCoy splashed into the bay.
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