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WHERE
THE BLADE BALANCES


































-Chapter One-

St.
Petersburg







	Andy couldn't
ignore the large fist that battered against his jaw. Andy kept his
hands moving toward their task rather than leaping up and rubbing the
center of throbbing pain over his mouth. Blood dribbled from his lax
lips as he tightened his fingers, folding them tighter over Marchel
Shivolinrid's throat. It was a beefy throat at that and needed Andy's
concentration were he to close it. His only desire was to prevent
further flow of air into the man's lungs. The defining task of his
trade.


	Shivolinrid was by
no means a man of weak stature. He towered a full head above Andy and
swung with melon sized fists at his attacker. Another decent blow to
the side of Andy's head sent him tumbling off of the Siberian. The
situation dangled out of his control and he found himself in far more
danger than he preferred. The defining problem of his trade.


	Porcelain stopped
Andy from hitting the floor. It cracked and made a sharp rattle which
the ringing in his ears drowned out in an instant. Despite the sheer
shock of pain and the graduating ebb of clarity and darkness in his
eyes, Andy rose on one knee. Shivolinrid got up now, grunting as he
tried to regain his breath.


	In all the places
for a noisy exchange, a public bathroom? This public bathroom?


	Andy snapped to his
senses and charged his shoulder into the rising hulk, throwing him
off his balance and into one of the stall doors. It opened inwards
and Shivolinrid fell back through it, thrashing his arms out in front
of him in order to strike or grab at Andy. Most of the incoming
fingers were deflected, but two still grasped onto the attacker's
wrist and dragged him into the stall after the Siberian.


	It would have been
another sharp meeting with porcelain if Andy's tuned reflexes didn't
send out his leg first. He stepped onto the rim of the toilet and
used his other leg to ram straight into the man's face. Too soft of a
blow. The gigantic man's resistance still gathered strength. Andy
kicked again, but Shivolinrid clutched onto the offending leg so he
could not retract it. Andy bit his lower lip to stifle a yelp as
sharp pain radiated from his calf. The bastard! He thought.
He's biting me!


	He rammed
his knee into the biting Siberian's mouth, further and further. He
interpreted every crunch and every snap as a painful lesson that
Shivolinrid learned about biting others. The slobbery cloth of his
trousers muffled the screams coming from the large man.


	Good, Andy
thought. Be silent.


	As if hearing his
thoughts, Shivolinrid's internal fight-or-flight meter screamed
toward “Fight!” and his fists shot upwards into the
assailant's stomach and groin. With the increasing combat came
increasing volume. Noise worried Andy more than the violently
retaliating behemoth on the floor did.


	Perspiring, Andy
looked to the door. Any second someone could come in and ruin
everything. There was no more time to waste. Deciding that the fight
endured longer than he liked, the customary fifteen seconds, he
retracted and rammed his knee into Shivolinrid's nose again, hopped
onto both feet, drew his silenced three-eighty auto and emptied the
chamber.


	He looked up from
the body to the door of the restaurant. The music being played in the
lobby reached a brief pause in between songs. The clatters and clangs
of dishes and silverware bled its way through the space beneath the
door.


	Any second now,
Andy thought. Hurry.


	He tried his best
to prop up the corpse against the wall as he concealed his firearm.
He secured the stall door behind him, delaying the inevitable
detection of Shivolinrid's body. It wasn't the form itself that he
could conceal, just its lack of vitality. Not that the Siberian
was a warm man, thought Andy, but he was hardly a candidate
for one now.


	He dispatched him
in an ideal location, the assailant noted. As bad as it had gone, a
silver lining existed. He didn't have the time to over think it,
though. He had to act without hesitation. He snatched a paper towel
from the dispenser, covered his face, then burst out the door into
the restaurant.


	“I've been
assaulted!” he wailed in Russian. “There's a thug in the
bathroom! He's in a rage!” He let one hand trail behind him as
an indication back toward the restroom.


	The entire room
bustled with overconfident men excusing themselves from wide-eyed
women as a crowd assembled around the bathroom. From this crowd
peeled Andy, out of the restaurant and down the street.


	 He hesitated
before removing the paper towels clutched over his face. He couldn't
be sure he was far enough away. He winced as he peeled them off his
wounded features.


	Andy had been in
the city for five days straight. Each and every day he waited for
long hours at a seat besides the window. He wore different outfits
each day, making sure no one noticed his continued presence. Until
the fifth day, Andy found himself in an uncomfortable cycle of acting
like he was completely oblivious while paying sharp attention to
everything around him. His target possessed only a name and a face.
He knew little about why his corpse was a valued product. He cared
little, as well. Andy meant only to produce as expected.


	They had discovered
his body by now, he noted. He had no doubt. Someone must have gotten
too close, too curious as to why the large man “in a rage”
wasn't responding to him. Someone spotted the gunshot wound. It
wasn't a gory mess like most head shots, but there was a curious pool
of blood by now. Andy felt sorry for whoever truly discovered the
dead man in the bathroom.


	All over the
restaurant, people were looking for him. “Do you see him? Do
you see the man who just came out?” they would ask each other.
“What did he look like?” one might ask back. The first
one would be stumped. “All I remember is paper towels,”
he'd say and shrug.


	No one in this
country would know that Andy Winter killed Marchel Shivolinrid.


	Andy sighed as he
tapped on a cut on his face and straightened out his tie. The walk
home was always the best part.








































-Chapter Two-

Chicago







	“Is that the
last one in St. Petersburg?” Andy asked as soon as he boarded
the small private aircraft with his employer and trusted staff. The
middle-aged man in the seat across from him gave a quiet chuckle
before nodding in reply.


	“Good,”
Andy commented. “Too cold for Hitler, too cold for me.”


	Again the man
laughed.


	“It's nice to
see you in such a good mood,” he said as he and Andy both
accepted thick, pungent bourbons from the on board stewardess. He
watched Andy drink. “How did you appreciate the
accommodations?”


	Andy recalled the
lavish hotel at which he had stayed for the last five days. Large
platters of hand prepared entrees were brought up to him but he found
it difficult to touch after spending dozens of hours in a diner.
Instead, he packaged it and brought the leftovers with him. Most of
the food came in from international markets, Andy less than a fan of
Russian cuisine. The one thing he did consume locally was the vodka
from a distillery two miles from his hotel.


	The sheets were
woven of fine, decorative thread and the blankets were thick and
soft. The beds were tucked and made for tourists to burrow up in and
forget exactly how cold the city was. One joke he'd always make to
his Russian-native housekeeper as she took the dirty sheets and
replaced them with clean ones was, “It's a good thing you
change your Lenins this often,” which he only made for his own
benefit. She couldn't speak English.


	Along with the
rooming, his food and his transportation were complimentary. That
ended up being a godsend as no moment in St. Petersburg was enjoyable
to the warm-blooded American when spent outside. Nothing fancy, but
it didn't need to be. He was a hitman, not a celebrity. As long as he
was as warm as his employer wanted his gun to be, he was content.


	The huge piles of
money accumulating in his bank account helped, as well.


	“I find it
very interesting that people build up their lives, going in and out
of education to make some sort of decent pittance. To put a roof over
their head and feed their children and purchase whatever they imagine
happiness to be. All the while, I am compensated so well, performing
a task so simple that it is as old as Man himself.” With that,
Andy emptied his glass. It was filled again.


	“Things did
not go so well with Marchel?” the man asked after taking a
drink from his own glass. He indicated Andy's healing wounds.


	Andy felt them
himself. “I took over eighteen seconds,” he paused as he
observed his employer. “I thought the firearm wouldn't be
necessary, that I could make it look like a mugging--”


	“It did look
like a mugging,” the elder man interrupted. “That's what
police reports say.”


	“Still,
bullets leave questions,” Andy commented. “I could have
been better.”


	“Stop
worrying,” his boss commanded in a warm voice. “Nothing
went wrong that can't be fixed.”


	Andy stopped his
commenting to stare out the window. He sipped from his drink.


	After a moment of
silence, his employer asked him, “Eighteen seconds?”


	“Yes sir.”


	The man chuckled.
“That must be a record for your worst,” he commented.
Andy agreed.


	Andy finished his
second drink and stopped the stewardess from refilling it again. “I
do not want to be sent here again,” he said once he was rid of
his glass.


	“St.
Petersburg?”


	“Russia.”


	“Your need in
this part of the world is gone,” his employer stated. “Should
it resume again, I can assure you, I will not call.”


	“Thank you.”


	Again, he stared
out of the window in silence, rubbing the cut next to his left eye
where he had hit the urinal.


	“Are you
getting that looked at in Chicago?” his boss asked. He had
watched him.


	“Treated?”
Andy asked, then scoffed.


	His employer
continued to watch him as he resumed his gaze out of the porthole.


	“We'll need
you again,” he said to Andy. “Very soon.”


	“How soon?”


	“Two weeks.
At the latest.”


	Andy looked back
over from the window. “So you already have the next one picked
out?” He buzzed for the stewardess. “I didn't realize my
work was so popular. It should get its own department like
marketing.”


	His employer
laughed.


	“I've often
wondered who's work is seedier; yours or mine,” he replied.


	The stewardess
appeared. “Yes, sir?” she asked Andy.


	“Another
bourbon, please?”







	He stepped off the
jet to find the customary arrangement: a taxi with his luggage
waiting for him on the runway. The driver had instructions to take
him anywhere he needed to go with a blank check waiting for him. Wow,
Andy thought, I know the man runs a corporation, but he'll run
out of money one day. Andy smirked. Hopefully on me, he
concluded.


	Andy owned a studio
apartment in the south side of Chicago, a small thing that had four
walls and kept him off the streets. He hated the streets. It reminded
him of why he could do what he did, year after year. Before he
allowed the taxi to take him there, he ordered the driver to drop him
off and wait at Rosehill Cemetery.


	With the end of
every mission, he came here. He had purchased a large bouquet of
flowers from a florist just a block away. Twelve yellow tulips. He
had brought them to a slab of stone off in the eastern corner of the
graveyard for the last ten years. The tombstone that he visited had
carved into it falling tulips, just like the ones he brought. It was
one of those bulky gravestones, unlike the thin readings and carved
statues the rest of the cemetery was filled with.


	A couple of women
walked by on the path behind him, sobbing. No doubt they came from a
recent funeral. He felt sorry for them. Coping with recent death is a
much harder and delicate skill than the type of mourning he did here,
at this particular grave. The corpse in it had last been seen ten
years ago. Almost exactly, Andy noted. Watching a fresh body
be buried is so much different. So very unnerving. The body without
the soul, how strange it looked. Yet it seemed so bizarre not to see
them sit up and say something to you. That must be what the
Shivolinrids felt about now. 



	No, Andy
thought, it was too soon for a funeral. However, they no doubt
knew by now that their fellow brother, son, maybe even father was
gone. And they had no idea who to blame.


	He turned back to
the grave. Maxwell Shepard. An old friend. A childhood friend. A dead
friend.


	This is
important, he told himself. This is necessary in order to keep
doing what I do. Without Max, there would be no me.
Although his memory stung his eyes to think about, it gave him fuel.
Kept him going.


	A memory came to
Andy as he studied the etching in the stone once again. A scene from
his childhood. Something that always came to mind when he thought of
his departed friend Max. In the memory, the sun hung high in the
tight blue covering above. The rocky outcroppings along the
wilderness sharp and bold against the monotone sky. The two boys
struggled to climb over the very last ledge before stepping out onto
a clearing. They peered down in exhaustion at the height they had
just ascended. They were thirteen.


	“We're above
so much,” Andy said. He gazed out over his quiet neighborhood.
The sun started the tinge to a darker orange as it made contact with
the opposite horizon.


	Max started walking
to the trees before Andy felt he had caught his breath. The rough
earthen floor gave way to a much softer, vibrant grass. Trees of
diverse heights towered from exposed roots. The two boys felt a rush
of wonder wash over them as if they had discovered rain for the first
time. Max slipped his red and purple backpack off of his shoulders.
He dropped it to the ground with the white stitching of a peace
symbol facing out to the sun. He always carried that backpack, even
on walks to the corner store. Max took off his shoes and stretched
his toes. The sensation of the grass in between his toes overjoyed
Max. Andy recalled the familiar sight from a thousand memories. Max
never wore shoes on grass. He wore them as seldom as possible.
Perhaps, something about the gesture symbolized freedom. Other times,
Andy believed that Max only wanted to stand out in a sea of
shoe-wearing squares.


	Andy hung back
while his friend ventured deeper into the woods. Max turned with a
puzzled demeanor. “What's the matter, guy?” Max asked.


	“Max, our
parents are going to be really mad,” Andy replied.


	Max waved. “They're
not gonna know where we were,” he said.


	“How do you
know?”


	“'Cause we're
smart,” Max said. He pointed to his head. “Being calm
makes you smarter.”


	“Yeah,”
Andy replied, peering back behind him as if expecting his mother to
catch him.


	Max could still
sense the uneasiness in his companion. “Don't you wanna check
it out?” he asked. He stopped walking and faced the timid boy.


	“Aren't you
afraid?” Andy asked. His eyes darted across the hillside, back
to the trees. He worried that Max would make fun of him, or at the
very least make it embarrassing for him. The only emotion Max showed
though was confusion.


	“Of what?”
Max asked. He looked about. “Your mom will just think you're at
my house.”


	Andy's eyes dropped
to the pebbles at his feet. He kicked at them. “It's not that.
Aren't you afraid of the woods? Or getting lost, or something?”


	Max nodded. “Yeah,”
he said. “Isn't that the fun part?” He turned back around
and walked in between the first clump of tree trunks. Andy wanted him
to wait for him, wanted him to soothe him some and tell him there was
nothing to be afraid of. Instead he walked on, and because of that,
Andy followed.


	When they had
picked their way in a single direction through the thick of the
forest for almost a mile, they came out into a clearing. The treeline
ended just before the foot of a small, steep hill. No trees grew from
its slope as it jutted up toward the heavens like a rocky beacon. The
soft sloshing of water drifted through the trees as the children
squeezed past them. A deep and luscious pond swirled at the heart of
the clearing. A thin stream ran to the opposite side of the water
from a source high behind the hill. While foaming bubbles churned in
the young current, the light blues mixed with the darker ones. Wind
played like dancing hummingbirds through the leaves of the trees. The
rustle was low, the trickle was high.


	The children
beamed. Their faces pointed outward as they tried to absorb the
scene. “This is really beautiful, isn't it, guy?” Max
said.


	“It is,”
Andy replied.


	“Are you
still scared?”


	“I don't
know.”


	“Kinda?”
Max asked.


	“Yeah.
Kinda.”


	The memory faded
there.


	He dipped down low
into a bow before resting the tulips where the stone met the grass.
He stayed down there for a moment, almost wishing he could sink down
into the ground and be reunited with the most important person in his
life. This didn't last long before he snapped back up and looked at
the grave. It looked nice now with the yellow tulips detracting from
the overabundance of gray. It looked like something Max could sigh
to, a final sigh before he was truly at peace.


	Max may be at
peace, Andy thought, but I am not. For that, he took one
of the tulips for himself.


	Softly did his feet
tread as he walked away from the sight, the tulip held in between his
loose fingertips. The cab driver waited for him and for that Andy
handed him a crisp new fifty-dollar bill when he climbed in the back.
He directed the taxi home, a good hour away. He wrote the check for
fifty dollars over the fare and took himself and his luggage up to
his apartment.


	Andy's apartment
sported style, sacrificing space for class at the same price of both.
A spacious loft above a boutique on the corner of the block, it had
already been furnished before he ever set eyes on the brass door
handles. The entire interior seared whiteness, as if to point out
every speck of grime or layer of dust that accumulated in his
frequent absences. A decorative waterfall trickled from its spot in
the hallway wall. It made him anxious, but he cared too little to
remove it. The lamps were very decorative; the tall metal ones bended
in strange angles so they seemed more unique. The shorter ones were
made of stained glass. The type of stuff that ruins your day when it
breaks.


	Andy threw the
tulip into a vase on his nightstand and rested his luggage at the
foot of his bed. From it he retrieved his deep purple bathrobe and
slipped out of his clothes. He had received a large gash along his
upper left arm that he didn't notice until now as it screamed pain at
him when he deftly tossed his shirt off. Not too deep, Andy
observed. No stitches.


	Water rolled off of
him as if it preferred not to be on him for too long. However, it
still soothed as he showered. He needed to wash off every bit of St.
Petersburg that made the trip with him. How he loathed that city. And
how he just wanted to weep. No one would be able to hear him. He
might as well have just done it and gotten over with it, but he felt
unable to cry. His eyes felt dried and his heart just felt cold. Try
though he might, he couldn't shed a tear. He was a killer. Not a
philosopher.


	He clicked on the
television before seeing the news channel and turning it off again.
Escape was impossible within reality. His fingers danced over his
collection of movies until he found a favorable Mel Brooks film, to
which he fell asleep in the late morning.







	Andy was dreaming.
He felt that fact nagging at him in the back of his head, but he
dismissed it and continued his walk down the dark, snowy streets. The
night sent pleasant shudders down his spine, warm but hollow, like a
crystalline dream scape. He needed the burgundy suit he wore so well,
but it didn't warm him up too much either so there was little
sacrifice in looking this good. He carried with him a box of
chocolates, the really good kind that you can't even find in a
department store.


	His feet led the
way, taking him someplace that he remembered, yet he couldn't
imagine. Where ever it is, he thought, I hope it has much
less snow. He didn't want to ruin his jet black cowboy boots.


	A door. That's
where he finally arrived, cleared his throat, and then knocked. A
beautiful woman threw open the door, dressed even more extravagantly
than Andy himself.


	“Andy!”
she cried before embracing him.


	“Hi,”
he said. “I got these for you.” He indicated the
chocolates.


	She beamed at him.
“For me?” she asked.


	“For us,”
he answered before allowing himself into the house.


	She helped him peel
off his jacket before taking the chocolates and kissing him. She
disappeared into another room. He followed her in and leaned against
the doorway as she pulled out a large tray of some sort of odd
pastry. “Spanakopita!” she announced. “I felt Greek
tonight.”


	Andy beamed in
response, then rushed over to help her light a couple of candles.


	The small dish
ignited Andy's taste, a man not often for spinach. The woman's
company felt like a familiar presence. She smiled at him, her eyes
fertile with love and trust. She shared casual facts about her day
and romantic plans for the future. Plans that almost tore him up.
None of this came off as strange to Andy, though. It was common. He
knew this feeling.


	Suddenly he
remembered the ring in his pocket. Tonight he planned to propose.


	The night slipped
by them as quickly as the wine drained from the large bottle she had
brought out in a decorative ice bucket. He felt himself getting
drunk. Such a peculiar sensation, getting drunk within a dream. He
felt light as a feather. He didn't get his typical wave of nausea
that he had to bear once the alcohol decided to intoxicate him.


	Proposing didn't
seem like such a great idea on such a great evening with such a great
buzz going on. It wouldn't seem as genuine. So at the end of the
night, thumbing the ring in his pocket, he said his goodbyes and
called a cab.


	He stopped the
driver at the large park that they passed along their ride home. He
paid him and climbed out of the taxi. It might have been the wine,
but Andy didn't want to end the night in his apartment alone, so he
went for a stroll through the park. He made his way knowingly toward
a large pond that sat hidden in a cluster of trees within the park.
Kind of a walk to get to, but his favorite place to dream. He hadn't
sobered up so he walked along the edge of the water until all that
filled him was a desire to dip his toes into the cool pond. He
labored over his nice black cowboy boots, trying to coax them off of
his drunken feet in an aloud manner. He looked up at the sole street
lamp that sat at the edge of the pond bright faced as he struggled.
He managed to pull them and his socks off and sat on the edge of the
pond, breathing in the cool night air and staring into the infinite
blackness between the stars. Never had he felt so peaceful.


	That's when the
bullet hit him, knocking him into the lake and back into
consciousness.







	Dreams always came
that way to Andy. Cryptic and incomplete. Andy thought nothing more
of it. He had many dreams with similar themes and he paid none of
them much thought. They all ended the same way, and none of them were
more significant than another.


	He tried his best
to not know what it meant.


	Andy climbed out of
his bed and slipped into a casual attire. Instead of his customary
suit and classic style, he threw on some jeans, a peace-sign t-shirt
and a blue hoodie. Less than he'd need in wintertime Chicago, but he
wouldn't be out long. He grabbed his bag and slipped out of the door.


	Here walked a man
enshrouded in strange, home brewed superstition. This man here, the
murderer wearing a peace-sign shirt. Andy, of course, realized the
irony of that being his favorite symbol, the only one he could wear
on a shirt if there be any symbol at all. Perhaps he wanted to avoid
all the brand-named merchandise that corporations just like the one
that employed him peddled out. He had no clue what company it he
worked for these last ten years, no tangible names by which he could
identify the faces that represented that company. But that wasn't
quite it. The most probable explanation of all is that there is a
balance to things and Andy felt very strongly about upsetting it. If
you paint it black, you need to paint some white. If you sing a
little high, you must sing a little low.


	If you take a life,
you must help one to grow.


	He walked with that
purpose in mind. Andy admitted it to himself without hesitation;  he
wasn't driven by the generosity in his heart but by the guilt of his
crimes that pushed him on into the downtrodden neighborhood of
Chicago's local homeless population.


	They were a
misshapen group. Skittish, they almost seemed, like a deer in a yard.
They peered over at the wealthier man who just joined them. At least
that's what the more alert of the crowd did. Others stared off into
space like mannequins, ignoring anything the outside world would try
to communicate to them. Drugged, Andy determined. Or perhaps they
were broken.


	He made his way
through the sea of the impoverished until he came to a bearded black
man. He was about the same age as Andy but misfortune had aged him
faster than he should look. He looked up from the conversation he was
having with an old white man, who stopped talking and started reading
the papers that covered him like a blanket.


	“Hello,”
the black man said with a genuine, human smile. His warmth came
across without effort.


	“Homer, hi,”
Andy greeted.


	His friend grinned,
exposing yellowing teeth. They must have received little maintenance
since he left last. “How are you?” he asked.


	“I'm well,”
Andy started, drifting off. He stared up and down the road at all the
faces. He noticed himself coming off as distant, so he returned the
question. He dropped the bag from his shoulder on the street and sat
beside Homer.


	They exchanged
surface pleasantries as Andy pulled out the bag with his leftovers in
it. “This is for you,” he said as he handed the food over
to his friend. Homer accepted, thanking him. Andy grabbed the envelop
he had stuffed in his bag and set it in his lap as Homer looked over
and smelled the steak sandwich and potatoes that Andy gave him. The
food steamed. Andy heated it up before leaving his apartment.


	“Man, these
other people are going to start realizing why you visit so often and
then you'll never get any peace of mind when you come back,”
Homer joked. Andy cracked the slightest smile and laughed himself.


	“I'd love to
help them all,” he started, looking at the lot of them. “It's
not right to pick favorites, but Homer, you are indeed mine.”


	“Why's that?”
Homer asked.


	Andy's eyes smiled
at Homer. “You helped me. For no other reason than you could,”
he explained.


	The black man
nodded but the expression on his face was not convinced. “You
know I love the help, Andy,” he started. “I love getting
to see you and all, but maybe you should take a lesson from that and
don't pick favorites.”


	It was something to
consider. Random generosity to help his fellow man just because he
could. However, Andy did not see the point in the philosophy. He felt
he could never make a dent if he spread all of his resources over the
random population. He would much rather support his friend than
people who never gave a damn about him. Then it came to Andy that
perhaps Homer didn't refer to food and money, but just basic human
compassion.


	“You're an
endangered species, Homer.” Andy commented.


	Homer brightened up
again after a brief pause of conversation when he asked, “So
where'd you go this time?”


	“Russia,”
Andy replied, trying not to convey his dislike of the country through
his face. He failed according to the way Homer looked at him. He
looked down into his lap and thumbed through the money in the envelop
as they talked, double checking its quantity.


	“What's wrong
with Russia?” the black man asked.


	Andy handed the
envelope with the money in it to Homer, who tried his best to seem
like he did not want to accept it. He took the thing after a moment
of hesitation, at a loss for what to say. There was nothing left to
say soon as Andy stood up from the road, looking down at his kind
friend. “It was cold,” he answered.







	Andy awoke a
handful of uneventful days later to find that the tulip had withered
and died overnight. With its death came the call from his employer,
and his next assignment.








































-Chapter Three-

Lumnin







	A small plane
waited for him on the runway, just as it had dropped him off. He said
his farewells to Homer, leaving just a sheet of mystery over the
whole occasion. Despite his friend's curiosity, he couldn't say where
he would be flown to next because he never knew himself until he was
seated across from the middle-aged man on the expensive jet. Like he
was now.


	His employer had
started growing out a beard during Andy's holiday, which he played
with through most of their discussion. “Good to see you,”
he greeted the hitman.


	“You as
well,” Andy replied, strained by the force of the take-off.


	“We're flying
now to Lumnin, a city about three hours drive from New York City,”
the man told him with no dulling of the twinkle in his eye.


	“Lumnin?”
Andy said the name of the city, let it try to get comfortable in his
mouth. “That would be my first assignment in the country since
--”


	“Merely
coincidental,” his employer interrupted, leaving out none of
the significance. “Interest has found itself in America.”


	“What is this
interest's name?”


	The man smirked.
“Flynn,” he answered. “For reasons that don't
concern you, we'd like to offer a hundred-and-fifty percent your
normal salary to rid this burden from my mind.”


	“First name?”


	“Haley.”


	“Why is she a
problem?” Andy asked. A valid question, but he saw his error as
soon as he made it. You never ask for a reason. Every other question
should float through his head, when, where, how, but never why.
“Forgive me.”


	The man nodded once
in response.


	“This one
requires a very tasteful touch, Winter, but I think that you're up
for it,” his boss started. “You're on American soil. A
lot is invested in this run, and your expertise is crucial. Any
mistakes, anything that could be traced back to us would be
cataclysmic.”


	“There will
be no mistakes,” Andy said very straight faced. His skill for
murder was no joke for him. He had no pride for it.


	The man smiled. “I
don't expect you to fail us. The key element to this whole thing is
that you ensure it looks like an accident. Any thorough
investigation, any suspicion that something might have been
orchestrated will be complete failure. Nothing can go wrong,”
he said. “You can't take an extra three seconds with this one.
Too much is at risk.”


	Andy nodded. “I'll
do nothing less than extraordinary,” he promised.


	“Because of
the delicateness and sheer difficulty of the task,” the man
started again, giving Andy some strange horrifying feeling, “you
won't be alone in Lumnin. You'll be staying and working with one of
our most talented data collectors. His name is Amidon.”


	“A data
collector?” Andy asked.


	“Please take
this as no offense,” the elder man replied. “As capable
as you are, Amidon is skilled at gathering information about a topic.
The most thorough of his kind available. The catch, however, is that
he is unaware of some crucial details.”


	“What doesn't
he know?” Andy interrupted.


	His boss let it
slide. “That Flynn is to die. He believes this to be an illegal
slander operation. We've informed him that you represent media that
we have hired to 'dig up dirt' on Flynn. He believes that you mean to
discredit her,” he explained.


	“So I'm
supposed to be a reporter or something?” Andy asked for
clarification.


	“A writer,
yes,” was the answer he received. “Anyway, it is also
very vital that Amidon not be aware to your true purpose. If he gets
nervous or scared, we may have to have another loose end cut. I'd
prefer not to have that happen.”


	“How will he
be ignorant once I kill her?” Andy asked. “His job is to
study her. Won't he realize what's been happening when she turns up
dead?”


	“No, he
won't,” the man replied. “That is how convincing this
accident must be. Even the man working as the informant for her
assassination must not know that she was killed. Only that she died.
Then we win some brownie points by releasing a statement saying that
we had discovered controversial information about the dead girl, but
out of respect, will not release it.”


	Andy smiled only
because the skin of his face crawled in that direction. Truly
despicable. That's what he must become to do this. He believed he was
prepared.


	“Salt in the
wounds, if I may say,” Andy commented.


	“Pain,”
his employer explained, “is a reminder to intelligent beings to
know their place and a harbinger to those too dumb to obey.”







	When Andy landed
this time, he didn't say anything to the cab driver before the taxi
lurched forward onto the streets of Lumnin, darkening as the sun had
begun setting. He couldn't discern where he was going and wouldn't be
able to recognize it even if he did. It was an unfamiliar city. Even
though it was labeled as a city, Andy could see it much more as a
college town. A large town. However, there was no campus as Andy
learned while they drove down the cobblestone street that served as
the city's main vein. Instead, it seemed that the city was built
around an ancient and now abandoned soda factory that rested on the
bank of a small river. Andy had no idea which river it was.


	Andy could only
make out the dead shell of a building in the distance from the small
stretch of freeway that wound through the outskirts of town. The sun
made a remarkable twinkle as it began sinking behind the dilapidated
form. Shortly following, they exited onto a thriving avenue that
contained tower-like apartment buildings and large houses. It was a
very young neighborhood. Through it prowled hipsters and naive trend
followers. Ambitious people with no talent. Your local pot dealer.


	He almost believed
that the taxi driver wanted to pick up a sack once he stopped the car
in a dingy part of the neighborhood, but he only collected the blank
check Andy was left with, helped him with his luggage and then
departed, leaving him in front of a strange house. He walked up to
the front stoop and rang the doorbell. After a minute of waiting, he
looked around to make sure that this was the house he had to go to
before ringing it again. Now he heard movement.


	The door was
unlocked and pulled in, and from behind it a very young, lanky man
peered. Sweat clung to his short, rough beard.


	“Amidon?”
Andy asked.


	“Summers?”
the thin man asked in response, trying to stay on top of his domain.


	Andy smirked at the
lack of creativity his boss possessed. “Andy,” he simply
introduced before pushing past the skittish man into the living room.


	“Steven,”
his host replied.


	The place was a
stereotypical description of the term “man-cave.” Plates
and silverware occupied more area on the surfaces of tables, desks,
and trays than anything, but still their numbers failed in comparison
to the quantity of cups littered about, several of which still had
ample amounts of liquid in them. Curtains were placed over all of the
windows to prevent any sunlight from contaminating the otherwise
bleak atmosphere of the room. Or perhaps it was to prevent any glares
on the television screen which, from the position of the furniture,
got a lot of attention.


	“I guess they
told you that I'm a man,” Andy commented, noting the lack of
any attempt to tidy up for his visit.


	“You guess?”
Steven returned to the original discussion. “Are you the guy
from the tabloids?”


	Again Andy smirked
to himself about his boss's lies. He nodded. “Here about Haley
Flynn,” he said.


	Steven sighed in
relief, concerned that he had just let a random stranger into his
room. Andy was still a stranger, but at least he was an expected
stranger. “I've already begun collecting information about Miss
Flynn,” he began. “I'll be honest, we're going to have to
be very lucky to expose any dirt on her. She seems to have no
skeletons in her closet, so to speak.”


	“Dig more and
we'll find them,” Andy said. “What do you know about her
now?”


	Steven was a little
startled for some reason. Perhaps he hardly exposed himself to
conversations. He looked as if he had been put on the spot. Still,
his reputation did tone a true color as he replied through awkward
delivery. “She's twenty-six years old, born and raised in
Montreal –”


	“She's not
American?” Andy asked with interest.


	“She wasn't
until she got her citizenship two summers ago,” Steven was
quick to answer. “She graduated high school with alright grades
but flourished at the University of Colorado in Boulder. She got her
bachelor's in humanities and began volunteering in Denver at several
homeless shelters. From there, she was offered a position in human
services in New York City, which she stayed at until about two months
ago, when she arrived here. Her step brother Jacob lives here and
she's been staying with him while investigating rumors of illegal –
and immoral – economic practices being used on local resources.
She's caught a whiff of something big, something worth exposing.”


	Andy hummed as he
thought it all over. “So she's a saint?”


	Steven nodded.


	Andy turned back
around to hang his coat by the door. “Then we will have to dig
deep,” he reiterated.








































-Chapter Four-

Haley







	Andy discovered
that Steven lived the life of a hermit on his second day in the
house. Little Andy did would interest him as he sat in his recliner,
scribbling away in a journal as the television blared at him. Andy
would try to engage him in conversation, but Steven would only reply
to his questioning as closed-ended as he could before turning back to
his preoccupations. He sipped on cheap white wine that he poured from
a box into a mug. He sat in the glow of the screen, drunk.


	Andy began having
his doubts about his data collector after the second day during which
Steven didn't leave his locked bedroom until the late afternoon.
Dishes piled up while Andy agreed to wash them in exchange for the
roof above his head. He felt that even that was a sour deal on his
behalf. It was on this second evening that he sprung into motion,
dressing in the privacy of his guest room into a casual suit. Brown,
without a tie and patches on the elbows. Like a college professor.


	“Steven,”
he addressed his host as he slid up behind the chair unnoticed. The
half-aware, half-sober man jumped but was interrupted before he could
protest the surprise. “How did you get that information about
Flynn?”


	“I,”
Steven started.


	“Did you just
find it on the Internet?” Andy asked.


	Steven started
making exasperated giggles, signifying his offense. Then he clammed
up for a moment and confessed, “For starters.”


	“Do you even
know where she lives?” Andy interrogated.


	“Yes, of
course,” Steven replied. “Her brother has an apartment in
the Five Points community on Elite Street.”


	“Which
apartment?”


	“Well I -- I
don't know that yet – ”


	“Why not?”


	Steven jumped on
the defensive. “The apartment number isn't listed, just his
P.O. box number. The phone book doesn't list – ”


	Andy was upset.
“You used the phone book?” he demanded. “The phone
book!”


	He turned away,
stamping in his jet black polished dress shoes to the door. He fumed
inside his head, cursing the man on the plane for his apparent
insult. He had thought himself more professional than this amateur
performance. He needed someone with experience. Someone motivated.
Smart.


	“Where are
you going?” Steven asked as he watched Andy reach for the door
handle.


	“I'm going to
go do some research on Flynn,” Andy stated.


	Again, Steven's
face was constricted in offense. “I'm the data collector,”
he commented.


	Stepping away from
the door, Andy turned to face the man, tightening the muscles in his
face to terrify. To show the killer inside. It was a grimace to make
little schoolgirls out of warriors. Steven shook.


	“If that's
what you call it,” Andy started, releasing each word through
his hissing teeth, “then I demand you do it.” He lurched
forward which set Steven in a defensive pose. “You will waste
neither my time, my patience, nor any more of our employer's finances
sitting about on your ass. Otherwise, I'll walk out this door.”


	Steven's eyes
darted around for something to defend himself with. Andy could see
the fear and discomfort in his pupils. He tried to speak. Fear shook
his voice. “If you do that,” he started, failing to
maintain calm in his tone, “I'll tell Mr. Graves.”


	This stopped Andy
in his menacing thoughts. His face fell soft of the violent intent he
displayed and into true surprise. “That's his name?” he
asked.


	Something
frightened Steven about the man's sudden change of mood than the
previous rage directed at him. He said, “The man with the
plane?” He relaxed when Andy nodded. “Yes. Leroy Graves.”


	Andy was impressed.
He had worked for the man on the plane for almost nine years and
never before had heard his name. When he dared to ask it once, Graves
replied that knowing it jeopardized their work together. Yet this
amateur, as he referred to Steven before, figured it out.


	“How long
have you worked for him?” Andy asked. Curiosity drove his tone
instead of dominance.


	“Five
months,” Steven replied. He seemed unsure what Andy was getting
at.


	Again, Andy was
impressed.


	“I even know
where he lives,” Steven chimed in, realizing that he lifted off
the bad foot that they had started out on. “The name of his
wife. His mistress, where she lives. What kind of car he drives. His
favorite restaurant.”


	“Do you know
what company he represents?” Andy interrupted, seeing now an
opportunity.


	“Yes.”


	“Which?”


	“I can't
say,” Steven said, repositioning himself defensively. He really
did not want to piss off his guest again.


	“Why not?”
Andy was getting upset again.


	“Orders,”
Steven replied. “In fact, I've said too much. Please, Mr.
Summers, don't put me in any worse of a position than I am already
in. Knowing only makes this harder.”


	Andy sighed. He
knew that he couldn't get any more from the man. He paused at the
door. “How did you find all of this out?” he asked.


	“Most of
that, actually, was Google,” Steven replied. “I get one
lead and I keep pulling and pulling until all the roots are torn from
the dirt. Every stone unturned reveals what the world under it looks
like. I will collect every drop of information I can find about a
subject before I can make any assumptions about it. Yes, yes, I know
what I can see with my eyes, but I want to know what a witness has to
say about Haley Flynn. What the Internet has to say. Phone books.
That is where I have to start.”


	Again, Andy sighed.
Too quick to anger, he judged himself. Steven proved himself
full of surprises, at least, on this evening. He was right,
considering they dealt with such a sensitive case as this. If he
planned to kill this woman without anyone, even Steven, knowing she
had been murdered, he needed every detail about her that he could
pull together. Something could give himself away without ever
thinking about it if it weren't for the expertise Steven had to offer
him. Something like that could mean the death of him, the only
fitting punishment for a failed killer.


	Steven is going
to save my life, he decided.


	“Come on,”
he said, nodding his head to the door. “Let's research.”







	Andy found himself
thankful to have Steven with him as they drove through the city,
creeping toward the Five Points apartment complex along the bleak and
misnamed Elite Street. Steven had a car. He hadn't thought it
through, but Andy would have to sit in a tree or something to stake
out the building. In New England. In the winter.


	It wasn't exactly a
ghetto, but Elite Street wore it share of dilapidation. Several
buildings were boarded up and closed to future activity. Groups of
young tattooed men, few white people among them, chatted around in
loose, warm clothing. Gang bangers. Or so Andy could only assume. He
almost scolded himself on being too quick to judge. But he was an
assassin. He had to be quick on everything.


	Good killer, not
so good man, he thought.


	Steven pulled the
car up by the Five Star apartments, taking care to look inconspicuous
and empty. The car could not be left running so they had brought
blankets. Steven had to point this out to Andy, in a way crushing his
excitement about the car's heater.


	“You do this
often?” Andy asked with the first sign of humor he had allowed
to slip through to Steven.


	“Often
enough,” Steven answered.


	For a moment they
sat in silence, anticipating any change that could take place. Every
bit of movement or color attracted Andy's attention. Everything
seemed to be much more interesting than it was in reality. That
feeling dissolved as they waited in the dark, hoping it had not been
too late to catch her. The clock read only five in the evening.
Either way, they must wait. Hopefully they would catch her coming
home from her day of activities, but they would be patient until she
came back out if that's what they had to do. Andy sighed to himself
when he realized how restless the whole ordeal made him. Not often
did his assignments require this much care. He had even a few jobs
that were, “this is what he looks like, here's a gun, now go at
it.”


	“So this is
her brother's place?” Andy asked as the silence drug on.


	Steven nodded,
chewing on some gum he had brought. “One of these,” he
gestured.


	“What does he
do?” Andy continued.


	“Oh, well
he's a cop,” Steven answered. “One of the head
lieutenants of the LPD.”


	Andy nodded as he
leaned back in his seat and looked at the building, wondering which
of the doors they were waiting to see open.


	He felt the true
weight of his dedication when Steven shook him awake some time after.


	“Hey, stop
snoring,” Steven said, shaking the hitman's shoulder. “You're
making my thoughts too loud to hear.”


	“Has she come
out?” Andy asked, pulling himself back into the shape of the
seat and wiping away a trace bit of drool from his lips.


	Steven pursed his
own together and shook his head, displaying that even he became
impatient with the situation. Andy didn't know how much time had gone
by. Darkness swirled outside the car, so he hadn't slept the entire
night. In fact, it could have only been a few minutes. He had no idea
when he had fallen asleep. It was two in the morning now.


	“Is it
possible that she knows we're here?” Andy asked, putting all of
his tone to the task of making it sound like a hypothetical question
and not his immediate assumption.


	“No,”
Steven replied. Andy knew that that was the answer. Nothing provided
evidence behind that, only that he knew Steven to be a professional.


	Several hours
passed with Andy fighting a losing battle against unconsciousness.
Steven jostled methodically in his seat, shaking the car as they sat
in complete silence. The sun rose. Andy felt worn and much older than
he had the night before.


	Then Steven's
posture piqued Andy's interest, saving him from falling asleep again.
The data collector sat straight up, sitting on his knuckles and
holding his mouth open as if he was about to speak. Andy sat forward
as well and peered out the windshield at the Five Points.


	A door opened and a
woman slipped from behind it.


	“There she
is,” Steven whispered. It was no less exciting for him as it
was for Andy. He always loved remembering that he had the
perseverance of a hunter. Along with that also came the obsession
with his prey.


	A brunette woman,
petite in stature and girlish in fashion, emerged from apartment one
with a red and purple backpack strapped over each shoulder. When she
bent over a bike at a rack and began working on a lock, Andy could
see a bright white peace symbol stitched into the backpack. He sat
forward on impulse, jolted like a man experiencing Déjà
vu. It left him with the feeling that something waited on the tip of
his tongue. But it had fled him.


	She bikes,
Andy noted. Perhaps an accident?


	He couldn't make
out any distinctive features about her other than her size and the
abundance of bright colors she wore. Knowing that she biked made her
easy to keep track of as they began to tail her, but it became
difficult to do in Steven's car without drawing attention. Andy did
not want to lose her trail.


	They had to pull
over after passing her once so that they did not get too far ahead of
her. Andy looked over at Steven as the nervous young man poured
scribbles into a notepad with furious precision. He hesitated to
speak, worried he might derail Steven's train of thought. As the data
collector wrote, Andy saw Haley pedal right past the car through his
window. She turned and caught a brief look into the man's eyes. Andy
froze as she rode by. Steven did not look up.


	“Let's follow
her,” Andy suggested once he saw a break in the writing.


	“Not in
this,” Steven replied in a tone that hinted that Andy would
agree, which he did. Still, he wanted to know how they would keep up
with her. Steven looked around outside as if he hadn't seen it in
quite a while, which was likely true with the concentration he put
into his writing. He started the car and then eased it onto the road.
He took the same course as Flynn. They drove right past her a second
time. She glanced back over at the car and Andy tried to cover his
eyes but moved too slow. He did his best to be unrecognizable. It
wasn't so much about being dressed or posed inconspicuous as much as
it was about being boring. There should be no reason to remember
their faces.


	They pulled into
the parking lot of a laundromat a few blocks away. Steven grabbed
every bit of clothing that he could find within the vehicle, handing
what he couldn't carry to Andy. He didn't quite follow the rouse, but
still entered the building after the stalker. Steven went to a
machine in the right corner, closest to the window. He started
jamming the clothes and blankets into the device and then rummaged
through his pocket for coins. He pulled out an insignificant looking
pile and asked Andy if he had any change. He thanked him once two
quarters dropped into his palm and then began working the machine.


	“She'll pass
by in about a minute, give or take,” Steven said. “Here,
take this and go outside.” He handed Andy a Camel filter.


	“I don't
smoke,” Andy told him.


	Steven smiled a
tight smile at him, like a parent preparing to explain the rules.
“Well then, find something worth doing outside so you can get a
view of where she's going,” he said. “Come on, you don't
have to inhale, just puff it.” He turned back to the machine,
checking the settings. “Or act like you're doing something
illegal.”


	Andy did smoke. It
wasn't a fact that he was proud of, but neither was his job and like
this, his job was no body's business. He was in the process of
quitting when he arrived in Lumnin but he knew that one cigarette was
a small sacrifice to make. Still, he felt awkward as he smoked. Like
someone who didn't really know what he was doing.


	Then the bike rode
by. It was a townie, the wide seated
sit-on-this-and-you'll-get-somewhere type of bicycle. The frame was
slathered in flower decals, the whites of the daisies blending with
the neon blue of the metal. It was a distinctive vehicle.


	The woman who rode
such a distinctive bike was a small structured white girl. She did
not resembled an adult other than her curves and her mature eyes. Her
cheeks softened against the bone unlike the pillow-like cheek of a
baby so many women strove to keep. Lochs of shimmering brown hair
framed her features in the early morning breeze. She looked like she
should have been a model of some kind, the eyeliner and mascara
applied to draw out the crystal blue hue of her irises. Those eyes
burned into Andy's as she looked at him for a third time. He ignored
her as much as he could, the image of her face still on the inside of
his eyelids. He watched her take a sudden right about a block down
and dismount from her bike. Andy flicked his cherried Camel into the
parking lot and slipped back into the laundromat through the flimsy
glass doors.


	“Did she go
by?” Steven asked, perched upon the edge of the machine he
used.


	Andy nodded. “She
parked her bike just a block down.”


	“Good, I was
a little worried she had turned,” Steven commented. He jumped
off of the shaking device. “Alright, so I need you to stay here
and look like we didn't abandon my laundry. I am going to tail her on
foot.”


	“Why don't I
tail her?” Andy asked.


	Steven made a face
like he was about to say something that Andy wouldn't like and that
he didn't much like thinking about it. “To be honest, I'm
worried you won't know what you're doing,” he replied.


	Andy felt like
replying that he had killed more men than Steven ever shook hands
with, but he bit his tongue.


	“Once a face
is seen, it is stored in a person's short term memory. Like the
history on an Internet browser,” Steven started explaining.
“When that same face is seen again, it resurfaces in their mind
and they suddenly focus on it. It becomes more interesting than we'd
want to be. It only draws attention.”


	It made sense.
“Okay,” Andy said, a little late to interrupt like he
wanted. “Go.”







	Thirty minutes
passed while Andy finished the laundry and then waited around the
idle machine, hoping Steven would return at any point. Once it had
become obvious that he couldn't stay in the laundromat any longer, he
pulled out his cellphone and called the contact labeled “Data.”


	“What?”
Steven answered the phone.


	“I can't stay
here. The laundry is done,” Andy explained.


	“Get in the
car. It's unlocked. You'll find the key behind the brake,”
Steven directed, wind ripping past him and into his speaker. “I'm
going to keep at this for a while. Drive home.”


	Andy didn't like
it, but he eventually agreed. Grabbing the pile of warm linen off the
top of the drier, he pushed out the glass door and drove back to
Steven's house with a little luck. He fell asleep.








































-Chapter Five-

Circumstance







	“How did it
go?” Andy asked several hours later when Steven arrived back at
the house.


	“Really
good,” Steven said. “I'm starting to learn about Flynn's
routine at the least, but I can't be certain from just one
observation. I want to try again tomorrow morning. Same time as she
left today.”


	“Alright,”
Andy said, and asked no more of him. Steven was no doubt exhausted by
now and he could find out what information he had collected after a
well-deserved nap.







	Again, he dreamed.
This time he was looking at his own face in the mirror. The features
had been sanded off, nothing about him more distinctive than anybody
else. He even had trouble recognizing himself. All he could really
see were his eyes and the black rings that had begun to develop
around them.


	Rolling waves of
sadness hit him, one succeeding after the other. Each one hurt worse
than the last until he forced himself away from the reflection that
he hated so much. From there he started walking down an elongated red
carpet that stretched from the bathroom, down the hall, and into a
large cathedral-like chamber. The carpet became more worn and hideous
as he got nearer and nearer to its end. Once he found himself there,
before him sat a large wooden throne.


	The throne was
Gothic in appearance, the arms raised up on twisted and gnarled
looking sticks, designed by nature to be despised. The wood itself
looked deader and darker than any wood he had ever seen. He knew that
it had not been finished that way either; it was crafted by the
divine just for him. He took a seat at it and felt all the horrible
feelings that lived in the arms crawl up onto him and burrow into his
skin. He felt worse than when he was staring at his reflection.


	Upon his touch, the
seat lowered a crown onto his head. Its material seeped down on his
hair and suffocated his nostrils. It was made of excrement, the only
fitting crown for him. It felt familiar and he welcomed it even
though he hated it as well. It only reminded him of his sadness and
justified it all for him. There was no pity he felt for himself; only
punishment.


	A photo of the
young Haley Flynn was smashed and defiled at his feet. He dared to
look at it and it stole him. Upon his gaze, the woman in the
photograph started losing all of her color. As her hair began falling
out in clumps, her skin began to rot and she twisted into an
unrecognizable corpse. That killed him. There he broke down, sobbing
for the first time he could remember.


	He cried over the
jet black suit that he wore, staining it with the crimson blood that
flowed from his eyes. Every drop changed the tone of the material and
soon he was sitting in a suit of dripping blood. His uniform of evil.


	He couldn't take it
any longer.


	Slipping his bare
feet into the most evil looking pair of boots he had ever seen, he
fled from the chamber. Fled from the carpet. Fled from the throne. As
he ran, he tore off his crown of shit, increasing in speed until he
was in a full blown sprint. He rushed out of a door and came out into
a courtyard.


	In the middle of
this vibrant lawn sat a crystal blue pond. On the shore nearest to
him was a lamp post, illuminating the night time ripples that ran so
elegant through the otherwise still waters.


	This was it,
he decided.


	Off slipped his
boots by the shore as he tested the water. It was cool, feeling as
relieving as aloe on a burn. The burn that was his accursed
existence. At that moment he decided that he would drown himself in
the pond. No more would he sit on his throne or wear his crown. That
was not who he wanted to become. He would much rather die.


	However, he
noticed, the farther he waded into the waters, the better he felt.
Years of anguish were washing off of him like grime. He felt happy.


	Something hit him
hard in the back and he was thrown face forward into the water. His
body was held in shock, just as his mind was as he watched his own
blood seep out of him and into the water. Finally, he thought.
Finally, it's over. Finally I can die.







	Steven woke Andy
up.


	“Do you want
to come with me today?” Steven asked.


	“Hmm?”
Andy hummed in response, his mind fogged by the haze of half-sleep.


	“Today,”
Steven started, “do you want to come? You don't need to. I
stalk best by myself.”


	Andy rubbed the
sleep from his eyes. “At least you're honest about what you
do,” he grunted. Then he looked up at his partner who still
expected an answer. “No. You go.”


	“Okay, then I
will be back in time for dinner, which I would like you to make.”


	“What?”


	“I've left
thirty dollars on the TV stand,” Steven continued. “Go
shop for something delicious. Buy yourself a beer. Get to know the
city.”


	“I don't want
to know it.”


	Steven shrugged.
“Fine. Don't do it,” he said in response before vanishing
from Andy's room. “Remember, I'm allergic to nuts!” Andy
could hear the front door open, then close, then lock.


	He scoffed before
falling back asleep.


	When he awoke from
a dreamless slumber, he remembered Steven's request. Worried, he
checked the time. It was only noon.


	He stumbled into
the living room and actually found that it had been cleaned and
organized. The invading dishes had been eradicated and the general
layout of the room was tidied. The carpet had also been vacuumed.
And, as Steven had said, a twenty and ten dollar bill rested on the
television stand. Andy stared at them for a moment before making up
his mind. He stuffed them into his pocket and slipped out the door.


	To Andy's surprise,
Steven had left his car in the driveway. He had either decided to
follow Flynn on foot, got a bicycle, or took a taxi. Either way, the
car was intended for Andy's use, as the giant “drive me”
written in dust in the rear window demanded.


	He climbed into the
car, noticing how strange it was that it was left unlocked. He never
saw something like that. In an instant, he realized that he did not
have the keys, but the worry passed as he remembered the spot behind
the brake pedal. There they were. He grinned as he remembered that
his purpose was of leisure. No work was expected of him.


	Most cities Andy
had ever been in confused him. Seldom could he get to a specified
destination without directions. There were never any lucky shots in
the dark. Lumnin was not such a city. In fact, the alphabetically
ordered streets would require some skill to get lost among. The
restaurants were next to the entertainment venues and the department
stores were near banks. It all made sense.


	Seeing the whole
city shouldn't be done on such an empty stomach, Andy decided, so he
pulled into a family owned grocery store. The car eased into the spot
and he walked from it to the store with no worry at all that he had
to have his trigger finger poised. Instead he came as a normal
American shopper. My true freedom, Andy thought for a moment. How
relieving it was.


	Something unique
had to be cooked, as long as he could remember a recipe or learn one
in time. He stopped by the meat cooler, and after careful comparison,
left with a large pack of pork chops, off to some other section of
the store for sides. Eggs. He picked up eggs. Sunny-side-up pork chop
sandwiches was a delightful recipe that Max had invented one day and
shared with him.


	A few other things
found their way into Andy's basket. A bottle of tequila, two dozen
donuts and a block of smoked cheddar. Luxuries that he dug into his
own wallet for, dismissing Steven's thirty as nice but not needed. He
made sure he had as much paper as he needed as he slid past a woman
at check stand four and made it to the front of check stand three,
which ran parallel.


	“Excuse me?”
the woman from check stand four said, tapping him on the shoulder and
provoking him to face her.


	Andy's heart
dropped to his gut and it was there that it chose to sizzle in acid.


	“We've met,
haven't we?” Haley Flynn asked.


	Little could have
prepared him for this. Nothing could spare him now other than his
tuned control over every aspect of his appearance. “I'm sorry?”
he asked, continuing to bag his groceries.


	“You look so
familiar,” she replied. She traced across his face with her icy
blue eyes. “What's your name?”


	Even her voice
sounded fragile. Like the highest note on a grand piano. Threatening
to break but singing so bright until it would, which it never did.
Like nothing had ever touched that voice. Andy couldn't help but let
his eyes swim for a mere second. In the corner of his eye he could
see Steven waving at him from the drink coolers on check stand one. A
pained expression was etched into his features, similar to the one
Andy felt himself get when he recalled embarrassing memories. Steven
drug his hands through his black hair with a speed that threatened to
rip it all out. Andy looked back to Haley.


	“Andy,”
he answered her, trying his best to seem bothered. Perhaps she would
get bored and leave if he failed to engage her. He purposely forgot
to ask Haley for her own name as he continued operating the check
stand.


	“My name's
Haley,” she introduced herself. She looked into his eyes. It
unnerved Andy. She almost seemed stoned. Maybe she was
stoned, Andy hoped. Then he became afraid. Maybe I'm
stoned.


	“Haley,”
Andy said the name, flipping it over in his mouth and testing how it
felt. It felt lighter than mist but heavier than rain. No, he
thought. No. “Look, I'm kind of busy – ”


	“I don't mean
to come off as strange, but you wouldn't be interested in getting to
know each other, would you?” Haley started asking. She pulled
on a long length of hair and moved it out of her face and hooked it
behind her ear. She bit her lower lip. There was no possibility that
he could endure. “What do you think about drinks and a meal
sometime?”


	You're married,
Andy lied to himself. Shit, no ring. She would definitely notice
that. You have a girlfriend, he demanded to himself. You do.
Say it.


	“Or a walk?”
she continued, allowing Andy to think. The look on her face was of
dreamy nervousness. As if she was back in grade school. “It's
starting to warm up.”


	You're gay,
he screamed to himself inside his thoughts. Tell her that. Lie to
her!


	Then it struck him.
“Yeah,” he said. “That sounds nice.”


	Haley smiled with
relieved joy and pure compassion. “Yes?” she wanted to
clarify.


	Andy nodded. She
grinned a touched smile that showed off her beautiful straight teeth.
She rummaged through her purse until she found a scrap piece of
paper, upon which she scribbled numbers. With happy eyes, she
extended the note to Andy.


	“Call me,”
she told him before accepting her receipt from her respective check
stand. Then she walked away, feet so sturdy on the ground and curved
frame too fragile to even make a mean face at without fear of
breaking it.


	A stressed groan
came from his left side, low at first but almost on the verge of
erupting once it arrived at his ear. Andy saw Steven out of the
corner of his eye, but he did not dare to draw his eyes from Haley in
fear that it might be the last time he ever saw her.


	“This is not
good,” Steven hissed through clenched teeth.


	“She has no
idea that we know each other,” Andy said, trying to get a
better look as Haley walked out of the door. He turned to the data
collector. “I got rid of her and that's it.”


	“You can't do
surveillance anymore. She'll recognize you without a doubt,”
Steven said as if Andy had meant to run into Haley Flynn and must now
be punished. “If you aren't able to get dirt on her, what good
are you here?”


	Andy looked back
out to the parking lot. A neon blue bike darted by.


	“Get a hold
of Mr. Graves,” Andy instructed. “I need to talk to him.”








































-Chapter Six-

Why







	“Hello?”
Steven said with clammed words into the receiver of the phone. “Yes,
I know, but Summers requested it. Requested. Of course. Okay, thank
you. Goodbye.” He hung the phone up and looked over at Andy.
Genuine fear was stamped above his eyes.


	“Thank you,”
Andy offered. He was grateful that he could get Leroy Graves' number
in the first place, let alone that Steven himself would offer to call
him and arrange his own meeting. At this point, he was upset by his
roommate's distress. “I'll be back. I want to ask him 'why.'”


	“Why what?”
Steven demanded.


	Andy almost replied
“why must Flynn die,” but he caught himself; once he did
say that, there was no return. And this man that he had lived with
for the last two days would know that he had been deceived.


	“Why her,”
he settled with.


	“I hope the
answer is worth it.”


	Andy sighed as he
turned the door knob, hesitating only a moment before disappearing
from the house to meet Mr. Graves. 








	The plane sat on
the runway like a cat sunbathing. How Andy had started to hate Mr.
Graves' customary method of meeting with people like him. It seemed
cowardly. However, it was a little convenient for him. He got Steven
to secure him a flight from here to Chicago so he could visit for the
rest of the day. Mr. Graves believed that Andy was feeling homesick
and just needed a rest in order to complete the job.


	“Mr. Winter!”
Leroy Graves addressed the assassin as he climbed up the stairs and
entered the jet.


	Andy took a seat as
the plane took off. “Sir,” he called his employer.


	“Now what was
it you wanted to talk about? Mr. Graves asked, then added, “Scotch?”


	“No, thanks,”
Andy said, dismissing the stewardess who had just appeared by his
side. “I wanted to talk to you about Haley Flynn.”


	“Why?”
Leroy asked.


	Andy swallowed. He
knew how the words would sound once he let them hiss out. They needed
to sound like they came from a confident man. He formed his words.
“Why does she need to die?” he asked.


	Leroy Graves sat up
in his seat with a startled expression. “Why?” he echoed
the word. “Did you just ask 'why?'” He did not wait for
an answer. “Only I can ask that. Therefore, I ask you why you
must know.”


	There was nothing
to be said. Nothing that would please Mr. Graves. Or Leroy; however
it was the rest of the world knew him. Perhaps he was just the
nameless man. He had no idea what to call him in his thoughts. “She
is a fragile woman,” Andy started. He chose his words with as
much care as he could manage. “I don't think I will be able to
kill her, to perform to best of my abilities unless I could calm my
conscience. I need motivation.” He begged for a reason.


	“Motivation?”
Mr. Graves started. “You should realize how compromising it
would be if you did not perform as instructed. Not only would you
never see a dime of your own money, but an eradication of your
knowledge would be put in place. Do you understand what I mean? There
is nothing I can tell you about Miss Flynn. Remove the concern from
your mind.”


	Andy squeezed his
eyes shut in a wild attempt to wake up. Only now did he feel stupid
for his inquiries. He should have stayed in Lumnin and done as he was
told. Or just stayed. Or, Andy thought now, ran. Anything besides
telling the man who hired him to perform severe criminal offenses
that he had to pussy out. That he wanted to pussy out.


	“Forgive me,
Mr. Graves,” Andy began. “I will proceed – ”
He realized his mistake as he bit his tongue.


	Leroy Graves jumped
to his feet and drew a small six-shooter, aiming it at Andy's heart.
The hitman did little to react other and loosening his face in
instant regret.


	“What did you
call me?” Mr. Graves asked. His face was far more serious than
Andy had ever seen it before.


	God damn it,
he screamed in his head. God damn it to hell. He let his
knowledge of his name slip out, effectively killing himself. There
was no possible escape. He was cornered.


	“How do you
know my name?” Mr. Graves asked, pulling back the hammer on the
gun. His face had hardened from shock to malice.


	“I,”
Andy stuttered. For the first time, he couldn't respond. He was
terrified. Every instinct he had ever used in his line of work
screamed at him to break Mr. Graves' arm, steal the gun and kill him,
but there would be no walking away alive if he did it.


	The bearded man
thought hard. Andy could see the new layer of glistening perspiration
that had built up on the man's brow. This decision was crucial.


	“Do you know
what this means?” Mr. Graves asked him, lowering his gun. Andy
did not trust it. “You must kill Haley Flynn. Whether you feel
up to it or not. If you fail to, I promise that I will kill you.”


	Andy kept silent.


	“And we will
find Homer,” Mr. Graves added. He smiled when he saw the
shocked expression appear on the assassin's face. “Don't think
that I don't have eyes watching you in Chicago. I know everything.”


	Andy struggled for
words. His face crumpled into defeat.


	“I'm a fair
man. Consider your original payment as the fee I will pay you to keep
silent about anything you know,” Mr. Graves said. “About
everything.”


	He beckoned to the
stewardess who had walked in on the scene froze in uncomfortable
horror. When she found the courage to approach him, she was ordered
to grab the weapons Andy had concealed on his person. After
hesitating, she obliged. Her face was apologetic as she frisked the
hitman. She had no idea what she was doing, but nonetheless she
discovered and removed Andy's handgun. She bowed and handed the
weapon to Mr. Graves, holding it like it was a dead fish.


	Leroy stared into
Andy's eyes. The indent just beside his lips conveyed the whole
message of the situation to the perceptive assassin. Mr. Graves was
in control.


	“You have
twenty-four hours in Chicago. If you're late to the runway...”
His voice trailed off.


	“I
understand,” Andy said.


	“Good.”







	As soon as he got
in his apartment, Andy began to pace. Anxiety was paramount and he
wanted nothing more than to get outside and run free. Perhaps just
sprint in one direction and never turn around. He didn't even remove
his jacket before stepping back out of the apartment and onto the
snowy streets. He could see his breath as he walked.


	Never before had he
had the desire to own a vehicle, seeing them as cumbersome and
imprisoning. He would just take advantage of the public
transportation that the city had to offer. This time, however, he
desired nothing more than to be alone. He didn't want anyone to speak
to him, no one to acknowledge his existence. He just watched their
bleak faces as he walked to his bank.


	Paranoid, the
hitman glanced over his shoulder. Every face, every slowing vehicle
drew his gaze. Any one of them could be on Graves' payroll, just
following him and recording everything he did. If only he could
figure out who it was, he could lose them. Shake free of his tail and
go find Homer. But there were so many people. Hundreds, all just as
suspicious as the next, shuffling in gigantic herds on the sidewalks.
Even the traffic light cameras worried Andy. Could Graves be watching
him from them? He stared at one before slipping into his bank and
walking up to the shortest line.


	He withdrew as much
money as he could. Andy's bank account had been set up with special
permissions to allow for tremendous withdrawals in the case of an
emergency. The thick plastic briefcases with the combination lock
that he paid extra for felt heavy. That much money was a strain to
carry.


	Andy had no doubt
in his mind that Leroy Graves and his associates were aware of every
step he took. It wasn't paranoia anymore; it was acceptance. He
wondered what the man thought. If he worried to see Andy withdraw
such a large sum of money or rather was confused to its purpose.
Maybe he thought nothing of it, assuming that Andy intended to
purchase something expensive for himself to quell his sorrows. He
cared little as he arrived back at his apartment.


	His own home felt
like a prison. The more he thought about it, the more it creeped him
out. He had never picked out or purchased any of his furniture. In
fact, he had never even moved any of his pieces in or arranged them
about. It was all as it was now when he had walked into the apartment
the first time. Any of them could be recording him. He was not alone.


	His plan had been
to shake his tail and deliver the money straight to Homer. That's who
Andy wanted to have it. To take it all off of his hands and build for
himself the life he deserves. He had the idea many times in the last
ten years since he had begun his lucrative work. There were plenty of
selfish reasons that kept him from doing it, but plenty of rational
ones as well. He worried that the money would get Homer in trouble.
Perhaps that he couldn't be trusted with such a large amount, but it
was more of the fact that in order to give him the money he would
have to confess what he was to the only one who had been there for
him. He couldn't risk it. Any slip of information would put Homer in
danger.


	Now, however, there
was no coming back. No matter what choice he made, he would be a
fugitive. Graves would not leave him alone once he completed his
task. Once Haley was dead, he would still be a slave or he would
become a corpse. He would never see his friend again. He wouldn't
even get to say goodbye. There was only one way to deliver his
message. He fetched a notepad from one of his drawers and uncapped a
pen. With misty eyes, he wrote.


	“Addressing
the person or persons who discover this message. This paper shall
serve as the final will and testament of Andrew Walter Winter. I
leave behind the rights to my studio apartment and the contents of
the included locked briefcase to Mr. Homer Nour, my oldest friend.
Only he will know the combination. Think about the date we spoke
about ten years ago. This is not an admission of guilt or a
confession of any kind. Please respect my wishes.”


	He stopped,
thinking. He brought the notepad out into the hall of his apartment
building and knocked on the door of his neighbor across the hall. A
woman just a few years older than Andy himself opened the door. Her
boyfriend could be seen peering at the doorway from the couch in the
living room.


	“Hello,”
Andy greeted her. “My name is Andy, I live just across the hall
here.” He offered his hand.


	She shook it,
confused. “Oh, hi Andy. I'm Trish,” she introduced
herself. “How can I help you?”


	“Well, see,
I've just whipped myself up a pretty nice will and I need two
witnesses to sign it as I do,” Andy explained. He laid on the
charm now. “Might I ask you and your boyfriend to fill in the
role for me? It would be very much appreciated.”


	She looked at him
with hesitation. A look in her eye relayed that she thought he might
be yanking her chain, but his unwavering and positive demeanor proved
to remove it. “Are you serious?” she asked.


	“Dead
serious,” Andy replied.


	The woman looked
back inside at her partner who heard every word. He shrugged at her
look for support. She turned back to Andy. “Yeah, I guess so,”
she replied. “Are you okay?”


	“You could
say that,” Andy responded as he walked into Trish's apartment
and got the business done with.


	He returned to his
own apartment across the hall with the signed will. He attached it to
the briefcase which he stowed underneath his bed. He went to the sink
to wash his hands. As he dried them, he addressed the entire room,
empty though it seemed. “I'll do it,” he said aloud.
“Don't worry.”







	Max's grave was
cast over in the shadow of the storm clouds that had crept over
Rosehill. Andy placed his bouquet of twelve yellow tulips on the dirt
next to the eleven that had already withered like the skeleton they
were for.


	This time, he left
all twelve as he walked away from the grave for the last time.







	This was the first
time that Andy had ever seen the two very serious looking men in
suits who frisked him as he got out on the airstrip. Both of Mr.
Graves's bodyguards, the white man and the Hispanic, were bald. Andy
observed his own reflection in the white man's tanned scalp as his
ankles were searched for weapons. They found the three-eighty auto
that he kept holstered around his shoulder in no time at all.


	“I'm a
hitman, guys,” he explained when they confiscated it. “Duh,
I have a gun.”


	“Do you have
any others?” the Hispanic man asked.


	“Yes, a Smith
and Wesson six-nine-six in the back of my pants,” he answered,
“a Derringer in my left shoe, and a kris dagger strapped to my
genitals.”


	The white guard
began searching Andy's shoes when he pushed him over with his bare
foot. “Idiot,” Andy spat at him.


	A gun appeared in
the Hispanic man's hand, pointed at Andy's head. The white man had
drawn one too from where he lay on the ground when Leroy Graves
appeared on the ramp of the plane.


	“He's
kidding,” he told his men, gesturing at them to stow away their
firearms. “Come on, Mr. Winter. You've got a job to do.”


	The flight was
uncomfortable and awkward, silent in nature and malicious in feeling.
The only thing Andy said to his employer was his promise to kill
Haley Flynn. Mr. Graves said even less, only humming in response.
Once they had landed, he only needed to gesture at his guards before
they tossed Andy off of the plane.


	There was no taxi
waiting for him on the runway this time. Instead, he phoned Steven
who got lost on one of the turns along the way. He picked Andy up an
hour and a half later.


	“How did it
go?” was the the first thing Steven said to the assassin when
he climbed into his car.


	“The plan is
the same,” Andy replied, showing more of his anguish than he
intended to. Steven picked up on it.


	“What did he
say?” he asked.


	“That the
plan is the same,” Andy said, and with that Steven asked
nothing more of him and they drove back to the house in silence.


	“I want to
join you on surveillance,” Andy said once he had taken his coat
off and hung it by the door. There was a desperate tone in his voice.


	“Andy, you
know she's already seen you,” Steven replied. “It's
risky. If she were to see you – ”


	“Please,”
Andy interrupted. Steven was silenced by the look on Andy's face.
“Steven, please.”


	The data collector
sighed as he peered into his new friend's eyes. “Okay,”
Steven said. Then he gave a warm smile, something that Andy didn't
expect due to his own rotten mood. “I'll be glad to have you.”







	Andy didn't hear
Steven when he spoke. Or rather, he didn't listen. Every word was
loud enough but none of them made it to his brain because he was too
busy staring out of the window, through the apartment's glass door,
at Haley Flynn.


	“Andy!”
Steven said, raising his volume to a level that he felt uncomfortable
with. Andy looked over at him. The data collector waited for
recognition in Andy's eyes. “What kind of dirt do you even
imagine we'll ever find on her?” he repeated.


	He forgot that this
was what Steven thought the two of them were doing in the first
place. “Probably nothing,” he answered. He was being
honest. There was nothing he could ever imagine them finding out
about her that would do anything to put a dent into her perfect
reputation. “Graves will probably end up having me make up some
bullshit that could be confirmed by our vague details. Like that man
there,” he pointed out the man Haley now hugged in front of the
glass. “At first glance, it looks like there might be some sort
of scandalous relationship going on here, if you knew nothing about
her. That's the kind of stories writers like me go off on.”


	“Yeah, but
like I said, that's her brother,” Steven said.


	“Exactly. We
know that because we've gone the extra mile and investigated. But if
you were to capture this scene and omit that information, what else
would you see?” Andy explained. “Assumptions are always
wrong,” he looked to his friend. “One way or another.”


	“We need
something much more substantial to give Graves,” Steven was
quick to answer. “Come on, don't you care?” He didn't
like his task simplified so much.


	An idea hit Andy as
a memory returned to him at the moment. “She gave me her
number,” he started. “She asked me for a date.”


	Steven was
skeptical. “She what?” he mumbled.


	Andy retrieved the
indicated note and showed Steven. “Number. Date. I'm going to
call her,” Andy decided.


	“Why didn't
you mention this before?” Steven sat up in his car seat,
staring at his new friend. He seemed to consider him, pondering
something about him that he seemed to like as he started the car.
“Okay,” he broke the silence with a little sparkle in his
eyes. “Have her tell you everything herself.”








































-Chapter Seven-

Dinner







	Haley Flynn was
beautiful. She had slipped into an exquisite ruby dress that hugged
at her curves but left most of her more intimate features a mystery.
Small silver flames dangled from her ears, a unique earring Andy had
never seen before. She was dressed up in a gorgeous outfit, which
Andy used as an icebreaker.


	“I was
beginning to think you would never call,” she said in response.
She grabbed her bag from behind the door and then stepped out into
the brisk air, closing it behind her. “I'm glad you did.”


	“Me too,”
Andy said, leading her over to Steven's car. It had to be cleaned
out, a grueling task that he was more than glad he performed at this
point. She had to be impressed.


	“This is my
brother's apartment,” she said through the passenger window.
“I'd introduce you, but he's out on duty right now.” She
climbed into the car after receiving a smile in response. “Where
did you have in mind?” she asked. Her scent filled the car.


	“A small
restaurant with a lot of Italian food,” Andy said. He did well
as a flirt, finding little trouble in pretending to be what he was
not. “Hopefully with a lack of crying children.” Steven
had picked the place.


	“Ooh,”
she hummed, impressed. “That's a perfect balance. You are a
good first date.” They smiled at each other and drove off into
the young Lumnin night.


	“I have to
ask,” Andy said, doing his best to exercise his grasp on the
art of conversing, “what made you ask me out?”


	Haley smiled with
her beautiful-without-lipstick lips, a comfortable sign. Andy was
surprised by her warmth toward him. Her ignorant trust. “You're
cute and you're intelligent,” she explained. “It's a vibe
I get. They haven't been wrong yet, so don't be the first.”


	They laughed.
“Trust me,” Andy said, feeling evil, “I certainly
won't try to be.”


	“Where are
you from?” she asked.


	“Chicago,”
Andy replied, glancing over at her. “Since I was born.”


	“You don't
have a Chicago accent,” Haley commented.


	Andy looked over at
her. He had not lied, but she was right. “I travel a lot. I
guess I don't hear it enough.” This was true.


	“Is this it
here?” she asked, pointing out the red canopy that sheltered
the entrance to Pastafaria. He nodded in response and parked the car
in one of the several better spots. Good, he thought, it'll
be quiet.


	Romance is
regulated.


	“Two?”
the hostess asked. She was an older red-haired woman with warm
vitality. A happy employee.


	“Yes please,”
Andy said. “Corner table, if you can.”


	“Sure thing,”
was her answer, then she lead them through the green-carpeted room
with two menus cradled in her arm.


	The place was dead
with only three other tables occupied out of the two dozen. She
brought them to a half-sized table draped in a deep purple cloth and
decorated with an already lit candle. She set the menus down and said
that she would be back to take their drink orders personally. They
thanked her and opened up their menus.


	“Get anything
delicious that you want,” he said.


	“What if I
wanted a bag of rocks?” she replied. “Something not
delicious.”


	“Well then
you clearly can't have it,” Andy replied. “Although, it
depends on the kind of bag.”


	She laughed. He
smiled at that.


	“You're a bit
of a weirdo,” Haley commented, getting her silverware oriented.
“I like that.”


	Andy only had a
shrug to reply with as he began looking more attentively at his menu.
“I'm thinking that I'll have some hash-browns smothered in
green chili with a side of,” he turned the page, “macaroni.”


	“Hash browns
for dinner?” Haley echoed, flipping through the menu. “Where
do you even see that?”


	He didn't. Steven
had told him that it was an off-menu dish that they offered and gave
it a raving review. He didn't much fancy pasta as it was. “Nowhere,”
he answered. “I'm just going to tell the waitress that that is
what I want and hope I get something along those lines.”


	Haley's eyes
glistened as she chuckled. Everything about her face seemed to smile
at once as she peered into his eyes dreamily. He couldn't keep
himself from getting lost in them as they smiled. Such beautiful
eyes.


	“This is
really nice, Andy,” she thanked him. “Thank you so much.
I'm already having fun.” Her white teeth were seemingly
perfect, shining through her lips as she spoke.


	“Is your job
fun?” Andy transitioned.


	She scoffed. “I
wouldn't say that it's fun,” she replied. “But it's good
work.”


	“What do you
do?”


	Haley seemed to
search for the words. “I'm a journalist. I do a lot of snooping
around and expose bad people doing bad stuff,” she answered.
She was distracted by movement behind Andy.


	The hostess arrived
back at their table. “Can I get you any drinks?” she
asked, a notepad absent from her hands. She could undoubtedly
remember their order being that they were the only ones that she was
serving. There was one other waiter who seemed to have the others
under control. Andy was certain that she may be the manager as well.
We should feel honored, he thought.


	“A glass of
the house red please,” Haley requested.


	The hostess turned
to Andy. “Champagne?” He semi-asked, having not looked at
the menu to see if they served it.


	He was in luck.
“Certainly,” the hostess beamed and then disappeared.


	“How about
you?” Haley asked. Andy had half forgotten what they were
talking about. “What do you do?”


	Andy didn't take
too long to come up with his story. “Well, I guess you could
say I'm a journalist, too,” he began. “Well, not really,
more of a columnist.”


	“Ooh, are you
any good?” Haley asked, leaning over her folded arms.


	Andy laughed. “No,”
he joked. “I don't really know, but I don't make much doing
that. Fortunately, I don't need much.” Even he was impressed by
his lies.


	“Why does
that bring you to Lumnin?” Haley asked. The interest in her
eyes was strong.


	Andy smiled as he
thought. “It doesn't really. I wanted a quiet place to write my
novel.”


	She was in awe. He
felt rather ashamed that none of it was true. Could she be this
interested in him if she knew who he really was? If she knew why he
was really here? He tried not to think about it. He just tried to
enjoy the evening.


	“What's your
novel about?” she asked.


	“It's a
romantic war story,” Andy explained out of thin air. “A
soldier goes AWOL in the desert to protect a civilian he has fallen
in love with from a foreign squad. It's a lot of just cheesy,
convenient action.”


	Her eyes lit up.
She believed every word. “I think that sounds wonderful! I
would love to read that when you finish it,” she encouraged.
Her voice was as beautiful as her face. The slightest thing could
scar a face like that, like footprints through virgin snow.


	He chuckled,
placing his elbows on the table. His posture began to relax. “You're
very kind,” he replied. A moment of silence passed as they
beamed into each others eyes. “So tell me, what does work bring
you here for?”


	Haley leaned back.
The drinks had come fast. She took a sip from her glass. The hostess
took their meal orders before departing again. The young woman seated
across from Andy wiped her lips delicately on her napkin. “Have
you ever heard of Decree?” she asked.


	“Decree?”
Andy repeated with confusion.


	“Yeah, it's a
penitentiary company founded by Michael Kree. They specialize in
building brand new privatized prisons in isolated pockets of rural
America.”


	All of this was
alien to Andy. Nothing she said rang a bell. “Privatized
prisons?” Andy echoed.


	“Since the
early eighties. Recently, they've built a new prison about ten miles
outside of town. The very first privatized supermax penitentiary.
Those are the places where the judicial system stuffs all of the most
violent criminals in the U.S. This is where people like Ted Bundy and
Charlie Manson go.”


	“Ah,”
Andy responded, acting like he was starting to understand.


	“I'm sorry, I
don't mean to bore you with this,” Haley stopped herself. Andy
made a shooing gesture at her to signify that it was no bother.
“Sometimes when I get started, I can rant about these
bastards.”


	Andy nodded. “What
is exactly so bad about Decree?” he asked. He hoped the
question did not offend her.


	It didn't. Her
intense passion about the subject drove her to want to inform rather
than argue. Andy meant not to derail her momentum one bit. She was
spilling the secrets he was paid so much to exploit. “This new
prison is super hush-hush. They don't like visitors or people
snooping about. With some help and a bit of luck, though, I found out
that this supermax is housing some pretty average criminals. Drug
offenders, thieves, sexual deviants and civil disruptors. Not violent
criminals. Decree covers this up by fudging their records and hiring
lawyers to overemphasize how dangerous some of the defendants are.
There is a rumor that they even stage violent outbreaks in
lower-level prisons so that they can come in and say, 'Your jails are
unsafe. You need to use ours.'”


	Andy thought he was
beginning to see. He nodded to indicate that he was paying attention.
That he was in fact hanging on her every word.


	Haley sipped again
from her wine and Andy did the same with his own glass. “It's
only rumors at this point. We could have more of a lead if Decree
didn't have such a cold method of firing former employees. We've had
people turning up dead all over the world before they can testify one
word against those monsters.”


	St. Petersburg,
Andy thought.


	“Supposedly,
the big bad secret that they have is that they have been performing
some pretty advanced medical research. Not normal stuff, either. They
are hammering hard at some pretty major cures and inoculations,”
Haley explained. Her energy was remarkable and attractive to Andy.
His attention was forthright. “The methods they use go against
some pretty basic human rights, so that's why they keep it within the
unwatched walls of Decree prisons. So no one can look in and see that
they are infecting their prisoners with the AIDS virus and exposing
them to high levels of carcinogens just so they have plenty of sick
people to work on.”


	“Wow,”
Andy said, relaying only a small amount of his true shock. Could
it all really be true? Something must be misinformation, Andy
thought. They couldn't hide that much.


	“Now if you
think about it, you could understand the high mortality rates in
their prisons better,” Haley continued. Andy was doing well at
appearing appalled. He didn't have to try very hard. “So they
have to do something to keep their prisons filled. A lot of the time
they will doctor some of the paperwork on lower threat criminals, or
even load their trials. Recently, however, I got a very wild lead
that they have even begun seizing control of local police
departments. That's why I'm here. I believe that the Lumnin PD is the
first one they're trying to buy.”


	“How could
they possibly buy the police?” Andy asked. He was toeing on the
line of exposing his professional interest in the subject. Still, he
did not falter. She was excited to see his interest.


	“Bribe them,”
Haley started after a genuine smile. “Have their own employees
enter the department, something along those lines. I'm a little vague
on all of the details, but you know, that's why I'm here. To find the
details.”


	So much money,
Andy contemplated. Wealth was Graves' greatest weapon and his
ammunition was boundless.


	“How do you
know so much?” Andy was curious. He finished his drink.


	Haley smiled,
trying to pull off a humble demeanor. “Well, I mean, I am
pretty good at my job,” she explained. Andy waited for further
elaboration, but she said nothing about her brother in the police
department. Good, he thought. Andy had become worried at how
much she was willing to reveal to him.


	In as much of a
joking tone as he could pull off, Andy commented, “I'm
surprised they haven't tried to kill you yet.” It tasted bitter
on his tongue.


	Haley laughed with
modest volume in response. “To be honest, so am I,” she
joked back. “No, actually I do my best not to tread on any
toes. I keep pretty quiet and I'm sure I'll go by unnoticed until I
can finish my report and have it published. By then, I'm sure I'll be
in a much safer position.”


	Just then the food
arrived, a good excuse for them to turn merry instead of worrying
about such evil things. It was a delicious, meal, during which Andy
learned about Haley's brother, Jacob, from her own lips. Andy could
focus more on the date after getting so overcome by crucial
information. His mind grinded its gears in thought as he contemplated
it all. It became hard to focus, but he managed. She explained her
love of her bicycle and how she used to want to be a long distance
cyclist. Her bike was named Douglas after her favorite writer. It had
been a gift to her from her now dead uncle who she spoke fondly
about.


	With the meal
depleted, they left the restaurant and stepped outside in the cool
Lumnin air. It had chilled a lot while they were inside. 



	“You're not
ready to go back home, are you?” Haley asked Andy. She noticed
him checking his watch.


	With a startled
look, Andy replied, “No.”


	“Good,”
she grinned. Her eyes squinted from the upward motion of her cheek
muscles. “I'm having too good of a time to end it now.”


	Andy looked down
the street, circles of light burning down from the lamps to break the
monotonous dark. “How about a walk?” he suggested. Haley
nodded with her enthusiastic, childish manner.


	They talked about
so much as they strolled down the sidewalk. They laughed about an
Italian couple who emerged from a cafe shouting at each other in
their native language. Together, they bought a homeless man a
sandwich and some soup and left him twenty dollars. It was something
Andy knew he should do every time, something to make a habit of, but
it just never crossed his mind until Haley bent down and started
speaking to the homeless man. A light drizzle of rain began once they
passed a drunk falling over his friends, and Andy made the offer to
take her home.


	“You afraid
of a little rain, Andy?” she asked with a smart tone.


	“No, just,
you know,” Andy said, not sure if he knew what his point was.
“If it's gonna rain.”


	“If it's
gonna rain, then I guess we're gonna get wet,” Haley said.
“Come on.”


	She grabbed onto
the front of his jacket and pulled him across the street to a little
park. It had a tiny creek somewhere along the edge of it and trees of
all sorts. The little lamps staked into the grass looked like warm
beacons in a dark black sea. Haley kicked off her shoes and carried
them as they walked.


	“You're not
gonna wear your shoes?” Andy asked.


	“No,”
Haley answered. “The wet grass, the little pitter patter of
rain on the top of your feet. It's all kind of like being free, you
know?”


	Andy perked his
head up a bit. He felt like he was having Déjà
vu.
“Free?” he echoed.


	“Yeah,”
Haley said. “Kind of like walking around naked in the sun. Or
making a fool of yourself and not giving a damn. Freedom.”


	Andy supposed he
never really thought about freedom and where it comes from. Haley
seemed to suggest that it was something we all were born with, and
even in the worst of oppression, there were ways to express it. Like
with bare feet. Is
that what this is?
Andy wondered. Is
being with Haley my freedom? Can I have this forever?


	The
look Haley gave him set his heart aflutter. In all his
life, he couldn't recall anyone looking at him that way, with daring,
squinted eyes that gleamed like the pearl white smile below. That
loving gaze. He could feel it warming in his chest. Why
was she so beautiful?


	When they finally
emerged from the trees, Haley supported her head on Andy's shoulder,
and he rested his on top of hers. It was almost like hugging and
walking at the same time, knotted up together in impractical style.
He held onto her hand and she squeezed it like a pulse. When Steven's
car came into view, the two of them sighed. They stopped and stared
deep into each other's eyes in silence. Minutes bled on.


	Haley offered,
“Would you want to come to my place?”


	More than
anything in the world, Andy thought. But reluctantly, he said, “I
can't.” He couldn't endure anymore of this feeling he had. Of
wanting to stay with her and run away from the rest of the world. To
ignore death knocking on the door. She looked disappointed. “I'm
sorry.”


	“It's okay,”
she said with genuine warmth. She looked up at him with her
crystalline eyes, stepping close. “Call me.”


	“I will,”
Andy promised.


	She kissed him.








































-Chapter Eight-

Lumnin's
Finest







	Dreams swam through
Andy's mind as he lay asleep, disheartened. This time Andy was on
stage, playing guitar and singing Baba O'Rielly to a crowd of
featureless faces. He wasn't doing too bad. Once the song concluded,
he stepped off of the wooden platform and headed through the club
rather than back through the bowels of the backstage labyrinth. Many
people congratulated him on his performance, some requesting
signatures and photographs, others throwing out their affection for
him. He must have been a big deal.


	You must be a big
deal, Andy thought to himself, in order to wear an overzealous red
suit like he did. His custom made black leather cowboy boots were the
only thing breaking his entire red attire. He looked and felt like
hot shit. That was only reinforced by the multitudes of unfamiliar
faces appreciating him aloud.


	He walked past them
all and stepped outside into the empty streets, eager to leave his
fans behind and get on with his night. He wanted to be alone. His
performance had lacked in his opinion despite what anyone else told
him. He hated doing covers.


	“Hi,” a
fragile voice came from the side of the door. Andy was surprised by
it and turned fast to see a small nine-year-old girl sitting
passively on a green metal bench.


	“Hello
there,” he said in hope that that was going to be the end of
the conversation. It wasn't.


	“I'm your
biggest fan,” she told him. Her tone, however, seemed unexcited
upon meeting him.


	“Oh really?”
he said, sounding interested. “Well, what's your name?”


	“Haley
Flynn,” she told him with apathy.


	“Well,
Haley,” Andy started, walking over to her and getting down on
one knee so that his gaze was level with hers. “I'm your
biggest fan.”


	She smiled,
overjoyed. Andy felt proud of himself as he patted her head and
turned away. He started to walk to the park across the street.


	“Please don't
kill me,” she said.


	He stopped for a
moment and looked back at her. Nothing came to mind when he searched
for a response. She just stared at him indifferently as if nothing
had happened, and after a moment, he turned away and continued his
stroll.


	Nothing gave peace
to his darkened heart quite like the park at night. It seemed empty,
almost as if it only existed for him at that moment, waiting for him
to visit and welcoming him with warmth when he did. The trees
assembled in gnarled attention for him. He almost wanted to offer
them to be at ease, but he knew nothing could change their respect
for him. It was returned.


	But it wasn't the
trees he came to see. There was a small pond hidden off of a trail
near a tiny pedestrian bridge that was his favorite place to slip
away from the world and reflect on himself as a human being. And
finally he had found it.


	As he slipped off
his boots, he stared into the water's surface. He saw stars in the
reflection. He watched the moon dance in the delicate waves. Only
here could he see all of the universe and feel like the only one in
it. Like he was lost to the rest of existence and no one could come
find him, even if they wanted to. He was glad no one wanted to. It
gave him comfort rather than made he feel lonely. It rebalanced him
so that he could eventually go back out into the sea of gibbering
idiots.


	He dipped a toe in
and was shot in the back. He witnessed the bullet exit his chest in
horror. There was nothing that he could do now except fall into the
water, never to resurface.







	Steven had drunken
himself into a minor coma by the time Andy had awoken in the late
afternoon. Andy did nothing to wake him and instead left with his
car. The keys were in their usual spot.


	He pulled up in the
alley beside Jacob Flynn's house and shut off the engine. He sat,
pondering in the dull silence of the driver's seat, wondering why he
had come here. He had all of the information he could get at surface
value. Anything that could be inferred from observation, from lurking
in the shadows like he did now. It was all at his disposal. All he
had to do now was call her. No, he admitted, he knew he wasn't taking
notes while he was here. There was nothing he wanted other than to
see Haley Flynn. All he needed was to know what she was still okay.


	It was a while
before he saw her in the bedroom with the large, exposed windows. She
was wearing a girlish blue collar shirt over a pink tank top,
carrying a suitcase that she tossed out of view. She then disappeared
behind the wall after it, leaving Andy by himself.


	He pulled out his
cellphone and dialed her number by memory. It rang twice before he
could see her pop back into view with her phone to her head. Her lips
moved out of sync with the words, off by just a fraction of a second.
“Andy! How are you?” she greeted.


	“I'm good,
how are you?” he replied. He kept an eye on her just as she
slipped back out of view from the window.


	“Great,”
she breathed. “I've made such a breakthrough with work. Do you
want to go out tonight?”


	“I'd love
to,” Andy said quite honestly, “but I have work to do.”
He wasn't lying.


	“Oh, man,”
Haley groaned. “Because I'm flying out to deliver my report in
like literally a few hours.”


	Andy could feel the
warmth in his flesh decrease. Raising an eyebrow, he began to feel
dread. “Really?” he said.


	“Yeah, Andy,
I'm so sorry,” she answered. “I was able to finish up my
report and I need to bring along some of the evidence I've gathered.
I won't be coming back.”


	Then he felt it.
Crushed into the corner he felt he could not escape from. The light
of hope had ceased even being small beams that broke the darkness.
There was nothing but fear now as his realization carved into his
brain. It etched like the chiseling of a tombstone. Either he or
Haley Flynn's fate will be sealed tonight. One of them must die.
There were no words, nothing he could manage to say, nothing that
could blink onto his consciousness so he hung up the phone and then
turned it off. He pulled out of the alley and fled, scaring himself
half to death when he accidentally cut off a police cruiser.


	He sped up to give
it room when the siren flared up and the lights started flashing.
Andy pulled over to the right in front of someone's yard. The cop car
pulled in behind him and then sat there. It laid still for quite a
while, its siren silent but the lights loudly danced through his back
window. Finally, an officer stepped out.


	He rapped on the
driver side window. Andy let it down.


	“Officer, I'm
sorry for cutting – ” Andy began.


	“Do you know
how fast you were going?” the officer interrupted. He was a
strong-jawed white man with a furry black caterpillar asleep above
his lips. Or so it looked.


	“When? When I
sped up so we didn't collide or the rest of the time?” Andy let
slip out.


	“Do you want
trouble?”


	“No, sir.”


	“Then watch
your mouth. Don't get smart with me.”


	“Yes, sir.”


	“Please step
out of the vehicle,” the officer ordered. He seemed to be
chewing on a piece of gum or something.


	Andy obeyed with
reluctance, moving so that he wouldn't upset this volatile
representation of the law. He was instructed to close his door behind
him, which he did.


	“Sir, please
turn around and place your hands on the hood of your car,” the
officer instructed.


	“Why?”
Andy asked.


	“Sir, please
do as you're – ”


	“Am I being
arrested?” Andy asked, gesturing to the car. “For cutting
you off?”


	“Do not
interrupt me!” the police officer bellowed at him, drawing his
handgun and pointing it at the hitman. “Hands on the hood!”


	Fine, Andy
thought sourly as he did what he was told. The anger was clear upon
his brow. He jumped when he began getting frisked. “Hey!”
he wormed around. “What the hell?”


	“Shut up!”
the officer shouted in his ear. He rested the barrel of his gun on
the back of Andy's head. “No sudden movements.”


	“It's pretty
messed up to go around finding attractive males like myself and
trying to shove your hand down their pants,” Andy breathed.


	Blinding pain
knocked every color out of his eyes. All that was left was white.
There was a ringing that deafened him as he fell to the ground. His
hand shot up to his head and he felt blood trickling through the
broken skin. The police officer had just slammed the butt of his gun
into his head.


	“I've got a
suspect resisting arrest,” the officer said into the small
radio on his shoulder. “Backup is requested at the corner of
Elite and Marble.”


	Andy groaned and
clutched at his wound while the officer stepped over to him and
pointed his gun in his face.


	“Get up!”
he commanded.


	Fight or flight.
That's all that ran through Andy's mind at that movement. One
unfavorable movement, however, and Andy had no doubt that this
upholder of peace and justice would unload his magazine on him,
slaying him in the street for cutting him off in traffic. Then
cracking jokes. Seemed such a powerful insult to impotent jar heads,
Andy mused. Although he suspected something greater at play.


	He had his
three-eighty auto. Silenced. He could kill this man without him even
knowing. But then what? A dead police officer and half-finished
reports that describe him and the car he drove. The call for backup,
as well. If I really want to die, Andy concluded, I'll
cross this man again.


	“Get UP!”
the officer yelled.


	Andy managed his
way into a standing position and then put his hands down on the hood
of Steven's car like he was told. The officer was a little taken
aback by Andy's sudden obedience. He hesitated before searching the
assassin again. Once he started, it was a small matter of time before
he found the silenced pistol holstered on his shoulder.


	“Suspect is
armed,” the officer murmured into his radio. He removed the
pistol from Andy's holster and threw it into the street.


	“Hey,”
Andy started to protest, “I do have a license for that.”


	“I don't see
a license,” the officer retorted.


	“Of course
not,” Andy said, moving with the officer's nudges to turn
around. “See, you normally would ask for one and I would show
it to you. See, it's right here – ” Andy pulled out his
wallet.


	“Don't
fucking move!” the officer screamed at him. “You are
under arrest for hitting a police vehicle, resisting arrest, assault
of a police officer, and concealing an unlicensed firearm.” The
cop started handcuffing Andy.


	“Are you
serious?” Andy said, losing his cynical grasp of humor and
coming close to blinding psychotic anger.


	“Get in the
back,” the cop demanded as he drug him to the undamaged police
cruiser and opened the door.


	Andy obeyed, but
before the door closed, said, “I hope you die painfully and
unnaturally.”


	A kick to the head.
Elegant practice of the law.


	“Do you need
any help making your stupid fake wounds look real?” Andy called
from inside the car once he recovered. “I'd love to help! I'll
beat your ass to death!”


	A second police car
pulled up and the arresting officer and his backup talked together
for a moment. The corrupt mustachio chatted on and on while the other
officer listened patiently, nodding. They both seemed to come to some
sort of mutual agreement and Andy's least favorite cop in the world
climbed into the driver's seat. Neither of them spoke to each other
as the car flared up and drove them down to the Lumnin Police
Department, further up Elite Street.


	He was pulled from
the back of the vehicle and led in through the offices until he was
placed in a small interrogation room with an Asian officer in round
glasses. The arresting officer closed the door behind him and leaned
up against the wall.


	“Andy Winter,
is that right?” the Asian officer asked him.


	“No,”
Andy replied. “It's Summers. Where did you get Winter from?”


	“Can I see
his ID?” the interrogator asked the arresting officer.


	The volatile man
produced Andy's wallet and threw it onto the table. He stared at the
back of Andy's head.


	“Is he going
to stay in here?” Andy asked the Asian man. “His advances
toward me are starting to make me uncomfortable. Flattered though I
am.”


	The arresting
officer roared some sort of bestial noise and jerked forward, but was
stopped by the Asian officer's gesture to calm. “Please speak
only when spoken to, Mr. Winter,” he said. The white officer
pouted and reclaimed his unprofessional lean on the wall.


	“It says
Summers,” Andy repeated.


	“I know what
it says,” the cop replied.


	Andy sat back in
his seat, realization washing over him. His minor inklings had grown
into confirmed suspicions. The more he understood, the more he
seethed with hatred. The less attacking these corrupt pigs seemed
like a bad idea to him. His fate seemed to be sealed. The Asian
officer produced Andy's three-eighty auto and set it on the table.


	“Is this your
firearm?” he asked. His eyes were piercing.


	Andy gritted his
teeth, almost ready to clam up and say nothing more. To become
immovable. “How's Leroy Graves?” he asked.


	“I'm sorry?”
the interrogating officer replied, glancing up to the arresting
officer. He had put his hand on his holster but hesitated.


	Andy sat forward.
“You can tell him that the deadline is not up,” he
started through clenched teeth.


	“Flynn has
finished her report,” the police officer replied. “It's
no doubt already been sent.”


	“But she has
physical evidence that she's bringing in person,” Andy
explained. “Something important.” The man seated across
from him said nothing. He just watched him coldly. Andy was half
angry and half scared. He pleaded. “I have yet to act for or
against Decree – ”


	The Asian officer
slapped him. Andy had little expectation of this and even the
arresting officer seemed surprised. “Do not say anything that
will get you in any more trouble than you are already in,” he
ordered.


	There was silence.
“What are you going to do to me?” Andy asked, his voice
hissing.


	“That's not
up to us,” the arresting officer said from behind him.


	There was a sudden
knock on the door.


	The person on the
other side of it didn't wait for them to answer before opening it
wide and stepping through. He was just a few years older than Andy
himself but had some light graying at the roots of his hair. His
goatee was groomed and his hair combed back with gel. This man drew
the attention of everyone in the room.


	“What's going
on?” he asked both of the officers. “What are you doing?”


	“We're
processing an arrest,” the white officer told him.


	“An arrest?”
the bearded man echoed. “For what?”


	“You want to
see the charges?” the Asian officer asked him, offering the
papers that had been sitting before him. The new officer accepted it
while the arresting officer rolled his eyes.


	His lips moved as
he read. “Threatening an officer with a firearm?” he
hollered once he was done reading. “Are you serious? How god
damn stupid are you?”


	“This man is
a criminal!” the arresting officer whined.


	“I just
watched the recording off of your cruiser. You are an idiot. It's
clear there is no crime you can charge him with,” the
domineering cop ordered to the mustached man.


	“You must
have seen the speeding,” the arresting officer pleaded.


	“Shut up,”
the senior officer demanded. “You're fired. I plan to encourage
this man to press assault charges on you. Mihn, you're on suspension.
I only just started my shift today and I didn't expect to start it
cleaning up after you pissants. Get your act together and figure out
who you're really working for or you're going to be the one
processed.” With that he left the room, slamming the door.


	The white officer's
mouth hung agape in elusive protest. Words failed him as he looked to
Mihn who had bowed his head in shame. Then he looked to Andy. As
quietly as he could, he said, “You'll wish it was us who caught
you.”


	“The deadline
isn't up yet. Tell Graves. I have until tomorrow.”


	“I'm not
saying shit,” the white man who used to be a police officer
said. He nudged into Andy as he left the room.


	“I'll do what
I can,” Mihn said, not raising his gaze. “You must
deliver.”


	“I will,”
Andy said. Then he left the room.


	As he walked out,
the senior officer with the beard approached him with his confiscated
possessions. He even returned his firearm with its respective
license. At this proximity, Andy could finally make out the name on
the badge. “Flynn,” he read aloud.


	The man smiled in
response before leading him through the maze of offices until they
were out of a door on the side. He had one of the other cops retrieve
Steven's vehicle from the impound, handing the keys over to Andy. The
hitman thanked him as he climbed into the car.


	“You know,
you can't own all of the people all of the time,” Officer Flynn
said before shutting Andy's door behind him.








































-Chapter Nine-

True
Intentions







	Andy pulled
Steven's car into its driveway while losing his nerve. He was
somewhere between wanting to drink himself to death and kill everyone
he saw. Luckily, he was only in between.


	He stumbled up the
stairs, onto the front porch, and against the door. It was unlocked
and Steven was in the shower. Andy made his way to the fridge and
poured himself a glass of cheap wine before slumping into the
armchair. He left everything turned off and just listened to the
water running in the bathroom.


	Someone had to go
in just a few short hours. He would have to kill Haley Flynn or
forever watch over his shoulder for Leroy Graves and the men of
Decree. He could run, but where? For how long? With as much ease as
squashing a bug, Graves could turn Andy into an international
fugitive. He killed so many men, done so many horrible things around
the globe. Decree had their ways to dissociate themselves with his
actions and leave him facing the law on his own. He had no alibi. He
only hoped not to be asked.


	Steven popped open
the bathroom door, buttoning up a green collar shirt. “Andy!”
he exclaimed. “You're back. How – ” He looked at
his sunken friend who looked like he was trying his hardest to drown
in wine. Steven paused for a second, absorbing the scene. “What's
wrong?”


	“I've duped
you,” Andy said, sniffling. Steven stood in the living room
looking concerned. “I'm not who you think I am.”


	“What do you
mean?” Steven chuckled. He was very off ease. “You're not
Andy Summers?”


	“No,”
Andy slurred. “Not exactly. My real name is Andy Winter.”


	“Are you
being serious?” Steven laughed. He was certain that his leg was
being pulled. “That's not even funny.”


	“I'm not
joking,” Andy stated. “Haley Flynn? Why I'm here?”
He waited for Steven to nod, and gulped. “I'm here to kill
her.”


	Steven chuckled,
cutting the noise off awkwardly once Andy's solemn silence
highlighted the laughter and revealed its inappropriateness. The
color started seeping away from the data collector's face. “Really?”
he asked.


	Andy drew his gun
and tossed it onto the coffee table with a fling. Steven's eyes
bulged out of his head at its appearance. Andy could almost hear the
man sweating as his opinion of him was rapidly thrown into question.
“Every bit of information you and I have been collecting has
been for the sole purpose of finding some believable way to murder
her so that it looks like an accident,” Andy explained, finding
it hard to keep his voice level.


	“Are you
serious?” Steven repeated.


	“I'm a
hitman, Steven,” Andy said after a moment of silence. “A
murderer.”


	“You've
killed people?” Steven asked, having a very violent internal
battle between seriousness and humor. Both sides were taking heavy
losses.


	“Yes.”


	Terror took over
the man. “Jesus Christ!” He began pacing. “Why,
Andy? What the hell are you doing, man?”


	Andy looked up at
him, his tear-filled eyes squinted in confusion. He had no response.
Some part of him wished so much that Steven would hit him. That he'd
kick him into the street and spit on him. Steven stood in grief.
Horrible news had been delivered and he felt like someone who had
just been told someone they loved passed, incapable of exhaling.


	“What was my
role?” Steven asked.


	Andy thought about
the wording. “I've said. You helped me find her weakness.”


	“And what was
that?”


	“Traffic,”
Andy replied. He had only just now thought of it, but he had
contemplated his options over and over. Every night, he fell asleep
thinking of how to kill Haley Flynn, right down to removing his own
element entirely. Making the scene devoid of evidence. It was his
nature.


	“What?”
Steven breathed. Andy could no longer tell if the man was furious or
afraid. Or, perhaps, interested.


	“We have a
lot of evidence that points to her not being the most capable of
drivers,” Andy began. The way he spoke scared Steven. He seemed
to be thinking aloud. “Didn't you ever see her drive around?”


	Still through
disgust, Steven thought. “Once,” he replied. “That
was only because she had to go out of town and her brother insisted.
I've picked up that he has some weird thing about buses. He hates
them.”


	Andy brightened up.
This seemed to unnerve his friend. “Well, see?” Andy
started to explain. “She's driving to the airport tomorrow –
in just a couple hours.”


	“How do you
know that?” Steven asked. He was creeped out by his own
interest. “Why wouldn't her brother drive her?”


	“No, he's
working,” Andy replied. “His shift just began.”


	Steven's eyes asked
questions that Andy never answered. “So what are you saying?”
Steven asked. “What is supposed to happen to me, Andy? Is this
Graves' plot?”


	The hitman ignored
him. Perhaps it was the calming buzz of the alcohol but something
soothed him and allowed him to think. It kept the horror at bay while
he prepared for it. Beckoned it inward.


	“Andy?”
Steven shouted. He was shaking in place. “Am I supposed to be
killed, too? I know too much. I don't want to die, Andy!”


	“You were
supposed to stay ignorant.” The assassin took another sip.


	“Well good
damn work making sure that happened!” Steven cried. Then he
became even more pale than he already was. He raised his hands to his
mouth, his eyes wide. He started backing away from Andy. “You
haven't?” his voice quavered. He stopped and looked down at his
feet, unsure of himself. “I mean, you didn't just – did
you?”


	“She's
alive,” Andy started, taking another gigantic gulp. He looked
up at his only friend in the city of Lumnin who peered at him like he
was a monster. “Can't you see what this means? Can you?”
he pleaded.


	“Yeah, as far
as I see,” Steven spat, “you've gotten me killed. What
have you – ”


	“I am going
to die tomorrow,” Andy said, allowing the heavy tear that had
piled up on his cornea to fall off and into his glass. “Me or
her. One of us will be killed.”


	“Are you
still going to do it?” Steven asked. “How? I thought you
liked her – ”


	“I do like
her!” he cried. “But if I don't do it, someone else will.
She has to die!” He threw his glass at the wall. It cracked
anticlimactically and crumpled to the floor by the television. He
turned and walked away. He couldn't seem to be able to look at the
rest of the room. Once he had collected himself, he went over and
began cleaning up the shattered glass. “It should be me,”
Andy demanded.


	“What about
me?” Steven started. “If they come looking for you or
her, they're going to come looking for me! What am I supposed to do?
Pretend I didn't know?”


	“Yes,”
Andy hissed. “Like your life depends on it.”


	Steven scoffed at
the joke. “Andy, I don't know if I can handle this, buddy,”
he said. He paced. “I'm not a bad guy, you know. I'm really
not. I'm a lot nosier than I ought to be, perhaps a pervert, but I
can't deal with killing someone.”


	Andy sympathized as
much as he could. “Can you deal with dying?” he asked.
“That may be your only choice otherwise.”


	Steven sat down on
the couch and cradled his forehead in his hands. After a silent
pause, he asked. “Can you really do it?” He looked over
at his new friend, the man who had deceived him. The man he couldn't
label as either a companion or an enemy. Would he be safe if it
weren't Andy he had to work with? Wouldn't it just be another hitman?
Perhaps Andy was the best person for this moment. “Can you
really kill Haley and make it look like an accident?”


	Andy sighed. He
didn't know that himself. He wished there was some way that the
problem would go away from him and there would be no lifeless bodies
to see anymore. Nothing horrible to hear about and nothing to regret.


	No more funerals
for Max.


	“Give me your
notes,” Andy said.


	“Sorry?”
Steven blinked.


	“Your notes
on Haley,” Andy elaborated. “Let me look over them.”


	With a long pause
of hesitation, Steven went back into his room and rummaged around for
something. He came back with a crumpled notebook. It was furled
around the edges from constant use. Andy took it in silence and then
read over the contents. It seemed like hours before he spoke again,
startling Steven.


	“Cut the
brake line,” Andy said. “That's what I'll do. She won't
last long on the freeway.” He closed his eyes in pain.


	“That's
working on sheer chance,” Steven pointed out.


	“That's all I
can do,” Andy offered, his eyes moist. He rushed to the kitchen
and searched the junk drawer until he found a box cutter. He started
moving toward the door.


	“Andy!”
Steven called to him. The assassin turned. “You're too drunk.
I'll drive.”


	Grateful, Andy
nodded his head. He cocked it to the side. “Why help me from
here?” he asked.


	“Well, to be
honest I'm in a lot of trouble,” Steven started. “We're
in a lot of trouble. All I know for sure is that I'm glad you are on
my side.”








































-Chapter Ten-

Deadline







	For the final time,
they pulled into the alley behind the Five Point apartments. It was
still, the lights in the window that belonged to Haley were on but
dim. No movement could be seen. Silence settled in the car before
Steven broke it.


	“Are you
really ready for this?” he asked. He looked over at the
apartments like a startled rabbit. It seemed as though he expected an
ambush. His nerves didn't comfort Andy. The hitman ignored him as he
slipped out of the vehicle. Steven pulled the car away to find a
better place to hide while Andy made his way through the dark areas
of the back yard until he came to the garage. The door was locked, as
it should be, so he made use his of long-learned skills of lock
picking to pry his way in.


	The only thing in
the entire garage was an older brown Subaru. It sat in slumber on the
concrete floor with worn wheels. Andy made his way over to its side
and rested his kit of things on the cold concrete floor. He found
that the car was unlocked when he tried the handle. This would be too
easy, Andy thought.


	He worked to turn
the front wheels of the car all the way without making a racket, then
slipped back out and located the brake line. He noticed the door
leading toward the rest of the apartment was cracked open. Every
instinct told him to walk away from it, to go back to the brake line
and slash it with haste. But for whatever reason, something drew him
toward it. He cracked the door more and peeked into the building.


	It was dark and
dormant. No one stirred, but Andy waited in silence to make sure. The
last thing he wanted now was to get caught, to have the choice he had
to make taken away from him. He didn't want to lose control but he
couldn't leave. He could feel his heart beat.


	He tiptoed into the
apartment, observing everything in detail and doing his best not to
disturb a thing. There were signs of a recent shower, the mist still
in the air. Still, there was no movement. The entire apartment seemed
like a dead, decaying version of itself in the dark night. Like all
of the things left in it were abandoned by the previous residents.


	Andy made his way
to the stairs with soft steps when breathing drew him away from them.
Carefully, he cracked open a door to a room by the first landing. A
dull light bled through the doorway as he opened it. He was
terrified, certain that someone was watching him. The snoring put him
at minor ease. As he looked in, nothing could be discerned. The
fragile and feminine tone of the breathing heap on the bed became
unmistakable.


	Haley Flynn looked
gorgeous, even in the dull light of the lamp on the nightstand. She
held her expressions in a lazy way as she slept. She must have fallen
asleep right after showering, waiting for the time of her departure
to arrive. She laid with her pillow as if it were a lover, a
comforting friend that had no doubt been cried into dozens of times.
Snoring wasn't the term Andy would use to describe the noise coming
from her, but more of a childlike purring.


	She was dreaming.


	For a moment, Andy
wondered where her mind was taking her now. If it was showing her a
marvelous scene of joy or whether it clung onto her high hopes and
brought them down in despair. Perhaps, wherever it was that she
dreamed of, it was her place to go and hide from the rest of the
world. In her investigations she no doubt had evil things creep into
her head. Bad things that she did not put there herself.


	I wonder what a
nightmare is for Haley Flynn, Andy thought. Was it a world in
which people stabbed each other in the back the moment they're turned
just to insure that the same isn't done to them? If so, then she's
going to wake up in a nightmare, Andy decided. A world where
people die without knowing it. Without ever facing their killers.
Without knowing why.


	I could do it
right here, Andy thought. Cover her mouth and make sure that
another breath never escaped. He knew that she would wake up. She
would kick and try to scream, all the while staring some strange
uncharacteristic stare of horror straight into his eyes. The man she
fancied. Killing her. Because it's his job.


	That's not what
it's about anymore, though, Andy added. It's me or her. If
Leroy Graves doesn't have Haley's body, he will go to extraordinary
lengths to get his. And she still wouldn't be safe. She would be
hunted to the ends of the earth. That's the kind of man Graves is. He
will not let this go. And I can't protect her if I'm dead, he
thought.


	With the movement
of a cat burglar, Andy lifted a pillow from the chair by the door.
Smother her, he thought. She wouldn't even have to see him do
it. She wouldn't even have to know what was happening.


	At that moment,
there was a cough from upstairs. A woman's voice. Haley rolled over
onto her side and faced Andy. His heart pounded to the pace he wanted
to flee the house in. Her eyes remained sealed.


	My God. That
was all Andy could think when he truly took a long look into Haley's
face. My God.


	Andy retreated from
the room, setting the pillow back in its chair. As he slipped out of
the door, he blew Haley's sleeping form a kiss.


	He would die for
Haley Flynn.








































-Chapter Eleven-

Max







	“I'm going to
report my car as stolen,” Steven told Andy the next morning.
Andy was not able to sleep at all during the night. He had just sat
in the armchair until Steven awoke to find him there. “Nobody
knows that you've been here except for Graves himself. Just drive it
to the airport and abandon it there.”


	Andy looked up at
his friend. “Thank you,” he said quietly.


	“Take this,”
Steven offered up an identification card. The photo inside it was of
Andy himself but the name on it said Franklin Bottomer. “It's a
card I would use when I did some of my less glamorous stalks.”


	Andy accepted it
and bowed his head. He felt so trapped.


	“Also, this.”
Steven handed him the notebook filled with details about Haley. “You
need to take this for my sake.”


	Andy accepted that
as well, nodding in agreement. Steven needed to get rid of anything
connecting him to the whole ordeal.


	“Look at me,”
Steven demanded. Andy obliged. “They aren't going to find you.”


	“Don't worry
about me,” Andy said, his voice strained with fatigue. “Just
make sure Haley is safe.”


	“I'll be
watching her,” Steven promised. He choked up as he spoke.


	“Thank you,”
Andy said again. He produced another item from inside his jacket. An
envelope.


	“What's
that?” Steven asked.


	“For you,”
Andy said, handing it over. He turned to the door with his luggage
and reached for the knob.


	“If this
works,” Steven started, staring down at the envelope in his
hands, “come see me.”


	“I will,”
Andy swore. Then he walked out of the door.


	Steven slid open
the envelope and poured out a couple hundred paper bills with an
identical portrait of Benjamin Franklin on them.







	As Andy drove,
starting to pull out onto the freeway, he remembered Max.







	Maxwell Shepard
was, to say the least, a troubled child. He witnessed countless
occasions of domestic abuse between his parents who were far too
wrapped up in hating each other to care much about him. So, by those
means, he found it easy to slip away from home and find time with
himself.


	He tried hard not
to become a cynic, to believe that good preceded bad in the order of
life. That in order to get anywhere worth getting, you had to be
decent and kind. Curiosity, however, got him into uncomfortable
trouble. His first criminal offense was the shoplifting of a movie
tape. He had hoped that it could calm down the household long enough
for him and his parents to be distracted by the adventures of Marty
McFly. He did finally get attention in the form of harsh words and
constricting punishments.


	He never explained
where his bruises came from, but Andy always knew.


	The two of them
were inseparable. Together, they escaped every reality thrown at them
and lived the lives their dreams only dared to touch. In their
imaginations, they had conquered foes that make things like shitty
parents seem miniscule. Beasts that threatened everything. Nothing
could stop them.


	When high school
ended, the two of them chose separate paths. Andy had ambitions and
the hard work he had put into academics to support him. Max had
nothing and was left behind.


	Max found one true
talent of his, however, and moved to his cousin's place in Chicago
shortly after. He lived the life of a confidence man. He had over a
dozen false names that he was well-known under. Nobody ever knew the
man that lived so remarkably as Maxwell Shepard. He was able to steal
quite a lavish lifestyle from society, moving out on his own. He was
damn proud of his work.


	It was a random
encounter by a local schoolyard that introduced him to Justine
Cladas. She was a young teacher, naïve to the spoiled and
selfish nature of children and full of faith in humanity. This faith
was most heavily placed in Max.


	She knew him as
Louis Thompson, the identity he used to pick up women. Louis was a
successful sound engineer who claimed that he was working with Trent
Reznor. She didn't recognize the name, but that detracted little from
his charm. She brought him to her house only once, where he instantly
fell in love with her.


	Her home was
littered in Jesus paraphernalia and toys for her dog, a small
chihuahua named Hamilton. They had dinner together. Max wanted to
impress her, so he wore an attention-stealing red suit he had stolen
along with his grandfather's cowboy boots. She wore a magnificent
lavender dinner dress. During the conversation, she brought up her
rusting Volkswagen that sat dormant in her garage, never to run
again.


	Max was interested,
absorbing her passion about the vehicle. It was the particular paint
job that must have brought some sort of hazy happiness to her as it
was the most frequented detail. Had Max any of the huge sums of money
that his character Louis had, he would have gone out and bought her a
new one that night. Still, he left her home ambitious. And for the
first time in his life, youthful. He had always seemed so much older
than any of his peers in spirit, aged by sadness. He was like a war
veteran, disconnected from the trivial concerns of his fellows. Like
he had seen so much more than them. He most likely had.


	He tread through
the warm night, walking because he never owned a car. He was a
careful man, deliberate in his actions. Everything he had ever stolen
he found means that justified it and a process that eliminated
himself as a suspect. He forged credit cards, primarily, and then
abandoned them after having them rejected. His purpose of making
worthless credit cards that would never complete a transaction was to
give him an identity to the cashier. That way when their supervisors
asked them who the man sneaking away with a stereo was, they would
say “Mario DeBruin,” his suspect identity.


	Wine did not allow
for consideration and tact. That's why when he stumbled across a
Volkswagen Bug that had an identical paint job to Justine's, he hot
wired it and drove off, drunk. He took it home and parked it in his
garage, planning to surprise Justine with it the next day.


	He awoke the next
morning to police rapping on his door. Memories of the previous night
flooded back to him like a nightmare that just couldn't be true. No!
he thought. He couldn't have been so stupid.


	That's what he kept
chanting to himself as he sat before the judge. All of the evidence
of every crime he had committed since hitting puberty was laid before
him and the jury. When he was found guilty, he was sentenced to five
years minimum.


	He did the time. In
fact, prison only brought him and his new love Justine closer because
she sympathized rather than condemned him. She cared for him and told
him every time that she could manage to visit that he was a good
person and that once he was freed he would be a new man. Jesus
forgave, she explained, and so shall she. Not even finding out his
real name discouraged that.


	Justine kept him
hopeful.


	One day, the guards
escorted him to one of the solitary confinement cells in the bowels
of the prison. No amount of prying brought any answers. No shrieks of
protest changed a thing. They kept telling him that he was losing his
grip of things, demanded that Justine was not a real person. They
continued threatening a mental hospital transfer to him, but the
warden pulled a few strings to keep him from such a grim prospect. In
fact, just a week after he was moved, the warden paid Max a visit.


	“Hello, Mr.
Shepard,” he said, acting as if they had many conversations
together.


	“Get me out
of here,” Max demanded. “I'm not insane. I'm not violent.
I don't belong here.”


	“You're
right,” the warden insisted. He had an ugly sneer on his face,
as if Max was a piece of shit. “You belong rather to State
Mental, you do – ”


	“I don't!”
Max screamed back.


	“You do!”
the warden matched his volume. “You do and you know it!”
He cleared his throat, beginning a new approach. “You don't
have to, however. We can keep you here, even move you back to your
old cell, but you need to submit to medical treatment.”


	“Medical
treatment?” Max echoed. He was confused.


	“Your
psychosis is dangerous,” the warden explained. “We need
to treat you so you can become rational. This is the only way to get
back to your cell, Maxwell.”


	“What do you
mean?” Max started.


	“You need to
take pharmaceuticals. Drugs,” the warden offered. “Things
that will help calm you and suppress your violence. And we're going
to start today.”


	Max decided to
agree for the sake of getting back to where he could be visited by
Justine.







	“This is
going to pinch just a little. Keep your eyes on me,” the doctor
told Max. Max was a hard man to give injections to.


	“Needles?”
he yelled at the warden who watched from the corner of the room.


	“It's how we
administer the drug,” the doctor insisted.


	“I thought
you meant pills!” Max protested, still addressing the warden.
The warden and his stupid smirk.


	The needle went in
without pain but it still terrified Max. He had been afraid of
needles ever since he had walked in on his mother using them when he
was a child. “There,” the doctor said.


	Max observed the
pin-sized hole in his shoulder, struggling to get a good view. “What
is this anyway?” he asked.


	He received no
answer.







	Max was dying.
There was no doubt of that in his mind. Ever since they had begun
the medical trials, he thought, I've only gotten sicker and
sicker. He must have been allergic or the needle must have been
contaminated. If only he knew what drug they were giving him.


	This is the last
time I'd allow them to stick me full of needles, he decided as he
walked into the prison's clinic. The warden was waiting for him there
with the doctor, a sight he hadn't seen since they had begun giving
him the drugs, months back. This piqued his interest.


	“Maxwell,
good news,” the warden said. He waited for a reply from the
inmate, but got none. “This is your last injection.”


	“It's a
follow-up drug,” the doctor explained. “A one-time shot
that will rinse out all of your negative symptoms. You'll feel good
as new by morning.”


	Max made his way
over to the chair where he had gotten so many injections during his
sentence. “One more,” he said. “I'll give you one
more.”


	“Excellent!”
the warden declared. “Today, you'll go back to your old cell.
You seem to be recovering.”


	“Really?”
Max asked. He had started feeling a little clearer in thought, even
though his body screamed in agony. Perhaps it was just a minor thing.


	“Absolutely,”
the warden promised as they began the procedure. “Take good
care of him,” he pointed out to the doctor.


	“Of course,
Mr. Graves,” the doctor replied.







	On Andy's
twenty-second birthday, he ate two slices of toasts made from expired
bread. He celebrated by himself in a dark apartment. The electricity
had been shut off due to delinquent bills. An eviction notice still
hung onto his front door. He couldn't bring himself to take it down
and put it inside. His stomach gurgled, unhappy with malnourishment.


	It was his second
year in Chicago and he was dying. Slow, of course, but he assumed he
would be dead within the week. He ate one meal every other day, and
it was always tasteless and stale. His ribs were defined through his
thin flesh, visible in any position. He had no money left and no one
to turn to. His parents would not give him a “handout,”
as they called it. He vowed to never speak to them again and took it
upon himself.


	He had already been
evicted twice, and one of those times he had to live on the street
for three weeks before convincing a landlord to ignore his bad credit
and let him have an apartment. The paneling on the walls had long
since peeled out, and the toilet was just a bucket. If he had
anything to cook, he did so on a little barbeque in his kitchen and
he disconnected the fire alarms. Heating was nonexistent and instead
he huddled in bundles of blankets throughout the winter.


	At night, he often
cried to himself as he tried to remember the taste of fresh fruit, or
the sensation of being hugged. No one in his life knew how he
struggled and because of that he felt abandoned. He would remember
his teachers' praise in high school, and how much faith they had in
his talents. They said he would make a great actor, and at one point
he attempted it, joining his school's drama club. Now look at me,
he thought. His heart wrenched at the sound of his own lamenting.
What would they say now? He reckoned they wouldn't even
recognize him. If they ever saw him laying drunk in the gutter some
day, they would look right past him and beam about whatever new pupil
inspired them. Forgotten. Alone in a sea of people like a piece of
debris among the stars. Floating and wishing for any alternative. His
only solace came in sweet dreams at night. His only blessing.


	Almost every job
turned him down. His failure to stay enrolled in school and obtain a
degree was a mistake he cursed each morning that he woke up nauseous
from hunger. He needed either experience or a certification, neither
of which he had. He worked for only a few months as a grocer, but
when the management neglected his paycheck, he quit in a rage.
Another mistake he regretted. If only I had just smiled and took
it, he wallowed. Then I would be happy.


	It was only by the
grace of some unseen luck that Andy finally got a job as a bouncer at
a local bar. It was a pisshole, but the owner was nice and
sympathetic. She was an alcoholic with easy access, and though she
struggled with her own finances, she gave what she could. Many times
she invited Andy over for a homecooked meal. Every bite would be like
an orgasm. Even though he suspected she only did this because she was
interested in him, he was grateful.


	Still, he
struggled. Even with his paycheck, he couldn't afford the apartment.
He was going to be homeless again, and in the winter, he would likely
die. Something needed to change.







	Max made his way
through the prison by guard escort to his cell, as he had been
promised. Though he suffered through the night, every ailment that
plagued his body showed no symptoms in the morning.


	Less than a week
later, a letter came in from his cousin. It was short and formal but
it explained that his cousin had pulled some strings for him so that
his friend, a senator, could write him a pardon letter. It was late
coming, his cousin apologized for, but he explained that his friend
was a busy man and this was a remarkable favor he was doing for them.
He would be coming to pick Max up the following week, once the pardon
was processed.


	The pardon
processed that week and Max was a free man. He left the prison in the
same burgundy suit and cowboy boots that he was in during his arrest.







	A funny looking
short man with curly hair like Gene Wilder approached Andy at the bar
doors.


	“You don’t
look like a bouncer,” the man told Andy.


	Andy peered down at
the man. There was a look on his face as if he smelled something
foul. Perhaps it was the vomit in the corner that he was
procrastinating cleaning. Maybe it was the life he had that made him
scowl. He chose to ignore the funny man and resume his hawk-like
watch of the dance floor.


	A wad of money
appeared in the funny man's hand. He looked up at Andy with a stern
face, twinkle in his eye nonetheless. “Care to make
twenty-five-thousand dollars?” he asked.







	Max and his cousin
drove to the apartment they were to share in the city. It looked much
different than Max remembered seeing it, as if his cousin now had a
woman living in the house. Maybe his styles just changed. He was
grateful, though. His cousin gave him a spacious room in the house,
where he stood listlessly.


	“I know it's
been a while,” his cousin started. “I know it's hard, but
we have to start somewhere.”


	“No,”
Max said, trying to put his cousin's mind at ease. “It's great.
I owe you everything.”


	There was a pause.


	“There was a
note waiting for you when we arrived. It said to have you meet
someone at the pond as soon as you got here. Looks like a woman's
handwriting,” his cousin smiled at him. Happiness was on his
face as he watched Max realize what that meant. He knew where to go.


	“Thanks,”
Max replied, dismissing his duty of unpacking for a later time.
“Thank you so much.”







	Max jogged through
the streets. Nothing could fill his heart more than his desire to be
back in Justine's arms. She had waited for him. She was the reason he
was able to continue. The reason he still dreamed of freedom every
night of agony within that prison. He let his feet lead him like
hounds, sure of where they were going. He didn't even need to think
about where he was walking. It was in his soul. He walked to his
favorite little park in the city, a place he and Justine had made
their own. It wasn't far from his cousin's home, devoid of all other
people.


	The pond that this
park was home to was an old friend of his. Many of the first confused
nights within the city were spent here, wondering if he could be
great even though his parents didn't think he could. He would come
here and stare at the still waters. It was a meditation for him, the
only way he could ever pacify his internal battles and silence the
shouting thoughts. Put his heart to ease.


	Here, the blade
that the whole world was scarred by balanced perfectly. It could not
harm here.


	Max slipped out of
his cowboy boots and felt the sensation of lush summer grass under
his feet as he walked to the edge of the water. He looked around in
the dark, watching for Justine's appearance. He dipped a toe into the
water. He smiled to himself as the feeling of the cool waters
reminded him of peace. It flashed back all the horrible memories he
had locked inside of himself, kissed him on the head, and reminded
him that all things were small in comparison to this feeling. A free
man. At last.


	A shot rang out
through the night and Max fell forward into the pond. The bullet had
tunneled clean through his chest, draining his matter into the warm
waters.


	Still, his
last thought echoed in his head, I am at peace.







	One shot was all it
took for Andy Winter to become a killer. It dropped the man he was
hired to kill like a bird from a nest. With his task complete, he
felt no need to stick around. He fled the scene fast, disappearing
into the night.







	Andy discovered the
name of his target the next morning on the local news channel. “Local
Maxwell Shepard was shot and killed late last night during what
witnesses say was a mugging-gone-wrong.” Andy clicked the
television set off in horror, bringing his hand up to his mouth. He
trembled as he absorbed the news. He broke down and cried, his body
heaving violently. There was no word that Max was found at the park
and no evidence existed that Andy was involved. But he knew. He knew
what he had done.


	He had killed Max.
He had killed his best friend.








































-Chapter Twelve-

Verdict







	The past decade
played in Andy's head like a montage. When he first learned of Max's
death and his role in it, he had sunk into catastrophic depression.
Every day following the news felt surreal and scripted, as though the
hallucinations of a degenerating mind. He didn't leave his bed for
anything but food and bathroom breaks, but even then he ate so
little. Guilt tore down his appetite and made every bite taste like
ashes. My best friend is dead, he reminded himself in the
mornings. He's dead and I killed him.


	He couldn't believe
it was true. The concept blurred in his head and he felt dumb and
confused if he thought about it for too long. After months of
lamenting, the fact became unlearned for him. It always lingered in
the back of his skull, of course, but soon the bills were due again
and the memory of Max had been trained out of him. He was ready for
another job.


	Andy almost refused
to call his shady employers back when they first contacted him after
Max's death. He thought on it for over a week. He meditated on the
moral implications. But something about him had changed. As if a
spring in his machine of reason had broken and would no longer hold
tension. He knew what his job was, but his logic stopped there. He
never asked why, never wanted to know anything more than he needed.
If he thought too much about it, he figured, he could never live with
himself. And that's all he could do now. A prisoner of his own.


	Killing overseas
felt like playing a part in an act. He wasn't Andy Winter anymore but
this heartless, calculating murderer. Unflinching in the face of
violence. Uncaring. But was this a mask anymore or was it now his
true face?


	What have I
become? Andy asked himself.


	He snapped out of
it just a few seconds after going into it in the first place. Tears
flooded his eyes as all he wished was to join Max. Maybe, in some
vague life-after-death, he could beg Max for forgiveness. And at that
moment, all he would have wanted Max to do was spit on him. To
confirm his deep brooding suspicion that he was, indeed, evil.


	“I am an evil
man,” Andy said aloud, through gritted teeth. He needed to say
it. He needed to tell the truth. If ever there lived evil in every
person's heart, Andy truly felt as though he were Lucifer. Tainted
beyond his own understanding. A depressive curse.


	Anger coursed
through his body. It ebbed in his veins and it burned through his
mind. He wanted something to strike out at. He wanted to be anyone
else sitting beside himself, just so he could give himself the
beating of a lifetime. Something no mortal body heals from.


	He could never heal
from Max's death. He could never forgive himself.


	Then he saw it. The
brown dingy Subaru he had neglected to sabotage. Haley Flynn was
passing in the opposite lane.


	He could do it. He
knew it. Only his desire to be with Max could lead his hand now. The
tears were blinding. He shut his eyes tight.


	He pulled hard on
the wheel. He felt every fraction of a second go by, ticking like a
countdown timer until the shrieking was deafening. Metal scraped on
metal, screaming their protest out into the atmosphere as Andy
lurched in all sorts of different directions, ribs snapping under the
seat belt. His breathing ceased, grasped by his lungs as if they
whispered to the air, “Shh! Don't leave me.” He felt
himself be lifted up and then slammed back into his seat.


	The universe seemed
to explode at that moment. If he had the breath or time to, he would
have hummed to himself as he felt the collision take its full course.
Everything around him was breaking. Mirrors, windows, doors. All of
them failed to stand strong at the impact with Haley's car.
Everything was falling apart, being torn asunder and returning to
something much more fundamental. Much simpler. That was Andy's
desire. To uncomplicate himself.


	All the noises
stopped. No more screeching, no more squealing, no more shattering,
and no more screaming. Just silence as the cars became still.


	He had done it. He
was finally dead. He had killed Haley Flynn like he had been paid to
and ended his torment in one swift motion.


	But no, something
was wrong.


	He could see! He
looked down at his bloodied hands and saw them still clutched on to
the steering wheel. He saw the cracked windshield, the shattered
passenger window. He saw the brown Subaru. And from it stepped Haley,
shaken but unscathed.


	“What the –
” she started, but distracted herself from the swear by staring
at the damage to her brother's car. “Holy shit,” she
murmured. She turned back toward the sick looking woman in the car.
She seemed dazed, but she was fine as well. She managed to look
around, but when she did, she spotted the offending driver crawling
from his wreckage. “Andy?”


	Andy sprang into
action, leaping away from his car and up onto the street. Haley
watched him with wide, staring eyes as he balanced himself and
started rummaging through Steven's totaled car. He pulled out the
notebook with all of Steven's notes in it and turned to the woman. At
that moment, he noticed the bald woman who was climbing out of
Haley's passenger seat. Andy shoved the notebook into Haley's hands
as she looked him over in confusion, then he started limping away.


	“Deliver your
evidence,” Andy instructed back over his shoulder.


	“Andy!”
she called after him, perplexed. “What is this?”


	“It's
everything we learned about you,” Andy yelled in response.
“Evidence. Decree hired me to kill you. This is proof. Deliver
it.”


	“Where are
you going?” she cried, overwhelmed by so many emotions.


	He had disappeared
in the distance.
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-Chapter Thirteen-

Crash







	The song buzzed out
and the radio made empty electronic noises as the deejay changed his
source material. A voice came on.


	“The news
coming in about the Decree supermax prison located near Lumnin, New
York has been shocking the nation continuously for the past four
days,” the news anchor said, his voice deep and gravelly. “Upon
the publication of her article highlighting the company's grab for
power, Haley Flynn opened up a lawsuit for the People versus Decree.
Skeptics have emerged all over about the validity of this information
until this morning, during one of the televised portions of the
trial, when Flynn introduced the surprise testimony of one Jane Doe,
who claims to be a previous inmate at the Lumnin Facility. Flynn was
able to produce several video tapes taken from the prison itself of
the Jane Doe in question being routinely irradiated until she was
diagnosed with stage two leukemia. Court doctors are currently
looking into the authenticity of such a diagnoses.”


	The voice
transitioned to a recording of Haley Flynn's, speaking to a courtroom
of onlookers. “It is not only my belief but my knowledge that
the Decree corporation intentionally endangered this woman's life so
that she could act as a test subject. They purposefully gave her
cancer because,” Haley paused for effect, “who would miss
her?”


	Back to the initial
speaker. “There is also evidence emerging that while Flynn
performed her investigation, an assassin that was allegedly hired by
Decree attempted to kill Flynn and the Jane Doe as they drove to
Lumnin National Airport,” he described. “The hitman has
been identified as twenty-nine year old Andrew Winter. It is believed
that Winter is wanted for the murders of over nine people within the
last three years. More accounts may be accredited to him, including
the shooting of Maxwell Shepard in Chicago over ten years ago.”


	Tim Simacean got up
from his seat in the rocking chair and brought his empty coffee mug
to the kitchen sink. He started to rinse it out as he listened more
to the report.


	“President of
Decree Sampson Miles was unavailable for comment, but it has been
rumored that he will resign within the night and place the company in
the control of vice president Leroy Graves. Graves issued this
statement.” The sound buzzed to an outdoor setting. The audio
was extracted from a newsreel.


	“The people
at Decree, including myself, are stunned by the allegations facing
Mr. Miles. We are, however, certain that any actions the he may or
may not have taken were taken alone and without the knowledge of
myself, the staff, or any members of the board. The company continues
to stand for justice and maintaining peace to ensure that tomorrow is
always a comfortable prospect. God bless,” he said. The radio
voice formed back into the male anchor again.


	“With
Decree's trials, many other accusations have arisen about several
large corporations, all regarding unethical violations against
humanity. Angry citizens dashed about have....calized their voices
so.....performed the largest on Americ.....”


	Tim looked
suspiciously at the radio. It had buzzed in and out a couple of times
as he finished drying his mug and he turned his attention to it. He
adjusted the antenna on it but soon the buzzing was all that creeped
out of the speakers. Something had begun shaking in the sky and it
stole the rancher's attention from the radio. He peered out of the
window.


	The sky erupted
with noise. Tim held onto the window sill as his house began shaking.
The radio fell off of the stool it was placed upon and the dishes
hopped about the sink, cracking. The air reared with an explosive
sound as a metallic form fell out of the sky and collided into Tim's
livestock.


	The rancher
continued to gaze out of the window for several moments after the
crash, unable to send any signals to his muscles until the dust had
settled. He burst into action and grabbed his twenty-two and charged
out the front door. He held the rifle in loose fingers as soon as he
stepped outside, his grip slipping until the weapon dropped to the
ground. He stared at the shape that now towered where his corral and
barn had been.


	It was a gigantic
metal angel.


	Tim dropped to his
knees as he stared at the thing. Splinters of wood littered the area,
stones and mounds of dirt kicked up from the object embedding itself
in the soft ground. He glanced right and saw the hoof of one of his
bulls. He squeezed his eyes shut in disgust. The angel stood over a
hundred feet into the air, its rusted halo resting on its
expressionless head. The thing was constructed of thousands of
different sheets of ugly, misused metal bolted together in a divine
form.


	“Well...shit,”
Tim said to himself.








































-Chapter Fourteen-

Barney







	“I think it's
terrorism or something, come on, you gotta send an agent,” Tim
pleaded into his corded land line. The insurance claims clerk he was
speaking to was a young woman who was clearly distracted by something
and rather upset that he wanted to use their services.


	“Sir, we only
take serious claims,” she said after a slight pause and lots of
clacking of buttons.


	“This is a
serious claim!” he demanded. “All my cattle are dead.
Only one survived the crash and it was so messed up I had to kill
it.”


	“An angel?
Come on,” she responded.


	Tim was kind of
taken aback by her lack of professionalism.


	“Can I talk
to someone else?” he asked.


	“Please do,”
she said before hold music started playing. It was a distorted and
poorly rendered copy of a Peter Gabriel song that popped at him for a
few minutes before a man answered.


	“This is
Michael, how can I help you?” the agent said.


	“My cattle
were killed by a storm and I need an agent to file my claim,”
Tim lied.


	“Absolutely,
just give me your account information and we'll have an agent on his
way,” Michael replied.


	“Thank you,”
Tim said before lighting a cigarette.







	It seemed like a
lot of time had passed, several cigarettes lit and extinguished
before Tim saw a lone black Volvo pull off from the highway and onto
the hand dug dirt road of the Simacean Ranch. Tim stepped out onto
his dusty porch, lighting up again while he watched the man in the
car try to arrange his materials as he stared without blinking at the
metal angel.


	The man had a
strong and well defined forehead but a small and scrawny form. His
hairline was composed of short, curly brown hair. He wore a dark tan
suit with a striped green-and-black tie, all hanging over a baby blue
shirt. His papers and folders had all been collected before he turned
to look at Tim himself. He had sharp, alert eyes. They almost seemed
to be extra widened as he stared straight into Tim's eyes, with no
regard for how long he sat in his car doing that before glancing back
at the towering enigma and stepping outside.


	“You fuckin'
with me?” the man asked with a casual Brooklyn accent.


	“Sorry?”
Tim asked.


	“Your claim
looked like cuckoo horse shit, but I come here and you either put too
much effort in insurance fraud or I'm losing it.” He spoke in
rapid bursts.


	“Who're you?”
Tim asked after staring down this man in skeptical condescension.


	“Barney
Slechta, your claims agent from Founder's,” the New Yorker
said, peering back up at the older man with the same demeanor.


	There was a brief
pause before the rancher stuck out his weathered hand for a
handshake. “Tim Simacean,” he offered.


	Barney only stared
with mild annoyance for a moment until Tim lowered his hand and he
turned back to the bizarre shape in the distance. Without taking his
eyes off it, he said, “So what is this shit?”


	Tim glanced back at
the claims agent like he was crazy. “Look, Mr. Slechta,”
he croaked.


	Barney's expression
was still. “No, I mean are you serious that you want me to
investigate your art project for the next couple hours or can you
apologize and then me and my shit can leave?” he said, almost
as if he learned the question during training.


	Open mouthed, the
rancher just cracked some indignant noises at him, trying to think of
the right way to tear Barney asunder and still be able to collect his
insurance. Barney continued to gaze at the rancher through squinted
eyelids, as if analyzing him. Tim searched for wit, clambered for
righteous phrasing, but came to nothing better than, “My cattle
are dead, sir!”


	“Are they?”
Barney asked in a disbelieving tone, keeping his head very still. As
Tim noticed the New Yorker's stillness, it started to unnerve him.
“Show me,” Barney demanded, nodding his head toward the
incident.


	“Show you?”
Tim echoed. “You got a shovel, pal? Because I'm not sure I can
lift that thing for you to peak.” He turned to it as Barney
wandered to his vehicle, opening doors out of the corner of the
rancher's eyes as the old man continued to rattle off at the younger
man. He scoffed as he sensed Barney returning. “Show you?”
he repeated.


	“Yes,”
Barney said, holding onto a shovel. “Show me.”







	Skeptical at first,
notifying Barney that his personal opinion was that trying to find
the bodies would be a waste of time, Tim started trying to help the
claims agent find a way down. Barney whistled with awe once they had
gotten to the site, becoming more and more fascinated as the
destruction painted its own picture for him.


	“These
fractures weren't here before?” Barney asked, peering at one of
the many places where the earth had cracked from the impact.


	“No, and I
had a recent geological survey done this spring, so I can prove
that,” Tim said. Barney followed the fissure to where it ridged
up and around the base of the metallic angel.


	“Somehow I
believe you,” he said.


	They continued
closer to the thing when Barney became interested and drawn by the
scattered bits of lumber. Once he found the obvious corner of a roof
and a wall, he indicated it to Tim. “What structure did this
used to be?”


	It took a moment
for Tim to process the quick words but after coming closer and
observing the indicating point that Mr. Slechta held so generously
for him, he understood. “The barn,” he replied, standing
back up straight.


	“Did you have
insurance on it?” Barney asked, for once not coming off stony
and resistant.


	Tim bowed his head
down and looked at his feet in embarrassment as he realized that he
in fact did not. Disappointment in himself; it came off as obvious as
he shook his head without looking up. “Just the cattle.”


	“Man, that
sucks Timmy,” Barney commented with genuine sympathy, standing
up himself. “Show me the crash.”


	“Well,”
Tim groaned as he turned to face it, “I mean there's not much
to see but here it is.”


	And there it was.


	Splintered wood
came up like a grotesque fence around the base of the angel from
where the barn had been crushed and pinched inward. The rest of the
structure was either buried under the massive shape or thrown about
the landscape. Being in a rough hilly terrain, the dry and scraggly
land on which the Simacean Ranch was constructed was never a gorgeous
sight to behold, but with the dirt, stone, and wood that had dug
itself up and scattered all around the large, obscene cracks in the
ground detracted further from the aesthetics. The shape itself was
the prettiest bit of this self-dug crater that functioned now as a
mass grave.


	The angel itself,
hoisted up at a tall angle from the ground, was made out of old
pieces of metal. Each varied from the others in such contrasting
ways, their hues and shapes and sizes. Even a few looked as if made
of old metal signs, but any design that could have been on them had
faded with passing years. Spots were rusted, some as a collective,
rusting after they had been joined in this divine shape, and some
separate, possibly from a different life as younger pieces of metal.
They all were bolted together, not a bit of soldering or fusing was
used. Gigantic, fist sized bolts.


	“Well, I'll
be,” Barney mused as he stared up at the thing. And then he was
silent. He stood in still meditation, without a look of displeasure
but one of intrigue and thought. Tim was taken aback by the thing too
but in a much less pleasant and much more infuriating manner. He
turned away to poke around the crater, to see if he could find a way
into the collapsed barn and reveal the bodies of his cattle.


	Barney continued to
stare up at the angel, his eyes moving more than Tim believed his
whole body ever had. After quite a bit of contemplation he turned
around and saw the rancher holding up a severed hoof for him to see.


	“Eh?”
Tim offered. “Proof of dead cattle.”


	Barney came up to
him to examine the gory foot. He dared not touch it but gave it a
thoughtful nod when he stopped. “Timmy, I buy it. I do,”
the claims agent started. “But I'm already trying to wrap my
head around what insurance angle I'm going for and we need at least a
body for each loss.”


	Tim sighed and
bowed his head in frustration.


	“It's the
company, Tim, not me. I'm gonna try to get you this,” Barney
assured.


	“I know,”
Tim replied. “Thank you.”


	Barney turned back
to the angel and put his face in his hands to think. Suddenly, he
lifted his head up and peered around, brow furrowed. Tim noticed.


	“What?”
he questioned.


	Barney shushed him,
holding out his index finger but keeping his face turned away. He
concentrated on something. Tim tried to lean in, too, as if whatever
the claims agent was listening for is only audible where he was
standing. Then Barney turned to him.


	“Did you hear
that?” he asked in a low tone, still peering around and trying
to listen.


	“What?”
Tim repeated.


	“Sounded like
a vicious little animal, man,” Barney said, ungrinning, then
continued listening. “It's gone. Sounded like a coyote or
something.”


	Tim hummed in
interest, walking around the angel to see if he could spot the source
of the commotion. He saw nothing, without surprise, that could have
made the noise. The interest started to fade away and he turned back,
only to hear something himself.


	Mooing.


	He turned to Barney
who had just turned to him, both with shocked expressions that didn't
do well to hide perplexed thoughts.


	Another moo.


	“Where's it
coming from?” Tim asked, looking all sorts of directions for
the distressed cattle.


	The noises
continued, faint but near, and as Tim started to run to an elevated
slope of the ground to see if it was just beyond, Barney called to
him.


	“Timmy!”


	“Yeah?”


	Tim started to walk
back to the claims agent as the agent himself looked around meekly at
the ground. “Did you build a foundation with your barn?”


	“A root
cellar,” the rancher answered. Then he cocked his head as if to
ask, “You don't mean to say...?” and then glanced down at
his feet. He listened to the muffled cries coming from one of his
cattle.


	“It's coming
from underground,” Barney stated, picking at fallen bits of
debris to see if he could find a way to get in the foundation hidden
underneath them.


	Tim mimicked the
claims agent, getting on his hands and knees and sifting through
boards and planks and rocks and metal. Under one such piece, he saw
the lid to a jar through a small hole in the earth. It was labeled,
in his own handwriting, “Apple Butter.” Hope sped up his
motions and provided him with more deliberation as he stuck his arm
down into the hole, feeling other jars. He sliced his pinky on
shattered glass and jerked his hand surface bound. It was a small
nick.


	“Mr.
Slechta!” he called. “Found a way down!”


	After slamming the
shovel into the opening several times, trying to carve out what bit
of dirt and rocks were obstructing their way, they swiveled the
shovel around, angled it against the hole, and pushed down like a
lever, which after a few moments of straining, tore the ground open
and unleashed an unholy stench.


	“Holy shit!”
Barney cried as he pulled a handkerchief from his suit and covered
his nose, gagging. Tim's eyes watered as he jumped back, hit in the
face by the intensity of the smell. He pulled his shirt over his
nose, clutching it, as he turned back to the claims agent.


	“Rotting
meat,” he explained.


	Barney retrieved a
flashlight from his glove box, then handed it to Tim as he jumped
down first. It was very dark and warm in the root cellar, the stench
borderline visible in the light cloud of dust that hung in the room.
Barney jumped down too, dusting off his clothes.


	“Man, it's
creepy down here,” Barney declared. “Ugh!” he
gasped in disgust as Tim moved the beam of the flashlight to the
center of the room.


	It was wet with
red, and it was cluttered. Flesh and blood covered the area.
Mutilated remains of cattle covered the room, some intact, and others
crushed and leaking around their remains like an apple in the road.
Hooves, horns, tails, ribs, and flesh were clumped up in
unrecognizable heaps, flies buzzing around above them.


	Tim dropped his
head in emotional disgust. “Jesus,” he said to himself,
finding it hard to look at the scene. At least before he had no clue
what his life's worth of hard work looked like when a forty ton angel
fell from the sky and landed on it. So much blood.


	“How many
head did you have?” Barney asked through his handkerchief.


	Tim did not look
up. “Twenty-seven,” he replied.


	“Twenty-seven,”
Barney echoed. “Okay then.” He brushed past Tim and
walked closer to the gore. He bent down and started examining the
bodies closer.


	“One. Two.
Three. Ugh....four.”


	Tim approached the
other. “Need help?” he asked.


	“Five,”
Barney stopped counting. “Um, no. I don't know if we'll be able
to stay organized.” He strained on the last word.


	“Sure,”
Tim said, backing off to the shelves and the hole. He pointed the
light to the middle of the room.


	“Um, okay.
Five – Five. And...six. Seven. Eight. Nine.”


	The broken jars on
the shelves entertained Tim as he was unable to look at the gruesome
scene any longer. One of the labels hung off one, and an old ten
dollar note sat beside it.


	“Ten. Jesus.
Eleven. Twelve. Umm....thirteen? No, sorry, still twelve. Ah!
Thirteen. Fourteen. Fifteen.”


	He turned the label
toward the light, then the light toward the label. It said, in his
dear deceased mother's fragile scribbling, “Timothy's College
Jar!”


	“Sixteen.”
Barney halted. “Timmy, light?” he hinted.


	“Hmm?”
Tim asked as a knee jerk reaction, still preoccupied. Then he
realized that he had stolen the beam to read the label. “Oh!
Sorry,” he said in an alert voice, turning the light back.


	“Seventeen.
Eighteen. Nineteen and twenty. Ew. Twenty-one. Twenty-two.”


	Tim snatched the
ten dollar bill and realized that it rested on a twenty, which he
took as well. Even though the jar had been smashed, the contents
seemed to be scattered around. He looked around for more.


	“Oh man. Ick.
Jeez....twenty-three. Twenty-four, twenty-five. Wouldn't wanna be
twenty-six.”


	The rancher dropped
to his knees, trying to find the rest of the money. He found a
dollar, and then another ten on the ground. He kept looking around,
getting more and more disheartened as time passed in which he didn't
find more money.


	“Timmy!”
Barney said from the other side of the root cellar.


	Tim looked up as if
he had been caught, ceasing his search. “Yes?”


	“Can't find
twenty-seven,” Barney explained. “He might be part of
this clusterfuck here,” he indicated a gory heap, “but
there's a pretty obvious blood trail leading over...” he walked
a bit away and turn around another shelf and said from behind it,
“here.”


	Tim turned the
corner too and saw the light bleeding in through a well hidden hole
in the wall. It must have been where the corner section of roof had
been, now replaced by shards of misplaced wood and tons of dirt.


	“Something
burrowed through,” Barney suggested, indicating the marks
around the edge of the opening. The blood led out.


	After a look that
communicated each of their suggestions to follow the trail, they did
so, enlarging the hole with the shovel before proceeding. They came
out further from the crash site than expected, on the opposite side
of the house. The blood was not so evident up here on the dirt, but
the trail of something being dragged ran up and around a small rocky
hill and a pile of boulders. They followed it.


	They stopped as the
soft sounds of excited growling that grew closer. Here, a wolf stood
protectively over a trembling black form. It growled at the two of
them, yipping and snarling. They had accidentally cornered it at the
edge of a cliff and the base of another, blocking its only escape.


	The wolf coiled
back, and leapt through the air at Barney. It missed. The men moved
out of the way and the beast bounced off the cliff wall. It turned to
confront the humans again.


	Barney turned to
Tim. “Cover your ears,” he ordered.


	Tim obliged as
Barney reached behind his jacket and pulled out a snub nose revolver.
While trying to plug his own ears, he raised the gun and fired
straight into the air.


	The booming and
shocking concussion of the gunshot startled the canine, making it
jump back with two paws off the edge of the cliff. It lost its
balance, barking fearfully as it slipped off in slow motion and
tumbled down the face of the cliff. Its extremities hit and bounced
off protruding edges until its whole body collided with the side of a
tree trunk that grew at the base of the cliff. It dropped hard and
with a sudden halt at the bottom.


	Barney had been
thrown off balance by the gunshot, coping with the ringing in his
ears as Tim looked over the edge and saw the wolf run away into the
distance.


	He turned back to
the now recovered insurance agent with an incredulous look upon his
face. He raised his arms and pushed down his eyebrows so that his
displeasure of being so close to a discharging weapon was clear, but
Barney replied by pointing at the black shape the wolf had been
chewing on.


	It made no noise
anymore, its throat punctured and its mouth filled with blood. The
bull was mutilated, an ear torn off and an eye punched out. It was
covered in ragged wounds just up to the waist of the creature, which
was where the rest of its body wasn't. Its bottom half had been
liberated of muscle, flesh, and fat. The bones were all that
remained, covered and held together by bloody sinew. Instead of
bleach white, the bones were charcoal black. Burnt.


	Its hind legs had
been broken off throughout its encounter with the wolf. Still alive,
the bovine gurgled and puffed its anguish through its nose.


	Tim turned to
Barney, who stared at the scene with an agape jaw and widened eyes
that wandered over the disintegrated half of the bull.


	And then the motion
ceased. The noises stopped as the bull succumbed to its wounds and
expired.








































-Chapter Fifteen-

Fifteen
Minutes







	“What the
hell was that?” Tim asked after the commotion maintained
stillness for longer than a moment.


	“It was some
pretty messed up beef, Timmy,” Barney said, holstering his gun.


	“Care to
explain to me why you're carrying a firearm?” the rancher
asked. “On my ranch?”


 	“It's a
personal thing, man. You could say that I'm a,” Barney started,
“paranoid individual.”


	“Paranoid
individual?” Tim repeated. “Are you serious?”


	“Yes, Timmy –
”


	“Tim,
please.”


	“Tim! Yes.
I'm just a nervous guy,” Barney chuckled. “Got a lot of
enemies.”


	“And why is
that?” Tim demanded, now getting close enough to peer down at
the man. His temper came across in both his demeanor and the octave
of his growls.


	“Because,”
Barney said, sidestepping the rancher, “I'm an insurance claim
agent.”


	Opening his mouth,
Tim stopped in his tracks and his expression changed from one of
retaliation to honest contemplation. “Oh,” he said.


	“Yeah,”
Barney replied. He gestured to the path down and started toward it
himself.


	After they had
gotten down the slope, past the angel, and just to the door of the
Simacean residence, Barney stopped and turned to Tim.


	“Tim, I like
you,” he started. The rancher rolled his eyes. “I'm bein'
honest here. I am going to submit an amazing and borderline
fraudulent claim on your cattle but I already know it's going to get
rejected – ”


	Tim stared down at
his feet in annoyance and disappointment.


	“Hey,
listen,” Barney said. “There's this group of social
workers in town that work specially for victims of natural
disasters.” He glance at the metal angel. “Now this isn't
exactly a natural disaster but it is tragic, violent, and,
importantly, very spiritual.”


	“Sorry?”
Tim asked for clarification.


	“It's a giant
angel, man,” Barney said. “And lucky for you, these
natural disaster people are church-owned. They may be inspired to dig
deep in their hearts, a bit to the right, and withdrawal from their
coffers.”


	The rancher sighed,
a little unnerved by the greedy nature of Barney's suggestion.
“Thanks, Mr. Slechta – ”


	“Barney,”
the claims agent insisted.


	“Thanks,
Barney,” Tim said.


	Then Barney got an
odd look on his face, the type of look that relays a brilliant idea
that he had hesitation to reveal. “Tim, how old are ya?”
he asked, placing his hands on his waist.


	“Sixty-one,”
the rancher replied with an equal amount of hesitation.


	“Okay, well
here's my card,” the agent started, handing him the identified
object. “I'm gonna worry about you, and as a 'paranoid
individual,' I can help you out when no one else will.”


	He started walking
to his Volvo, opening up the door as Tim looked over the card with
confusion. He looked up at the claims agent just as he waved and
climbed in.


	“Call me if
you need anything,” Barney said, then shut the door and drove
off.







	A couple of days
had passed on the Simacean Ranch. With the exception of a hurried
visit to a highway side liquor store, Tim had isolated himself in his
house, as drunk as he could be and still watched the television in
the mornings. He started to doze on this particular morning, two days
after Barney's visit. A young woman was on the TV screen in a
digitized news studio.


	“Today, the
Decree trials focused on the crime of hired assassination, an issue
that had until this point seemed almost nonexistent,” she
spoke. The footage showed some prerecorded images of the trial, in
which Haley Flynn was speaking. Her words were silent as the news
lady continued. “Haley Flynn described her encounters with the
infamous assassin known as Andrew Winter. The hired gun had
apparently turned over quite a few pieces of incriminating evidence,
revealing his contracts for over ten different assassinations. Winter
himself has not been placed in custody and remains at large.”


	The image of a
lanky looking man in a designer suit appeared to the left of the
reporter. He was bald and sported shaded spectacles.


	“Two hours
after resigning from his leading position, the company's former
president Sampson Miles, was arrested in Los Angeles this morning,
facing the brunt of the homicide charges,” the lady on the
screen explained. “It is believed that he will reveal a large
network of conspirators during questioning.”


	The phone's old
fashioned loud ring sounded and Tim turned down the television to
answer. “Hello?” he said into the receiver.


	“Hello, Mr.
Simacean?” an excited female voice said from the other line.
She did not wait for a response. “My name is Nora Blaunette and
I'm calling because I was told by a local about your tragedy. I'll be
perfectly honest, I didn't know whether or not to believe it, but old
Barn swore on his life that it was true. I am terribly sorry to hear
about your loss,” she offered.


	“Thank you
very much,” Tim said, hanging onto the words so he had more
time to think of actual responses. He didn't have much time before
she took the wheel again. He didn't mind that so much.


	“Getting down
to why I called you, I lead an organization of similar minded
business owners who like to do things like donate to homeless
shelters and hold fundraisers,” she continued. She spoke as if
she was being charged per millisecond to do so. “We're all very
active members of our First Church of Christ, and as terrible as what
happened to you is, we believe there is a purpose to everything. That
God has a plan for you and your ranch, and we want to do what we can
to help. What would you say to me and two other members coming and
taking a look at the angel?”


	“You want to
see it?” Tim asked, proving not to be a man of conversation.


	“Yes, sir,”
Nora replied. “I could not be more interested in it.”


	“When were
you thinking?” Tim asked with as much effort as he could
muster, keeping his tired voice from sounding ungrateful or annoyed.
He succeeded barely.


	“Four?”
the woman asked.


	“Four it is,”
the rancher replied.







	Again the rancher
sat in front of his home as he found himself doing whenever company
was expected, smoking his hand rolled cigarettes. He didn't have to
wait long before a minivan pulled off of the highway and onto his
bumpy driveway. Something inside him cringed when he saw the women in
the vehicle. They were tight-faced, short-haired, clown-makeup
wearing women clearly in denial of their age and so out of touch with
their social tendencies that they group together with other
horrifying women because their affection for Christ rivaled each
others'. The sort of women who call for Avon or knock for Jehovah and
any other interest that allows them to pester people on their own
doorsteps about things that Tim wasn't convinced they could care so
much about. They seemed over excited as they collected their purses
and climbed out of the minivan.


	“Mr.
Simacean?” the woman with short, permed brown hair asked. “I'm
Nora. We spoke on the phone.”


	“Yes, Nora,”
Tim said, trying not to roll his eyes as he offered a handshake. She
accepted it but cut him off short, making him have a sub par grip.


	The bubbly woman
turned and indicated the others. One was older with very short,
almost buzzed silver hair. She had a tight and displeased look in her
eye. The other was much younger, much larger, and much shyer. She
seemed to wince every time Tim stopped to focus his gaze on her for
just a moment, turning away. “This is Glenda,” the elder,
“and Maude,” the child.


	“Collectively,
you are...” Tim offered.


	“The Pray
Away The Storm group,” the sociable one replied.


	“PATS,”
the young one mumbled, trying to provide information without seeming
like she had. Strange, Tim mused.


	“PATS,”
Tim echoed.


	Nora lit up. “What
we really specialize in is helping people who have been left less
than fortunate by natural disasters,” she explained. “We've
contributed quite a bit to Katrina and Haiti, and are still sending
bits over for Sandy.”


	“Remarkable,”
Tim commented.


	They all had been
throwing intimidated looks at the looming metal structure. “Now
Tim, tell us about the angel,” Nora demanded.


	“Well,”
the rancher said, taking a look back at the thing himself, “there's
not a whole lot to tell. Gigantic metal angel fell straight out of
the sky and killed all my livestock.”


	“Fell from
the sky?” Nora echoed.


	“That's
incredible,” Glenda said.


	“Do you want
to take a look at it?” Tim offered. “Just be careful, I
don't know if it's safe to touch.”


	Nora chimed in.
“That would be lovely!” as if he had offered to feed them
or something. He turned and gestured for the three of them to follow
him as he sauntered off to the angel.


	“Oh my,”
the women sighed when they came around to the full scene of the
crash. The sun was in such a position in the southern mountains that
it gleamed just at the top of the angel's head. Like a halo. This
mesmerized them. Even Tim.


	“And you lost
how many cows?” Glenda asked, eyes glued to the metallic shape.


	“All
twenty-seven,” Tim said, adding in an extra dash of grief to
his voice and saw that it was used to good effect.


	“There must
be a greater purpose,” the quiet younger girl said. “Some
reason for God's will.” She smiled subtly, but with warmth.


	“Yeah,”
the rancher sighed in response. “Thank you.”


	Nora put her hand
on Tim's shoulder, a strange contorted look of sympathy on the front
of her head. “You know, I would really like to get in touch
with our local TV news station,” she began, “and see if
we couldn't get a good spot for you and a fund raising account. So
that way, you can come close to having back what was so strangely
taken from you. What do you say?”


	“Oh,”
Tim said with modesty, “television? I'm not sure.”


	“It could
only help,” Glenda said.


	“Yes, Tim,”
Nora explained. “Not only must we get your plight known so you
can get some help, but we must tell others about this – this –
” she stuttered. “This miracle. It is so much bigger than
us. It must be shared.”


	“Oh yes?”


	“Yes.”







	After a week, Tim
started sweating as he looked over his bank statements. He was
starting to tap into his personal retirement savings to feed himself.
This was the source of his anxiety as he paced around his living
room, now disregarding his no smoking in the house policy. He paced
about the floor, cursing Barney, the religious women and even God
himself for sending his “miracle.” All a waste of time.
The cattle, the ranch. He started to worry about all the time he
couldn't get back.


	Then the phone
rang.







	That afternoon, Tim
watched from behind the shades of his window as multiple vehicles, a
large equipment van and two cars, drove off the highway and onto his
property. He exhaled smoke as he peered into one of the cars. The
three women from PATS waved at him as they parked.


	“Tim!”
Nora exclaimed as she stepped out of the car, summoning the rancher
onto his driveway. He walked out of the door and stomped out his
cigarette before accepting the extended hand Nora offered him. She
pulled him into a hug.


	“Isn't this
great?” she asked him. “Not only can we let Christians
all around the area see this miracle, but the station has even agreed
to set up a hotline for donations. Everyone will see your plight and
can help out.”


	“That's,”
Tim started, peering around the corner of his house to watch as
camera operators set up their equipment, “great. Really, it
is.”


	A tall, slender
Asian woman approached Tim from the second car. “Are you the
owner? Mr. Simacean?” she asked.


	“Uh, yes. Hi,
that's me,” he responded with his hand extended. She accepted
it and smiled tightly.


	“Hi there,”
she started, charismatic. “First off, let me just say from the
bottom of our heart at the station, it is a terrible tragedy what
happened to your ranch. Let us know if there is anything we can do
for you.”


	“Thank you.”


	“When we
start, we'll want you in front of the angel, behind the van,”
she explained.


	Tim nodded.


	“Great,”
she said before wandering off toward the cameras.







	“Tim
Simacean's ranch has seen incredible losses since this bizarre
occurrence,” the reporter said on the television as the rancher
watched the taped version of the story later that evening. “The
'angel' itself, as it is being called by locals, is from an unknown
source. Most theories point to this being debris from a private
aircraft, or quite possibly a satellite. But, so far there are no
reports that match the scene. The facts remain uncertain. Only
speculation can be made.”


	The screen cut to
Tim himself. “I have no honest clue where the thing came from,”
he said, his voice gravelly on tape. “Two Sundays ago it just
fell from the sky and crashed into my barn. You know, there were lots
of things shaking and falling until that final crash. Now I have
almost thirty dead and very flat cattle.” He laughed
halfheartedly. “I don't even know how I'm going to afford to
eat.”


	I didn't realize
how grumpy I sound, Tim thought. How much it seemed like he was
being bothered. He thought he had come off rather apathetic.


	“This is the
angel, still lodged in the crater it created when it fell from the
sky,” the reporter smiled as she posed next to the large rusted
form. The cameraman had found it very difficult to capture the whole
image in frame. “Perhaps this could be seen as a divine
intervention. It leaves many questions and many hopes in the hearts
of so many. Where did the angel really come from? What is its
purpose? All I can say is that I hope this fallen angel  is a good
omen. Back to you, Margaret.”


	The TV flicked back
to the studio where the anchor made some awful joke about the story
that Tim had ignored because of a ringing in his ear. Something
didn't sit right with him about the news story. Seemed to be far more
attention than he'd prefer. Made him seem weak.


	The rancher scoffed
as he clicked the appliance off and lumbered over to his bed. I
doubt anything will even come of this. Nothing bad at least.








































-Chapter Sixteen-

Suggestion







	Just like that,
over the course of a week, Tim had begun receiving donations from all
over the local area. They piled as envelopes in his mailbox or as
large electronic donations that the rancher only discovered he had
when he asked for cash back on a bottle of organic shampoo. Notes
were sometimes attached to the donations, some typed up on papers
from the desks of certain movers and shakers with a note about how
much they care about the community and give what they can and so on.
Others, to Tim's near displeasure, were charming little letters
written on notebook paper with crayon or another colorful utensil
from children who had seen him on the news, asking God to bless him
and saying other beautiful things. Even the children donated what
allowance they could from the bottom of their little hearts.


	A prayer group had
even shown up one morning with a large donation and a touching
ceremony. They prayed at the gigantic angel for Tim's safety and that
of his ranch, wished him the best, and then drove off his land in
their stretched vans.


	In a small amount
of time, Tim had collected enough money from these various generous
donations, and by selling the last of his beef, to begin rebuilding
his barn. For a couple nights he stayed up and looked at the ruins.
He wondered if he could even continue after such a loss. Every time
he thought about raising cattle, all he could see was twenty-seven
mangled corpses. Still, he thought, it's who I am. I am a
rancher. He would stare deep into the blank, featureless face of
the angel. Is it sacrilege to hate the thing for killing his way of
life? He wondered. Or, was it strange that he felt a sort of
responsibility for the miracle? Some sort of new connection was being
formed for the thing. He thought long and hard.


	The rancher had
planned to tear the thing out of the earth and huck it. Donate it to
someone who wanted it. On his second night of contemplation, Tim
decided instead that he would incorporate it into his designs. Allow
it to stay where it had landed. He could watch over it.


	He drove into town
with a short stack of money and bought himself the supplies he
needed. He piled mounds of wood and fencing material into the back of
his truck and began construction as soon as he got back home. He
discovered that he was no professional as he struggled with the
corners of his corral. It had started off with him just winging it,
nailing the pieces together as he thought they should fit. It never
worked out well in the end. He started drawing up a plan based off of
other designs that he studied in the public domain and started
putting it into practice when a familiar car drove onto his property.


	“Working
hard, Timmy?” Barney asked, pulling his sunglasses off for a
second before deciding against it and replacing them. He walked over
to the rancher, glancing over Tim's work. “Nice, buddy, how'd
you swing this out?”


	“That was
you, Barney,” Tim replied. “Did you see my story on the
news?” He stopped working to turn and look at his visitor.


	Barney nodded. “I
did indeed.”


	“Well,”
Tim started, snapping his fingers, “just like that, money
started coming in from all over. Church groups, businesses, even
children.”


	“Ah well that
is really lovely, Tim,” Barney commented. “So, you're
going to rebuild the thing, huh?”


	Tim moved his hand
to block out the sun from his eyes. “I don't see what else I'm
going to do,” he said.


	“No, I
understand it,” Barney replied. “I just don't know if I
could do it again after all that,” he searched for a word,
“meat.”


	“It's in my
blood,” the rancher explained.


	“As, I would
presume, is an abrasiveness to change,” Barney commented. Tim
looked at him in thought as the insurance agent knelt down beside the
rancher and took a closer look at the construction. “Yikes.”


	Tim looked at him
with concern. “Yikes? What's yikes?”


	“You've never
done this before, have you?” Barney asked.


	“No.”


	“Well, to be
honest, I can tell,” Barney said. Tim looked at him with an air
of slight offense. “It's not a bad project at all, you just
need some trained help.” Barney walked around the construction
without being led by his host, inspecting the fence like the judge of
a dog show. “Yeah, your walls aren't reinforced right. They
would end up falling in pretty easily.”


	“Excuse me?”
a soft voice greeted from behind. Tim and Barney turned around and
saw a very plain but attractive young woman. She was small and
dressed in an outdated manner. She looked like she lived on a farm
herself.


	“Yes?”
Tim greeted her. “How can I help you?”


	She was timid. She
seemed so unsure of herself as she spoke. “Um, well I come from
this small town about an hour up the road,” she started, then
stopped short as if Tim and Barney were interrupting her. She didn't
speak in front of many people. “Saxdale, it's called. Yeah.”


	“I know the
town,” Tim grinned with all his charismatic performing ability.
“That's quite a ways for a visit.”


	“Well,”
the woman started, her voice barely above a whisper and fragile
enough to be broken with a straw. “The reason I've come out
this far is that my little brother, Timothy, he's in the hospital.
And I saw you on the news. We all did. And the miracle – you –
you don't know where the angel came from, do you?”


	Tim shook his head.
He pointed. “Up,” he answered.


	She beamed. His
response seemed to delight her. “Oh that's just so amazing. My
family, we all thought, maybe – maybe it came from heaven,”
she explained like a rolling train.


	If there was a
gesture that Tim would use to calm overexcited speakers, that was
what he did now. “Maybe. What's your name?” he asked.


	“Heather.”


	“Heather,”
he echoed. “Well, you can ask me what you want about the angel.
I won't bite.” He did his best to smile for reassurance. It was
well received. She grinned back.


	“What I
really wanted to know was,” she hesitated, reserving herself,
“could I pray for my brother at the angel?”


	Barney's head
turning attracted Tim's attention, who turned his head, too. Barney
had a strange expression, his eyebrows raised and his mouth creased
in thought. Tim groaned to himself for a moment, more strained by
having to make a decision rather than being displeased with the
request. Then he turned back to young Heather.


	“Sure,
sweetheart,” he answered.


	Her smile grew like
a rising moon, spanning from nose to chin. “Thank you so much!”
she cried, moving forward to the thing looming on the far side of the
property.


	“Do you need
any help or you got this by yourself?” Tim asked her as she
jogged past him. She didn't hear it. She ran up to the angel and
bowed down before it. She became a silhouette against the rising sun.


	“Hey, Tim,”
Barney exclaimed in a sharp whisper.


	Heather was
kneeling before the structure, saying something to herself. Tim's
attention snapped to Barney. “What?” he asked in a normal
talking voice.


	“Is this
something that happens a lot?” Barney asked. “Are there
many visitors?”


	“Well, ever
since the news story,” Tim explained.


	Barney expressed
his interest with a stroke of his chin. “See, I'm kind of
having an idea here. Stop me if it's absurd.”


	“And what's
that?”


	“You could
turn this ranch into an attraction,” Barney said, his words
articulated with care. “A tourist business of sorts.”


	A short moment of
silence passed where Tim stared at the man with an expression that
waited for more to be said. When nothing was, he quivered his head in
confusion. “How do you mean?” he asked.


	“You know,
build a gate, build a booth. Fenced in right, you could charge a
modest admission for everyone that wants to have their picture taken
with it or pray at it, man.” Barney gestured to Heather. “She's
not going to be the last.”


	“Mr. Slechta
– ”


	“Barney, Tim,
I've told you.”


	“Barney,
that's just an,” Tim shrugged as he searched for the words,
“impractical idea. I mean, no offense, but this excitement
about the 'miracle' doesn't guarantee a market. I'm no entertainer.
All I've ever done is tend the land and raise cattle. It's a large
investment for such a loose hunch.”


	Barney nodded in
pretend agreement. “Tim, your story was featured in Time,”
he told the rancher. “Today's issue.”


	“Time?”
Tim asked.


	“It hasn't
been a good year, you know,” Barney said with a tone of
bargaining. “People want something feel-good. Something that
tells them, 'God is still watching us.' Because,” his eyes ran
over to the angel and the woman praying in front of it, “in
these days, I'm still not convinced.”







	Barney was right.
Heather was not the last of the religious pilgrims and curious
scholars to pay the Simacean Ranch a visit. They came almost in
crowds, most not prearranged. At first Tim greeted them with warmth
and asked nothing of them. The volume of people wore in though, his
responses and conclusions all on a scripted replay. He had to start
telling them not to touch things. Started to have to keep an eye on
them. Make sure that they all respected him and his property.


	He got into contact
with Barney the next day after Heather's visit. Barney showed up in
the late afternoon with three other men, all of them in dark
sunglasses. Tim pondered to himself whether or not they purchased
them together or if it wasn't even prearranged and all of them
thought it was too bright outside by coincidence. On an overcast day.


	“Timmy,”
Barney greeted, then waved his arms back at his companions. “This
is my crew. All these guys are tough mothers and very capable at a
range of work. Construction composes a majority of our labor,
actually.”


	“You don't
say?” Tim said with a tone of boredom, though he wasn't
uninterested.


	“Insurance
claims are slow in this part of the state,” Barney said. He
snickered. “My girlfriend doesn't wanna move. Got involved with
a theater group.” Barney peered into nothing for a second.
“Anyway, let me introduce you.”


	Barney gestured to
the first guy, a black man with a groomed goatee and a pile of hair
that was not graced with the same care. He was shorter than Tim but
he looked at the rancher in a way that symbolized sternness but
respect. Tim liked him already. “I'm Chase,” he said,
offering a handshake.


	“Nice to meet
you,” the rancher accepted.


	The second worker
was a tall blond guy with skin that tanned a pinkish hue. He wore
shorts big enough to be pants and an undone button up shirt. He
grinned a lot but seemed to struggle with keeping eye contact. Tim
thought that he seemed nice enough, but for some reason he felt mild
distrust as the man's pupils scampered around, avoiding Tim's own.
“Frank,” he said, then gave a sharp, quick hand squeeze.


	The third one was
just as tall as Frank but at least three times as wide. He resembled
an ogre in Tim's mind. A big bald cretin. “My name's Gus,
pleased to meet you,” he said as eloquently as grunts can be
said.


	The rancher stood
back and looked at the lot of them. Barney stared at him on his
right. “So,” Tim started, “I hear you're all solid
with construction. Is that right?”


	They all nodded in
their own manner.


	“Okay, so
what we want to do is, so far, without any real blueprint or plan –
”


	“Barney
showed us the layout in the car,” Frank interrupted.


	Tim turned to
Barney with cocked eyebrows.


	Barney sighed.
“Yeah, well, when I came home last night I couldn't get to
sleep and I was thinking about your whole angel thing, and so,”
Barney explained, pulling out the plan he had drawn, “I made
this up. You know, on the off-chance you would reconsider.”


	Humming as he read,
Tim was impressed. He looked up at Barney in surprise.


	“Took to
drafting. Anyway, what do you think? Do you like how the fence is
laid out? It encompasses your house and yard so that you're always on
the inside of this place.”


	“I like it,”
Tim replied.


	“Let's get
started then, shall we?” Barney proposed.







	Many pilgrims came
and went during the construction process. Tim had set up a
rudimentary booth that he took charge of while Barney and his crew
worked away. In no time at all, they finished most of the inner wall
that prevented people from touching the angel. It was small and low
but it encircled the crash. There was a modest five dollar charge
that Tim asked for under the guise of a donation. He set up the
system to play off of his loss and make his visitors feel compelled
to contribute. Another great plus that Tim soon found was that
sometimes people would exceed the suggested donation. The money piled
up during the day and was collected at night and used to pay the men
and purchase more materials and tools.


	A proper ticket
booth and office were built, as was a decorative stone pathway that
lead from the driveway and up through the large gate that now stood
between the world and its miracle.


	Soon, they were
having entire waves of people showing up to see the angel. A good
portion of them were not religious at all, rather just curious
tourists. Some of them treated it like an attraction, and this seemed
to irritate some of the pilgrims who came to marvel. They all paid,
though. It was proving to be lucrative. Whenever he wasn't working on
the large wall that was to encircle the entire property, Tim liked to
have Gus stand around the ticket booth and keep an eye on everything.
The large man's brutish appearance seemed to calm people down. It
made the younger ones act more mellow and respectful, and in the long
run stopped many bad scenes from starting. Until one time when Gus
was working far from the booth.


	A crowd of eight
showed up, consisting of two separate groups of two and six. The
first two thanked Tim as he let them pass through toward the
compound. The first man of the six behind them started walking
through as well.


	“Excuse me?”
Tim addressed the man, stretching his arm out to stop him. “You
need to pay to get in.”


	“Are you
serious?” the man asked. He was young, just barely not a
teenager anymore. He had acne on his neck and a smallish head for his
square and rigid body.


	“Yes, sir, I
am,” Tim said. “I know you're excited to get to see the
miracle but you have to pay a donation just like everyone else.”


	“Sounds like
a fee,” the young man had raised his voice. “A donation
is having to fork over my cash to you?”


	“Danny...”
one of his female friends started, reaching out to touch him. He
dodged her touch, eyes locked on Tim.


	“Son, I lost
a whole lot having this angel fall to the earth,” Tim started,
but the young man's mouth had already begun flapping.


	“Yeah, I've
seen the story,” Danny the kid spit at him. “Boohoo! You
know what 'God's will' even means? You don't need to use His miracle
to extort His followers. He wouldn't want that.” He scoffed and
snorted a mock laugh as he looked back at his friends, who had been
staring at Tim with scorn on their faces.


	“How exactly
am I supposed to pay for all of this?” Tim started, tossing in
some stank to his own dialogue. “How am I going to eat and stay
alive? Pray that the angel make all of my bills disappear?”


	There was shock and
plain bitterness on young Danny's face. “How can you host a
miracle of God if you mock him?” he asked Tim. “I'm not
paying for your bullshit.” Danny started walking past the
ticket booth.


	“Hey!”
Tim called after him, reaching past the counter and snagging the
intruder by his collar. As soon as young Danny felt the tension pull
him back, he spun around and slugged the rancher as hard as he could
in the forehead. Tim fell down clutching his head, groaning in
surprise and pain. And a lot of anger. He could hear the gasps and
commotion of everyone's shock to the punch. Tim stood himself up and
snapped his head past the counter and watched as young Danny ran
straight into Gus. The giant had just shown up next to Barney. The
two of them had noticed the aggression and stopped their work in
order to intervene.


	“Get OUT of
my way!” the intruder cried without looking up, flailing his
arms up at the behemoth. Gus grasped Danny's wrists and spun the kid
around, pinning his arms behind his back. Barney walked around Gus
and stood before the struggling boy. He leaned in.


	“You and your
friends need to leave,” Barney said to Danny in a sharp
slithering whisper that Tim was certain no one else could hear.


	“Fuck you!”
Danny spit at Barney.


	Barney stood back a
second with extreme displeasure on his face. Tim cocked his head,
squinting his eyes as he watched. Barney rammed his fist into Danny's
stomach. Gus let the kid drop to the ground to fold over himself and
cough in the dirt. Barney leaned back over the squirming intruder.


	“You run off
back home now,” Barney hissed. “Do it, or I'll make you
find out exactly what your own genitalia taste like.”


	Gus and Barney
lifted the form off of the ground and shoved him toward his friends.
The crowd looked back for just a second before running back to their
car.


	Everyone's head
faced the vehicle until it zoomed off around the corner. Then all of
the shocked and astonished faces turned back to Tim, Gus, and Barney.
The two construction workers both had distant, threatening gazes as
they peered after the vehicle. Tim was more surprised than anything.
He looked from all the expressions of disgust to Barney's, who looked
over at the rancher and his face dropped into a mild apology.


	Tim nodded back at
him approvingly.








































-Chapter Seventeen-

Proposition







	Even though Tim was
certain that that particular crowd would never going to give him
business again, business still came. Lines of people showed up and
dropped their bills and coins into Tim's cash drawer. Almost all of
them were respectful, even grateful to Tim and the ranch. In his free
time, Tim had been rereading the New Testament to not alienate
himself from his customer base. It almost seemed to revitalize him.
This read through, the words meant something when he read them. He
bothered to put his personal interpretation into it and, to put it
simply, enjoyed the Bible.


	It wasn't even just
suburban Christians coming around anymore. A triad of Orthodox rabbis
stopped by and praised the angel as well. Tim found that his facility
was welcoming and comfortable for all shades of men. Nothing about
his services implied a belief one way or another. But, just as
important, it doesn't deny it either.


	Tim was just a
friend of God.


	One morning, the
old rancher woke up with a cold. His body ached and his sinuses
throbbed, so when Barney's crew showed up for the day's work, he
asked his friend for the favor of watching over the booth. Barney
claimed over and over that he would have no idea what he was doing,
but he left the house agreeing. He told Tim to get better soon.


	The old man wrapped
himself in a blanket and kicked up his recliner. He was a little
grateful for his sickness today. It allowed him to finally take a day
off, take a breath and step back from all of the activity. He was
worried that with his current momentum, he could lose sight of
himself and decide on key issues before he had the right mind to do
so. Mindlessly, the images on the television danced before him. He
sipped on his tea and glanced out the window. People continued to
flow as the men worked hard through the morning.


	Tim noticed the
sound of an engine driving up as much as he noticed the rustling
leaves on a windy day. The only thing that drew his attention to the
outside world was Barney standing outside the booth, talking with
interest to two men in casual suits. One carried a briefcase, the
other hand used for shaking Barney's. Together, they all started to
walk toward the house. There was a knock on the door.


	Groaning as he
stood up, the rancher shuffled over and opened the door for Barney.
“Hey man,” Barney started. “So there's a couple
guys here that wanted to talk to you. Can't say for certain, but it
sounds like something of property interest.”


	Tim furrowed his
brow in confusion.


	“They want to
buy your ranch,” Barney stated. Tim's eyebrows shot to the top
of his head. “I think you ought to come out here and talk to
them.”


	“Tell them
I'm not interested,” the rancher said. “I'm not selling
the ranch.”


	“What about
the angel?” Barney asked.


	“Sell the
angel?” Tim echoed.


	“They're
talking really big numbers,” Barney replied. “Like, I may
have heard the world 'million' used.”


	Tim's eyes widened.
“Go ahead and have them come into the house,” Tim said.
“Tell them I'll be right with them.”


	The rancher
showered in a hasty flurry and got into some clean clothes, doing his
best to ignore his sickness. His age was apparent as he looked into
the mirror. The men were drinking water and chatting in low tones
when he entered the living room again. The talking ceased and the men
looked to him.


	“Ah, Mr.
Simacean,” the one without the suitcase greeted. He was older
than the other but still younger than Tim,  somewhere in his fifties.
His bald head shone as he stood up to shake the rancher's hand. “My
name is Matthias Jordan.” The younger one with the briefcase
emulated him.


	“Tom King.
How are you?” he asked as he shook his hand. His hair was
slicked back, which seemed unnatural on the man.


	“Eh, sick as
a dog,” Tim replied to sympathetic looks. “But not so
bad.”


	“Terribly
sorry to hear that,” the young one said. The two visitors sat
back down around the coffee table. Tim took his seat in the empty
recliner, looking over the men. Barney seemed to seek his gaze. When
it was given, his eyes were questioning. Tim had no answer for him.


	“So, we came
down here to take a look at the angel on your property,” Mr.
Jordan explained.


	“Oh yes?”
Tim mused.


	“Yes, and
it's exactly as we thought it would be,” the business man
started. “We want to buy it.”


	“You two do?”
the rancher asked, pointing between the two visitors.


	The young man
giggled a little bit. Mr. Jordan chuckled as he replied. “No,
not us specifically, but our church does. We've set aside a large
amount of money to secure it,” he explained. With an air of
showmanship, Mr. King set the briefcase up on the coffee table,
turned it around, and opened it. From within the container he
retrieved a stack of papers.


	“We want to
offer you one million dollars for the statue,” Mr. King said,
smirking.


	“A million
dollars?” Tim asked, the interest thick in his tone. “Why?”


	“Why?”
Mr. Jordan echoed. “Because it would be a crucial part of our
church's worship. A lot of our members have turned their attention to
things like your angel. This style of art intrigues us.”


	Tim looked over at
his friend. Barney stared back at with excited eyes. Why is he so
enthusiastic? Tim wondered. “Tell me a little bit about
your church,” Tim asked. He took a sip of his own water.


	“Well, we
represent the Heaven's Crusade church,” Mr. King started after
a reassuring gesture from his partner. “Our members are very
devout, most of them live at our site. It's sort of like a monastery,
if you can imagine.” The man grinned.


	“In fact,”
the older one said, “the campus is built around a crucifix
constructed exactly like the angel.”


	“Really?”
Tim asked, intrigued.


	“Oh yes,”
Mr. Jordan ensured. “Like we said, things like this are crucial
to our congregation.”


	“What do you
think, Mr. Simacean?” Mr. King asked.


	The rancher sat
back in his recliner. He looked at the men almost from the bottom of
his eyes, along his nose. They seemed so disconnected. So false. As
Tim thought about it, forcing his processing to run faster than it
liked to, he did not favor the idea. Who were these people that stood
around dilapidated forms of religion? What were these forms
themselves? Did the crucifix fall from the heaven as his own miracle
had? There was silence for a long string of seconds while the men
watched Tim think.


	“Gentlemen,”
Tim started, his voice so tired from his cold and his responsibility,
“I don't think that I can sell you the angel.”


	“Why not?”
Mr. King asked, surprised.


	“Well, you
see, I'm a man of beliefs, too,” Tim explained. Barney watched
him, eager to hear what Tim had to say. “I believe that I
cannot run away from my purpose. That I can't just cut my losses and
flee the scene because of misfortune.”


	Barney's eyes
darted in confusion. The older man's brow furrowed. “What do
you mean?” he asked.


	“I mean that
I was chosen for something,” Tim said. Did he really sound so
crazy to them? “I believe that this angel is my responsibility.
I plan to maintain that.”


	“What would
you say to one and a half million dollars?” Mr. Jordan asked.
His eyebrows were raised in an expecting way. The way one chess
player waits for the other to realize he was checkmated. Tim's
expression wavered none.


	“I would have
to say no, still, sir,” Tim answered. He sipped on his water.


	They looked
exasperated. The younger one seemed less able to accept Tim's
rejection while Mr. Jordan stared with displeasure at the ill
rancher. Barney looked over all the faces, unsure of what to do. No
one looked at him, to his own relief.


	“Is there
nothing we can offer?” Mr. King stammered.


	“I'm sorry,”
Tim said.


	Mr. King looked
like he could have gone on a rant at that point, upset by his defeat.
Mr. Jordan put a hand on his shoulder and kept his stare on Tim.
“That's okay,” he said. “We understand when a deal
can't be made. We very much appreciate your time, Mr. Simacean.”


	The two businessmen
began gathering their jackets and papers, sauntering over to the
front door. “I'm sorry, gentlemen,” Tim said to them,
standing up so that he could shake their hands as they left.


	Mr. Jordan handed
the rancher a card. “I'm sure you'll change your mind. Call us
when you do.”


	“First
thing,” Tim said. “Travel safe.” He locked the door
behind them.


	The old man kind of
limped as he began getting himself prepared for a nap. Barney stayed
seated where he was around the coffee table. Tim pretended not to
take note of him.


	“Are you
serious, Tim?” Barney asked.


	“Like a heart
attack.”








































-Chapter Eighteen-

Inspection







	A handful of days
later when the sun was deciding on what warm tone to be as it creeped
up past the hills to the east, Tim had another visitor. The rancher
yawned as he rubbed the sleep out of his eyes and worked at unlocking
the booth when a government worker pulled off from the highway and
approached the ranch. Tim watched as he brought the key toward its
respective lock. The man stepped out of his vehicle devoid of an
expression with the exception of slight annoyance. He kept that face
for the duration of his approach.


	“Are you Mr.
Simacean?” he addressed Tim just as he figured out how to
unlock the booth.


	“Yes I am,
what can I do to help?” the rancher replied, coughing up
morning phlegm.


	“My name is
Henry Douglas and I'm from the Environmental Protection Agency,”
the government worker introduced himself. “I've been passed a
couple reports on this thing,” he indicated the angel, “on
your property and I'm here to run a couple of very quick, noninvasive
tests to make sure that it's, you know, safe for people and the
environment.”


	“The EPA?”
Tim echoed.


	“Is that
okay?” Mr. Douglas asked.


	Tim looked over his
shoulder with strain toward the metallic angel for a moment before
turning back to Mr. Douglas. He nodded. “Yeah, that's okay,”
he answered, squinting in the early morning sun.


	The EPA agent went
about his work as Tim set up shop and unlocked the facilities. Every
now and then the rancher paused for a moment and watched the man. He
had some devices that Tim wasn't familiar with connected to power
cables running all the way back to Mr. Douglas's van. He seemed to
make sure not to actually touch the metal of the angel, shaking his
head as he took his readings.


	Barney and the crew
pulled up in a pickup truck, Gus and Frank sitting in the bed. A
suspicious and annoyed expression formed on Barney's face when he saw
the EPA van. He got out of his truck without looking away from the
working agent, walking to Tim, who had finished setting up the booth.


	“What's this
about?” he asked, jutting his thumb back at Mr. Douglas.


	Tim shrugged at
first, but when that didn't seem to satisfy his associate, said,
“EPA. He's testing to make sure the soil isn't toxic or
something.”


	Barney appeared
shocked. “What?” he yelled in a whisper. “Does he
have a warrant?”


	“Barney,”
Tim started, “it's not a bust or anything. We're not under
arrest. He's just doing a drop-in.”


	The younger man
snorted in response. He grabbed the gate key from the booth and took
his guys to work.


	The wall that
encircled the entire property was designed to be a sturdy walk-atop
wall, much like the Great Wall of China. It was hollow but held up by
sturdy scaffolding on the interior. The wall had two narrow
staircases that one could use to access the ramparts from the ground.
It was practical and safe. The construction crew was banging out the
flaws in the place before they were to start an ambitious project to
make the inside of the wall a long, hall-like museum. Maybe even a
gift shop.


	Mr. Douglas seemed
to be reaching the end of his inspection, all of his wires and
machines packed up in the van. All he had left to do was paperwork.
Once he had a good look through his clipboard, the government worker
walked to Tim.


	“All done?”
Tim called out, trying to sound cheerier than normal.


	“Yes, sir,”
Mr. Douglas replied, glancing down at the clipboard. “It passed
for organic toxins and bacteria, but I'm sorry to inform you that
your statue here is intensely radioactive.”


	“What?”
Tim was shocked. “I don't know how that can be, I've been here
exposed to it for months!”


	“It's a
peculiar case, sir,” Mr. Douglas responded, holding his hand
out to calm the rancher. “The radiation is isolated to the
metal of the angel. It doesn't bleed or leak like normal radiation.
The air contains heavy carcinogens at about one tenth of a millimeter
from the surface of the metal, and then there's nothing.”


	“So,”
Tim hummed, running the information over in his mind, “it's not
dangerous unless it's touched?”


	“Well, I
couldn't know for sure without further testing, but that is
what it looks like,” Douglas explained. “On the metal's
surface, however, the radioactivity is so intense that it would
obliterate most organic material on contact.”


	The image of the
dying cow, burnt in half, slid through Tim's thoughts. The rancher
opened his mouth, unsure of how to respond. Of course this was
terrible news. Of course he'll be told to shut down the business. He
looked to the towering structure, pondering it. Too dangerous?


	No.


	“As you know,
this kind of dangerous material cannot, and I mean CANNOT be exposed
to the kind of activity you have going on here. I'd even recommend
you move away from the angel yourself, but for now, I am enforcing a
ban on commercial activity on this property. If you continue, you
could be subject to – ”


	“Wait, no,
wait,” Tim interrupted. “I can't shutdown. This is my
only income!”


	“Sir, it is
dangerous for anyone to be around here,” Douglas rebutted. “You
must place safety as your top priority.”


	“It is safe,
man,” Tim moaned, gesturing back toward the construction.
“We're building a safe wall around the angel so no one can even
get near it. If it's not wide enough, we can always build a bigger
wall.”


	“It's not
about that,” Douglas said. “We don't know for certain if
it leaks; if there could be radiation in the soil. Maybe even in the
water. If there is, it can and will cause long term harm to you and
your customers.”


	“How am I
going to explain this to people? The more fanatic of my customers
would force their way in to see the angel, welcome or not. I couldn't
stop them,” Tim defended.


	“We're not
asking you to stop them, just stop welcoming them,” Douglas
breathed, worn from this argument. “You must stop commercial
activity and mark this area clearly as private property. Place up no
trespassing signs. Anyone who breaks the law and gets themselves
harmed on your property cannot hold you liable – once
you do that.”


	With that, Mr.
Douglas tore off a copy of his written warning from the clipboard
clutched in his fingers and handed it to Tim, who grimaced at it. The
agent nodded and then walked back to his van, determined not to
bicker anymore. It was likely that he wasn't paid to bicker.


	But really!
Tim thought. I can't just close up shop. Every cent that Tim
owned was wrapped up in building expenses. If he were to cut his
income now, he wouldn't even have enough to buy milk in the morning.
Wrinkles crawled and cracked their way along Tim's features as he
thought about it all, very distraught.


	By the end of the
day, all Tim had done was secure very legible “DO NOT TOUCH”
signs at every angle around the miracle. He shrugged the rest of the
worry off, tossed the government warning and continued about his
work.


	They'll probably
just forget all about me, Tim mused.








































-Chapter Nineteen-

The
Dead of Night







	Business slowed a
little bit. Tim assumed that the signs might have discouraged some of
the more skittish and paranoid of his visitors. Even a few had
comments about the policy, suggesting touching the statue as a joke.
Because of this, Tim pulled one of the guys from the crew and had him
stand next to the angel and watch over the flock. They took turns
while the construction continued in the background. It created an
ambiance of tools clanging and things being shuffled or tossed around
while people had their photos taken in front of the miracle and
prayed.


	Four nights later
as the old man lay asleep in the pitch dark night, something moved
outside. Whatever the culprit was crawled up and over a wire fence
with a clatter. The sound repeated twice while Tim's unconscious
brain heard the creaking, that resonating clang of metal upon metal.
Something in him remembered that the fence was filling in the last
remaining gaps where the wall encircling his property had not been
constructed yet. He jolted awake. He sat in the dark for a moment,
fighting off the successive waves of sleep that had blanketed him all
night. Then he realized what was going on.


	He almost leapt out
of bed but stopped and slowed to a crawl. Whoever was here didn't
need to know that he was awake. He pulled on a robe and grabbed the
twenty-two that was leaning against the wall beside his closet. He
opened his nightstand and grabbed his box of bullets and began
loading them into the rifle. He pulled the bolt back and loaded a
round into the chamber.


	He was outside in
no time.


	It was stale cold
outside, breezeless but brisk. The sky was overcast and starting to
tint into the darkest shade of jet blue above the horizon line. Tim
didn't stop to check his clock but he could guess that it was
somewhere around four-thirty in the morning. He crouched as he
walked, keeping low as he pulled himself to the closest stairway onto
the wall's ramparts. He praised Barney and his crew for their sturdy
handiwork. Nothing creaked or moaned as he made his clumsy,
half-awake ascent. He slowed his pace just as his line of sight
peaked over the top of the stairs.


	For just a moment,
Tim relaxed and laughed at himself for being so jumpy when there was
nothing to see. He thought he had tricked himself into alertness, but
then he saw it. A quick flutter of motion down in the center of the
facility. Someone was moving around the angel.


	His next instinct
tossed the stock of his rifle up against his shoulder as he took aim
at the intruders. Almost from instinct, he stopped aiming and watched
over his sights. He didn't even know who he was aiming at. Or how
many of them there were.


	Soon, he noticed
that there were three. The longer he sat and waited, the clearer the
action became. The intruders moved in a sneaking manner so that they
would be harder to detect, but Tim had the advantage of height. All
of their movements came across as incriminating. They knew that they
were not welcome. Tim just couldn't know for sure how they would
react if he found them. If they thought that he might have a gun,
perhaps they brought one as well. It terrified Tim. He could be
dealing with anything from a couple of bored teenagers looking for a
thrill to organized criminals.


	He was scared.


	The more time he
was allowed to invent more and more ideas, the more it worried him
and made him shiver much more than the frigid morning air. Even if he
had to, he didn't believe he had the heart to shoot back at the
trespassers. This is not good, he thought.


	What did they want
anyway? Could someone really break onto his property and risk being
arrested or even shot simply to pray at the miracle? No. Only one
explanation remained in the old rancher's head. They were here to
steal or harm my property, he decided.


	Tim's outrage
started building up and converted most of his fear into fury. He was
shaking even more now, thinking of dark desires he wished to enact.
Determined, he breathed deep breaths. A lot of focus was put into
calming himself down and ceasing the trembling. He waited until he
was steady and then he pulled the rifle back. Staring down down the
sights, he watched.


	He really might
have shot, too, if the scene hadn't changed pace so suddenly.


	Two of the
intruders seemed to be busy with some equipment that they had brought
in with a duffle bag. Tim could hear the clanging of crowbars and
metal objects coming from them, but he didn't watch those two.
Instead, he watched the third one who lingered in the back. Standing
upright, the lone intruder stared into the angel. Curiously, he
reached out and touched the metal.


	Everyone jumped
when the man released a bloodcurdling scream. Tim dropped down as
fast as he could, seeking cover. The screaming man's friends turned
to stare at the scene that the rancher peeked over the railing to
watch. The victim's hand was gone, now just open space against a
smoking stump of arm. From where he watched, Tim could see no blood.
The wound must have been cauterized instantly. Instead of rushing
over to help their one-handed friend who had now fallen to his knees
and wailed, the two handling the equipment started looking around.
They thought they were being attacked.


	One of the
trespassers locked eyes with the hidden rancher.


	Both pairs of their
eyes shot wide open. The second intruder followed his accomplice's
vision and spotted Tim, too. In just a fraction of a moment, all
three of them exploded into motion. As he watched them both pull out
handguns from their belt line, Tim dove backwards down the stairs. He
couldn't see them anymore. He couldn't hear them either. All that
resonated in his ears was the draw and release of his own frantic
breath. Maybe they hadn't seen him. Deep inside, Tim knew that wasn't
true. That meant that they were waiting for him or they were flanking
him. Either way, he couldn't stay there.


	With a long pull of
air, Tim dashed back up the stairs and along the ramparts until he
found a pile of cement bags to dive behind. As he ran, he heard it.
One crack, like lightning. Then two. Part of the wall behind Tim
ripped open and spewed dust. The two intruders opened fire. The shots
drowned out any possibility of silence. They shot almost in beat with
the pulse of Tim's terrified heartbeat. His senses were overwhelmed.
His body actually shook too hard to move. Streaming puffs of cement
dust popped out from above and around him. Then there was a break in
the firefight. Tim leapt up from his cover, raised his rifle to his
shoulder, and opened fire.


	His breathing was
paced and deliberate. He inhaled as soon as his gun stopped exploding
with recoil and then exhaled just before squeezing the trigger. One
of the intruders finished reloading and continued firing at the
rancher. Expecting Tim to dive back behind cover, the gunman missed
with his barrage of lead as Tim strafed slowly to his left. Bullets
missed him and exploded into the the support beams behind him as he
maintained his breathing. He squeezed off round after round.


	The intruder who
had difficulty reloading his handgun dove to the ground when Tim
shifted his aim from the other intruder to him. A thick and sturdy
support beam appeared in the rancher's peripherals as soon as he had
run out of ammunition in his gun, behind which he cowered. The shots
were sparse now. The intruders were running low on bullets
themselves. Tim heard plenty of movement from below once the shooting
ceased. He peeked out and watched the one and only standing intruder
dash behind cover and out of the property. Tim tried to shoot after
him but remembered his gun was empty.


	“Where're you
going?!” Tim screamed after the fleeing intruder. Fury shook
his body as he yelled. He had won. He stood his ground and had made
his enemy flee in fear. When he thought his body almost couldn't
contain the primal rage that boiled up in his blood, he roared. He
let loose a cry packed and shipped with all the bestial anger he
could feel. With this, the intruder retreated faster.


	Tim's eyes locked
on the running man for as long as they could separate him from the
blackness his the surroundings. He made his way down the stairs,
holding his gun up at the hip toward the two forms on the ground. The
man by the angel moaned and cried in pure agony, sounds that the
rancher ignored as he came up to the prone shooter. His handgun
glinted in the starlight. Tim swung his own rifle onto his back and
picked up the gun. One quick magazine release revealed at least two
more bullets remaining. He snapped the mag back into place.


	“Get up,”
he said to the gunman on the ground. He pulled back the hammer of the
handgun to demonstrate his seriousness.


	The gunman
continued to lay.


	Tim ducked down
close to the form. His gun still pointed at the man's head as he
rolled the shooter onto his back. His eyes were open and his mouth
slanted in a dimwitted looking grin. Tim knew the intruder was dead.
One of the rancher's bullets had blown out a hole in the gunman's
throat. For a brief moment, Tim bowed his head in shame.


	The stirring and
groaning of the surviving intruder cut his gesture short. He stood up
and moved to the remaining, wounded man. He kept an aim on the
intruder.


	“Who are
you?” Tim yelled from about ten yards away. His eyes darted
from the man's face to his belt and back. He prayed that this guy
wasn't scared enough to shoot at him. He probably was scared enough.
But at least he didn't do it.


	“What do you
want?” Tim asked. The cries of pain were all he was answered
with. Annoyed when he still got no reply, Tim marched up to the
huddled form and bashed it in the side of the face with his bare
fist. The injured man was thrown to the ground. His cries were
muffled in dirt.


	That's where he
would have stayed, too, if Tim didn't walk over to the crumpled man
and heave him up by his hair. “Who are you?” Tim repeated
through gritted teeth. When the man whimpered, Tim hit him again but
clutched hard onto his hair so he would stay upright.


	The intruder
started to laugh. At first, it was small and insane bursts of unsure
tittering but then it evolved into a full blown maniacal belly laugh.
This creeped Tim out.


	“Shut up!”
he roared. He punched the man back down into the ground.


	“You have no
idea what's coming next,” the intruder said. Tim could hear all
of the blood in his mouth as he spoke.


	“What did you
say?” Tim raised his gun at the man.


	The man laughed
again. “Go ahead, shoot me,” he chuckled. He spit out a
mouthful of blood. “It doesn't change what the Crusade will do
to you. They are going to tear you limb from limb like hungry dogs.”


	“Who?”
Tim asked. “Heaven's Crusade? The church?”


	The intruder
grinned. “It's the end-times, Mr. Simacean. We're just opening
the doorway.”


	“What the
hell are you talking about?” Tim asked. He started to feel
paranoid.


	“His army is
coming,” the intruder began. “We're just securing His
kingdom before the unholy do.”


	“Why?”
Tim demanded.


	Laughing more, his
captive ignored the interrogation. “Javier escaped. I know he
did. Right now, he's on his way to tell an army of God's servants
that you will not give up His miracle.” He chuckled more. “When
he does, they are going to bring the retribution of hell down upon
you.”


	Tim's heart felt
cold. Could he trust this man's threat? How could he defend himself?


	The captive rose to
his feet, the grin of a sick dog smeared on his face. “They
will be coming,” he sneered. He spat at Tim's feet.


	“Yeah, well,”
Tim started, cocking the pistol, “they'll be up to see you
shortly.”


	He put a round
between the man's eyes.








































-Chapter Twenty-

This
House







	“As multiple
investigations have proved to be incriminating for America's largest
corporations, Decree, the company that was first investigated for its
human rights violations announced publicly that they have purchased
and retained control of the New York Police Department. The officers
'under new management' have begun operations to disperse the rising
number of protestors in the New York business district. Their first
step involved covering the sidewalks with a foul-smelling fertilizer
compound. When protestors remained, they began passing and enforcing
strict anti-vagrancy laws. For example, being found asleep in any
public area, with the exception of medical issues, one could find
himself in jail for the night and fined fifteen-hundred dollars.


	“In response,
the president has declared that the federal government will not be
acknowledging the Decree policies as constitutional legislation. When
asked what will be done to stop the privatized police forces, the
president had this to say:”


	“We do not
want to attack our own citizens. Right now we are working on a
solution, but the fact of the matter is that these people are well
armed and well organized and as long as things remain civil, we will
not invade one of our own cities.”


	The radio broadcast
continued as such, going on to talk about a man named Arnold who was
comatose in a hospital. It played in the background as Tim and the
crew pounded in signs on every visible angle of the compound.


	They read, “All
trespassers will be shot on sight.”







	Police and
ambulances pulled onto the Simacean Ranch just as dawn broke. Tim had
his self-defense angle nailed due to a lot of coaching from Barney.
He told them that the men had broken onto his property and tried to
vandalize the angel. He explained how they saw him and opened fire at
him and how he returned it. His story was that he had accidentally
killed both of the dead men who were now being wheeled into
ambulances while returning fire. The officer he was giving his report
to stepped away to his patrol car to radio in something. In his
absence, two men in windbreakers stepped in. One had a dark gray
jacket while the other wore blue. Henry Douglas was the man in blue.


	“Sir,”
the unknown man nodded to Tim.


	“Mr.
Simacean,” Agent Douglas started, almost with a smirk. “Here
I am again.”


	“Unfortunately,”
remarked the rancher.


	“Sir, you
were notified to stop commercial activity around the object and
secure it from general access just earlier this week, were you not?”
the unidentified agent interrogated.


	Tim gawked. “I
wasn't told to secure shit,” he spat.


	“You wanna
check your attitude, Tim?” Douglas asked cheerfully.


	With cold malice
burning under his brow, Tim stepped as close as he could to the agent
without standing on his toes. His jaw sharpened and his slitted eyes
stared into Douglas' smug happy eyes without a sliver of compassion.
“I killed two men this morning,” he hissed. “Forgive
me if I'm a bit sour. You want to get the fuck off of my property?”


	Douglas' smile
dropped only a little and he stepped back.


	“Do you know
what the repercussions are for disregarding a direct federal order?”
the man without a name asked Tim.


	“I'm shutting
down shop already,” Tim replied quickly. “My men are
barring the property right now.”


	“That's not
good enough, Tim,” Agent Douglas started. “Some people
are going to be coming around to remove the angel from the premises.”


	Tim's mouth dropped
in offense.


	“You will not
be compensated,” Douglas continued. “You will not be
notified ahead of time. You cannot – ”


	“This is
ridiculous!” Tim interrupted. “I have had my entire
life's work smashed by this thing. I've been threatened by lunatics
so I have to hole up in my house like a fortress and shoot
trespassers on sight, and now you want to take the only thing I have
left?” He was almost in tears.


	The unnamed agent
looked over at his smiling counterpart and waited while the gears
ground inside Douglas' head. Without dropping his full blown smirk,
he said, “We'll be coming for the angel within the week, Mr.
Simacean.”


	The rancher stepped
back. His wrinkles were sharp and deep as his face was carved with
malevolence. He gestured to one of the new signs. “Like it
says,” he seethed through his lips, “trespassers will be
shot on sight.”







	Barney pulled up to
the Simacean Ranch after picking up the other three of the crew. As
he slowed to a stop, his brow furrowed in confusion. He watched Tim
as the rancher was carrying bags of sand one after the other from his
truck and dropping them in a pile in front of the entrance. Sweat
poured down the side of his reddening face. He worked fast and with
purpose.


	“Hey boss,”
Barney said in a tone that attempted to convey his curiosity to Tim,
who ignored it. “What are you doing?”


	“Barney!”
Tim gasped, stopping his routine for just a second to acknowledge the
man as if it was the first time he noticed his presence. Perhaps it
was. The rancher wheezed with exhaustion through his words. “I
need your help.”


	Barney nodded and
turned to the guys who were getting their things from the car. “Hey!
Come help carry these sandbags!” he hollered.


	“No, listen,”
Tim said with just the right tone of fear to shock Barney. “People
are coming here and they want to kill me and take the angel,”
he said. Whispered.


	Color drained from
his face as Barney struggled with dialogue. “Who's coming? Who
is? The guys from last night?”


	Tim nodded.


	Barney wiped the
mist of sweat off of his upper lip. “You know this for sure?”
he asked.


	Tim nodded.


	“And they've
got firepower?”


	Tim didn't even
nod. He just stared past Barney's ear in distracted horror.


	Barney clapped his
hands over his mouth in a brief moment of panic. “Oh God,”
he moaned. He snapped to. “How can we help?”


	The rancher
quivered from the tears of fear that accumulated in the corners of
his eyes. “Barney, please,” Tim pleaded. “I need
you to help me protect this house.”


	A moment passed in
which Barney said nothing but just stared off like Tim had. His color
depleted.


	“Barney!”
Tim begged through tears.


	“Okay,”
Barney answered in the smallest voice he had ever spoken in. “We'll
help with the fortifications and then I'll go back into town and, uh,
get some guns.”


	Tim nodded
graciously. “Thank you.”







	“What do you
mean, 'closed?'” the woman that had approached the booth
whined.


	“The EPA
deemed the angel dangerous,” Tim explained as sympathetically
as he could to the crowd.


	There were about
twenty of them. There were four councilors, the round blond woman,
who lectured Tim about how he needed to test these things before he
let people be exposed to them and to advertise changes like this,
included among them. The rest were a diverse and assorted group of
young adults who had been court ordered to a rehabilitation class.
This was one of their key field trips.


	“You don't
understand how rough these kids have it and how much getting to see
something like this means to them!” the woman continued to
complain.


	His expression
stilled like a man who didn't have a word for concern in his
language. “I'm sorry,” he said. “There's nothing I
can do.”


	A younger girl
peeled up through the crowd and addressed the complaining woman.
“Trevor's crying, Miss B,” she said. “He's acting
weird.”


	Ms. B turned
around, leaning this way and that. She peered through the faces for
the man. “Trevor?”


	Everyone turned
until they saw Trevor, his torso heaving as he breathed in terror.
His lips trembled and he perspired around his light facial hair.
Something about the dilation of his pupils and the discoloration of
his skin conveyed that he was under horrible panic. He stared up past
the heads of his peers, past the walls of the facility and into the
brown, rusted face of the angel. Lax lipped, he started to catch up
with his breathing and his face started to show relief. His eyes
darted away for just a moment as if he couldn't help it and he folded
over himself. He buried his face into his knees which he hugged with
his arms. He started breathing rapidly again.


	“What the
hell is going on with him?” Ms. B asked to the people adjacent
to Trevor.


	“Dude, he's
tripping fourteen hits of acid,” a guy in a hoodie inputted.
“He told me so on the bus.”


	“Jesus,”
Ms. B sighed, relaxing.


	Suddenly, Trevor
jolted upright into a full sprint.


	“JEEEEEEEEEESUSSSSSSSS!”
he screamed at the top of his lungs, jumping up and around the
sandbags that stood between the world and the angel.


	Tim chased after
him. He ran as fast as he could. He could hear a babbling of voices
and a storm of feet following behind him. As they all ran into the
clearing with the angel, Tim slowed and drew the Taurus revolver
Barney had brought him earlier. Barney himself had dropped the
wheelbarrow he used and sprinted after Trevor.


	“Dear God,
what are you doing?!” the woman cried at Tim as she turned the
corner and saw him with the gun.


	Ignoring her, Tim
squeezed one eye shut and peered along the sights. Barney ran in
front of his line of sight after the tripper, however, and the
rancher lowered his gun in fidgety frustration.


	Neither Barney nor
he could do anything as Trevor dove headfirst into the angel and
exploded in a shower of blood. Popped like a balloon. All Tim managed
to do was extend his arms to either side to stop the people behind
him from running past.


	Everyone froze in
shock. Ms. B's face expanded so that it could contain the expression
of horror that was stamped upon it. Seeming to run into an invisible
wall of astonishment, no one moved.


	All that was left
of Trevor was a puddle.


	“What –
” one of the male councilors said, struggling to breathe as he
did so, “What just happened?!”


	Tim raised the
revolver as he turned around to the crowd. In a sweeping motion, he
pointed it at all of them. “Leave,” he demanded.


	With haste, they
obliged.








































-Chapter Twenty-One-

Heaven's
Crusade







	“Today marks
the first day of what is being unofficially referred to as the
Standstill. Local police in over two hundred American cities have
begun department-wide strikes, refusing to work against the
privatized police forces that have been springing up in their home
towns,” the broadcaster said.


	“They are
mercenaries and thugs,” a different voice spoke. “In no
way do they recognize or enforce the laws of the United States
government, federal or otherwise. In fact, there seems to be no
record of what they are enforcing, which means that no one is
safe from harassment.”


	The original voice.
“The Standstill was largely motivated by an incident in
Philadelphia yesterday in which the private police arrested and
detained three officers of the Philadelphia Police Department. All
three were on active duty when – ”


	The radio cut
short. The batteries had died.







	Night was being
introduced to the region by the sun as it tried to make a hasty exit
behind the mountains. The sky tinted from orange to pink as the bugs
seemed to wake up and start making a racket. The beauty unnerved Tim.
To him, it seemed to signal something final. He checked his gun
again. He held a pitch black AK of some sort. He confirmed that he
had a full magazine for the fourth time in the last ten minutes.


	“You look
like you can see them coming,” Barney commented, picking up his
own rifle from the floor.


	Tim nodded. “They
didn't seem patient,” he explained.


	They stood above
the entrance, which had been replaced by a brick wall instead of an
opening, on the ramparts. Tim brought anything and everything he
could find to line the edges of the wall for cover. All of his
building material was used to build two fences, one within the other,
that cut off the far side of the facility from the road. They wanted
to bottleneck Heaven's Crusade.


	“What do you
think the authorities are going to say about all this?” Barney
asked. “I mean, who's side would they pick?”


	“I don't know
if it would matter, Barney,” Tim replied. “I'm not like
these cultists but it's not hard to tell that change is coming. We
have cops arresting cops and people rioting.” He stopped to
watch the sun sink and leave the sky in a warm purple blanket. “One
way or another, the world as we know it isn't going to be here.”


	Barney thought
about this. “Damn,” he concluded.


	A gunshot ripped
through the night. Both Barney and the rancher slammed themselves to
the floor and brought their firearms up to their eyes.


	“It sounded
close,” Tim whispered.


	Barney hissed back,
“How did we not see them?”


	The rancher shushed
him and listened. His breathing almost stopped as he absorbed every
noise around him and evaluated each.


	Then a voice broke
the silence. “That was me, guys!” Chance called out from
the wall on the other side of the compound. “Sorry!”


	“Jesus Christ
man!” Barney yelled back. “What the hell are you shooting
at?”


	“Nothing!”
Chance replied. “I was just nervous! Really thought I saw
something!”


	Tim stood up and
started marching along the wall toward Chance, passing Gus. Frank hid
down in the opening of the compound, somewhere opposite of the angel.


	“Pay
attention to what I say,” Tim began with a voice so firm that
it inspired shame. “If you find yourself dying in this fight,
you can look to any side you want but you will not see me dying along
with you. If your problems start being more than just your
problems, then I might have to handle you myself.”


	Chance nodded and
remained silent.


	“Yeah?”
Tim asked for confirmation


	“Yes, sir.”


	Tim turned back
around. “Keep watching the horizon,” he ordered as he
started walking back to his post. Barney followed him.


	An explosion tore a
hole in the brick wall just under his post before he could get there.
Gus got thrown to the floor, dropping his gun and getting showered in
debris. Brick bits soared high into the air and dashed themselves all
over the ground, rattling and shaking the stillness of the air with
their movement. Everyone clasped onto their ears. The bang rang in
Tim's like the screeching of car tires. He noticed slowly that
everyone else had hit the deck and that only he remained standing.
Laying down, he watched as Chance opened fire into the smoke. Someone
ran out of the smoke and into the clearing, opening fire with what
looked like an automatic handgun. One of Chance's bullets went right
through the intruder's left eye. He continued shooting for a few
extra seconds as he dropped to the ground. Chance stopped firing and
all of them waited in silence.


	Moments passed into
minutes when Tim noticed that the smoke wasn't clearing up at all.
The more he watched, the more convinced he became that the wall was
on fire. He swore under his breath and sat up into a crouched
position.


	“What're you
doing?” Barney hissed from the floor.


	“Frank!”
the rancher yelled out into the clearing, making everyone along the
wall jolt. “I know this sounds scary but you need to grab the
fire extinguisher from the stairs next to the entrance.”


	Barney's face
turned to him in confusion.


	“I'm covering
you buddy, you got this. Put out the fire,” Tim called out. His
eyes darted all over the clearing to see where Frank hid. It seemed
like a long time passed, so he yelled out the man's name again. Then
he appeared, running out from behind some scaffolding and to the
indicated fire extinguisher. He sprayed its contents all over the
entrance until the cloud of stuff was so thick that Tim couldn't see
into it.


	Then there were
three gunshots. Everyone heard something drop to the ground. Tim's
heart sank as he yelled out anyway, “Cover!”


	The air cleared up
and a sigh of relief aired when Frank could be seen rolling to his
left and behind some sandbags. They could also see two guys with
rifles walking into the clearing. One of them was looking to see
where Frank had gone while the other scanned the wall. Before they
could see him, Tim opened fire. He sprayed in a horizontal line,
dropping both of the militants. Frank popped up from behind his
sandbags and shot into the smoking hole in the wall. A body tripped
and fell through, dead.


	Barney and Tim ran
right along the ramparts while Chance jutted left and rejoined Gus,
who had recovered from the blast. They all aimed over the wall and
strained their eyes for further militia. When he saw none and Frank
confirmed that it looked all clear, Tim used his scope to spy along
the highway. There were two sedans parked in a roadblock on the
asphalt and the rancher could see a truck weaving off of the highway
into the field west of the ranch. They were much too far to shoot at.


	“They're on
the highway and driving into the field, far west!” Tim yelled
out for everyone.


	“Yeah, well,”
Barney said, “keep your head down. If I were them, I would have
snipers.”


	Tim turned to the
man with worry. “We need to plug that hole in the wall. They
can't sneak inside behind us or we're dead,” he stated.


	“I got it,”
Barney said after a moment's thought, bolting toward the stairs. He
clambered down with his head as low as he could hold it and ran out
of the entrance.


	Tim stood up and
watched over the railing as Barney crawled into his car and started
the engine. He pulled out and swung it around, parking it straight in
the hole in the wall. It almost could have fit all the way through
until it got snagged somewhere around the gas tank. Barney heaved
himself out of the car and jumped behind the sandbags opposite of
Frank.


	“How'd they
manage to blow a hole like that?” Barney asked, out loud but to
himself. Frank pointed to the strings of gore that had spread itself
around like debris. Barney's color flushed out. “Oh,” he
said.


	“People are
getting out of the truck!” Tim yelled down to them. He lifted
his AK again and watched the militia through his scope. He pulled
away from it a second time and addressed Barney. “Get up here
and help me.”


	Barney skipped up
the stairs and took a post beside the rancher. He raised his own
rifle and dropped it just as fast out of surprise when Tim opened
fire. Small cracks of return fire could be heard in the distance as
Barney raised his gun again. He started getting a bead on the
passenger of the truck when the driver dropped dead over the wheel.
Tim had shot him.


	“What's that
in the bed?” Barney asked as he scanned the vehicle. He heard
Tim's gun scrape along the railing as he looked himself.


	“Looks like,”
Tim started, squinting hard to identify the object, “a cannon
or something.”


	“That's what
I was thinking, too,” Barney commented.


	Tim watched the
militants work as they assembled the rig, a homemade contraption
composed of metal tubing and wires. One of the men carried a crate
over to the men loading the rig. Tim took a shot at him and missed,
popping one of the truck's tires.


	Barney took shots
at each flash of light as he saw them, but failed to stay on target
for long. Somehow he felt that blindly shooting at them would produce
as good of results as if he took careful, deliberate aim. This way he
didn't have to watch their bodies rip open as he snuffed out their
lives.


	Tim continued
taking his shots, hitting whatever he could as he watched the
invaders start loading shells from the crate into the artillery rig.
He finally pegged the guy carrying the crate right in between his
shoulder blades. He spilled the rest of the shells from the crate as
he dropped, but it was too late. Two shells were loaded.


	“They're
loaded,” Tim said, just loud enough for Barney to hear. The
rancher spun around and screamed to his crew, “Hit the deck!”


	Barney and Tim
dropped to the floor and kicked up dust around them. They looked up
at each other as a loud crack rang out from the field. Whistling
through the air, a shell dropped down and exploded into the roof of
Tim's house. The rancher sat up and his mouth dropped in horror.
Flames sprouted up from the shattered structure.


	“Goddamn,”
Tim said to himself. He felt a hand tugging at him.


	“Get down!”
Barney urged him, pulling the rancher to the floor again.


	Another explosion
cracked out, but this time none of them heard it. Instead, Tim's eyes
slammed shut in strain and his ears were muffled with ringing. His
head felt like it had just been slammed into a cliff face by a tidal
wave. Sloshing in his skull, his brain tried to scream itself to
sleep. His eyes opened but all he saw was static. Colorful and
distorted snow danced on his cornea. Shapes moved as silhouettes in
the backdrop. A dark form grew and consumed his vision. His tingling
body was pulled upright by something and noises started to form. They
gurgled and muffled together into an almost extraterrestrial dialect.


	Barney screamed and
he didn't know it. “Tim, are you okay?” he cried into the
rancher's stone still expression. He didn't care that he was
screaming.


	“Barney?”
Tim asked with disillusion. He reached out until he found something
to pull himself up with. His vision still shook and his ears rang,
but real sounds started to grow and crystallize.


	Someone was
shrieking.


	“I'm
alright!” Gus called out. Chance nodded the same message when
the rancher peered over to him.


	“I'm hit!”
Frank cried through desperate gasps and struggled grunts. Everyone
abandoned their positions and rushed down to aid Frank. A hole about
the size of a silver dollar gleamed in the man's side. Blood trickled
out from the wound and soaked the man who laid on his stomach. Barney
came up to him and tried to put pressure on the injury as well as he
could through Frank's pained flailing. He screamed at Barney's touch
and Barney said whatever he could think of to calm him.


	Tim had rushed to
the entrance and retrieved the first aid box that he mounted up there
a week ago. He stirred his hand around in the contents while he ran
back to Frank. Pulling a huge bundle of gauze from the box, he pushed
Barney aside. Still shaken up, he dropped the rest of the first aid
kit and slammed the gauze down on the wound. Frank screamed in agony
and the rancher beckoned Gus over.


	“Keep
pressure on this,” Tim ordered. “Hard.”


	He turned around
and rummaged through what he had dropped until he had a bandage. Just
managing it, he wrapped Frank's wound before stumbling backwards to
his gun.


	“There's
painkillers around here somewhere,” he told Gus. “Give
them to him, then redo that bandage so it's tight. And make sure it's
clean. Take him somewhere safer.”


	He got a nod in
reply as Gus set off to do as he was commanded. Tim snatched up his
gun and with just a quick gesture to Barney was back up in his
sniping position.


	“Shoot all of
them,” Tim said, raising his gun. “All of them.”


	Barney didn't say
anything at all and raised his rifle as well.


	The air around them
exploded and rang with gunfire as they opened up, stopping no longer
than it took to point. The truck had sprung a leak from gunshot holes
and a similar experience was shared by the militants in front of it.
A couple men dived behind the opposite side of the vehicle. Tim saw a
head pop up from within the bed of the truck. He shot and missed.


	Barney focused on
one of them that had grabbed what shells he could off of the ground
and tried scampering toward the cannon. He shot the runner in the leg
but still he carried on. Fueled by faith, he climbed up into the bed.


	Tim spotted him as
he waited for his target to come up from cover again. He shot the man
in the torso several times before he dropped, tripping over the side
of the truck and vanishing.


	The other militant
in the bed jumped up and opened fire, only to be shot down by Barney.
He reloaded his weapon after a brief sigh of relief while Tim
continued to shoot around the truck. Every now and then an enemy
would return fire, popping up from either end of the vehicle. They
clung to their cover, seldom risking the chance to be shot. From his
angle, Tim could spot a denim covered leg sticking out past the tire.
With a squeeze on the trigger he dropped the man to the ground. The
rancher could see him as his face strained and he clasped onto his
leg. One more shot laid him still.


	The last man at the
truck abandoned the scene, running back toward the roadblock. Barney
watched him through his scope.


	“He's getting
away,” he breathed, dropping his gun and allowing a slight
smile of relief to flicker through his lips.


	“No, he's
not,” Tim said. He fired three times and the runner sank away
from view.


	A little surprised,
Barney looked through his scope and scanned the truck. “It
looks clear,” Barney told the rancher.


	“What about
the roadblock?” Tim asked. “Can you see anyone there?”


	They both stood
silent for over a minute and peered, coming to the realization that
the vehicles were empty and not a soul was to be seen around them.


	“No one's
there,” Barney said as Tim set his gun down.


	Gus appeared at the
bottom of the stairs just as Tim and Barney were climbing down them.


	“How is he?”
Barney asked.


	Gus had a
frightened expression. Barney could see the fear in his eyes with no
idea how he could escape it. He opened his mouth and dispersed the
heavy sweat from around his lips. “He's asleep. It looks bad.”


	“Will he
die?” Tim asked as he started filling his empty magazines with
more bullets.


	Barney turned back
and looked at the rancher while Gus struggled with his words. “He
will if he doesn't get to a hospital,” he answered. “Like
now.”


	Tim looked up and
into Barney's eyes. Barney stared back at him. Then the rancher
looked up at Gus and with a weak smile, said, “Well, let us
hope we live to take him to one.”


	“What're you
talking about?” Gus cried. “He needs to go now!”


	“Tim, we can
go now,” Barney spoke. “They're not shooting, no one's
charging right now. Just let us take him to a hospital.”


	“And then
what, Barney?” Tim asked, clicking the magazine into his
firearm. “Say it's just White Shrek here and he does manage to
drive past the roadblock as if no one is going to stop him,”
Tim proposed. “And then they attack again? Down one man, and if
you make that two, then it's just the three of us left defending this
whole place against all of Heaven's Crusade.”


	Barney lowered his
head.


	“What do you
think our chances are then, Barney?” Tim asked. His face hung
in such a way that it looked like a smile was beyond its
capabilities.


	“Why defend?”
Barney shot at him. He sat up straight and looked Tim in the eye.
“Why do we need to stay here? We can all get out of here
alive.”


	“Leave?”
Tim asked. “This is my territory. My home! I am here to protect
it and I need your help.”


	“It's not MY
home, Tim!” Barney declared. “You want me to die for –
what? A house? A rusty angel?”


	“What if,”
Tim started. He paused to look at everyone's faces. “What if it
is my destiny to protect this angel?”


	Chance came out of
the wall where Frank slept, slipping in to listen to Tim with his
skeptical colleagues.


	“What if it
is God's will that this angel be safe? That it's sacred?” Tim
asked.


	“God's will?”
Barney asked, stupefied. “Tim, listen to yourself.”


	“Where else
could it have come from?” Tim asked. Barney tilted his head in
confusion as Tim carried on. “I mean, really? Where? Did a
random satellite just crash into my livestock? An angel shaped one?
That no one seems to have an account for?”


	“What you are
talking about is crazy,” Barney said. “It doesn't matter
where it came from, I am not going to die for it. I am not going to
get my friends killed for it. Not for it, not for you.”


	A biting silence
lingered for a moment before Tim pointed his weapon at Barney. “Then
how're you different from them?” he asked.


	Barney jolted.


	“Calm down,”
Chance urged the rancher.


	“Jesus, Tim,”
Barney started.


	Everyone was
interrupted by the loud but distance sound of a trumpet blast.
Everybody in the compound looked this way and that for the source
before a second one rang out. They all climbed up on the wall during
the third blast. They stopped and their mouths slunk to a shocked
agape as there sounded a fourth and final trumpet blast.


	On the horizon,
just at the crest of the hill on Tim's property, sat a line of
silhouettes. There were over thirty armed men sitting on horses, side
by side in a long line. One of the cavalry men in an extravagant
uniform Tim had never seen before rode up in front of the rest. He
started trotting back and forth as he addressed the men.


	Crack. Tim's rifle
went off as he stared through the scope at the man. He missed.


	Turning toward his
attacker, the leader of the cavalry raised his weapon and then
dropped it past his waist. Every horse began to run. Began to gallop.
The night erupted with sound.


	Hooves stampeded a
beat against the sky as gunfire cracked out and bits of metal dug
into the environment. Wood beams showered splinters down in a hail
above Tim's head. He returned fire alongside the other three. His
ears were berated by a loud and harsh staccato of firefight exchanged
both at close and long range. Lead sunk into flesh and a man flew off
of his horse without a scream. His leg got caught up in the saddle
and his body hung from it as the horse, confused and without
direction, turned around and sped away. The sandbags that Tim and
Barney were behind ripped open. Glass from Tim's house shattered.
Metal punctured. A horse screamed out as it was hit and dropped,
throwing its rider under the hooves.


	Chance's head split
open and he was thrown back off the wall. Everyone stopped shooting
at the riders for a moment as they exchanged looks of horrified
disgust.


	Then the fight
resumed.


	Obscured by the
veil of gunfire and activity, Gus dropped his gun and slipped away.
He stepped down the stairs before rushing into the wall and seeking
safety.


	“What's going
on?” a weak voice said to him through the pitch darkness inside
the wall.


	Gus shushed his
friend.


	A grin started to
appear on Tim's face as he fired. It started slight, unnoticeable to
anyone besides Barney. He was unnerved entirely by it. Complete with
the reloading and raising of his gun, Barney perspired.


	They are getting
too close, Tim noticed. Too damn close!


	His finger moved
faster, the trigger clicking more and more. He distributed bullets
like a fireman trying to douse flames at the charging militants.
There were too many of them. They are going to get in!


	Lights shined out
of the sky. Gigantic, brilliant beams came down and illuminated the
compound. They were helicopters that rushed in from out of nowhere
and swarmed the scene.


	Tim looked up to
the birds. One was a police chopper with armed men leaning out of the
side doors. Its spotlight pinned down on the compound and washed over
everyone's face. The second one was a flight-for-life helicopter
which circled and lowered from the sky. The militants on the horses
zigged and zagged in various directions, distracted and confused by
the new arrivals.


	Before anyone could
focus on the helicopters for too long, a loud screech of metal came
scraping from the highway to the west. Two very large black vehicles
had slammed into the roadblock, tossing the cars aside effortlessly.
They roared down the road and turned into the Simacean Ranch.


	Barney tried to
exchange a strong look of concern with Tim but the rancher aimed down
his sights and continuing his fight on the militia. He ignored the
vehicles that had arrived so suddenly. Barney, unsure of what to do,
glanced over and watched officers pour out of the two SWAT vehicles.
They had machine guns and tactical shotguns. Two had riot control
shields. Guns started igniting and hot dots darted this way and that
out into the field. Barney dropped his gun as his car exploded. A
handful of officers pulled the totaled vehicle out of the hole in the
wall and poured in through it themselves.


	“Drop your
weapons and put your hands behind your head!” one of them
yelled at Barney and Tim.


	Barney's hands shot
up to his scalp and he sank to his knees. An officer rushed up and
grabbed him by the shoulder, pulling him face down into the dirt.
Barney was handcuffed and then drug off through the hole as fast as
his arresting officer had arrived.


	Men ran all around
the compound, carrying things from one side to the other. Tim eyed
them all as he kept his gun raised and pointed at the officer who
addressed him.


	“Drop the
gun!” the officer screamed. “Drop your weapon right now!”


	Breathing in deep,
Tim opened fire. He shot his target in the vest and threw him back
off his feet with a loud smacking sound. Two other officers ran up
and one shot back at Tim. Only one bullet fired as the rancher
dropped to the earth.


	The old man
screamed in pain. He writhed and tried to grab his wound but his
shooters stormed upon him and detained him.


	Men came in through
the wall in uniforms but not like the SWAT officers. They were
paramedics and along with them rolled a gurney. Tim kicked and fought
as they strapped him down onto it and wheeled him away. He looked
upside down at all the men and women in uniform that swarmed his
property. He tried to swear but he only closed his eyes. When he
opened them next, he was in his driveway moving rather quickly. He
heard Barney call at them, his voice carrying from the window in one
of the big black vehicles.


	“Hey!”
he cried. “Hey! There's two guys still in there!”


	No one looked back
as they continued carrying Tim away and into the field where the
flight for life's rotors had begun accelerating.


	“Hello?!”
Barney called.


	One thing Tim did
notice during the blurring motion around him was that there was
nobody left in the field. Nothing but an abandoned truck, a confused
horse, and a whole lot of dead. They slid Tim into the helicopter as
dust and straw were tossed about the powerful blades. The paramedics
closed the door they came in through and the vehicle lifted off.


	Needles were being
put into the rancher while he protested. Heart monitors were strapped
on after they tore his shirt open. The entire time he begged them not
to. The arresting SWAT officer that rode with them told him to be
quiet.


	The radio on the
officer crackled with noise. Voices, most muffled. One came on with
loud clarity. “Charges are placed! Charges are placed!”


	Another voice
chimed in. “Clear the area! Go, go, go!”


	Panic stirred in
Tim's eyes and with an exorbitant amount of effort for the pain he
felt, he lifted himself up enough so he could see out of the
helicopter's glass window. Lights danced in his eyes as he watched
his property detonate. Explosions ripped open the wood and brick,
unbound the mortar and glue. Fire caught and crackled through the
glass. The last thing Tim could see before the officer pushed him
back down to the gurney was the angel.


	The angel fell
apart and collapsed into itself.


	It's gone,
he thought.


	Tears accumulated
in Tim's old eyes as he relaxed his body. He sobbed.


	I lost.
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-Chapter Twenty-Two-

The
Davey Tolmes Show







	The man with the
big blond hair grinned from the television screen. “These
things have been dropping all over the globe in a variety of
religious shapes. There have been reports of crescent moons,
crucifixes, and even the Star Fleet insignia.” The graphic that
digitally materialized next to the man's face changed to one of a
rendered Star Trek badge made of rusty metal sheets, resting in a
crater.


	The studio audience
laughed.


	“The metal
figures have lured in many of the more fanatical special interest
groups. Christian extremists have launched small pilgrimages to
secure crucifixes and angels that have fallen over the United States.
There are even some people gathering around shapes like the Free
Mason symbol and a miniature Lady Liberty. Even the conservatives
have found their miracle.” The image showed a rendered picture
of the studios of Fox News with a large rusty elephant crashed
straight into the side of the building.


	Again, the audience
laughed.


	“Now we turn
to more incidents of the famous Standstill between local police and
the new departments of 'merc-cops,' as they're now being referred.
Get it? They're mercenaries who think their cops. They're like
margarine that wants to be butter. Anyway, in major cities such as
New York and Chicago, we've been seeing heavy protesting by the
general public. People are demanding to receive federal protection
against the hired paramilitaries. In Lumnin, New York, the mayor Bill
Rodenchurch has even taken to the streets, living amongst the
protestors. During a demonstration last night, Mayor Rodenchurch was
rushed to the hospital after being maced by pepper spray for what
witnesses say was 'over two minutes straight.' The mayor was sprayed
by his former police chief Dale Harrison, who, get this, also is the
mayor's son-in-law. The mayor was transferred to a nearby prison
owned by the Decree corporation after being discharged from the
hospital this morning. We assume that he sent out a letter from his
cell to his daughter, saying firmly, 'You know, I don't think this
guy is just right for you.'”


	More laughter.


	The comedy show
host dropped his grin. “This morning, the first corporate
military base was installed by Decree just outside of Denver. These
reports have confirmed a recent suspicion that a private military is
being mobilized in the United States. As of yet, all anyone has seen
of this military base is the convoy of transport vehicles that have
been flowing in and out since the afternoon.”


	The video cut to a
clip from another news program. There was a middle-aged man with a
dark beard framing his face. Gray streaks ran from his mustache down
the beard and seemed to bleed the same pattern onto his suit. Under
the man was captioned, “Decree President Leroy Graves.”


	Someone behind the
camera had Graves' attention. “What is your company planning to
do with the military base you've installed outside of Golden,
Colorado?” a young man asked.


	“We're
planning to take the city,” Leroy Graves said, then walked away
from the podium at which he stood.


	The television cut
back to the set of the Davey Tolmes Show. The man himself was holding
his expression in a grimace of shock. “The man actually walked
away after saying that. No one threw a shoe and no one assassinated
the man. Not a soul could stop him,” Davey said. “If you
don't know, that's Leroy Graves, the president of Decree. He's
transcended the border between CEO and commander in chief. Heading
what has been self titled as the Decree Nation, Graves has been
compared to the president of the United States, accurately at that. A
survey shows that the only difference in their abilities seen by the
general public is that Graves has indeed a stronger beard.”


	Through the ensuing
laughter, Davey continued. “Honestly, I haven't seen facial
hair that fierce since – ” The host paused for a moment,
feigning deep concentration. The image beside him showed images of
Adolf Hitler, Fidel Castro, and Joseph Stalin. Everyone in the
audience oohed and broke out in applause. Davey looked shocked as he
said, “Dear God. If this trend continues, I say that we keep an
eye on the guys from ZZ Top.”


	The camera pulled
away from the set as the television cut to commercial. After the
advertisements had their turn, Davey sat in a dim incarnation of his
set with a serious look upon his face. “That's it for the show,
but before we go, we have a grim announcement,” he started.
“It's been officially confirmed that the cities of Denver,
Chicago, New York, and Detroit are no longer under the control of the
federal government. Hundreds of smaller cities and towns have fallen
to the same fate.”


	The television was
turned off in the middle of the audience's hushed silence.








































-Chapter Twenty-Three-

Denver







	Haley Flynn spoke
through a megaphone. The woman stood on a makeshift stage that had
been pieced together from wooden crates and nailed together with
haste. The streets in front of Union Station had been blocked from
all traffic and instead filled with people. Protestors had been
assembled to the place by a network of cell phones and emails that
Haley and activists like her set up in response to the Standstill.
Most of them wore dirty, shabby clothing from camping on the
sidewalks, away from the comfort of their homes. For the past two
weeks they had been staying in downtown Denver, protesting the Decree
occupation. All of them now faced the stage. All of them, Haley
thought to herself, were Americans.


	“I didn't
gather all of you here so I could speak your ears off, so I want to
open up a discussion now,” Haley said, her voice soft for its
volume through the megaphone. “Would anyone like to go first?”


	A young man with a
TV on the Radio t shirt raised his hand and was passed the megaphone.
Those around him stepped back, bracing for the volume. “We need
to be more than a loose collective,” he said, clearing his
throat. “There should be another political party formed so that
we can get our own representatives in office. If the Tea Party can do
it, Majority can, too.”


	He handed the
megaphone back to Haley, who passed it off to a woman with cropped
blond hair.


	“Would you
run for office?” she asked, which was followed by a wave of
applause and cheers.


	Haley took the
megaphone back with blushing cheeks. “I wouldn't know if I'd be
right for that,” she answered, her normal color flushing back
into her expression. “I believe it'd be impossible to achieve
much without a handful of talented and imaginative leaders. People
like us, whose voice speaks with the same tone as ours. It cannot be
tackled alone. We need to plant our agents and uphold our community
image. We can't hold a deaf ear to the opposing discussion.”


	“How will
that get anything done in time?” a guy called out from the
middle of the crowd. People separated to turn and look at him.


	“True, the
system is a slow and frustrating one,” Haley started, “but
we can get the ball rolling. We wouldn't have to sit around idly and
suffer in the meantime. We can rally populations to change things in
local governments. Maybe even states.”


	“We could
change things faster if we didn't play by their rules,” the
same man retorted.


	“You're
talking about breaking the law?” Haley asked. “What good
will vigilantism do us when it'll only tarnish our movement's image
to the people that can help us make a difference.”


	Haley stopped
speaking when she heard a phrase spoken from within the audience.


	“Merc-cops.”


	There were dozens
of them. Men who wore a light orange uniform, protected by kevlar
vests and helmets. They wore the Decree emblem on their shoulders.
Each and every one of them carried a military-grade assault weapon.


	One of the
mercenaries stepped forward and addressed the crowd. “Everyone
needs to disperse. Leave the area immediately and go home,” he
ordered in a loud, booming voice.


	“Leave?”
someone asked.


	“Why do we
need to leave?” another person interrogated.


	“It is
illegal for people to gather in sizes like this in public areas for
prolonged periods of time,” the leader of the merc-cops
replied.


	“What law
states that?” Haley asked through the megaphone.


	This seemed to
upset the mercenary. He scowled. “The Decree Anti-Vagrancy
Bill. It was passed earlier this afternoon,” he replied.


	“I never
voted for that!” a man cried out.


	“When was
this bill on the ballot?” Haley asked.


	The paramilitary
officer did not answer her question. “You must all leave
immediately or you will be under arrest,” he stated.


	In uniform, four
officers of the former Denver Police Department stepped in between
the crowd and the private police. They too had protective garments
strapped on and their own set of riot control gear.


	The oldest officer
spoke. “You're going to have to go through us to arrest our
citizens,” he said, resting his thumbs on his belt buckle.


	Silence fell over
Union Station while the leader of the merc-cops stared fiercely at
the men and women before him. His gaze shifted to the other members
of the DPD who were stepping into line with their comrades. Something
about the look of sheer disobedience and pride on their faces
challenged the mercenary.


	“Very well,”
he said before turning to his fellow mercenaries. He waved a gesture
back at them and with a sudden wave of motion that rippled through
all of their arms, pepper spray discharged into the crowd.


	People stumbled
around each other as they tried to make their way away from the
assailants. They fell and cried out, clutching at their mouths and
eyes. The officers pushed back against the paramilitaries using large
plastic riot shields. Stun guns replaced pepper spray as the
merc-cops began the process of detaining the protestors. People
dropped to their knees in the street before having their hands bound
with wire and dragged off toward the Decree vehicles. Police officers
were being arrested by the men in the orange fatigues.


	One officer broke
his hand free while getting detained and swung it around into the
arresting mercenary's head. The merc-cop stumbled back for a moment
before drawing his firearm and shooting the cop to death.


	Everyone heard the
gunshots and panicked. Civilians tried to run through and climb over
each other, fleeing. Fearful noises emanated from them as the rest of
the merc-cops, believing that they were being shot at, opened fire on
the crowd.


	It was a blur of
motion as people rushed away from the mercenaries. Tear gas had been
thrown out into the sea of protestors as the armed men advanced. They
shot and arrested people as they fled past. Someone pushed Haley
along, got her to climb off of the stage. She watched everything with
wide and horrified eyes. Fear made her freeze to the spot.


	“Come on!”
the man pushing her cried. “You have to move!”


	Haley turned and
ran away from the scene, trying to follow the voice. Moving around
people, she kept her face down and tried not to watch. She could hear
everything clear enough as it was. She didn't want to see.


	Strong arms had
grabbed her by the shoulders before she knew what happened. Merc-cops
bound her hands together at the wrist and shoved her into a van with
two other protestors. The door slammed shut and the sun was blocked
out.








































-Chapter Twenty-Four-

The
Decree Anti-Vagrancy Bill







	Homer read the
words through grinning teeth. “I would not, could not, with a
goat!” his gentle, weathered voice spoke. The little black boy
listened carefully to every rhyme. “Would you, could you, on a
boat? I could not, would not, on a boat. I will not, will not, with a
goat. I will not eat them in the rain. I will not eat them on a
train. Not in the dark! Not in a tree! Not in a car! You let me be!”
The child's mother smiled as her son chuckled.


	“I do not
like them in a box. I do not like them with a fox. I will not eat
them in a house. I do not like them with a mouse. I do not like them
here or there. I do not like them anywhere!” Homer heard an
engine pull up somewhere in the distance. He looked over his shoulder
to try to find the source. “Where do you like to eat your green
eggs and ham?” the man asked the boy.


	The boy giggled in
response. “I don't eat that!” he declared.


	“What?”
Homer replied in mock surprise. “You've never tried green eggs
and ham? It's yummy! Good for your skin.”


	He could hear the
engine cut off.


	“Thank you,”
the mother said, her eyes smiling the same as her lips.


	“Keep this so
you can read it to him,” Homer said, passing her the book. He
turned to the boy. “We didn't get to the good part yet.”


	He stood up from
the sidewalk, saying his pardons the two of them as he turned and
walked toward the commotion.


	People were not
calm like he had known them to be. All of the homeless men and women
who previously had little if anything to say were barking in each
other's faces. There were three of them, two men and a woman. The
older of the men, with a rim of long, thin hair encircling his bald
scalp had punched in the window to a family owned liquor store.
Although he had tied his shirt around his fist, blood still dripped
down on the cloth and past to the street. The man cared little as he
and the woman knocked the rest of the glass away and climbed into the
shop.


	Homer smelled pot
being smoked nearby and chuckled a little bit. He coughed when the
odor ran sweet with crystal.


	The store owners
had fled the city in order to be protected by the federal government.
We don't have that luxury, Homer mused. It makes us
stronger to learn to live without. He continued to stay positive
as he stepped over broken car parts that littered the street. We've
always had nothing, he thought. We're probably going to be the
most comfortable when this crazy world shows its ugly. It's
everyone else that Homer worried about. He was sympathetic to the
shock that all the rich men of the city must have received when it
dawned on them that they were not in control. There is a freedom in
having nothing to control.


	A fist fight broke
out in front of a bakery. The large baker who owned the place was
attacked by two guys who came from the street. He decked one straight
to the ground with his heavy, meaty fist while the other tried to
tackle him to the ground. Homer flinched at the sight of the violence
and looked away as he continued walking. Orange vans had been parked
just outside of the community, eight of them on a hill. Men climbed
out of them and walked toward some vagrants encircling a burning
trash bin. One of them tossed his bottle of whiskey to the other side
of the streets when he saw the merc-cops. An addict chased it.


	“We need
everybody here to disperse,” a mercenary with a thick black
mustache hollered. A handful of faces turned to the armed men, but a
majority of the people ignored them and continued about their drunken
business.


	A gunshot rang out
as a tubby merc-cop standing beside the mustachioed one discharged
his shotgun into the sky.


	All of the faces
turned to the men, and a hush settled over the crowd.


	“Everybody
has to leave!” the first one yelled again. “The Decree
Ant-Vagrancy Bill does not permit you to assemble in public areas for
any longer than one hour. Everybody has to go home or this situation
will be handled as if it were a riot.”


	“But,
mister,” a teenage girl with a southern hue in her voice said,
“these people don't have homes to go to.”


	“There are
homeless shelters dotted around the city,” the mercenary
replied. “Go to one of them.”


	“Man, ain't
no one funding those things anymore,” a thin black man said in
a scratchy voice.


	“Yeah, the
government's cut them off,” a white woman with entwined snakes
tattooed on her collarbone explained. “There's no food or
heat.”


	“That's not
my problem,” the merc-cop stated. “It's out of the
streets, which you cannot stay on. Everybody, leave!” He turned
around as he yelled this and started to walk back to his vans. The
chubby one did the same, but before he did so, he said to the crowd,
“You have five minutes to comply.”


	The merc-cops
climbed back into their vans. No engines started and none of them
moved. They just sat in their vehicles and waited.


	Every other person
dashed about, running in different directions out of sheer panic.
Some ran in actual circles as they sweated about which way to flee.
Families gathered for hushed conversations before all agreeing to
leave in a particular manner. Others, however, stood their ground.


	“What the
hell are they going to do, anyway?” a tweaked out white guy
with a graying five-o'clock shadow asked.


	“They'll
arrest us, man!” his Guatemalan friend replied.


	“Shit, they
can't arrest ALL of us,” the first guy said.


	That's when Homer
realized it. What was going to happen next. It hit him.


	“No, he's
right,” Homer declared loudly, addressing everyone as a whole
rather than just the two junkies. “Everybody has to leave, now!
Run for your lives!”


	Movement exploded
on the street. Most people seemed to settle on flowing out of the
intersection, away from the Decree officers. Homer joined the crowd,
hopping up over the heads on occasion and yelling for people to
leave. He knew it wasn't fair, and he knew it wasn't right. But
that's not what mattered now. Live to fight tomorrow.


	“Homer,
what's happening?” the woman he was with earlier called out to
him. He spotted her and her son getting pushed about by people as
they tried to move past. They looked disoriented.


	“You need to
get your son and leave right now,” Homer replied. Nothing on
his face resembled a smile. It seemed so unlike him, as if he looked
like a complete stranger. This scared her. He looked down at a watch
his dear friend Andy had paid for. “We have two more min –
”


	Gunfire interrupted
him. He looked over his shoulder as everyone started to move faster,
now engaged in a synchronized jog away from the mercenaries as they
began to open fire on the homeless men, women, and children. They
shot white men, black men, red men, and yellow men. They shot the
old, the young, the sick, and the unsound. They fired on families of
good God-fearing folk and they fired on slimy scumbags as they tried
to scamper away. Rich men, proud business owners, avid American
consumers, hard working humans of the middle class, the poor, the
homeless, and the less fortunate. They all bled red when they were
shot. They all made the same sound when they hit the ground.


	Everyone was equal.








































-Chapter Twenty-Five-

Retaliation







	Andy Winter relaxed
into the driver seat as he saw the sign pass by him. He had just
entered the city limits of San Francisco. He was glad to be somewhere
that the Decree Nation hadn't stained yet.


	Yet.


	The former hitman
kept on the move ever since he heard about his motor accident on the
radio. He had no idea what anyone thought of him. The general public
knows him as a hired gun for Decree. I killed for the bad guys,
Andy thought. That's what they know.


	The men and women
at the Decree Nation probably saw him as a turncoat. Someone who had
the trust of Leroy Graves himself only to start this war by allowing
their secrets to get out. That's what I did, Andy believed. I
started this war all for the life of one woman.


	What did Haley even
think of him?


	He didn't want to
think about it much, so he turned up the radio.


	“I just can't
believe they can do this so in-your-face to the public,” a
woman commented. She was upset.


	“If you're
just joining us,” another woman started, “we're having a
discussion about the Denver Massacre that happened earlier this
afternoon. Forty-one protestors were killed by Decree employed
private police during a brief moment of confusion at Union Station.
Over seventy others were wounded, including several officers of the
Denver Police Department. There were no casualties for the Decree
Nation.


	“As of now,
we know that over a hundred and twenty people were arrested and
placed into Decree custody. This includes the civil rights activist
Haley Flynn, who originally published the article exposing Decree's
illegal activities.”


	Andy glanced down
at the radio at the mention of her name. He got her, he
thought mournfully. After all this, Graves still got her.


	“Our hearts
and prayers go out to the families of the victims,” the first
woman said. “Justice must be brought for these crimes.”


	Clicking off the
radio, Andy sped up his truck. He took the exit to the airport and
booked himself on the first flight to Chicago.







	He turned the truck
off before climbing out and lumbering down the street. The road had
been blocked off so traffic couldn't run anywhere near the scene.
Andy ducked down as he walked down the hill on the grass. He moved
quietly, hiding away from the figures on the road.


	In the distance, he
could see men in strange orangish urban fatigues with what Andy
identified as M4s slung over their shoulders. They moved around the
scene. Two or three of the closest ones amassed by the side of one of
their vans, discussing something. Others made their way to or from
the street that ran under the bridge. Those coming from carryied
filled body bags to two rows that the mercenaries had organized.


	Andy was horrified.
He took a moment to clutch onto his knees and look away. Two rows
of the same length, Andy thought. Only saw one. Twelve in one
row. Andy regained his posture as he looked back, confirming his
math. Twenty-six people are dead, with the addition of the two
being added to the rows.


	Murdered.


	The former hitman
stopped short when some of the merc-cops walked right between him and
the makeshift morgue, their backs to him. “All right, that's
plenty. Start bringing new bodies over,” one of the mercenaries
called out to the rest. He jogged to the other side of the street,
far away from Andy, elongating the last sound of that final word all
the while. “Here! Got it?”


	There was a loud
and somewhat disorganized, “Yes, sir!” in response, while
the mercenaries started walking away to Andy's left. Relieved, Andy
continued over to the first twenty-six.


	Jesus, he
thought. That means they got more than twenty-six. How many
people even lived in this camp? If they keep bringing them in, the
odds that Homer survived dropped with every casualty. Mathematically,
his friend was dying faster and faster.


	He took a brief
moment of silence before he started unzipping the bags. The first two
were a couple of guys who must have been so strung out on dope that
they probably didn't even know that they died. There were smiles on
their faces. The next one was a large Asian woman. She looked so
harmless that Andy knew that there was no fight here. Just a
slaughter.


	When Andy unzipped
the next one, he looked away and dropped to his knees. He started
gulping for air as it seemed hard to take in. There was a little boy,
couldn't be any older than eight. The look of complete terror that
had set in on the child's face as he died made Andy sob. He zipped
the bag back up and continued to lament as quietly as possible.


	He was ready for
the next bag. He unzipped it and his head hung low. There he was. The
dead man himself. He had a smile on his face. His eyes were closed.
Homer died with no regrets.


	Andy zipped the bag
up when he heard the shuffling of feet in the distance. He started to
make his way back to the street where he could hail a taxi. He looked
back one more time at the bags where both the little boy and his
beloved friend Homer laid.


	Leroy Graves
must die, Andy decided.







	Barney Slechta
peered out through the bars of his prison cell at an overcast sky.
Even the gray color couldn't sink his spirits any further for they
were as low as he could ever remember them being. They have been ever
sinking since he arrived in this hole.


	He sat in a federal
prison somewhere in southern Colorado. He only gathered that from
overhearing bits and pieces from the guards that strutted around. He
had been there for about two weeks, his trial much more of a dream
than an event that will ever take place. They had detained him with
the same label as most of the Heaven's Crusade fanatics they roped:
an anarchist combatant.


	Grief indented
itself on the man's face. To be considered the same as the people
who killed my friends. In fact, Barney thought, my captors
killed them, too.


	He raised his head
when he heard more people being led in. There were two of them, a
borderline obese man with a buzz cut and a shorter guy with a goatee.
They were locked in the cell next to his own before the guards
lumbered off and away.


	“Hey fella,”
the large one said.


	Barney looked over
his shoulder at him. The idiot must have been drunk when they
arrested him. A stupid smile sat on his face. “Hi,” he
said.


	“What'd you
do?” the guy asked.


	“Oh, you
know,” Barney started. “Wrong place, wrong time.”


	“Yeah, we've
got a bit of that, too,” the newcomer commented. A period of
silence ensued. “You hear all that slander everyone has been
throwin' around about the Decree Nation?” he started again
after an hour or so. “It's horseshit.”


	“Is it?”
Barney humored him. The man didn't sound drunk. Why was he so damn
cheery?


	“The movement
is much more than just rebelling against Uncle Sam,” he
explained. “The system has been rotting for years. Bureaucracy
hampering all the issues important to Americans. People who are in
charge of people's well-being are only interested in a dollar-sign.
It's sick, man. But no, not with the movement.” The man looked
into Barney's eyes with burning intensity. “It's about putting
the power back in the hands of the people.”


	“You're a
Decree officer,” Barney concluded.


	“That's
right,” the man said. “It's not a bias, man. I've got to
do my part for what's right and that happens the be with the Nation.
It's the only thing I can do.”


	Barney's brow
furrowed. “Why are you so happy?” he asked outright.


	The man chuckled as
if he meant it sarcastically, then he leaned in and beckoned Barney
to the bars. Barney listened. “Because,” the Decree
officer started, “I don't think we're going to be here for
long.”







	Homer's face
stenciled itself in the intricate folds of Andy's subconscious as he
traveled. Nothing but vengeance burned hotter on his skull. In the
silence, the memory of the first night he had met the kind homeless
man came to him. It was over ten years ago.


	Andy stood on the
edge of a ten-story-high roof when he first heard Homer's voice.


	“Hey!”
the man had boomed. “Get down from there! You, there!”


	The fledgling
assassin ignored his cries. Tears stained his pale face as he gazed
down at the sidewalk. At all the beautiful street lamps and
glittering lights that buzzed on in the late Chicago night. He made
no sound at all as he wept but the tears flowed out as a constant
stream. In the front pocket of his fine tan suit jacket was a thick
envelope. An admission of guilt. His zombie-like stare was immovable.


	Again, the man
hollered up to him from the alley below. “Hey man, you don't
need to do this, man!” his voice still deep and rich even in
youth. “Please come down here! I don't want to see a man die!”


	“Then look
away!” Andy yelled back down at last. His rapidly changing mood
had placed him into a heated anger.


	“No way!”
Homer yelled back. “You'd be doing a hell of a lot more than
saving your life if you'd come down. Please, man!”


	A moment passed by
while Andy's breathing strained from emotional turmoil. He closed his
eyes and tried his hardest to imagine just stepping off the ledge and
falling. He pictured hitting the ground and feeling each and every
single bone shatter, one after the other. To savor the sensation of
his muscles tearing and his skull cracking. To enjoy his own
punishment.


	He couldn't do it,
but he didn't come down and talk to Homer.


	Only a day passed
where he had tried sleeping his life away in his apartment. His guilt
weighed so heavily that Andy couldn't move a finger against its
gravity and laid like a vegetable into the night. Once he couldn't
take it anymore, he left the apartment and climbed back onto the
roof.


	He had found a way
onto the fire escape by leaping from a neighboring roof that was much
closer to the ground. From there he would creep along so no one in
the apartments would look out their window and spot him. Not like
they could stop him now. He strained as he pulled himself up to the
top, panting. His breath took hold when he saw the homeless man
there, reading something in the moonlight as he sat inside a sleeping
bag.


	“You came
back?” Homer said, closing the magazine he held and setting it
beside himself. “I was terrified you might have chosen a
different roof.”


	“What are you
doing here?” Andy asked.


	“I thought
you might come back,” Homer replied. “Why are you trying
to kill yourself?”


	“How is that
any of your business?” Andy barked. He had his hands burrowed
deep into his pockets and his shoulders flinched out of nervousness.
He had been caught red handed. “Who are you anyway?”


	“My name's
Homer,” the man replied, offering out his hand. “And I
want you to live.”


	Andy didn't know
what to say at the time.


	“Look man,
why don't we both get off of this roof,” Homer offered, “and
I'll get you a nice cup of cocoa. How's that sound?”


	“A cup of
cocoa?” Andy repeated. His cheeks twitched to fight back tears.
“Why?”


	“'Cause it
sounds like a nice thing to do tonight,” Homer answered. His
voice was warm and soothing. So kind and ungrudging. “Yeah?”


	A single tear fell
out and streaked Andy's cheek. “Yeah,” he replied. The
homeless man smiled reassuringly as he turned the way Andy had come.
“Thank you.”


	“You got it,
man,” Homer said.


	Together they
climbed down the side of the building and came back in to the alley
where Andy's car was parked. Homer led him past it, down a sidewalk
for two blocks and down a little road that led under a bridge. There
were dozens of homeless people living together here, most of them
asleep. His host led Andy to the front of a boarded up real estate
office. The hitman took a seat on the stoop and looked around as
Homer fetched a thermos from under a crate. He offered it to Andy.


	“Thank you,”
Andy said again. The container was still warm when he grabbed it. He
took a long sip from it and passed it back to Homer, who imitated the
action.


	“You can talk
to me about what's wrong,” Homer said after a comfortable
moment of silence, “or we could just talk about something else.
My ear is yours, pal.”


	Andy stared down at
the pavement. His eyes were hooked onto the edge of a paper bag that
had been run over and then blown back onto the sidewalk. He stared at
it for a moment as he thought. “Where would you go if there was
a zombie outbreak?” he asked.


	“A zombie
outbreak?” Homer repeated with a grin. He hummed. “Well,
I think that I might go for a nice, secluded cabin in the woods.
Where would you go?”


	“See, I don't
know,” Andy said. “If I could, I'd like to think  I'd get
on a boat.”


	“Ah, 'cause
they can't swim,” Homer commented.


	Andy chuckled.
“Naturally,” he said. Another minute or so passed where
neither of them said anything. “I feel so guilty about
something bad that I've done,” he told Homer.


	The homeless man
nodded in thought to the statement. “That's the natural
reaction,” he replied. “But tell me, or rather, tell
yourself where you're going to go from there. Feeling guilty's nice
and all but it's doing you no good.”


	Another tear
dropped out of Andy's eye. He kept remarkable control over his voice,
never releasing a sob. Just a silent cry. “Where would you go
if you were stuck in the city during a zombie outbreak?”
he asked with a clear voice.


	Again, Homer hummed
in thought. “I think that I'd go to the top of the tallest
tower,” he answered.







	As soon as Andy
made it into New York he started beading his way to the towers that
loomed in the distance. He could see the Decree Tower from where he
drove. Its sleek design separated it from most of the other
skyscrapers.


	Traffic forced him
to park several blocks away from the tower itself, so he grabbed his
three-eighty auto, hid it on his belt and then walked. As Andy
approached, the streets were cleared of vehicles and instead swarmed
with people. There were tents set up along the sidewalks with such
artifacts as a sign depicting Leroy Graves with devil horns set up
against them. The people themselves were dirty and unkempt. Fatigue
glimmered in their eyes as the mood turned from one of resistance to
one of rioting. Some people had found bats and rocks and batons and
began trying to smash down the glass windows that led into the Decree
Tower's lobby. They yelled. Andy caught a few curses at Graves. The
former assassin started to climb the steps of the building, into the
heart of the crowd, but a large announcement board caught his eye. It
was a familiar face that he had noticed so he stepped back to take a
clearer look.


	The segment Andy
looked at was labeled “Wanted.” The face that he saw had
been Haley Flynn's. Andy laughed as he read the flier. It said that
she was to be charged with spearheading an insurrection and that she
was wanted alive. Her reward was fifty-thousand dollars. However, to
Andy's dismay, the words “captured” had been stamped over
her image in big red letters.


	Andy then
recognized himself at the top of the board. It gave his full name and
what looked like an outright printout of his driver's license. His
reward was one hundred-thousand dollars. He was wanted either dead or
alive.


	He glanced back
over at the mass of angry people who smashed on glass, banged on
metal and caused an angry racket. As if on cue, a couple vans pulled
up to the area. Andy could see a couple of the merc-cops peering out
at the mob from inside the tower. Mercenaries piled out of the
vehicles and circled around the herd of protestors.


	“It's time to
go,” one called out.


	Andy agreed. He
ducked his head as he slipped back down the street toward his rental
car. The merc-cops pulled out their mace and stun guns and went to
work containing the mob. The hitman turned away from the scene and
abandoned his through-the-front-door plan of attack. Live to fight
another day. Take Graves on when he can really take him on.


	Without watching
where he walked, Andy stepped right into a third van that had stopped
up the street. A couple of men in the orange uniforms seized him. He
struggled but was caught so off guard that nothing could be done as
his wrists and ankles were bound with duct tape. A piece was slapped
over his mouth before he could cry out and then a black bag shut out
all the light for him.


	They threw him in
the van and sped off from the cries of the people.








































-Chapter Twenty-Six-

Knights
of the Proletariat







	Everyone did what
they could to help each other in the larger communal cell that they
shared in the entry levels of the Lumnin Super-max Penitentiary. For
Haley Flynn, that meant keeping the flame of hope from being snuffed
out. A community effort was at play in the prison, each member of a
protest sympathetic to each other. These people weren't criminals.
The prison had been under Decree control since its construction.


	Guards were ordered
to do what they could to harass and hamper the efforts of the
prisoners. For a little while they would only serve meals to select
people in the crowd, trying to turn them all against each other. They
were surprised to find that the compassionate human nature in all of
them allowed them to share and even sacrifice to support their
cellmates. They weren't like normal inmates. They hadn't earned their
stay here.


	For the time being,
the lights in the cell block were left on to keep anyone from getting
a decent night of sleep. To combat this, the prisoners all gathered
their outer clothing and formed a sort of canopy, under which people
could sleep away from the stinging fluorescent lights that burned day
and night. Sometimes, when they came together with a solution like
this, the guards would be ordered to come in and take whatever they
had made down and confiscate it. They tried to see if they could
incite some sort of retaliation. There never was any. The people just
let the guards take what was theirs and then went along to construct
a plan B.


	Haley's job was
promoting the pacifism that annoyed the guards so much. Maybe she
alone could see how necessary it was to make the men who kidnapped
and tormented them nervous. Hope was not lost. It was working.


	They were left with
the bare bones minimum now. They had barely any clothes to speak of
anymore and food was rare and scarce. Haley continued to give little
speeches and forums to keep the spirits of her cellmates up. She
must. It was all she could do.


	Everyone lumbered
toward the metal bars as sharp cracks could be heard down the halls.
Chatter arose, voices asked each other what was happening. No answers
could be given. Haley was frightened and she could feel that mutual
feeling emanating off of her peers. The gunshots continued, numerous
in their release. They got louder. Closer.


	Without warning,
doors flew open as the battle outside reached its loudest volume.
Half a dozen armed combatants made their way into the cell block and
sealed the door behind them.


	“Is she
here?” one of them asked the other.


	The crowd continued
its astonished chatter. They kept a decent distance from the bars,
edging away from them. They tried to get as far from them as they
could but after a while there was nothing to do except wait to see
what these people would to do with them.


	“We've got
contact,” one of the militants said to the others.


	“How many?”


	“Two.”


	“Alright,
wait to engage,” one commanded to the rest of them. The group
raised their weapons and aimed toward the door. “Fire on
sight.”


	The doors flew open
a second sudden time. Two Decree prison guards carrying submachine
guns rushed through the opening, only to get cut down by a barrage of
bullets that the first group released upon them. After a moment or
two of still motion while everyone waited to see if they had
survived, the militants started moving. Two of them sparked up
blowtorches and demanded people to step away from the bars.


	“Haley
Flynn?” the commanding militant called out.


	“Yes?”
was her soft reply.


	The woman
addressing her took her helmet off. She and her group were all
dressed as Decree mercenaries, but when her covering came off, Haley
saw something different. The rest of the militants took off their
helmets, too, revealing matching brown bandanas with the emblem of an
Excalibur-like sword painted on.


	They cut through
the bars and four of the soldiers pried them out of their place.
Inmates flowed out of the opening, encircling their rescuers. Haley
stepped up to the woman who had addressed her.


	“Thank you,”
she said, somewhat at a loss for words. “These people have been
through a lot.”


	“I'm sure
they have, but I'm here to get you,” the woman replied. “To
ask you to come speak with us at our home.”


	“Who's 'us?'”
Haley asked her.


	“We're the
Knights of the Proletariat,” she answered.







	Private Slechta.
That's what it read on the chest of Barney's brand new uniform. He
didn't like the way he looked in orange fatigues but it didn't bother
him too much. He and his fellow merc-cops sat in silence as their van
bumped and skipped along the road. Barney looked down at his M4 like
a man looks at a rattlesnake. He hadn't used a weapon quite like this
before. Always domestic firearms, whatever you could hide in a suit.


	“You
alright?” Paul asked.


	Barney looked up at
the man who had introduced him to the idea of the Decree Nation. He
lied. “Fine.”


	“We almost to
Denver?” Paul hollered up to the driver.


	“Look out the
window, man,” the driver replied. “We're already here.
Just a few miles to the station.”


	“Sweet shit,”
Paul said. He sat back and winked at Barney.







	Light flooded back
into Andy's eyes, stinging them. He rested on his knees somewhere
underground. The lights were artificial, but dim. Andy adjusted after
a moment while someone cut the tape around his ankles and then helped
him stand on his feet. As they freed his hands, a woman approached
Andy. She was a young Latina woman with some sort of clever spark in
her eye. Her hair was long and curly but kept back in a neat
ponytail.


	“Are you
Andrew Winter?” she asked him.


	Andy groaned in
response, rubbing his joints. He cracked his neck. The woman's brow
furrowed in seriousness. “Sorry; sore,” Andy explained in
a voice that croaked. He cleared his throat. “Yes I am. Please,
who might you be?”


	Her expression
softened up, a light smile. “I'm Rosa. I lead the Knights of
the Proletariat,” she introduced herself.







	These protestors
were different than Barney had expected. He had seen photos on the
news programs and in some newspapers that would float around in
prison. The people in those images, at worst, could be described as
hippies. But they didn't look like these people.


	The crowd was about
thirty people strong, all very serious looking. They seemed edgy,
their limbs danced about in hyper activity. Something excited them.
It was the large figure speaking to them from the stage that still
stood in place at Union Station. Blood from the Denver Massacre still
stained it. The man speaking was a statue of a man. Built like a
weapon himself, the man's many long black dreadlocks swirled around
his head as he screamed into a megaphone. His eyes were invisible
from behind thick black shades. His voice carried.


	“Leroy
Graves,” he spat, “is a war criminal.”


	Agreement was
cheered in variations from the amassed activists.


	“The blood of
over one hundred and forty American men, women, and children are on
his hands and he pushes deeper into lands and homes that don't belong
to him,” the man cried. “Children!” he repeated.
Sounds of disgust came from around him. “Yes, that's right. So
who of us wouldn't want to see a powerful justice brought down upon
his head?”


	Cheers and applause
drowned out the sounds of the van doors slamming shut behind the
mercenaries.







	“Haley Flynn
is en route,” Rosa told Andy.


	Andy froze for a
second. He felt like he didn't hear that right as he stood up
straight and looked the woman in the eye.


	“You've met
her before, yes?” Rosa asked.


	Andy said nothing
as he remembered back to Haley's face. No more than a moment passed
before he came back into his eyes.


	“Did you even
know that both you and her are the top two most wanted criminals in
the Decree Nation?” Rosa questioned with a slight laugh. Her
voice had a winded quality to it as if she might be out of breathe
every time she spoke. Similar to Marilyn Monroe.


	“I just saw
that before arriving,” Andy gestured around himself, “here.”


	“Why does
Leroy Graves want you dead?” Rosa interrogated.


	Andy thought for a
moment about what to say, fatigued in his brain. “He wants to
get back at me,” he stated.


	“For what?”


	“I dunno,”
Andy started. “I think I might have called his beard
pretentious.”


	Rosa chuckled
charitably. “It's because you know things, isn't it?” she
suggested.


	“Maybe.”


	“Well I have
an inkling that you do,” Rosa started. “That's why I need
you.”


	“And Flynn?”
Andy asked.


	“She's born
to lead,” Rosa said almost as if she was ashamed of Andy for
not knowing. “Her image is a pure and hopeful one. One of
change and peace. I believe that only her methods and her practices
will cement our victories in the eyes of time. So it will not mar the
Revolution in history.”


	Andy's eyebrow
cocked in intrigued confusion. He asked for clarity. “Revolution?”







	“Break it up
everybody!” Barney's sergeant called out to the upset crowd.
“You all need to leave and go home now or you will be
arrested.”


	“Children,
are you strong?” the man on the stage carried on, ignoring the
merc-cop.


	The crowd cried out
its confirmation.


	“Children,
are you afraid?” the man asked. Everyone expressed a negative.


	“You have
five minutes,” Barney's commander declared.


	“Children,
are you furious?”


	Screams and cries
erupted from the people as they turned toward the merc-cops. The
mercenaries watched from over their shoulders as the protestors burst
into motion. They followed their commander back to the vans. They
spun around just in time to watch men and women duck down and grab
assault weapons that had been hidden around the area. Barney's heart
sank.


	“Fight,
children!” the man on the stage cried. “Fight!”


	The air froze still
for a split second. It seemed like Barney lived there in that moment
for a lifetime as the pressure he felt from the incoming danger was
crippling. Then, the silence was destroyed.


	Bullets exploded
out of barrels into the officers of Decree, tearing through their
body armor. Several of them dived behind cover as gunfire shrieked
out into the afternoon sky.







	“She's here,”
one of Rosa's officers informed her, to which she nodded.


	“Bring her
in,” Rosa ordered.


	From a door far
behind the Knight leader, Haley walked in by herself. Rosa turned to
her and Andy stood up as he watched Haley recognize him.


	“My God,”
Haley said, stopping. “It's you.” She covered her mouth
with her hand.


	“Haley
Flynn?” Rosa stole her attention. “You've met Andy
before, correct?”


	Haley continued
walking, joining Andy where he stood. “If his real name even is
Andy,” she commented. “I had no way of knowing for sure.”


	Andy couldn't think
of anything to say. “I – ” he stuttered.


	“My name is
Rosa,” the Knight introduced herself to Haley. She proceeded to
explain everything she had already told Andy. She talked about the
seizure of firearms from Decree depots. She explained the desire of
the Knights to free the public from Decree. She talked about the
Revolution. All the while, Haley glanced over at the former hitman
with a look of distrust.







	Barney ducked
behind cover with Paul. The bullets sometimes made a strange high
pitched spring-like noise as they ricocheted off the van behind them.
Paul had already emptied one of his magazines, ducking down low to
swap out a new one.


	“You
alright?” Paul asked, in the same way a tipsy friend would over
loud bar music.


	“Yeah,”
Barney gasped, half wondering if he was lying.


	The gunfire slowed
down, now just an occasional staccato instead of a constant barrage.
Barney stayed frozen behind his cover, too terrified to see if more
mercenaries stood than militants. He was even too scared to ask, as
Paul kept peeking over the car they hid behind. When Paul made eye
contact with the horrified Barney, his shook his head. He sensed what
he was asked. Paul then popped out of cover and unloaded three rounds
before taking one through his shoulder. The mercenary fell over
himself, passing out from the pain of the jagged hole cracked into
his scapula.


	Eyes wide, Barney
stared at his comrade for a moment. He was sure he was dead. And sure
that he would be too if he didn't move.


	He could hear
footsteps approaching. Guided by pure instinct, Barney scampered
forward toward the open door of a van that was parked behind the car
he and Paul used as cover. He kept his head low so that the car could
cover his retreat. He hopped into the van and climbed his way into
the driver's seat. Reaching for the door handle so he could flee, he
stopped. Where would he go? How far could a solitary Decree officer
make it on foot? He would be torn to shreds.


	So he sat in his
seat, breathing heavy breaths. The footsteps came closer.


	Barney slunk down
past his seat, as far down on the floor of the vehicle as he could.
Someone spoke just outside the van. Muffled, undecipherable words.
Barney held his breath when someone poked their head in through the
door. He was just a teenager, a college student maybe. As quickly as
he came, he disappeared. Barney continued to hold his breath.


	The people outside
were shuffling something around.


	Barney waited.







	“A revolution
is entirely necessary given the circumstances,” Rosa started to
explain. “Without one, we're forced to be pushed around by both
sides as they fight between themselves.”


	Haley was
distressed. “But what you are talking about is violence,”
she pleaded. “I mean, if we take the whole sanctity-of-life
argument out of the equation, it is still going to make us look like
a band of terrorists, not freedom fighters.”


	Andy felt she had a
valid point.


	“That's if we
lose,” Rosa replied. “With your help, we've got all that
much better of a chance.” She looked back and forth between the
pair. “We will triumph, and you know that when we do, the
system can be rebuilt from the ground up. That's what we really need.
To scrap this failure, this mockery of justice, and go back to the
drawing board.”


	“What about
until then?” Haley asked. “Until we put something new
into place, we would just live in anarchy. Justice won't be more than
an abstract concept in a world like that.”


	Rosa stepped up
closer to Haley. Her face was firm. “You know that they are
killing your people out there! Innocent people! People are dying so
that you can all look like saints without any blood on your hands. We
don't have the luxury of pacifism, Ms. Flynn. If we continue as we
are, there won't be anyone left to liberate.”


	A moment of silence
passed as Rosa turned away and walked back to Andy. She wore a look
of expectation. Andy said nothing.


	“We can wait
for help,” Haley suggested.


	Rosa laughed out
loud as she spun back so that Haley was in her cross hairs. “Help?
From who?” Rosa asked. “Do you understand that either
side winning is a loss for the people? Federal government, Decree;
they're both the same abomination. One's just louder and we're used
to the other.”


	Andy looked down at
the floor when they both stopped talking and he started sensing their
eyes burning on the top of his head.


	“What do you
think, Mr. Winter?” Rosa asked him.


	He looked up, his
expression more of boredom than concern. “I don't care about
your problems,” he stated sternly. “What I do, I do for
my own reasons. That is that.”







	Barney could see
the militants dragging the other merc-cops back toward the stage
through the van's windows. Most of the mercenaries groaned, some of
them even kicked. They had all been injured rather than killed.
Barney could hear someone nearby piling up the confiscated weapons.


	He stayed low in
the van and tried his best to watch from reflective surfaces as the
injured merc-cops were bound and gagged and then formed into a line
on the stage.







	“Apathy is a
foolish route,” Rosa commented, stepping back. “These
people are sick.”







	The large black man
who had addressed the crowd appeared back on the stage with the
captured men all whimpering and crying through their gags. He carried
the largest and broadest looking machete Barney had ever seen in his
life. In the grasp of the crowds anticipation, the frightened
soldiers were bent over so that they supported themselves on their
hands and knees.







	“Decree has
taken everything we've believed about the safety of our homeland and
the sanctity of human life and soiled it, as if it were an elegant
little show,” Rosa continued. “The people that aid them
most are those who do nothing about them.”







	Barney's skin
trembled. His eyes were glued onto the stage as the man addressed the
crowd. The megaphone wasn't used anymore, so he could only make out
muffled sounds through the windows. All the people were getting
excited, cheering at intervals when the man would stop speaking. Then
it got really quiet as he lumbered across the stage toward the first
merc-cop on the left. Silence bled in from all sides around Barney,
and soon all he could hear was his own frightened heart pounding in
his ears.


	With a grand
gesture, the man on the stage swung his machete down and cut the
mercenary's head clean off.


	Barney squirmed in
discomfort, squeezing his eyes shut before he could see too much
gore. But it had happened. He had already seen too much. That graphic
image just as the head fell off burned itself on the inside of his
retinas. He had to cover his mouth with his hand because he couldn't
control the disgusted whimpers and gags that came from him. The last
thing he needed was for them to add him to that line.


	Opening his eyes in
tiny trembles, he could see that the man on the stage had finished
executing a second merc-cop and positioned himself next to the third.
Barney's extremities were rushed in a cold wave, and his breath
seemed to be his only connection to his body. Complete terror rushed
over him, his limbs twitching as he looked around. He started to hear
car doors slamming in the distance. He muttered a plea to the
Almighty to himself as he clutched onto his rifle. He didn't hear any
cars drive up. Something about the slamming made Barney  nervous.
Glinting caught his eye as he glanced and saw the key in the
ignition. He heard more doors open and close, this time much closer.


	They were
searching the vans! Barney's thoughts exploded. His body followed
suit, bursting into motion as he slid himself over into the driver's
seat and turned the key. The entire crowd of people all looked to the
vehicle as the engine roared on with confusion.


	“Come on,
come on,” Barney muttered under his breath. With one glance he
became aware that all attention fell on him, and he slammed down on
the gas pedal.


	Gunshots ripped
through the air from behind him as Barney sped away from Union
Station. Glass cracked and broke as the bullets tore through the back
windshield. Barney drove while ducked as low in the seat as he could,
barely able to see where he was. He sped away, uncaring of what he
ran over and knocked down as he fled the scene.


	The man on the
stage didn't stop the execution for long.








































-Chapter Twenty-Seven-

Rosa







	“What's she
said?” Andy asked when Rosa reentered the room.


	Rosa looked upset;
solemn. Not that she looked defeated, but that she didn't know what
to try next. “She said she would think about it,” she
answered. “Right now she's being introduced to her bodyguards.
I don't think she liked the idea.”


	“Are you
letting her go?” Andy asked.


	The Latina
sharpened her eyes at him, as if being accused. “Of course,
she's not our prisoner,” she replied. “What is it that
you even think about the Knights, Mr. Winter? You do just think that
we're terrorists, don't you?”


	“I think
that's what a lot of people would call you,” Andy said.


	“What about
you?” Rosa asked. Her voice softened up. “You of all
people must understand the difference between what is wrong and what
is necessary. You must be able to see that our actions, while
unpopular, are crucial to this revolution.”


	Andy was silent for
a while. He took a large drink from the glass of water he had been
given before. The woman stared him down. He could not escape her
expectant gaze. “I really don't think any of us are qualified
to be right,” Andy said. “There is no such thing. There's
just what's going to work and what's not.”


	“And what do
you think is going to work?” the Knight leader asked.


	Andy hummed for a
second. “I think you and Flynn have a lot to learn from each
other,” he said. He took another large gulp.


	Rosa thought on
that comment for a moment. She stood up and brought her seat up close
to Andy's, then sat back down on it.


	“Do you know
where the Knights come from?” she asked Andy.


	Andy said nothing.


	“I think if I
tell you, you'll understand better what kind of world we are fighting
against,” Rosa started. “I lived in a small little town
at the very foot of the Sangre de Cristos. On the mountain, they had
this little military supply depot. They have it there for training
camps in the western states, in case weapons ever go missing, a
vehicle gets totaled, or the men are using more ammunition than
estimated. It was a good little reserve, and it was guarded by a
group of soldiers who lived there. Most everyone in town worked
there, or at least did something to help the troops.


	“When Decree
started their little Standstill, there was no real warning. Nobody
came and told us to pack up our things and grab our loved ones. They
strolled into the village as if they had always been there, before
anyone noticed them. No announcement was made, or some barrel-chested
reading of bullshit law. Just gunfire.”


	Rosa stared down at
the floor. Her head hung heavy.


	“It was a
massacre,” she continued. “A lot of people took shelter
in their houses, their apartments. Pedestrians were cut down in the
street  with such determination and effort. Overkill. They were
unarmed, but engaged as if they were enemy combatants.


	“There was a
little boy,” Rosa said. She looked back up into Andy's face. “I
was in my classroom, during a lesson, when the shooting started. We
tried to keep the children calm and help them take cover. We tried to
hide out in the school building. They were so scared; so freaked out.
This little boy, Brandon, he jumped out the window and tried to make
a run for it. We screamed at him to come back, to stop fleeing. And
they shot him down right in the playground. Right in front of his
classmates.”


	Still, Andy said
nothing.


	“I thought
there was no way they wouldn't come into the school. To hunt us out
like rats. Make us run. But it got quiet and still. Naturally, we
didn't trust it, so we stayed in hiding and watched. We couldn't see
the mercenaries. Finally, the time came when we decided that it was
safe enough to make a run for it. Even when we got out in the open,
none of the Decree dogs were in sight. We got everyone on a small
caravan of school buses and left the town.”


	“So you lost
a student,” Andy commented. Rosa just looked at him with stern
eyes as she shook her head


	“We didn't
have enough vehicles to get all of the children out in one go, so we
had to make the nerve-racking second trip. Some of the staff had
stayed behind to keep the children calm, to hold them all together.
We didn't even get back to the town limits before these dark jets
shot overhead. They were Air Force. 'Finally!' we had said. 'The
government is coming to help us.'”


	Rosa looked like
the words had left a bad taste in her mouth. Andy continued to
listen, his expression blank.


	“The planes
dropped fire bombs on the village,” she explained. “See,
they saw that Decree had taken control of the supply depot. That was
unacceptable. They added up the numbers and found it too risky to try
to take it back; to try and save the town. So they ordered the deaths
of our friends, our neighbors. Our family.”


	Andy averted his
eyes and stared at the floor. He could never contribute anything to
the moment to make it any more comfortable. Silence rested upon them
for a while before he lifted his gaze again. Rosa was devoid of grief
in her expression. She did not wince or hesitate as she told her
story. It must have been told a hundred times, Andy thought.


	“I will help
you,” Andy concluded. “But only to get to Leroy Graves.”


	Rosa smiled. “You
know that that's our next move,” she said. Andy nodded. The
woman walked across the room. “Do you know anything about the
code Graves uses?”


	“Code?”
Andy asked.


	“To
communicate classified information,” Rosa explained. “With
some effort, we dug up some old transcripts from Graves to an
unlisted number. The message given was encrypted. And I believe his
contact was you.”


	Andy's muscles
tensed. He had no idea what she was talking about, but he knew who
would.


	Rosa continued.
“Lately, every single one of his messages has been in code.
Even personal ones to his wife and his colleagues. We want to catch
him by surprise, but it's impossible to get any information about
where he is at any given time. Any messages sent between Grave's
generals regarding him communicate the same way. Nobody else is
cleared to discuss him.”


	Something in Andy
resisted. “Why can't you get the information from his misses?
Or any of his generals?” he inquired.


	Rosa gave him a
soft look. “Andy, we're trying to protect people,” she
started. “If we did anything as serious as that, we'd have a
lot more than Decree blood on our hands.”


	Andy turned to the
wall and hummed in thought.


	“Will you
help us?” Rosa asked.


	He faced her again.
“I need to get a hold of a colleague and then I can teach you
the code,” he answered. “But only if you destroy all of
Grave's past transcripts.”


	Curiosity bled onto
Rosa's sharp features, but she asked nothing of it. “Deal.”
She extended her arm for a handshake.







	Haley didn't much
like the car that the Knights had given her to make her return trip
to New York, but it was far more than she could have ever expected.
They blindfolded her and drove for about twenty miles before meeting
up with her new vehicle. One of them told her that if she drove
straight for a hundred and twelve miles, she would cross into the
state of New York. Then, without a spare word, they got back in their
cars and waited for her to drive away.


	Rosa decided that
it was the best decision to let Haley return home, even though she
had not made up her mind about helping the Knights. Haley had been
introduced to two men who were to be her designated bodyguards. She
had been told that their presence would be minimal at most, and that
she should just remember that they are near. Remember that she is
protected.


	Something terrified
Haley about Rosa and her organization. She couldn't quite put her
finger on it. Perhaps it was her pacifist heart that hesitates to
help such violent people. But, Haley thought to herself, I
had wanted to help them or I would have said 'no.' Haley did want
Leroy Graves to be brought to justice. His crimes would always go
down in history as perfect justification to his execution, Haley
thought, but what precedent would that set us off with? Am I wrong
to think that starting off a new society with an act of violence is
the worst thing we can do?


	That wasn't it,
Haley decided. It was something else. Something about the look in
Rosa's eyes was so alien, so hard for Haley to recognize, and it
scared her. Rosa had the stare of someone who couldn't understand
that they were in the real world. That their actions had real
consequences and their words would be subject to realistic scrutiny.
The woman spoke like someone out of a movie, Haley believed. Like she
didn't grasp this world.


	Almost,
Haley thought. That's very nearly what it is.


	Haley oo'ed out
loud when it became crystalline to her. What terrified her about the
Knights of the Proletariat is that everyone else might be like them.
That she was alone where she stood.








































-Chapter Twenty-Eight-

The
Expert







	It was difficult to
say whether it was Andy or Steven that was more surprised to see the
hitman back in the city of Lumnin. Mr. Amidon's expression would
contend to say that it was himself. Andy stood outside on his porch
with an idling orange van waiting on the corner. Steven's eyes
ignited when he saw the vehicle.


	“Andy, my
God, are you with them?” he asked as low as he could so that
only Andy would hear.


	The former hitman
waved back at the van. The driver killed its engine and watched the
two men through the windshield. “No,” Andy said. “May
I come in?”


	Steven opened the
door and offered his friend entrance, peering out behind him as the
door was closed. Andy hung up his coat while his host stood in the
entrance.


	“They aren't
going to follow me in,” Andy explained.


	“What's going
on?” Steven asked. He seemed scared. “What are you doing
with Decree?”


	“It's not
Decree,” Andy explained. “Do you have any coffee?”


	“Not Decree?”
Steven repeated. He ignored Andy's request. “Who then?”


	“There's a
revolution brewing, Steven,” Andy started. “Please.
Coffee?”







	Steam rose off the
two mugs of coffee in fine, long strands. Steven had taken his place
in his old recliner and Andy sat on the floor before him. He sipped
on his cup as he watched the man across from him.


	“How have you
been able to stay right in the same house?” Andy asked. “You
didn't run?”


	“No one came
looking for me,” Steven replied. “I thought for sure they
would, but no one did.”


	There was a pause
in which Andy accepted this answer. “Have you kept up with the
news?” Andy asked his friend.


	“Of course,”
Steven answered. “It's kind of hard not to these days. It's
shoved right in our faces.”


	“Then you
know that Graves has to be stopped.”


	“Yeah,”
Steven started. “I pretty much assumed that from day one. Is
that what this is all about, Andy? Who are those people dressed up as
Decree?”


	Andy looked back
out the window at the orange van that had moved a single parking
space in his absence. Eyes stared back at him through the glass.
“They're called the Knights of the Proletariat,” Andy
said. “They, too, want to stop Graves.”


	“So why are
you here?” Steven questioned.


	“I need your
help,” Andy started. He gestured out the window. “The
Knights need you. Do you still remember the code that you and Graves
would communicate in?”


	Steven nodded with
a stone still face. “Yeah, I do,” he stated. “So
they're planning to kill him?”


	“I'm
planning,” Andy pointed to his own chest. “But I need
you, Steven. I need you to teach these Knights everything you know
about Decree.”


	“No,”
Steven said. The former assassin was a little surprised. Confused. “I
will teach you how to break the code, but that's it. As soon as you
leave here, I'm going to leave the country.”


	“Now?”
Andy asked.


	“If you're
going to kill Graves,” Steven started, “I'm not too sure
I wanna stick around for the retaliation.”


	Andy was
disheartened. “You won't come with me?” he clarified.


	“Not this
time, Andy,” Steven replied. “Help me pack, I'll teach
you this code as we move.”


	Sighing, the hitman
started toward Steven to help him lift a suitcase. This was not how
he planned it to work.


	“By the way,”
Steven began, “have you heard anything about Flynn?”


	“She's safe,”
Andy told him.







	“Okay, so you
hear the music?” Andy asked the young man he taught. The two of
them listened through large headphones to a transmission from Leroy
Graves to his wife, Loretta. It was a voice mail that they had
recorded on tape and was being dissected by Andy for instructional
purposes, as his agreement to the Knights stood. The young man
couldn't be more than nineteen. He was a redheaded boy with freckles
and braces. He was intelligent, but sometimes irritatingly slow.


	“No,”
the lad replied.


	“Turn it up,
and listen past Graves' voice,” Andy said. “If you can
tell, there's some light music playing in the background.”


	“But what
about the code that Graves is speaking in?” the young man
asked.


	It was true, the
message was strange and structured to hold a second meaning. Graves
explained to his wife how America and “the kids” must
adjust their diets and praise the lords of nature. He said a few
other cryptic things of the sort, and at the end provided a series of
numbers. It was an encoded message. But Andy knew where to look for
the code.


	“Ignore it,”
Andy instructed. “It's gibberish made up to divert anyone
eavesdropping.” They played the message over again. “Did
you hear how the music changes about every fifteen seconds or so?”


	“It's so
quiet,” the boy said.


	“Listen
harder,” Andy said. He had started deciphering the message in
his head as he listened. This time around he had broken the code. The
information startled him.


	“Okay, so
what?” the young man said. He waited for Andy to reply, but
only received concentrated silence. “Mr. Winter, what about the
music?”


	“This message
is useless,” Andy said.


	“Sorry?”


	“It's just
propaganda,” Andy explained. “Nonsense. Let's use a
different one.”


	Reluctantly, the
boy obliged. He loaded up another audio file, this time from one of
the Decree generals to another.


	“Hey,”
the young Knight said, “I hear the music again. What does it
mean?”


	“What you
do,” Andy started, “is you identify what song is playing
in the background.”


	“It sounds
like The Who.”


	“Good, that
works too,” Andy said. “You need to know the band
performing the song.”


	“Then what?”


	“You identify
the bassist of the band. For this first one, it's Entwistle,”
Andy explained.


	Light sparkled in
the young Knight's eye. “So the first letter is E?” he
guessed.


	“Not quite,
that's too simple,” Andy explained. “You figure out what
album the track being played is from. For example, this one is
'Bargain,' which is the second track from Who's Next. The encoded
letter is N, the second letter of Entwistle.”


	“Ah, I see!”
the young man moaned. “Brilliant! I'll start my research and
we'll get these messages deciphered immediately.”


	“That's just
one code,” Andy explained. “We have a lot more to go
through.”







	A short amount of
time passed before the Knights intercepted and cracked another
encrypted message, from Graves to his generals. This one explained
that he was going to come out to his office in New York in order to
meet with someone from the federal government. The instructions were
to go about business as normal so that he might be able to get in
unnoticed. Merc-cops were meant to guard the Decree Tower from the
inside. The Knights of the Proletariat found this as their one and
only window in the foreseeable future to assassinate Leroy Graves.


	Rosa wanted Andy's
help during the operation.


	“No,”
Andy answered. He cleaned his three-eighty auto while the leader of
the Knights approached with her request.


	“Why not?”
Rosa asked. Andy didn't know whether to read her reaction as surprise
or not. “I had thought that you would want to be there more
than anyone when we take down Graves.”


	“I do,”
Andy replied. “But I can't.”


	Rosa questioned the
former hitman with silence.


	“I'm needed
elsewhere,” he explained. He didn't raise his eyes from his
methodical work. He carried on cleaning and scrubbing any
imperfections along the pistol's inner mechanisms.


	“Now?”
Rosa inquired. “Why?”


	Andy raised his
gaze. He met her dark brown eyes with his own and an exhausted look
stamped itself on his face. Rosa felt that she only served to annoy
the man. That maybe he was older than his age. Andy didn't answer
her, and after a long moment of staring returned his concentration to
his gun. Rosa lowered her eyes to the floor.


	“We really
need you,” Rosa explained. “When you finish whatever it
is that demands your attention, please, consider helping us. Removing
Graves is hardly the last step to a long process.”


	With a smile, Andy
nodded. “I will think about it,” he said.








































-Chapter Twenty-Nine-

Decree
Tower







	Sergeant Milo
Winestock was a proud, barrel-chested mercenary. His face reddened
with sweat, uncomfortable in the heavy riot suit that he made his
squad wear. It wasn't mandatory to do so, but Sgt. Winestock demanded
his men wear it. His defense to this decision was what he liked to
call the blow fish effect. The intimidation that his squad had
mastered so well was the sergeant's greatest weapon, as he saw, and
the reason they had been designated to control riots in several New
England states.


	His strong mustache
bristled like a steel comb in the wind. He always rode shotgun in the
vans that his squad was issued. He turned his helmeted head back over
his shoulder and soaked in the portrait of his men. There were five
of them excluding himself, and he had a fatherly respect for each and
every one of them. Winestock's mercenaries had named him “the
Grandfather.”


	Sgt. Winestock
loved his nickname. It explained how the man thought that more
leaders should believe; these men are family.


	There was a new
member to his family today.


	Barney watched the
other men speak out of the corner of his eye. Sergeant Winestock
observed his face tremble.


	“I've heard
stories about the Knight's and that monster they have,” one
mercenary said. “This guy who supposedly went feral a long time
ago.”


	“Where did
you hear that?” another asked.


	“From some
guys in training,” the first replied. “Their C.O.s
mentioned him, always talked about him like he's a mythological
beast.”


	“Well, then
maybe he is,” the second said. “I bet you those guys made
him up to scare the recruits.”


	“Maybe,”
the first said. “But why would they do that?”


	“I've heard
he eats people after he's killed them,” a third merc-cop
interjected. “The story that I was told said was that he was
part of some hidden, indigenous tribe  in Latin America that would
catch tourists and sacrifice them. I heard that he's the
executioner.”


	“That's
enough,” the Grandfather said. The men clammed up and waited
for him to speak again, like kids caught by their parents. “You
doing okay, Barney?” he asked through his thick, gruff voice.


	With the color
dulled out of his face, Barney looked at the man. Sgt. Winestock had
a warm smile. “Yes, sir,” he answered. Then he bent his
face parallel to the road they skipped over. A warm flush spilled
over him.


	“Why so
nervous?” one of the other mercenaries asked, observing the
mist of perspiration above Barney's lip.


	Sgt. Winestock
continued to gaze into the eyes of the newbie until the stare was
returned. “You witnessed an execution,” he said, in a
voice that aged like fine wine. “Is that right?”


	Barney nodded. He
then stared out of the window for a minute straight before taking
notice of the continued gaze the sergeant held on him. He could feel
an air of expectation. The only words he constructed were, “It
was unpleasant.”


	Sgt. Winestock's
eyes glazed warm as he finally got Barney to look into them for
longer than a moment. “I've encountered that executioner they
have,” the sergeant told him. “The man with the
dreadlocks and the machete. The 'monster,' as you boys called him.”


	Barney's expression
showed surprised interest.


	“Oh yes,”
Sgt. Winestock said in response to the look, as if it were an audible
question. “He calls himself Guillotine. Unfortunately, I'm sure
you know why that is.”


	Silence stilled the
air of the vehicle for a second. “Where did you meet him?”
Barney asked his commanding officer.


	“In Maryland,
on Interstate Ninety-five,” the sergeant began. “We were
transporting some terrorist prisoners up toward the super max in New
York state. Guillotine and some of his men ambushed us on the road,
rammed our trucks off into a ditch. There was a shootout that lasted
no longer than a minute. I had been shot through the side, here,”
he indicated a healing wound under his body armor. “I thought
they were going to free the prisoners, but Guillotine killed each and
every one of them. Then he cut off my men's heads. Left me to tell
the story like the sociopath he is.”


	The men around the
van had clammed up in respectful silence. They must have heard the
story themselves before as they knew which parts to hang their head
somberly to. Barney couldn't think of anything to say to the
sergeant, so he tried to look away.


	“Point is,
we've got each others' backs. Nothing like that is going to happen
again because we are together,” Sgt. Winestock concluded. “We
are family. Welcome son.”







	Holding onto her
megaphone, Haley felt cold. It was a windy and chilled day. The air
seemed to moan and groan as it whispered past her ears. The sky was a
loveless gray.


	“Leroy Graves
is on his way to this tower today,” her voice exploded out of
the megaphone. She swung her arm back to gesture at the looming
building behind her. “He will have no choice but to hear us. He
WILL have audience with us.”


	The crowd before
her was restless. A haggard collection of upset and scared people.
Haley worried that she wouldn't be able to keep things civilized.
These people wanted blood. Roars emanated from them in response.


	Haley had been told
about Graves' arrival in New York by the Knights. Rosa believed it
best if Haley continued her civil work. It was her idea to have an
assembly at the base of the tower and invite people from all over the
city to protest the Decree occupation. When Haley seemed hesitant
about it at first, she was assured that there would be Knights there
at all times, keeping everybody safe.


	She still had her
doubts.


	Something felt
different about this protest. All of the previous gatherings that she
had spearheaded, Haley could always feel the sense of community and
positive enthusiasm. People were standing together and creating
ideas. These people today were tired and stressed. They were like
animals that had been backed into a corner. Snarling. Barking. It
wasn't the time for a discussion, they thought. Now we must fight or
die.


	With a roar that
tore through the bleak sky, a helicopter came fluttering up above the
city. Faces turned upwards and ears perked at the noise. Heads
followed the flight as it circled around the top of the tower. Its
momentum was shifted down and the machine managed to land. Curses
erupted from the crowd below. Fury bellowed out from them. Things
were being thrown about in pure outrage.


	Haley was
surprised. She had never expected Graves to show up. Not with the
kind of pressure everyone hand been putting on him. She watched
people continued to holler and rage. Nothing short of dire importance
would make the man put himself in this kind of risk. Haley was no
fool. She knew what the Knights wanted to do here.


	Merc-cops were
watching the crowd from inside the windows of the Decree Tower.
Everyone was aware of their staring eyes, and it only pissed them off
more. Some of the people had peeled away from the makeshift stage
Haley stood upon and came up to the glass doors of the building,
yelling at the mercenaries. Fists pounded on glass and curses cracked
out in the ambiance. The men in the tower just watched.


	“Please,
everyone!” Haley yelled to the mob at the doors. “We'll
do no good provoking them. You're all better than this.”


	Something clanged
on the concrete steps, then rolled out into the street under the feet
of the bulk of the crowd. Hissing, the tear gas canister erupted its
contents into the air. People exploded into panicked motion. They
coughed and sputtered as they all ran away from the gas as more
canisters were ignited. Angry cries emanated from the protestors.
With just a sudden rush to the front door of the tower, they formed
from a crowd to a mob. The glass was kicked in and swung at until it
all came down in a loud shatter.


	No one could step
in far to the building before the merc-cops burst into action,
fending the people away. They were well equipped for a riot, with
vests and helmets and shields. The mercenaries beat and battered the
protesters back onto the concrete steps. There were far more of them
that stormed out of the tower than could be seen through the windows.


	Most of the
protestors did what they could to push back and resist against the
mercenaries, but there was no getting through the riot shields. An
enormous energy of disobedience buzzed within the gathered people.
Less and less of them seemed willing to be herded and pummeled by the
criminals of the Decree Nation. Action was all the protesters sought,
all any of them desired. The time for being sheep has passed.
Violence would be their tongue and fear shall be their message.


	In just a matter of
an instant, someone had drawn a firearm and discharged it. There was
no telling if it was one of the protesters or one of the mercenaries.
Soon, that mattered little. Automatic rifles were releasing their
contents onto the civilians. Scared, the merc-cops exchanged their
nonlethal riot control equipment for weapons of war and began
executing everyone without a uniform.


	As people fled and
hollered, Haley watched. And as she watched, protestors arranged
throughout the crowd had drawn military pistols or retrieved rifles
and were returning fire upon the mercenaries. They had draped the
hoods of their jackets over their heads, and covered their faces in
brown masks with the Knights of the Proletariat's insignia on the
nose.


	Voices called out,
calm and organized. Most of the civilians had been escorted away from
the firefight, which had sparked to full flame. Arms pushed along the
wounded and frightened people. A pair gently grabbed Haley's
shoulders, gaining her attention.


	“Miss Flynn,
come with me,” the young Knight before her instructed.


	Dazed, Haley asked,
“Where?”


	Without any further
exchange of information, the Knight lead her down the steps of the
tower and away from the loud staccato of rifles. Sweat drenched her
brow, and her stomach had tied into a wretched knot. Fear had made
her fingers numb, but never seemed to give her the strength to run.
Guilt forced its way into her thoughts after the panic hit its
climax. Why should I survive? She asked herself. How many
people have to die at my gatherings?


	She was herded
toward a van about a block away. It sat alone by the curb,
unimpressive in its appearance. But its solitude terrified Haley.


	“Where are
the rest of the vans?” she asked.


	“There are no
other vans,” cracked the voice of her young escort.


	Haley's mouth
dropped open as she searched past her cloudy emotions for the words
that she wanted to say. “How are you evacuating the others?”
she asked again, frightened to do so.


	The man released a
sigh. He opened the vehicle door and did the best job he could at
shoving Haley through it. Then he slammed the it shut.







	Rosa stared down at
the floor of the bus as it rolled through the streets of New York
City. Everyone aboard the vehicle sat as silent as a dark shade of
blue, one of the few sounds heard was the furious hum of the tires
below them.


	The only other
noise came from the enormous black man seated by the driver, who
whistled away as he watched the world move outside his window.


	Muscles tightened
up inside all of the young and green Knights around Rosa when gunfire
became audible over the whir of the bus. Numerous bursts of gunfire,
too frequent to count. The faces of her men were wrought with nerves
and concern. She managed to keep her own calm as she turned to them.
The gun shots got closer.


	“We're ready
for this,” she told them all. “You've all worked so hard
for this moment. I believe in all of you, with every bit of my
heart.”


	Guillotine could
still be heard whistling in the background. Rosa could see how much
this unnerved the recruits, and she shot him a look. He ignored it,
and turned back to the window.


	Rosa did so
herself, spotting the helicopter on the tower. Its blades had been
still for too long. They needed to hurry. She also could see the
battle outside. Her Knights had done an impressive job of evacuating
most of the civilians from the area and arming those who insisted
upon staying for the fight. She could see the forms that laid like
heaps on the concrete.


	The clouds were
dark.


	“Leroy Graves
has arrived,” Rosa turned to the rest of the bus again. She
indicated the helicopter. “Our job is to make sure he never
leaves.”


	With little
evidence that she had assured her soldiers, Rosa waited for the bus
to come to a stop. When the door had hissed open, she was already
halfway out of it, her submachine gun locked and loaded.







	Sergeant Winestock
was the first one in the van to hear the distant cracks of gunshots
as they rode on to their new destination. He watched the rest of his
men's faces as they each made out the racket themselves. The
Grandfather saw the fear that stole the color out of Barney's cheeks.
There was a darting of the eyes, a clamminess to his lips. After a
moment, the newest member of the squad noticed the older man's eyes
upon him. He straightened his posture and turned his face to the
window in his best attempt to conceal his nervousness.


	“You scared,
Slechta?” the sergeant asked.


	With a slight
expression of hesitation, Barney nodded.


	“Do you know
who's here?”


	“No, sir,”
Barney answered.


	“Guillotine,”
Sergeant Winestock said in a matter-of-fact manner.


	“How do you
know that?”


	The man stared in
response. Just as the old man had expected, the fear returned to
Barney's eyes. The recruit tried to look out the window again, but
Winestock's stare burned at him again.


	“I know
you're scared,” the sergeant started. “But there are men
out there fighting for their lives who are even more terrified than
you. They are dying at the hands of this son of a bitch, and we're
going to be the only support they can get. They are counting on us.”


	Barney looked
around and saw that everyone watched him, gauged his reaction. His
nerves were still glued onto his face and his concern was gathered by
them.


	“Get mad,
son,” Sergeant Winestock suggested. “We're going to
subtract him from our fears.”


	Barney only got
more scared.







	Footsteps roared
like the call of a waterfall, pounding across asphalt. Knights burst
forth from their bus and sprinted across the street, opening fire on
the mercenaries. In just under a minute, the Proletariat fighting
force had tripled, encircling the men in the orange fatigues.
Vehicles and architecture had their purposes reformatted when the
militants dove behind them. Dust shot out and scattered into the air
as bullets collided into the sides of walls or ricocheted off of the
street.


	Guillotine charged
up past Rosa and her officers. Without slowing his approach, he
cocked and fired his magnum into a Decree soldier. As if he could
smell the concentration of a young mercenary gazing at him down his
sights, Guillotine dove out of the way of the bullet, then blew a
hole through the merc-cop's face.


	Rosa felt terrified
as she watched her comrade dance. She lacked the soul of a
juggernaut, which the gigantic black man wore on his sleeve. Skipping
between cover, Rosa picked off more distant mercenaries. Her pulse
returned to normal. This is it, she thought. This moment is
made for us. With calm and measured breaths, Rosa continued to
thin the enemy.


	A miniscule amount
of calm dropped down onto the battlefield, in which Rosa rushed
closer and closer to the looming tower. Resistance fell down onto the
asphalt as the Knights continued their charge. They darted around the
steps so that they could encircle the bulk of the Decree soldiers. In
just a matter of minutes, it seemed like the battle had started to
wither out. The Knights held control over the situation.


	“Find the
entrance to the military portion of the tower,” Rosa ordered to
one of her lieutenants. “Remember that the offices are separate
and won't lead to Graves' office.”


	A nod was given in
response before he rushed off to give the order to his officers.


	“Gill –
” Rosa started, turning toward where she had last seen the
statue of a man. Instead, he was past a sea of disconnected
mercenaries, striking his machete through their defenses. The woman
sighed, then muttered to herself, “Or do that, too.”


	She looked back up
into the sky at the parked helicopter on the roof of the tower.
Whatever Leroy Graves is doing here, it must be important.
Nonetheless, Rosa thought, there's no way he's going to
stick around with a battle on his doorstep.







	A Decree van pulled
itself up across the corner from the violent scene. There was a pause
just after the engine shut off where everyone inside the vehicle
stared out of their windows at the world they had to emerge to. Most
of the color faded from their faces, even the Grandfather. Barney
couldn't look at it for more than a few seconds without turning away
in panic, trembling.


	“Before we
go,” Sergeant Winestock started in his warm and comforting
voice, “you all should know why we're here.” The old man
shared stares with each of the men's eyes, reassuring those darting
and dancing irises that their gaze needed to be firm. “We were
not assigned here. No one knows that we are at the tower. My defense
would be that we needed to act quickly to be effective, and you all
know I hate jumping through hoops for permission. Our brothers out
there need our help. Let's show these terrorist bastards that Decree
has war heroes.”


	A collective deep
breath was drawn before the door slid open and they piled out.
Reinforcements were here.







	The volume of the
surrounding air jumped upwards in Rosa's ears. She turned around and
saw the new force of merc-cops dashing behind cover, shooting over
their heads at her men. In just a few seconds, she watched a pair of
Knights get dropped by the surprise backup. Guillotine turned toward
the leader of the Knights, who had just ducked behind cover.


	“The
cavalry's here,” she called out to him.


	The hulking man
grinned a yellowed smile. Dropping his revolver, he dashed from
behind the bench he sat behind. The black machete flew out of the
sheath on his back, and he disappeared as a blur from Rosa's sight.


	One of her
lieutenants ran up and ducked behind the truck Rosa crouched behind.
His face drew her attention. Concern illuminated her eyes.


	“We have to
get inside, quick,” she said in a severe tone.


	“Yes, ma'am,”
the Knight replied. “There's a door into a garage, just a level
under the lobby.”


	Rosa peeked over
the cover for a moment. She heard the melee, but could only see
bodies. She ducked down again. “This is the one that needs
sergeant's access?” the woman asked. The young man nodded.
“You're absolutely sure there's no other way in?”


	“Short of
blowing a hole in the wall,” the lieutenant replied, his voice
trailing off at the look of deep contemplation on his commander's
face.


	The gunshots only
increased in frequency. The noise sent a horrid shutter down Rosa's
spine. Every discharged round could be one of her men dying. The more
the sound filled her ears, the more it felt like nails on a
chalkboard. She wanted to run away from it, to not think about it.
She raised her head in a decisive movement.


	“Tell our
guys to start checking bodies,” Rosa commanded. “We need
to get a sergeant's key badge ASAP.”


	“Yes, ma'am,”
the young man replied, nodding. With a quick glance over his
shoulder, he ran off toward the bulk of the militia.


	Rosa prayed that a
sergeant could be found.







	Some small measure
of confidence found its way into Barney's attitude as he watched his
commanding officer fight from behind the cover next to him. The old
man was well trained, and not even a drop overconfident. Careful
grace surged through the sergeant's veins, guiding his aim and
enhancing his senses.


	Sergeant Winestock
saw Barney watching him from across the way.


	“You've got
two of them flanking you, Slechta,” the old man yelled as quiet
as he could. He reloaded his M4 as he spoke. “I'll suppress
them. Get ready to take your shots.”


	The thought that
blanketed Barney's consciousness was one of fear. His body trembled
and sweat made his skin itch as it forced its way out of his pores.
Ill-prepared. That's what they'll call me, Barney thought. At
my funeral.


	“You got
this,” Sergeant Winestock nodded to him. “Ready?”


	The metal of the
rifle in Barney's hands was cold to the touch, but still his hands
were sweaty and shaky. It seemed like the gun was getting heavier and
heavier as he became more aware of it, concentrating on how his
muscles were going to move to lock the rifle into position. He drew
in a heavy breath, warm and numbing, then nodded to his commander.


	Sergeant Winestock
counted down with his fingers, dropping digits down from three. In
what seemed like the blink of an eye, both men stood up on their feet
and raised their guns. No time passed between when the weapons
stopped moving and when the bullets began flying. The militants
jolted as each round shredded through them, then dropped to the
pavement without so much as a yelp. Blood stained the ground.


	Both of the Decree
soldiers ducked down behind their respective covers. Barney felt
relieved; felt horrified. His breath seized during the moment and
rushed now to be caught. Blood pounded through his temples. When he
turned his head and looked over at the Grandfather, a reassuring nod
was relayed to him. For the time being, Barney felt safe.


	Breaths were drawn
in slowly and strategies were fluid as Barney found sturdy legs. He
fired his gun with all the deliberation he could. No great marksman,
but his mind was calm. Again, he glanced over at his commanding
officer.


	Deep concentration
was on the old man's face. He held his body tight like a fist,
crouched behind a short stucco wall. Barney became worried when he
saw the distant and surreal form dashing up to them. Sweat began
beading out from his eyebrows. It stung when it leaked into his eye,
but he continued to watch as Sergeant Winestock popped up and took a
few shots. They were well placed, but Guillotine danced away before
the old man even finished squeezing the trigger. The sergeant began
to perspire.


	“He's got no
gun!” Sergeant Winestock hollered over to Barney. He looked
back over his shoulder to the rest of his men. All but one of them
was locked in combat with the Knights. Bullets zoomed through the sky
like hornets, crisscrossing in a elegant jumble. Dust broke out and
up in the air like fireworks, cracking aloud with the impact of lead.
Sergeant Winestock looked back over at Barney, the only head that
faced him. Worry dripped from his own expression.


	At the same time,
both mercenaries fired at the frightening hulk racing toward them
with a machete. Guillotine moved as if he put on a performance. The
metal shot past him. The bullets seemed to bend around the man,
refusing to hit him. One of them sunk into the side of Guillotine's
hip, but still he ran.


	Terror burned the
lining of Barney's veins.


	All Sergeant
Winestock was able to do before being run through by Guillotine's
blade was turn to Barney with an expression of hopeless shock.


	Barney's legs threw
him away from the picture, though it burned on the insides of his
retinas. His legs pounded like pistons over the black street. His
eyes shook in horror and made it difficult to see where he went. He
didn't care where he ran, though. Away was his only destination.


	He kept low, trying
to remain uninteresting to the combatants. Shots were fired over the
rise in his spine, but none hit him. Everything around him erupted
with noise and undecipherable movement. Nothing made sense as he saw
it. His eyes only looked in front of him, but his mind didn't have
the available resources to identify the images that he rushed past.
Heart pounding and breath suspended, Barney escaped the scene.


	Peeling off into an
alley on his right, Barney's breath felt humid and hard. His legs
started beating in a more relaxed rhythm. The world outside his eyes
dimmed and brightened in slow pulses. His own exhalation was the only
sound in the mercenary's ears when he stopped sprinting. Knees
shaking, Barney leaned over himself with the fear of passing out. He
had already suppressed the scene and his thoughts strove only to keep
him alive.


	Footsteps got
closer, got loud enough for Barney to hear over his own panting. His
respiration seized in fear but his body stood petrified to the spot.
His gun felt impossibly heavy. His arms were feeble. A rifle cocked
behind him, much closer than he imagined his pursuer to be.


	He stood still and
waited. He veiled his eyes in flesh and lingered to die. But death
didn't follow.


	“Sergeant?”
a woman's voice asked.


	Barney stood in
silence for a handful of seconds with his back to the woman. He
turned his face over his left shoulder. The Knight was a younger
woman with taught and pale features. Her eyes were wild with
adrenaline as her gun shook in her hands.


	“Sorry?”
Barney asked after a brief pause of thought. His voice had startled
her.


	“Are you a
sergeant?” she asked. Her voice was pained. “You're
retreating.”


	“I'm not a
sergeant,” Barney replied with light words. His fatigue
reflected itself in his tone.


	The air was thick
with deliberate thoughts. Barney imagined that he could feel the heat
of her thoughts radiating from behind him.


	“Drop your
gun,” she said.


	Barney looked back
at her again out of the side of his eyes. He grabbed the metal and
lowered it. He could hear the Knight tense up, grasping onto her own
firearm like a frightened critter. Barney's rifle was tossed to the
ground. The air around the pair of them felt heavy.


	“My sergeant
was killed,” Barney's dismal voice carried back to her.


	“Where?”
she interrogated him.


	He could see a glow
of worry in the woman's eyes. They seemed to dart ever so slightly as
if making frantic escape attempts. He knew that this was important to
her. “Why?” he answered.


	She raised the gun
in front of her eyes, lining up Barney in the iron sights.


	“Alright,
calm down,” Barney pleaded in as soothing a voice as he could
muster. “I'll take you.”


	“Tell me
where it is,” she insisted.


	“I can't
remember,” Barney turned around to face her. She raised her
weapon again, but lowered it when he stopped moving. “It was
back on the corner somewhere.”


	The Knight was
silent for a minute while she thought. Sweat ran down Barney's face,
but his breath was cool and calm. He held still. The woman turned her
eyes back up to him. “Lead,” she instructed. She waved
her gun out toward the street, gesturing him to move.


	The sound was
muffled from within the alley, but it boomed to a bone pounding
volume once they left it. Few of the people that Barney had scurried
past during his escape remained standing on their feet. Knights
pushed straight to the door of the Decree Tower, where the
mercenaries defending it were worn for supplies and tactics. The
small number of them left huddled behind the most loose definitions
of cover. Seldom did they expose themselves to take shots at the
small herd of militants as they moved closer and closer to their
position. Broken forms decorated the street in a scattered pattern.
Voices buzzed in the air like the hum of electricity.


	Guillotine slid
along the tower wall toward the remaining merc-cops from the side.
The mercenaries were unaware of the large man's approach. The
pressure that the militants placed on them occupied their attention
away from the attack. Barney wanted to call out to them, warn them
that a monster lurked behind them. Instead, he looked away and chose
to ignore their fate.


	“Keep low,”
Barney's escort commanded. “If anyone sees you, you'll be
shot.”


	Barney kept his
gaze outward as he followed her instructions, scanning the faces.
Paranoia summoned images of them turning toward him, taking notice of
him. Waves of icy blood washed over him, but he persisted.


	The area where he
had left the Grandfather looked little like it had just a collection
of minutes before. It looked like what Barney imagined No Man's Land
looked like. Blood, flesh and ragged cloth were all scattered on the
ground, their sources gruesome to behold. Barney found his commanding
officer, a bloody heap in the street. He was only able to recognize
the remains by the sergeant's beard.


	“His keys,”
the woman said. “I need his keys.”


	Barney bent down.
His hands shook as he rummaged through the soggy pockets of Sergeant
Winestock's uniform. In no time, his digits hit the keys. The Knight
crouched next to him, her weapon raised to his head. Her eyes scanned
over every movement he made.


	He continued
searching through the pockets.


	Something moved in
the corner of Barney's eye, a quick, dark form. The Knight noticed
it, too. She turned her head to watch a crow fly up past a lamppost,
circling above. At that exact moment, Barney gripped Sergeant
Winestock's combat knife under his knuckles and rammed the blade
straight into the woman's temple.


	He grabbed the keys
and ran.


	This time when he
ran, it was straight to the tower. He clutched onto the sergeant's
keys, cold to the touch. One of them must open a door somewhere along
the building. Once he could get inside, he might have a chance of
being safe.


	Barney sneaked low
while he ran, used anything over knee-height to conceal himself from
the busy combatants. He swore to himself under his breath, wishing he
had grabbed the woman's gun before he had left. There was a small
squad of Knights who had almost complete control of the concrete
steps, advancing ahead of him.


	Far off to the
right of the building, just out of the corner of his eye, Barney
spotted orange Decree uniforms. Three mercenaries had fallen back
with little to no attention from the militants and disappeared around
a corner to the tower's garage. They were gone faster than they had
appeared.


	A Knight turned
away from the door at the top of the concrete steps. Barney hit the
ground, almost certain that the man had seen him. As quietly as he
could, he pulled a dead body over him and hid his face down onto the
street. Footsteps crunched behind, deafening loud in Barney's fearful
ears. There was no sound for a dozen seconds except for the pulsing
of blood rushing past his temples. The footsteps moved. The slow
scratch of shoe on asphalt dragged like the sound of a creaking door.
For a moment, Barney believed that the militant had moved along and
that it was safe to come out. Just before he moved, the loudest, most
ear shattering gunshot exploded next to his ears.


	“Hey!”
a voice called from further up the stairs. “Stop wasting ammo
and get up here!”


	Time crawled before
Barney heard the Knight step away and rejoin his comrades.


	Barney got up,
throwing the carcass the Knight had shot off of him. He ignored the
fresh blood that speckled his uniform and started moving along the
right. Barney continued turning a cautious eye toward the militants.
They continued a search around the building, spreading apart. Barney
made his way toward the garage.


	He turned the
corner and went down a slight incline to the basement entrance.
Gigantic, thick sheets of metal blocked the doors that vehicles drove
through. The area was devoid of life. The surviving merc-cops must
have made it inside the building safely.


	With only a slight
delay for thought, Barney rushed to the man-sized high security door
in the wall. He gazed over the electronic locking mechanism as he
struggled with the keys in his pocket. It was a sturdy, shiny box
that was bolted onto the concrete wall. The buttons on the keypad
glowed with a blue light along the edges.


	Barney started to
panic after he pulled the keys out of his pocket. He scanned it in
front of the device and it beeped once, paused, then beeped twice
rapidly. Barney pulled on the handle, but the door would not unlock.
He tried it again, tugging on the door. Fear overtook him as he
screamed, kicking at the door. Bitter tears collected in his eyes.


	“It needs a
PIN,” a strong female voice explained from behind him.


	Barney turned
around, his breathing heavy. All of the man's cool and calm had been
squeezed out of him and all that remained was an avatar of fear
driven by the concept of his own survival. His eyes were wide.


	“Are you a
sergeant?” Rosa asked him, her gun aimed at his head. Two other
Knights stood beside her.


	Barney exposed the
keys in his hand.


	“Hand them
over,” Rosa instructed him.


	Barney looked down
at the collection of metal in his hand. Tears poured out of the man's
scared little eyes. “Please don't kill me,” he pleaded in
a broken voice.


	The Latina stood
steady with her hand outstretched, demanding the keys. She said
nothing.


	“Please!”
Barney cried. “I'm on the wrong side here!”


	“I'm sorry,”
Rosa said, trying to mask the sincerity in her voice.


	“It's war,”
one of her lieutenants commented.


	Barney's voice ran
at an intense speed. “You're trying to get Graves, right?”
He looked back and forth between the three militants. “I've
been to his office before.”


	Rosa shared a look
with the man on her left. Barney could sense her interest. Try though
he might not to, a small smirk bent his lips.


	“What're the
fortifications on his office like?” Rosa asked.


	“You ever
been in a bank vault?” Barney asked. No laughs were shared, but
understanding achieved. “Look, I might know how to get in.”


	“Might?”
Rosa said.


	It was true. When
Barney had joined up with the Decree military, he attended a
mandatory orientation for all of the new recruits. It was a decorated
gathering in one of several of the large conference rooms within the
tower. As many men and women that could fit inside the room stood
around with small flutes of wine, socializing. The chatter died down
once a large television had turned on and Leroy Graves' image smiled
out at everyone.


	Memory didn't serve
well on the exact words that Graves used, but Barney recalled an
awe-inspiring speech about the importance of change and the Decree
way of life ensuing. He had mentioned the faults of our current
system. The words had been carefully arranged, the inflection
rehearsed to its most effective form. Barney didn't feel one way or
another about it, but he absorbed the impact it had on his peers.


	The man who worked
somewhat as the instructor to the recruits led them around the tower
on a tour. As they followed him, he would declare small fun facts
about the building. Most of it was boring and vague, but at that
exact moment, Barney remembered one in particular.


	They had gathered
in a compound of cubicle offices, discussing the financial history of
that department. “We deal with some sensitive information here,
some stuff that is very confidential,” the guide
started. “A lot of people's jobs can be at risk, not to mention
their personal financial security, if any of this information were to
leak. To prevent that from happening, the security crew has installed
heavy explosives in ten key points on every single floor of the
tower. In the case of an emergency, the personnel will be evacuated
as quickly as possible and then processed at an outside location. The
charges will then be detonated to destroy all sensitive materials.”


	Barney only
remembered this because Paul, who stood next to Barney for the
duration of the orientation, leaned in and said, “I don't
believe they evacuate everyone.”


	Back in the
present, Barney explained this. Skeptical looks hung on the Knights'
faces, but they listened to his claim.


	“It's a tough
door,” Barney continued. “But the wall can be demolished.
Gather enough of those bombs and there's no way that it is still
going to be standing.”


	Rosa glanced down
at the ground while she thought.







	The guards stared
at the television monitor that displayed the feeds of the outside
security cameras with a scary intensity.


	“When the
hell is Graves going to finish up?” one of them exclaimed in
frustration to a coworker. The other man looked sternly in response
to him with eyes worn by worry.


	“I'm sorry,
but you know it's true,” the first one continued. “Him
being here is putting us all in danger. This attack is about him.”


	“Just shut up
and pay attention,” the second mercenary replied. “Your
whining is putting us in danger.”


	The buzzer for the
garage door rang out, a bland loud noise. The men inside tensed up.
Those who were sitting stood up and looked toward the door. Then they
all looked at each other, at a loss for what to do.


	“Isn't that
the one that goes off for sergeant clearance?” a third merc-cop
asked to no one in particular.


	Another guard
shushed him as the door buzzed again. “Who is it?” that
one asked the guy nearest to the monitor.


	The adjacent
mercenary hurried to the screen. He was joined by his three comrades.
Barney was on the television set, standing outside the metal door by
himself. He paced, pounding on the door in between steps. The men
inside recognized the uniform, but all of them hesitated to move. The
first one walked up to the door, but one of his peers held out an arm
to stop him.


	“What're you
doing?” the second guard asked.


	“We gotta let
him in,” the first one replied. “We can't keep losing
men.”


	“He's
expendable. We can't risk opening the door.”


	“He's a
sergeant though!”


	The buzzer went off
a third time.


	“It's true,”
the fourth mercenary started. “Graves wants all of the
sergeants and higher ups inside the garage”


	“He does?”
the second one asked.


	“He needs
them so we can leave,” the fourth one emphasized.


	After a considering
pause, the guard removed his arm and allowed his colleague to
continue. When he came to the door, he pressed the intercom button
and asked which sergeant Barney was.


	“Winestock,”
Barney's voice cracked with static through the indoor speaker.


	The guard at the
door looked over his shoulder at one of the other mercenaries who
checked the registry on the computer.


	“There is a
Winestock,” the researching mercenary said to the others. “He's
been posted close to New York, but he's been unaccounted for. Looks
like it could be him.”


	The merc-cop at the
intercom sighed. “Could be,” he muttered before opening
the metal door.


	Barney stood
hunched in an uncomfortable posture. He looked up at the mercenary
who opened the door. “I'm so sorry,” Barney said.


	The Knights swarmed
in, shooting down each of the guards. Bodies hit the floor in the
blink of an eye. Barney braced himself for the moment, but still
stood in the doorway with shock in his eyes.


	“Get in,”
Rosa ordered him.


	Barney was pulled
into the garage by Rosa's men. They kept guns on him once he was
inside, peering into the dark room. A light switch was flipped on and
a row of fluorescent tubes illuminated in succession. The garage
floor they were on was an empty concrete room. Only three Decree vans
remained parked in their spots. Metal rigs hung off the walls,
unrecognizable to Barney. Rosa stepped up to him. She put her hand on
her lieutenants' guns, lowering them away from Barney.


	“Why're we
letting him go?” the lieutenant asked her in a wounded tone.


	“He got us in
here,” Rosa started, her voice calmer than his. “We have
nothing to gain by killing him.”


	The lieutenant
looked frustrated. “We have nothing to gain by letting him
live,” he argued.


	“Nothing to
lose, either,” Rosa raised her voice.


	“When has it
been a problem?” the Knight asked her. “We are tying up
loose ends.”


	“Please,”
Barney piped in. His body was flushed and cold, but he hadn't the
energy to panic. Rosa and the other two Knights turned to him and
stared into his eyes. “I can help you get around the building
faster. I can help you gather the bombs.”


	Genuine sympathy
pulled down on the skin around Rosa's eyes as she looked over the
mercenary. Barney was unimpressive to behold. She couldn't imagine
being intimidated by the frightened man before her. She felt none of
the anger that she had for the Decree Nation when she looked at him.
The two groups seemed difficult to associate in her mind, their only
similarities being the uniform he wore. Even that didn't fit well.


	“What's your
name?” the Latina questioned him.


	“Slechta,”
Barney replied. His eyes bounced around on all of the rebels' faces.
They were wide and ablaze with caution. His mouth hung slack with
nerves.


	“What do your
friends call you?” she specified.


	The mercenary was
surprised. “Barney,” he answered without thinking on it
too long.


	Rosa gave a
decisive nod of affirmation to the merc-cop before stepping back
among her followers. “Barney comes with us,” she stated.
The other two Knights shared a look of surprise. The frightened
mercenary winced at their looks. He knew they did not favor him.


	“That doesn't
make sense,” the argumentative rebel commented. “That's a
lot of risk. He's like all the other Decree dogs. He needs to be put
down.”


	Ferocity burned in
the Latina's irises. Barney himself tightened his muscles in a
bracing manner upon viewing the look of seniority on Rosa's face. Her
thick lips tightened until they turned pale. She looked back and
forth between her two lieutenants' faces.


	“Why did you
join the Knights?” Rosa interrogated the man. “To save
people or to kill mercenaries?”


	With shame, the man
took a step back to signal that he couldn't argue any longer. Rosa
looked to the other Knight, who made an uncomfortable expression. He
shook his head to signify that he had no objections.


	“We're going
to keep an eye on him,” Rosa explained, turning to face Barney
again. “He's not going to lead in front of us, but he'll direct
us where to go. He's going to show us where the explosives are, but
he will NOT touch them.” She walked up close to the mercenary,
who sighed to himself in relief. “You get that? If you try to
dupe us at all, I'm going to shoot you in the legs and leave you next
to the bombs as they go off.”


	Barney swallowed
hard, nodding.


	“Let's go,”
Rosa ordered.







	“We're in the
kitchen now?” one of the Knights asked as they made it up the
stairs.


	“Cafeteria,”
Barney replied, his boots squeaking on the polished tile. The large,
cavernous room was empty, the gigantic ceiling lights dead. Not a
soul occupied the gloom. The atmosphere echoed each footstep the four
of them took as if they were mic'd. They moved with haste, following
Barney's verbose directions. He hung back in the middle of the
formation beside Rosa herself. Barney led the Knights through the
sterile cafeteria and toward a backroom hallway.


	“When I was
here, they mentioned the explosives, but they never told us where
they were,” Barney began to explain. “However, I remember
being told that they were in key points on every floor. Ten of them.”


	“What key
points?” Rosa said, trying to keep up with the mercenary.


	“I don't know
for sure,” Barney answered. His tone of fear and defeat had
transitioned to one of frantic enthusiasm. “But there's only a
handful of places I can think of on this floor.”


	“How do you
know?” one of the Knights asked.


	Barney didn't reply
but instead directed them through a marked door. They stepped into a
cold and dry maintenance area with access to the ventilation system
and the electrical for the floor. When Barney stepped forward, one of
the lieutenants raised his gun, but Rosa stopped him. The merc-cop
hesitated at the sound, but continued with a reassuring nod from
Rosa.


	“I'm not
entirely sure what kind of explosives we're dealing with, but
– ” Barney's voice trailed off as he found the device, an
odd black box attached to the base of the wall. There were yellow
warning labels slapped all over the thing. A large padlock clung to
the bottom of it.


	“That's it?”
Rosa asked.


	Barney bent down to
take a look at it. “Yeah,” he groaned as he stood back
up. “That's it. Go ahead and disarm it.” He stepped back.


	The Knights stood
in contemplating silence, staring at the bomb. Barney could tell that
none of them had any earthly idea how to remove the explosives. For
the first time that day, a grin appeared on his face. A soft chuckle
slipped out between his teeth.


	“That's
okay,” Barney said to the stern looks he received. “I'll
walk you through it.”







	“Time's
running out,” Rosa urged one of her lieutenants as she passed
him. They had found an abandoned janitor cart on the ninth floor,
which she pushed as fast as she could alongside Barney. The weight of
five clunky bombs was difficult to maneuver around the offices of the
fourteenth floor. Barney reached out to help guide the cart as he
ran.


	“Ah, here it
is!” Barney exclaimed, looking back over his shoulder. He saw
the other two Knights returning with one of the bombs. After they
deposited it into the cart, Barney beckoned them over. “Get
this one.”


	The two men knelt
down to the black box that the mercenary indicated. “That was
the only one we found,” one of them waved back to the cart.


	“What?”
Barney gasped. “That doesn't make any sense.”


	The Knight
shrugged, then turned around and began detaching the explosive.


	“He can't
stay for much longer,” Rosa moaned. “How many more of
these do we need?”


	“Well,”
Barney started, his forehead glistening with sweat, “these are
pretty small explosives. I had expected them to be much larger since
the floors are gigantic. I'm guessing that there must be a valve in
the gas pipes,” he pointed up into the ceiling. “They
probably seal the building, vent the gas out into the air, and then
ignite it with these explosives.”


	Rosa glanced down
at the bombs in the cart as Barney explained. “So...”
Rosa signaled Barney to continue.


	“We need at
least five more,” Barney concluded. “Eight to be safe.”


	Rosa sighed,
turning to push the cart to the elevators.







	Something different
was apparent once the four of them stepped out of the elevator onto
the top floor. It was just something about the atmosphere that seemed
much less empty than the rest of the floors. They rolled the cart up
and past the receptionist's desk, loaded with its thirteen black
bombs. The bronze letters that hung on the wall informed visitors
that they were now in the outer offices of the administrative
department of the tower. They turned down the left path from the desk
until they entered a large room with glass cubicles.


	In the darkness,
something fell off of a desk somewhere. There was almost no pause
between the clatter of that object hitting the floor and the sudden
bursts of gunfire. Glass splintered and shattered as bullets cracked
through them. The cart kept rolling as the Knights and Barney all
dove behind a desk. The two lieutenants dashed over to an opposite
desk, dropping the safeties on their rifles. Someone shot at them.


	Barney cowered
behind the wooden drawers. He shook with each crack of the guns. Rosa
had begun returning fire. The merc-cop felt a weird sensation of
respect for the Latina as he watched her shoot across the offices.
She didn't blink and she didn't flinch. Barney would have never been
able to guess that she was a school teacher.


	Papers were shot
through, tossing sheets into the air. Wood splintered on impact. A
computer monitor split open and toppled off of the desk it had sat
upon. Barney slid his head upwards so that he could peek over the
edge. Dark shapes had started moving toward them, pushing from their
covers. The staccato of their guns continued as they advanced.


	He ducked down and
squeezed his eyes closed. Over the noise, Barney could hear Rosa
gasp. “They're not Decree,” she said.


	“What?”
Barney asked with panicked quivers.


	“They aren't
Decree!” Rosa hollered at her men. Confused faces turned toward
her. “Hold fire!”


	As soon as the
Knights stopped shooting, the other party ceased as well. In the
silence, Barney could tell that their attackers had stopped
advancing.


	“Who are
you?” a southern man's voice called out from behind a desk.


	“We're the
Knights of the Proletariat,” Rosa answered, turning her head
toward the voice. “We are not with Decree!”


	Whispers could be
heard from the other group for several seconds. One of them sounded
upset. “You need to turn around and leave,” the voice
ordered them.


	“Negative,”
Rosa replied. “We came here for Graves. We're going to get
Graves.”


	Again, there was
another quiet pause. Barney's back twitched in discomfort as he held
himself in an awkward, frozen posture. The anticipation was murder.


	“You are
interfering with a federal black op,” the voice yelled. “If
you don't leave, we WILL open fire.”


	Rosa bowed her head
in frustration. “Look, we do not want to cause – ”
Gunfire interrupted her. She dropped down behind the desk. Her
breathing was rapid with a sudden wave of adrenaline. Barney watched
her with a terrified countenance.


	The lieutenants
indicated to Rosa that they were running low on rounds. The shots
were more spaced out. “We need to push them,” Rosa
commanded them.


	There was a small
window of silence while the attackers reloaded. In the blink of an
eye, all three of the Knights leapt around their desks and sprinted
to the next closest one. Barney froze in fear as he watched them. No
matter how much he demanded his muscles to react, they wouldn't. They
only quivered in response. The gunfire resumed.


	Barney caught the
janitor's cart in his sight when he looked back for a way to flee.
His immediate instinct was to hide behind it as he wheeled his way
out the exit door. The gaps worried him, though. He glanced forward
at the militants. Rosa looked back at him. He couldn't just run.


	With as little
hesitation as possible, Barney dove at the cart. He stumbled,
clinging onto the edge of the thing. Rosa stared back over her
shoulder at him with wide eyes. His hands shot into the cart and
pulled up one of the small black boxes. Bullets started crashing
around him when the operatives redirected their fire on him. Sweat
beaded out all over his face as he worked. He was aware of the gaps
in the janitor's cart behind him. He threw the little black door on
the bomb's case open and extracted two identical wires. Shifting to
the left after a round hit close to his hands, he stripped the rubber
off of the copper with his teeth. He stood up and displayed the
explosive to his attackers. He wielded it up to the Knights too as
they turned to watch him.


	“Stop!”
Barney screamed. “Stop shooting right now or I'll kill us all!”


	The noise froze.
Silence followed a cease fire as every face stared at him. Barney
watched them all with heavy breathing, terrified that they might call
his bluff. He side stepped next to the cart again, holding the wires
out like an exhibit. He had no idea if any of them knew that he
clutched onto the audio wires from the alarm's speaker. Either way,
he held them out toward them.


	“No one
move!” Barney barked. He made fast glances behind him to watch
where he went as he walked backwards. He pulled the cart with him as
he moved. The elevator couldn't seem further from the mercenary. The
silence was thick, only penetrated by the creaking of the cart's
wheels.


	“Sorry,”
he breathed once he arrived at the elevator. He tossed the bomb back
in the cart and disappeared behind the closing metal doors.


	“Son of a
bitch,” Rosa muttered under her breath as she watched the
number above the elevator decrease.


	There was an
awkward silence that followed. Everyone looked around at each other,
unsure of what to do with themselves. Enough time passed without
fighting that it did not resume. Instead, everyone looked up at the
ceiling when a slight whir began rumbling it.


	“Graves isn't
going to stay any longer,” Rosa stated through the hum of the
propellers. “That's his helicopter. You want him and we want
him. We can't waste time anymore.” She stood out in the open,
her gun lowered and her tone strong.


	One of the federal
operatives stood up as well, holding his weapon off to the side in a
nonthreatening manner. “Alright,” he said. He was the man
with the southern accent. “Put your guns down and we'll go.”


	“God!”
Rosa cried, intimidated as much she was weak, which was little. “Shut
the fuck up and get moving!”







	There were charges
already placed around the bolts of Leroy Graves' office door. The
government boys had prepped the breach and then had gotten
interrupted by the Knights' elevator opening. Barney's bombs still
sat abandoned by the receptionist's desk. All of the guns were loaded
and the tactics had been planned as they took their positions and
detonated the charges.


	With a loud bang
and the tumbling of the thick metal door, they piled in. The marching
of their boots thundered over the plush red carpet. A light hissing
clicked on as the smoke cleared out. They jolted to a stop.


	Balloons dropped
from the ceiling out of large bags that had been rigged to the door.
The colorful things fell all around the invaders' confused heads like
autumn leaves.


	Leroy Graves was
not in the office.


	“Hi there!”
Graves' voice greeted, emanating from a speaker on his desk. His
voice was a mocking friendly tone. “Looks like you managed to
get inside my office. Good work guys! But unfortunately, I was never
here today.”


	The Knights shared
a look with the agents as a grin could be heard cracking in the
recording of Graves' voice.


	“I understand
your rationale for this attempt, I do,” he continued. “You
are all a dying species. This world I'm making is not made for you.
Not hospitable. Like us all, your instinct is self preservation. You
do not want to live in a world built for the modern philosophies that
we're moving toward. Your archaic way of holding onto ancient
superstitions and inexplicable notions of right and wrong is harmful
to humanity. You have been misguided.


	“Inferior
though you are, you can still threaten the advancement of man,”
the dry tone carried on, all warmth gone. “You're like a virus,
able to infect good and intelligent people. You threaten my empire. I
can not allow this to continue.”


	Rosa started
sniffing. Something smelled wrong in the air, accumulating in
strength.


	“Currently,
there is a heavy concentration of flammable gas flowing through this
entire top floor. About half of the tower's purging charges have been
hooked up to a battery ignition within the room. The electricity had
been cut when you intruded my office, so the exits' magnetic locks
are in place. The elevator will not work. There is no longer an
escape.


	“My
grandfather built this tower and my father helped Decree become what
it is today, but that all means nothing if you succeed,” Graves
said. “I can rebuild my tower. But you cannot rebuild your
revolution.”


	“No!”
Rosa cried out.


	The tower exploded.








































-Chapter Thirty-

Graves







	“The
explosion in downtown Manhattan resulted in as many as sixty
confirmed casualties, including onlookers from the ground below.
Ambulances from all edges of the city have been hard at work since
late this morning when the Decree Tower bombing shook the nation,
rushing injured from the site to several emergency rooms. Firemen and
rescuers are still rummaging through the rubble in the street,
looking for more survivors. The death toll is predicted to be over
one-hundred,” the news anchor with silver highlights in her
hair reported into the camera. All of the talking heads on television
were squawking about the same thing, wearing the same expressions.
Images of the scorched tower danced along the screen. There were
tearful people covered in soot on the street.


	Leroy Graves smiled
as he watched.


	“Among the
dead is believed to be the CEO and president of the Decree Nation
Leroy Graves himself,” the news woman continued. An image of
Graves was put onto the display. “Graves was in his office at
the time of the bombing, organizing personnel objectives. The bomber
has been identified as Rosa Marina, the leader of the terrorist
organization known as the Knights of the Proletariat. Marina was also
killed in the explosion.”


	Leroy laughed out
loud in celebration, clapping his hands together. He turned the TV
off and started lumbering over to his personal bar.


	He hid out in an
old family cabin, deep within the woods. There were no roads that led
to it and the only other person in the world who knew it existed was
his wife Loretta. It was decorated with exquisite furs and the such,
warm and comforting. He had built the thing with his father when he
was just a teenager. Nothing had changed in the dozens of years since
he had last been here.


	Nothing, except
that Andy Winter was standing in the doorway.


	“Leroy,”
Andy greeted the man, nodding.


	Leroy froze in
place when he saw Andy. He stood up straight, realigning his cashmere
sweater. The shock on his bearded face faded into an all-knowing
smirk as he chuckled. “You found me,” he breathed.


	“I did,”
Andy replied.


	Leroy continued to
his bar and began pouring out two glasses of scotch. “How?”
he asked as he began fingering over the long line of bottles on the
shelf behind the bar.


	“Loretta told
me,” Andy replied. “Before I killed her.”


	Leroy was silent
and he stared over at the former hitman in horror and disbelief.
“Loretta?” he asked through grief.


	“Yes,”
Andy answered. “Drink?”


	Leroy numbly passed
Andy one of the glasses he had poured out and started downing his
own. Andy accepted the drink and sipped slowly on it. His eyes never
left Leroy's.


	“So what
happens now?” Andy's former boss asked him.


	“You know,”
Andy answered. He took another gulp.


	Leroy's smile grew
large and tight as he nodded. “Yeah,” he whispered. He
moved back to his chair beside the fireplace and gestured to Andy to
sit across from him. Andy obliged.


	“I've done
what I needed to do,” Leroy started after tossing back the
remainder of his scotch. “The right people are in place. My
empire will exist after I'm gone. It's a system that works, Mr.
Winter. Finally, a system that works.”


	Andy listened in
silence. Graves sweated.


	“Do you think
people were happier before?” Graves continued. “Do you
think that just because they didn't use guns, the federal government
wasn't killing people? Poverty, Andy. You understand poverty, I know
you do. That can be fixed. We can fix it! All of the broken systems
of the old world – healthcare, education, welfare, the election
process – they must be rebuilt from the ground up in order to
function. No more high priced medication, no more denial of
insurance. Everyone can pursue a college career and everyone can feel
safe knowing that food is provided daily. It's all in the
infrastructure. Everyone thought it would be impossible, that those
systems would bankrupt the government. But not with the right people,
Andy. I tried to do the right thing!”


	“I know,”
Andy whispered.


	Leroy's voice
picked up speed. “I am a satire. What I've done is reveal what
kind of illusion society is. Equal, unequal; rich or poor. Everyone
has the basic power to change the face of the world. The basic power
to kill each other,” he explained. “Society is just an
unspoken agreement to coexist. It gets broken a lot, but it's amazing
the faith that people have – ”


	Andy cleared his
throat. Terror gleamed in the older man's eyes. He knew there was no
talking his way out of justice.


	“I'm not
proud of how I did what I did!” Graves yelled. He was in
tears. “But I am proud of what I did. We did terrible
things – I did terrible things, Andy. If I could make
those things right, I would. But they were the right choices to make.
The only choices. Please, Andy tell me that you understand.”


	“Be quiet,”
Andy ordered. Leroy obeyed him. “Are you ready?”


	Leroy swallowed
hard and continued to stare at the assassin. Andy lifted his handgun
and rested the barrel against the aged man's forehead.


	Closing his eyes,
Andy killed Leroy Graves.
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-Chapter Thirty-One-

Days
Gone By







	Once again, Andy
Winter dreamed. He was alone in a starch white suit –
spotlessly white. Impossibly white. The corridor he stood in was
short, with a fork before him. Behind him was darkness. The walls too
were vibrant and pale as snow. Light seemed to pour out from the
cracks and seams of the structure. Fog rolled in from the darkness
and layered the atmosphere with thick cloud. Andy felt warm here.


	He stepped forward,
then stepped back again when he heard someone approaching him. The
silhouette came from the right hallway, quick and confident in its
stride. It was impossible for Andy to make out any features of the
woman until she was only a yard or so away.


	It was Haley. She
was hard to differentiate from the fog and the glow that was stuck in
his eyes. Her hair swirled around her face like gusts of smoke. Light
flooded and washed over her. She was dressed in a bright blue dress
as if she attended a wedding, pinned with fine broaches and flowers.
Her face was soft and delicate like a child's, her lips parted
seamlessly as she spoke.


	“Save me,”
she whispered. Her features dimmed, the color vanished. “You. I
need you.”


	“Haley,”
Andy said as soft as sound could be.


	She turned away
from him for a moment, squeezing her eyes tight. “It hurts,”
she told him. Her lips trembled in pain. A tear fell over her velvet
cheek.


	Concern was there
in Andy's eye as he watched over the beautiful crying woman. “What
hurts?” he asked her. He reached out to touch her face, but she
moved. Something about her spirit seemed so inconsolable and
tormented. Like a ghost. She glided as she walked away from him. The
fog began accumulating over her and the light brightened, engulfing
her. She started to vanish.


	“Haley!”
Andy called after her. She stopped walking.


	This time when she
turned to face the man, the fog cleared like the Red Sea in Moses'
stride. Behind her, the hallway opened up into a large ballroom with
rich, polished wood floors and sparkling chandeliers. There was a
magnificent ivory grand piano in the corner of the room before a sea
of exquisite stone tables and chairs. The bar was nothing short of a
divine work of art. There was a look in Haley's eyes as she gazed
into Andy's that was stone cold dead. Love never graced these grayed,
lifeless irises. As soon as the fog had cleared and Andy could see
the ballroom, it all ignited. Flames grew from the wood, splintered
and roared over the fine furniture. The piano fell over itself in a
large pile of embers. Chandeliers fell to the ground and shattered,
tossing specks of light all about the place. It all burned.


	“It hurts!”
Haley screamed. Nothing but pure agony and terror filled her words.


	Without warning,
she flew backwards as if pulled on a reel. Her scream loitered in the
room as she zipped back into the fire. Andy tried to look away as her
hair began vanishing and her face blistered and cracked. Her flesh
melted away as her cries gurgled, and all that remained was a
skeleton that toppled over and puffed apart as ash.


	Andy cried. The
terrible image remained in his mind as the fire spread. Flames
invaded the hallway until everything around Andy burned. It didn't
hurt him at all. It wasn't even warm. Andy appeared to be impervious
to the fire, walking through the burning room as if it wasn't there
at all. Smoke filled the air, getting thicker than the fog at this
point. Andy continued down the corridor until he was in the heart of
the beast that roared and crackled in the ballroom. He drifted along
without purpose. When he stopped, the corridor had caught entirely.


	“Andy,”
a compassionate voice spoke through the crackling of the fire.


	He turned his head
to the bar which burned slower because of its dense material. Behind
it, Max poured out two drinks.


	“Max?”
Andy's voice cracked. His eyes filled with tears again.


	Max placed one
drink on the edge of the bar for Andy and took a swig of his own.
“How are you, friend?” he asked. After a pause, he
gestured to the glass he poured for Andy. “Drink?”


	Andy obliged. After
his first sip, he said, “You're never in here.”


	“They needed
me,” Max replied. “They're understaffed.”


	It became difficult
for Andy to choke back on his tears. “Where – where were
you?” he asked.


	Max smiled, then
chuckled. “Drink,” he said.


	Again, Andy did as
he was told. The flames that reflected in his glass danced as he
lifted it to his lips. After he swallowed, he open his mouth to
speak, but Max shushed him.


	“I'm still
dead, Andy,” Max explained. Andy sobbed at the word. “There's
nothing you can do about that anymore. You can't save me. I have
always been dead. But she isn't.” He pointed to the middle of
the room where Haley had burned to death. “You can still save
her.”


	“How?”


	Max leaned in, his
face close to Andy's. His eyes were warm and filled with life. “You
do whatever it takes, Andy,” he told him. A smile unzipped on
his face, happy. “Go brother. Save her.”







	Andy started
packing the moment he woke up. At first, as his body heaved out of
bed and he set about his tasks, he had no idea why. But in a matter
of time, the dream started to creep back into his ears, with Max
repeating to him, “Go brother. Save her.” The sun started
to peer over the hills to the east as Andy dressed. The sky was a
bluish gray. Clouds blanketed the town. Darkness occupied the hotel
room that Andy had taken over after the Rift. It was filthy, old and
spoiled food all about the area and dust covered most of the surfaces
in visible layers. Andy had kept all of his things in one corner by
the bed, the only acceptable portion of the room. He ignored the rest
of it, with little to no motivation to clean it up when he first
arrived. For the last two months, Andy laid and slept, surviving off
of whatever he could find. Most days he didn't have the energy to get
out of bed. On the other days, he barely went farther than a block
away before he found supplies.







	The town he resided
in had been abandoned about nine weeks prior when a gang of religious
anarchists set off bombs in the local church. They had threatened the
citizens, to which everyone packed what they could and fled. When
Andy had arrived about a week after that, he killed two of the
bandits and wounded the last.


	“Where'd you
come from?” Andy had asked the man after he confirmed the other
two kills.


	Grunting and
snarling, the man gave no answer and instead struggled to grab his
hatchet off of the ground. He whimpered and moaned as one hand
clutched onto his shattered kneecap, the other dancing over the
gravel of the local gas pumps toward his weapon. Andy stepped on the
injured knee. The man shrieked in agony, halting in his pursuit of
the ax to writhe in pain.


	“Did you hear
me?” Andy questioned, barely audible over the man's howls.
“What nation are you from? Who are you with?”


	“No nation,”
his victim replied in between struggled breaths. “Just the
Army.”


	“Who's army?”


	“God's.”


	Andy chuckled as he
stood up. He lifted his foot off the man, who bent over himself and
clasped onto his knee. The former hitman strode a couple steps over
to the hatchet and lifted it off the ground. He walked back over to
the bandit, who tried to push himself away from Andy along the
ground.


	“Now, I'm
going to try to word my question one last way. What group are you
from and where are the rest of your friends?”


	The man stopped
crawling and started to laugh like a lunatic. He spat toward Andy.







	Without any idea
where Andy could go at this point, with nowhere safe for him to stay,
he remained sedentary. This bleak morning was the first time in a
week that Andy left the hotel. A bag was slung off his shoulders and
his loaded gun holstered on his belt. Without any hesitation, he
climbed inside an abandoned Toyota Corolla that he had laid claim to
at the beginning of the war.


	He liked it most
because the radio worked.


	Andy had no real
idea where Haley Flynn could be. He did his best to stay up to date
with the news, but there was no television or newspapers that ran to
the abandoned town. All he had was the car radio, which he used
sparingly. Gas was much harder to acquire since the pumps had shut
down, but Andy had gotten experienced at siphoning gas from abandoned
vehicles. The last that he had heard of Haley was a small blurb about
her organized protests of the American War. She was in Washington
D.C., one of the main last footholds of the United States of America.
Congress had sealed its doors and turned off their phones, quitting
the business. A handful of lawmakers stayed to do what they could,
which soon became apparent was nothing. Haley had gathered a group of
optimists and volunteered for Congress. In their demonstration, they
explained that the position of law cannot be vacant and now is the
time to display civil duty. She had encouraged everyone to step up
and take a role in building the country back up. The story seemed to
have little to no interest to the general public in comparison to the
others.


	Andy never heard
about the result of that effort. That was over two weeks ago, he
recalled as he turned the radio on for the first time in as long. His
car purred onward as he started his drive east.


	“...of
attacks on small towns and villages in territories occupied by both
the Federal States of America and the Decree Nation. Leaders from
both states have placed over twenty high ranking officials of the
Knights, including the chief general of the terrorist organization,
on the top of their Most Wanted Criminals lists.”


	A separate voice,
recorded somewhere with a lot more wind than the studio, came in.
“The nature of their attacks, the brutality they show our
soldiers when they capture them is designed for no other purpose than
to scare people.” Andy recognized the voice. It was the vice
president of the Federal States of America, Adam Lizarre. “Their
cowardice is something to pity, not something to fear. They follow no
international convention of fighting, killing innocent men, women,
and children in an obscene, inhuman manner. We live in volatile
times, my friends. War is on every doorstep of every home in America.
Brothers and sisters are now divided, meeting each other in combat
and bringing a wave of violence and destruction that this country had
not seen in over a century and a half. Our strength matters now more
than ever. We cannot allow monsters on our lawn. These criminals will
not escape punishment. Justice will be loud.”


	The station was
quiet for just a moment before playing a short saxophone segue, then
the original reporter spoke. “Aid continues to come in from
overseas. The United Kingdom, China, and Saudi Arabia have been some
of the largest contributors of supplies airlifted to the more
isolated parts of the country. Foreign doctors and volunteers have
flown in to help in heavy combat areas, treating the wounded and
feeding our troops. The bulk of the fighting has been centered around
metropolitan areas, particularly east of the Rocky Mountains.”


	A male voice came
in, continuing from the previous report. “Sixteen Federal
soldiers were killed late last night when a bomb was detonated in the
middle of I-25, north of Denver,” he said in as flavorless of a
voice as human tones can achieve. “Reports say that half a
dozen anarchist insurgents used a school bus to block off the road.
Explosives had been wired to the vehicle, which detonated through a
pressure-triggered electrical system. There are twenty injured
soldiers in medical care.


	“In San
Francisco, conditions have worsened for the Decree soldiers who are
now on their fourth morning of the Golden Gate Siege. Russo forces
have pushed the Nationers past their primary supply depot in the
city. Decree President Barringer has declared his outrage at the
leadership of the Federal States and the United Nations, saying that
they are, quote, 'letting these opportunistic bullies come and
slaughter their own kin without so much as a word to say about it.'
The United Nations replied with a press release, denouncing any
recognition of the Decree Nation as a state of any kind. Federal
president Fesgen has not officially replied, but experts believe that
he will aid the men in San Francisco. There are eighty-two current
casualties for the Decree Nation. The count for Russo forces remains
unknown.”


	Andy bent his neck
down a bit in order to see the sky. Rain clouds had begun
accumulating in the air, dark and menacing. He sat back and smirked.
With his eyes on the road before him, he reached for the knob to
change the channel on the radio, but paused.


	“It has been
sixty-eight days since the Decree Tower attack and the beginning of
the American War,” the first reporter said, her voice
crystalline clear. “Remember everyone: we are all humans. God
bless America, which ever one you hail.”


	The Beatles' “Here
Comes the Sun” began playing. Andy retracted his hand from the
knob. He listened in silence to the music as his car hummed over the
highway.








































-Chapter Thirty-Two-

Heart
of the Valley







	Morning drifted up
from below the earth, rising and warming the air around the military
camp. Insects chattered and clicked with impressive volume, humming
from the woods on the hills, rolling down into the valley. The
lightest layer of fog trickled over the soft earth and the dew
encrusted blades of grass. The camp was set up on a large plot of
concrete at the bottom of the valley. Beige tents were bolted down
into the concrete and several metal crates of munitions were placed
around the camp. There was a guard tower on each corner of the camp,
against the cinder block wall that surrounded the concrete plot.
Humvees were parked at angles by the entrance of the facility where
the road withered off, alongside a set of orange vans.


	Men crawled over
the surface of the camp like ants, moving to and fro with various
tasks. The concrete was stained with burn marks and blood. Decree
soldiers in their unique orange fatigues pulled bodies across the
facility, lining them up on the grass outside the wall. There was a
long row of them all, men and women in Reserve uniforms. The flag of
the United States was patched onto their shoulders.


	Bits of rubble
littered the makeshift street. Shrapnel laid twisted near some of the
more damaged vehicles. A few men kept lookout on the towers, drinking
water and swapping stories as they watched their peers continue the
cleanup. Most of the battle that had taken place here had been
cleaned up and removed by the facility's new occupants. Now, everyone
was just getting rid of the bodies that were hidden in isolated
pockets around the camp and rounding up the supplies into one
designated area.


	The major smoked
alone in a trailer on the south side of the compound. He was a tall
man with sharp blond hair and a thick mustache that bristled over the
top of his Swisher Sweet cigar. His features were etched onto his
face like scars from constant furrowing of his brow and frowning of
his lips. From where he smoked in the trailer, he had an excellent
view of the snow tipped mountain peaks all the way from the foot of
their valley. The trees of the surrounding forest framed the image
beautifully, and the major couldn't help but gaze thoughtlessly.
Still, he did not smile.


	A sharp rap on the
door preceded the intrusion of a sergeant into the major's trailer.
The man moved only to draw the cigar from his mouth as the sergeant
approached him.


	“Sir,”
she greeted, saluting. He gave a curt nod in response. “The
current inventory count on the compound is finished for the night.
What we have so far is twenty-six M16 assault rifles, along with
eight M4s, ten MP5s, twelve Colt forty-fives, three Pythons, four SAW
light machine guns – ”


	“Stop,”
the major ordered. The woman stopped with her mouth unable to commit
to shutting. The stoic man turned and looked at her, his dull eyes
shaded by the bold eyebrows furrowed above them. “You know what
we're here for. That's all I want to hear about.”


	The sergeant
swallowed. “I can't confirm it for sure, but it looks like it,”
she answered.


	“The
artillery?” the major asked.


	“Definitely,”
she nodded. “That we have found.”


	The major turned
back to the window and watched the clouds as they began to drift into
the tops of the mountains. “Come back when you know for sure,”
he commanded. He dragged on the cigar.


	“Yes, sir,”
the sergeant said. She saluted a second time, then took her leave.
The smoke swirled around the doorway as she shut it behind her.


	The major squinted
as he gazed through the forest. Something seemed wrong.


	With just a bit of
a jolt, the men in the towers stood up and peered into the woods. Hot
lead zipped out from between the trees. Bullets drummed and rattled
on the metal siding of the guard towers. The Decree soldiers had only
enough time to raise their weapons before rounds tore through their
torsos and necks. Guns cracked from the forest in a rattling staccato
and tore down into the facility.


	Mercenaries burst
into motion, sprinting to cover or ducking down low. Some of the less
experienced uniforms screamed at the commotion. Arms were raised as a
line of Decree men positioned themselves along the southern wall.
Bullets continued to rain at them from the woods, as if shot by no
one at all. The trees were collected too thick to allow much sunlight
to spill down upon the attackers. All anyone could see was the shine
of sweat on the assailants' faces as muzzle flashes illuminated them.


	Return fire echoed
the sound of deafening firefight, slinging their own barrage of lead
into the trees. They shot blind, trying to hit brief bursts of light
rather than the massive collection of silhouettes in the dark forest.
With a calm gate, the major strutted out of his trailer toward the
line of men.


	“Hold your
fire!” he hollered, unholstering his Single Action Army. “Stop
shooting, you idiots!”


	“We're under
attack, sir!” one of the soldiers yelled back at the major.


	The superior
officer's jaw tightened, his lips pursed. The return fire ceased. He
pointed to the private that yelled at him. “Punch that
soldier,” he ordered, which was obliged. “You take cover
until they advance. Don't waste your goddamn ammo.”


	Everyone started
moving to much safer holes of cover. They utilized the sides of the
large metal crates or the short concrete walls that were seated in
front of the towers. Bullets came in a constant rhythm, although much
less rapid. The attackers had noticed the shift of position and came
to the same conclusion about wasting ammunition. A small part of the
major had hoped that they would continue firing while his men were
safe, perhaps running short on rounds. But he knew it was a lot to
ask for from fortune and he prepared for a lot worse luck.


	The major gestured
at two officers on the line. “Eyes,” he ordered, throwing
his thumb up to one of the towers. Nodding, the officers dropped the
safety on their rifles and rushed to the stairs. Rounds hit the edges
of the railing of the tower as the attackers spotted the men
ascending it. They kept low and out of harm's way as hot sparks
showered the bodies of the dead tower guards.


	“They're
advancing!” one of them called down to the line after a moment
in the tower. “They're coming out of the woods!”


	“How many?”
the major asked.


	“Too many to
count,” replied the officer. The two of them in the tower
ducked down when lead start flying at them.


	Pulling back the
hammer on his gun, the major took his position. “Fire at will!”
he commanded to all of the soldiers on the line.


	There was about a
hundred feet between the edge of the forest and the southern wall of
the compound. Those hundred feet of clearing and lush grass became a
war zone for about three minutes. Smoke rose from the discharging
weapons both on the clearing and behind the wall. Bullets zipped
through the air in long streaks of hot yellow light and tore through
combatants on both sides. The attackers looked rugged. They wore
nothing of a uniform, dressed in simple street wear. The only
identifying thing that they wore were brown bandanas over their
faces. The weapons they used were varied and their tactics were
similar to those of guerrilla warriors. They rushed quick for cover,
using the natural landscape and the elevation of the sloping
foothills to match the soldiers trained fighting skills.


	Before any of the
Decree men on the line had time to realize it, the attackers were
upon the compound. Charges were placed and detonated, shredding a
hole through the concrete wall and blasting back several mercenaries
in the radius. Militia with automatic weapons piled through the hole
and sprayed lead into the soldiers on the line. Two of the invaders
were felled by the mercenaries, but far more of their own numbers
were left heaped over their bleeding bodies.


	The major shot one
of them as they came through the wall. “Fall back!” he
yelled over the ring of gunpowder. “Retreat! Fall back!”
He lined up another shot and blew an attacker off his feet.


	Orange uniforms
darted backwards, stopping at intervals to return fire at their
relentless pursuers. The invaders were so close behind them that the
soldiers couldn't remain in the open line of fire before them.


	“Take cover!”
the commanding officer hollered to his men. He could see the terror
in their eyes. He did what he could to diminish the fear with the
confidence of his orders and the aloofness of his body language. The
assault never lessened.


	He peeked over the
crate he crouched behind and watched a hulking black man with
dreadlocks climb through the demolished portion of wall. Despite his
gigantic form, the man moved quickly, darting from cover to cover as
the soldiers fired at him. There were few of the mercenaries left
standing. They held their ground with as much patience and
organization as they could. In the end, it wasn't enough.


	A flash grenade
detonated and everything went white. No sound could penetrate the
ringing in the major's ears, no image in his eyes. When his senses
began to creep back to him, his men were dead. Guillotine stood
before him, holstering his gun. The major searched for his firearm
and realized with despair that he had dropped it. Defeated, he turned
and stared into the face of his captor.


	“On your
knees,” the voice of Guillotine hissed. He drew an oversized
and terrifying looking machete and gestured to the ground at his
captive.


	The major obliged
with his face upwards. His mustache frowned along with his lips.
“You're the Guillotine, aren't you?” he asked the monster
before him.


	Guillotine grinned.
“Swine,” he said before he struck the man down.








































-Chapter Thirty-Three-

Davey







	Davey Tolmes sat in
an off-the-road diner that stood untouched by time in the desert of
Nevada, early Friday morning. The coffee he had ordered first had
gone cold, and the eggs sat uneaten at the mercy of his fork. He
watched the entire place out of the sides of his eyes as he nibbled
on his toast. Two women ate at the other end of the bar, speaking
loud and giggling as they drank their iced teas, waiting for their
food. The cook was the only staff in the building. He was also the
waiter, having taken the orders and brought out Davey's eggs. He was
back in the kitchen cooking the ladies' meals.


	 The rest of the
restaurant was empty. There were only about four tables and six
booths, all sitting lifelessly in thin rays of light. The windows to
the place were small and closed up to avoid getting dust in the air.
One window faced the parking lot on the table side of the room, the
largest source of natural light. There were rustic art deco lighting
fixtures along the wall that illuminated local art. Each piece
appeared unique and characteristic. The variety between abstract and
lifelike was balanced and oriented to create the cozy, dark
atmosphere that smothered the diner.


	Sipping on his
coffee, Davey recalled the previous few days and how he came to sit
here.







	On Wednesday, he
stood in a sea of refugees at a camp set up outside of Los Angeles.
The city had been evacuated because of the heavy crossfire that could
be encountered in any of the hundreds of battles that had broken out
since the Decree Tower Attack. Everyone was directed to one of the
dozens of refugee camps that had been installed at a radius from the
city. Davey was at Camp Roosevelt.


	The crowd he found
himself in on that night gathered before a stage. A comedian had just
wrapped up his routine for the refugees, stepping off of the stage to
the side and into the crowd. A military man came up and introduced
the next band as the musicians finished setting up their instruments.
Everyone in the audience still chuckled at the last line of the
comic's set. The air buzzed with positive energy. There was an aura
of community and collective worth.


	Davey felt sick.
Unpleasant feelings washed over him and he bounced anxiously, waiting
for the show to be over and the tents to be assigned. He looked all
around but took none of the images in. Everyone else seemed upbeat
and the energy smothered him.


	A man who tried to
move his way through the herd of people stopped when he saw Davey. He
almost continued on, but he looked a second time and recognized the
face as Davey noticed him staring. “Whoa, are you Davey
Tolmes?” the man asked with disbelief. The former late night
talk show host didn't respond. “Wow, dude, it's really you!
Holy shit, I'm a huge fan, man! I watch your show all the time.”


	“Hi,”
Davey replied.


	“What are you
doing here?” the man asked, the awe modifying his tone. The man
shook his head with realization. “Right, yeah, my bad. I mean,
like why aren't you up there?” He gestured to the stage.


	“No one asked
me,” Davey answered.


	“No one asked
you?” the man was shocked. “They have Davey Tolmes in
their camp and they don't ask you to tell some jokes? Those idiots,
man.”


	“They don't
know that I'm here,” the celebrity said. “I don't think
so at least.”


	The fan's grin
stretched from ear to ear as he looked deep into Davey's eyes. An
awkward moment of silence passed before the man noticed. “Well,
hey, when we get our tents, would you like to join me and my wife for
dinner?” he asked, rubbing the roots of his hair. “We
brought up a couple of steaks I think we could spare for a guest.”


	For a moment, Davey
thought about it. An idiotic, expecting grin rested on the fan's face
as he waited for a response. He was honestly going to decline and
stick with the rationed meals. But, he had thought, when
will be the next time I ever have fresh meat again?







	The food was
excellent. Ever since the beginning of the war, it had been hard to
come across such tender delicacies. It had been seasoned by the man's
talented wife, who ate with her husband across from Davey. There was
a glow in both of their eyes of excitement at having such a well
known and respected guest with them, even if it had to be in a
refugee tent. The celebrity himself kept almost silent as the man
told their tale. He introduced himself as Jack and his beautiful
wife's name was Macy. They were some of the last people to evacuate
Los Angeles.


	“It was
pretty terrifying, cutting it that close,” Jack explained.
“Three different groups were trying to seize the eastern
portion of the freeway, where we were just trying to get out. The
road was clogged like nothing I'd ever seen before. People were
getting kinda crazy, not able to handle waiting on the freeway. As
soon as the first Knights' attack began, everyone jumped out of their
cars and either ran for the hills or joined the lunatics. The
soldiers did their best to organize us all and send us in a safe
direction, but as soon as we were off of that freeway, we were on our
own.” Jack took a sip of his beer and opened another for Davey.
“The military guys totally lost track of us. All we had to go
on was a handful of rumors about how far the camps were and where the
Army had initially told us to head. It was such a vague direction
that we actually had to stay two nights out there in the hills. We
had no idea how well the camps had been concealed in order to divert
unwanted attention. When we finally got here this afternoon, we had
to go through a hell of a hassle trying to prove our allegiance and
our citizenship. We thought we were going to get turned away, didn't
we, Macy?”


	His wife nodded,
gulping from her drink. Davey couldn't keep his eyes off of her as he
listened to the story. Her eyes were either kept low or darted from
each man's shoulders. It was apparent and notable to Davey that she
found it difficult to maintain eye contact with anyone. At first,
Davey had suspected that she disagreed with what Jack said. Like she
had a much different recollection of how events unfolded. After a
while of listening to the stories though, Davey realized it was
because she had seen some things in their journey that were difficult
to witness. Macy was distracted by those images for too long to look
elsewhere. She avoided looking anybody in the eye for too long,
afraid that they would be able to witness the things through the
reflection of her pupil. Davey understood the feeling. He didn't get
out of Los Angeles unscathed either.


	Macy had a round,
silky face. It was shaded like a brown egg, but even smoother. Her
chin was delicate and her eyes large and childlike. Brown lochs of
hair dangled down past her soft features and draped over her sloping
shoulders. Davey was drawn to every bit of her. His heart beat just a
little faster whenever he glanced over at her as they ate. His
fingers would get warm and numb. He felt like he did something he
shouldn't every time he looked into her face.


	He left once the
meal was finished, thanking his hosts. In the dark, he managed to
find his way back to his small tent.


	Inside was nothing
more than a cot, which he laid upon and sought sleep.







	On Thursday,
sometime in the still hours of morning, the nightmares woke Davey up.
He gasped for air in pitch darkness. There was only the hum of some
people around the campground's fire pit chattering ringing in his
ears, the night otherwise silent. The air was damp and humid with
springtime.


	Once the horrible
images faded away and consciousness gripped the man, he sat up and
thought. What came to his mind was the angelic face of Macy, smiling
through the grime of the world. When he thought of her, the fear went
away. All the regret and shame that he felt so overwhelmingly was
quelled for the time being as her bright eyes burned in his mind.


	He grabbed his coat
and made his way out of his tent. With a little hesitation, he found
his way back to Jack and Macy's tent. His eyes adapted to the
darkness by the time he sneaked in through the flap. Jack snored and
itched his beard, turning onto his side. Davey almost panicked but
managed to keep himself quiet with his own fist. Macy was on her
back, lips parted as she slept like a creature.


	Davey stepped with
as much care as possible over the dirt floor, as slow as he could.
When he was by Macy's side, he slipped his hand over her mouth. She
stirred as he began pushing his other hand down into her pajama
pants. He watched over her with a sad, longing look. How much he
wished that she could be his for real. His heart hurt for her as a
survivor, both connected by life-changing terror. We should be
together, he thought as he moved his fingers about. We could
console each other.


	Macy's eyes bolted
open as Davey touched her. Without hesitation, she started panicking
and struggling against Davey's hands. Her cries were muffled only a
little by his palm, which he had trouble keeping held over her face.
His grip tightened as he pushed back down on her head into the cot in
order to hold her down better. Still, he tried to move the offending
hand around her underwear. She kicked and tossed about, made a
terrible amount of commotion. The noise grated on Davey's mind like
chalk on a board, creeping along his spine in a strange sensation. He
could tell he hurt her, but it didn't matter. Now she needed to be
quiet and enjoy his company.


	“What the
hell are you doing?!” Jack cried, woken up by the racket. Davey
turned around in time to see the man stumble upwards, lunging after
him. Without any hesitation, Davey pulled out the knife from his
jacket and brought it up hard into Jack's stomach. The husband
stopped cold in his lunge and Davey caught him, supporting him. Eyes
wide and lips stone cold, Davey pulled the knife out and relished in
Jack's pained grunts as the metal slid out of his abdomen. The
celebrity stabbed the knife into his fan's torso again. And again.
And again. Over and over, Davey stabbed until all he did was coat his
pants in a dead man's blood.


	“Jack!”
Macy cried as she managed to sit upwards, tangled in her bedding.
Davey watched Jack drop from his hands and fall over, gurgling in the
dirt. No time passed after the body hit the ground before Davey
turned around, ripped the pillow out from under Macy and pushed it
down over her face. Her screams were tiny and quiet from below the
fabric as Davey pushed harder and harder on the pillow. Macy's limbs
flailed and tried desperately to throw her assailant off of her, but
his grip was iron. The noises faded and the struggling transitioned
into light twitching, then complete stillness.


	He stood in the
tent with the corpses, breathing deep from activity. Blood trickled
around his shoes from the draining man. For a few moments, Davey
didn't know what to do. All he could do was stare at what he had done
and clean off his knife. Then, as sudden as he had arrived, he was
gone.


	He slept in his own
tent.


	When Davey awoke
later that morning, the memory of what he had done flooded back to
him. Panic started to take over his air, altering his breathing at
first. But over a moment, he controlled the sensation. He remembered
what he had done, and he remembered deciding to do it. He had meant
to do it. Their lives were his now.


	He fled the camp
without so much as a word with any of the others. On Friday, he woke
up in his car off the side of the highway, just before Nevada.







	On Friday, Andy was
on his second straight day of driving. In a prewar world, he could
have been over halfway across the country by now. However, the
congested traffic and the heavy combat zones impeded civilian commute
and he only found himself as far as Nevada. Fatigue soaked his limbs,
which felt strange and feeble. He hadn't slept since he set out on
his mission to find Haley. The street signs blurred in and out of his
vision. He knew that it was dangerous to drive under such sleep
deprivation, but something whispered in his head horrible thoughts
that kept him going. Fear for Haley fueled him.


	He loved her. He
knew this now. He wasn't sure what that meant he wanted in return.
All he wanted was to keep her safe. Somehow, in his mind, if she were
safe and happy then every other messed up thing in the world seemed
to be an obstacle; a minor hurdle that they would be able to
overcome. Together, he felt just a miniscule measure of solace.


	She'd think I'm
crazy, he hummed over in his head, if she knew these feelings.
How else would she react to it? A man that she barely knew, who was
present during some of the most difficult ordeals of the last few
months. A man who was hired to kill her, and nearly did. How could
she love me back? Andy couldn't stop asking himself, even though
the confidence in his head told him it was simple. They were
connected. As much as he cherished the idea of her, what he coveted
wasn't her at all. It was her innocence. Her all around compassion
and complete lack of apathy. There was nothing in the world that was
more important.


	Andy continued to
drive on. The desert swirled around his car as he sped. He knew he
couldn't go on much longer. He was running low on several different
fuels that he needed in order to persevere. Deciding, Andy took the
first exit he saw indicating a rest stop.







	As Davey finished
his coffee several minutes after consuming his eggs in silence, he
stood up and strode over to the front door of the diner. With a flick
of his wrist, he bolted the lock shut. The women's chatter diminished
as they watched him move, confused looks on their faces. Davey had
this stare in his eyes as if he looked through everything at
something formidable, miles away. The expression drew even more
attention from the others, to whom he paid little mind. The smiles
the women had wore so brightly sunk away with the sick feeling
Davey's cold eyes gave them.


	The owner had heard
the door lock and poked his head out from the kitchen. “Everything
alright?” he asked. His eyes locked onto the approaching man
and he watched him with expectant eyes. Instead of replying to the
owner's inquiry, Davey slugged him as hard as he could in the face.
The women jumped up and the owner crashed hard to the floor.


	With no loss of
momentum, Davey continued walking until he stood over his victim. The
diner owner clutched onto his face in pain in a fetal curl, groaning.
The wind had been knocked out of him and he struggled to orient
himself. Not a single change took place in Davey's features as he
pulled out his knife, knelt down with his shin on the man's throat
and proceeded to stab him in the face.


	One of the women
shrieked.


	Davey stood up from
the mess and turned to the two of them. They had already started
navigating to the door, fumbling with the lock. Their panic was rich
and full as Davey drank it in. A small smirk formed on his blood
stained face when he watched the fear overtake their smaller bodies.
They shook, unable to control their hands as they pulled at the lock.
The fear was too much. One of them dropped to her knees and succumbed
to her nerves. She buried her face in her  hands, quaking.


	“Get away
from us!” the standing one shrieked at Davey as he stepped
near. Terror tore her voice.


	“No,”
the man responded. His knife caught a ray of light on the side and
reflected in the women's eyes. The one on the floor sobbed violently.
There was a crazy look on the one who remained on her despite how
much she shook.


	“What do you
want?!” she screamed through tears.


	“I want you
to watch while I hurt your friend here,” Davey said, waving his
knife at the kneeling woman. “And then I'm going to kill you
both.”


	Words evaded the
ladies' grasp as Davey's tone carved itself into their memories. At
that moment a face appeared at the door and peered in. The smokey
glass masked him, an effect that worked both ways. The man at the
door knocked.


	“I see you in
there,” Andy said through the thick glass. “Are you not
open?”


	Davey stood in
silence with his hand over the sobbing girl's mouth, his knife
pointed in the other's face.


	Andy could see the
silhouettes through the cloudy glass. He tried peering through the
solitary clear window, but couldn't get an angle worth anything. It
was the middle of the morning during the business hours that were
displayed on a sign on the front door. The lock was troublesome, and
Andy knew something was wrong. Out of instinct, he drew his firearm
and listened. All he could hear was whoever was on the other side
listening for him.


	With a massive
swing, Andy crashed the butt of his gun through the glass. The door
shattered and he crawled into the diner through the jagged frame. As
soon as he was inside, his gun aimed right at Davey's head. The
celebrity had one of the women held in front of him, shielding his
person. She sobbed terrible shrieks into her captor's hand, her face
tear-stained. The other woman lay slain on the floor.


	“Let her go,”
Andy commanded. He moved his wrists, trying to catch a bead on the
murderer as he bobbed and hid behind his hostage. The instant he
locked eyes with the psychopath, he recognized him from his program.


	Davey attempted to
get a decent glimpse of Andy, taking caution behind the sobbing
woman. His palm had begun getting prune-like from the saliva and
tears. “What's it matter to you?” he asked.


	“What does
that matter?” Andy retorted. “Let her go.”


	Andy could see a
pale grin like a wolf's growing under the deranged man's nose. “I
want you to watch this carefully,” Davey said through his
teeth.


	Time moved slow for
Andy. The scene crystallized before him. The former hitman dropped
onto one knee and squeezed shut his left eye. He took a deep breath,
watched Davey's knife raise into the air. “Duck!” Andy
cried.


	The woman pulled
down with all of her strength, buying only a few inches between her
and the madman. His knife started flying downwards toward her neck
and Andy exhaled. There wasn't much room for him to shoot. Not enough
time. But it was all he needed as he squeezed the trigger. The bullet
collided into Davey's shoulder, pushing him back as the metal ripped
out through his scapula. The woman dropped to the floor in a huddle.
Davey lost control of his arm and dropped his knife on the wooden
floor. He lunged backwards to the kitchen door. Andy shot again,
tossing a napkin dispenser off the bar. The former talk show host ran
over the corpse of the cook and disappeared past the doorway.


	With just a moment
of apprehension, Andy took off after him. There was a racket ahead;
metal pots thrown to the ground and boxes crushed as Davey made his
flight. When Andy turned the corner past the doorway, the killer was
gone. The window was kicked open, blood exposing his trail. Andy spun
around and rushed out into the diner and through the smashed front
door. Dust kicked up into the clear blue air leading up to Davey who
had just thrown himself inside Andy's unlocked vehicle. His speed
picked up and Andy took a few shots at the murderer as he started the
car and tossed it into drive. A loud squeal of mechanic strain and a
cloud of dirt was all Davey left behind as he sped off down the road.
Andy didn't waste any more ammunition, knowing he would never be able
to get a shot worth anything.


	The full weight of
his disappointment pressed down along his brow as he stared at the
fading dot on the horizon that was once everything he owned. He
shuffled back to the door and reentered the restaurant.


	“Is he gone?”
the hostage asked in a timid, wavering voice.


	“Yeah,”
Andy replied. “Left my goddamn keys in the car.”


	All the woman could
manage to do in response was break down and cry. Andy took a wide
look at the diner and sighed. He put his gun away and went around to
pick up the shells to his three-eighty auto rounds. Once he finished,
he waited for a moment and listened to her hysterical sobbing.


	“Looks like
I'm walking from here,” he said out loud, to himself. He looked
down at the lady as she looked up toward him. “I'm sorry for
your loss.”


	She had no response
other than a diminished crying volume. Andy didn't like the idea of
walking. He strode over to the owner's body and searched it. He took
the wallet and his keys and took his leave through the shattered
front door. The woman watched him as he exited, lost.








































-Chapter Thirty-Four-

The
Warning







	A storm cloud
gathered in the darkening Atlantic skies and threatened to rain. The
air felt empty, a formation of birds was the only thing that flew
through it. Planes hadn't flown over the United States in about a
month with the exception of supply planes from other countries or
troop transports for the military. Hardly a soul moved down on the
city streets. The monuments sat more like mausoleums than places of
tourist activity. The clouds hung low in the sky, creating an actual
ceiling for Washington D.C. Fog sifted downward, falling over the
roofs and the trees as a breeze moved. Condensation collected along
the frozen glass in the buildings.


	Haley watched some
of the drops of dew slide down the window. As they collided with
other drops they assimilated them and dropped along faster. This kind
of weather typically calmed her. The tinny emptiness of the world
gave her a biological signal to slow down, to take stock of herself.
She would feel like she was blanketed in a land of frozen time. This
storm, however, menaced at her through the glass. She knew that this
was not the only kind of storm brewing.


	She had moved to
the capitol at the beginning of the war, right after the Decree Tower
attack. In a matter of time, the rest of the United States fell down
around her. Most of the nation had seceded from the Union and formed
the Federal States of America. The FSA was self-run and self-fought.
Their military was composed almost in full of average American
citizens. The elite of them were former soldiers of the United Stated
military. By the millions, soldiers adapted their allegiance to the
Federal States. Hundreds of army bases and compounds throughout the
country dropped the famous fifty stars and thirteen stripes from
their masts and raised instead the Federal flag. In the wind would
whip the symbol of a large white star over the thirteen red and white
stripes.


	Haley understood
the people that defected to them. They were the ones that made sense.
A nation full of people fed up with the modern interpretation of
American law. They adapted only the original Constitution of the
United States and the Bill of Rights. Additional laws were voted in a
timely manner to set up institutions of human services and common
welfare. It was a nation for the people. Former proud Americans
taking the power in their own hands.


	So why was she here
and not with them? Because they were not prepared. They were not
trained to lead. The largest reason, however, was the division. She
wanted to bring the improvements that the Federal States had put up
for their citizens to the United States. That was the point. They
were United States. This family couldn't be broken anymore,
Haley thought. So she tasked herself with revitalizing the glory of
America. Through unity. This task got her into the high up position
of an ambassador in the president's administration. Her work included
organizing forums and recruitment, but she had hit a wall.


	The Decree Nation
was filled with proud, tight-lipped business men who were furious at
the government. They felt they had been wronged, Haley had learned
that now. She talked to many refugees from Decree territories, even
defecting soldiers. The main story that they had in common was that
the Nation's passion for conquest was driven by vengeance, not
economics. All this time, the image of the men in the company that
she had embedded in her imagination was of oversized swine in suits
with more than their share of the pie smeared across their ruddy
snouts. The greed and acquisition of resources was the driving force
behind the pigs. Now, however, she saw them as rebels in their own
way. They felt oppressed and cornered, and this was their response.


	Nonetheless, the
ends never justified the means in Haley's mind. As much as she didn't
want to have anything to do with the lot of them, she had to try to
get someone to consider a peace treaty. She needed to negotiate the
terms of surrender to the people who killed so many others in front
of her. The ones who had imprisoned her.


	Desperation was
thick in D.C.


	“Miss Flynn?”
her secretary interrupted. Haley jumped a little, then turned to the
woman with expecting eyes. “The president wants you in his
office. We're getting a broadcast on Federal and Decree channels.”


	“The same
program on both feeds?” Haley asked, confused.


	“Yes, ma'am,”
the secretary replied before disappearing behind the door again.







	Two men of a
certain age sat next to each other on stools in a finely decorated
office, both dressed in suits with different flags pinned on their
lapels. The television in the president's office was large and high
resolution. It was impossible for everyone in the office not to
recognize the two men on the screen as both presidents from the
Federal States and the Decree Nation. The image itself was startling
to everyone, particularly Haley. She entered and shut the door behind
her while everyone watched the address.


	“My name is
Dominic Fesgen, and I am the president of the Federal States of
America.” He was the older one on the left. He was a skinny man
wearing glasses, with nothing more than a ring of gray hair circling
his scalp. His glasses were circular and reflected the studio
lighting behind the camera.


	“And my name
is Bruce Barringer, the president of the Decree Nation.” The
man on the right was heftier. His brown hair gleamed.


	The first president
continued. “With current events and conflicts, it is easy to
understand any confusion you might have about seeing us here,
together,” he said. “This much strife in a homeland that
hadn't seen war on its grounds in over a century must not continue.
Citizens in both of our countries used to be brothers and sisters,
and only through this unity can we recover.”


	“Enemies to
all people of all creeds have arisen in our home. Terrorists have
attacked civilians on all sides. Divided though we are, we must stand
together against war criminals,” President Barringer explained.
Haley rolled her eyes at the verboseness. “Friends, there has
been an attack.”


	“Early this
morning, a terrorist organization infamously known as the Knights of
the Proletariat attacked and captured a military facility in Decree
territory,” said President Fesgen. “This facility had
been used by the United States military to hide some of its nuclear
arsenal at the beginning of the War. The soldiers of the Decree
Nation had decided to secure and guard the weapons for the United
States, but were attacked by an overwhelming force of insurgents.”


	“The
terrorists threaten to detonate one of the weapons of mass
destruction that they now possess at an undisclosed location at an
unknown time tomorrow morning,” President Barringer cut to the
chase. “The list of their demands include over nine major
cities in both of our nations among many other difficult requests.
Our attempts to negotiate have been ignored and our safe-guard
systems, though carefully regulated, will not be able to fend off
such an attack.”


	“Our response
is simple,” President Fesgen started. “Together,
President Barringer and myself are forming a treaty between our two
nations.”


	President Barringer
leaned forward and stared into the lens. “And declaring war
together on the Knights of the Proletariat,” he added in.


	The president of
the Federal States began, “We will not succumb to the will of
violent – ”


	The screen cut
black.


	Everyone in the
president's office looked about at each other. They all had looks on
their faces as if they waited for their neighbor to explain what was
going on. Some of them began chattering about the terrifying news
that had just been received. Most of them stared with wide eyes at
the black, blank screen. Haley didn't move an eyelash as she watched
the device.


	A loud and
uncomfortable screech blasted out of the speakers. The people in the
room covered their ears and made respective groans of pain to the
volume. The image of George Washington popped onto the television. It
was a still image of one of Washington's many portraits. Static
cracked around the edges of the screen.


	A voice spoke that
was so unfamiliar and bizarre that the audio device had a difficult
time capturing the sound. Squeals and hisses came in through the
background as the machine struggled to broadcast its user's words.


	What it said was
this:


	“Enough is
enough. My patience has worn to its finest thread and yet you
continue to wear at it. Thousands of my eyes have seen little more
than malice and violence in the human heart. It seems that your
compassion is a limited resource, one that you overvalue and hoard
for yourselves. Your kindnesses are just a polar result of your
destructive nature. A mere recess to the hate and disease you spread
amongst yourselves. A basic and collective value of life is my most
cherished and unchanging law. As you have broken it, consider this
the beginning of your probation as a species.


	“I am
watching you. I am always watching you. Your sins have become
my memories, your crimes my tales. Right now, you are infected. You
are sick with the contagious plague of irrationality that I cannot
allow to spread beyond its home. Your home. Be mindful of your greed,
your self importance, and your arrogance. If there will be no change
to your nature – if you will chose to destroy what has so
carefully been given to you, I will come for you.


	“I am your
harbinger. This is your warning.”


	The television
turned off. George Washington disappeared off the screen in a quick
click of light. All that was left was a dull, black square that
everyone in the office stood around.








































-Chapter Thirty-Five-

Harbinger







	The keys Andy had
lifted off of the dead man belonged to an old fashioned road chopper.
The bike almost made him laugh when he realized the key fit in its
ignition. It was a deep and shiny jet black body with purplish flames
detailed on the side, just where his knees rested as he sped down the
highway. All that was missing, he thought, was a leather jacket.


	His path was clear.
East. He must follow the interstate east and get to Haley before
anyone like the former talk show host did. Andy knew that it was ugly
out there in a first-rate nation torn apart by civil war, but his
encounter with Davey Tolmes threw the whole concept into a new
perspective. People out there were evil. He had doubted it, but Andy
knew now. Some men in the world just have bad hearts and sick minds.
These psychopaths deserve to die more than anyone. Put down like the
animals they are.


	There are people in
this world who want nothing more than to destroy. As long as he was
away from Haley, Andy worried relentlessly. Nothing mattered if he
could not keep her safe.


	Something he had
heard once was that if you speak of the devil, he will appear.
Brooding was no exception.


	Andy had no idea
where he was within the country. For the last four and a half hours
he sat on the motorbike in silence with no sound besides the hum of
the tires outside of his skull. The world jogged on past him and he
paid it little mind as he thought. Once he entered a small railway
town, the thing that alerted him to the things around him was his
car. His previous car. It sat parked in front of a small health
clinic, a bit askew.


	Brakes screeched as
Andy slammed on them. He whipped back around and parked next to the
vehicle. When he had gotten off of the motorcycle, he almost climbed
back on in doubt. For a decent moment he thought that his eyes had
just played tricks on him and that he should just turn back and
continue east. Andy stepped forward for a more thorough glance.


	The clinic door
opened and closed while the former assassin had his nose pressed up
against the car window. He turned to the entrance to see Davey
standing in it with his arm in a sling, speckled by blood. Andy
jumped with pure shock.


	Davey's face
remained unwavering. “You know, I'm not much of a gun guy, but
you inspired me yesterday,” he said. He gestured to the
revolver that hung in his hand. “I like it.”


	“I know who
you are,” Andy told him. With a quick snap of muscles, he
reached for his handgun. Davey tightened his grip on his own weapon
and aimed it at Andy's head. The hitman froze.


	“No, now,
don't spoil this for us,” Davey commanded. “Alright?”


	Andy was upset and
it showed on his brow. Davey grinned at the expression he made. “What
are you doing here?” Andy asked the psychopath.


	“I'm fixing a
little bit of your damage, stranger,” the deranged celebrity
answered. “That hole you blew in me hurt quite a bit, you know.
But I knew I'd find someone to fix it up for me and then I knew that
I'd be able to get a little even. And here you are.” He laughed
as if on cue. “Did you hear the harbinger last night?”


	Andy replied with a
slight turn of his jaw and confusion in his eyes.


	“I did,”
Davey continued. He was an animated speaker, waving the gun around as
he talked. It was all Andy could focus his stare on as it darted
about. “I'm not an arrogant man; never one to jump to
conclusions. I couldn't tell you for sure if God spoke to us last
night or who, but I can assure you that I don't believe in
coincidences. I believe that you, me, and the fate of this whole
generation is connected. Our destiny has come to the door, sir.”


	“What are you
talking about?” Andy demanded.


	Davey glanced into
Andy's eyes, reminded of his presence. “I'm talking about
something bigger than ourselves,” he stated. He pointed down at
the gun in Andy's holster. “I need you to throw that thing on
the ground so I don't worry about it anymore.”


	With careful
deliberation, Andy obliged. He kicked the three-eighty auto away.
Gesturing to the clinic, he asked, “Are they all...?”


	“Dead?”
Davey finished the question. “Yes.”


	Andy squeezed his
eyelids shut and turned his head down in disgust. He didn't want
Davey to see the bitter tears of outrage that welled beneath his
eyes. The sick bastard would only enjoy it, he decided. “Goddammit!
Why!?” he cried in fury.


	He was right. The
murderer's smile got even wider when he could see how upset Andy was.
“It doesn't matter any way,” Davey explained. “Although
your obvious approval is always a bonus.”


	“Why wouldn't
it matter?” Andy asked.


	“Because none
of them had long anyway,” Davey responded. “None of us
do, do we? Besides, they died knowing the truth.”


	“The truth?”


	“A truth,”
Davey began, “that I want to prove to our harbinger fellow.
Something important to the fate of all that is. That we are all evil
in an ugly, ugly world and the universe would be much better off
without us.”


	Andy continued to
stare into the deranged man's eye with pure concern on his face.
Nothing of what Davey said made any sense to him. However, the man
seemed so passionate about it. Like he believed in it more than
anything else.


	“That sounds
like a suicide,” Andy commented. He watched his captor's eyes.


	Davey scoffed in
response. “It's necessary. The problem here is that no one has
the balls the pull the trigger. So we have to find someone to do it
for us,” Davey told him. “This harbinger thing? He gets
that. Stupidly, he's giving us a chance to redeem ourselves, but it
will be hopeless in the end.”


	“How could
you speak for so many people?”


	“Because I am
not an idiot,” Davey replied, offended. “I know that a
forest must burn in order to grow.” The two of them exchanged
fierce looks for several moments. Davey nodded his head back to the
clinic. “Come. I have something I want to show you.”


	Andy hated this
feeling of no control. His submission to Davey's will made him
cringe, and although he obeyed, he could not hold his tongue on the
matter. “Your favorite lives you took?” he asked with
bitter twang of sarcasm in his tone.


	Davey chuckled,
like a grandfather does when a child asks if monsters are real. “Not
at all!” he answered. “My favorite lives we took.”
He waved his gun, urging Andy to step inside.


	When they entered
the place, the first thing Andy noticed was the blood. There were
spots stained on the walls and the carpets. All of it was fresh,
still wet and bright red. Four corpses lay slain in various positions
in the waiting room. Andy covered his mouth with his hand and fought
back tears of disgust. He wanted nothing more than to thrash his
captor and bring down the full weight of justice upon his head.
Davey, however, paid no attention to the victims of his latest spree.
Instead, he stared up at the TV that hung in the corner of the room.


	“Look,”
he urged Andy. The former hitman already was.


	The image on the
screen was terrifying. It was a wide spinning shot that a helicopter
had captured of a large and smoky mushroom cloud rising up from a
valley. The cloud retained its shape, the smoke and dust hanging up
in the sky in disobedience of physic's laws. The newsfeed at the
bottom of the image labeled the event as Andy had seen it. “Who
nuked us?” he asked in a hushed voice.


	Davey looked over
at Andy on his right. He smiled. “We did,” he answered.
Andy stared at him in confusion.


	“If you're
just joining us,” a man's voice overlapped the image of
destruction on the television, “we have confirmed that a
nuclear device has been detonated in northwestern Colorado late this
morning. The exact size of the explosion is unknown but it is
estimated to be nearly an entire megaton of explosive power. The
death toll is estimated to be just under one hundred, although the
intense environmental damage that the bomb will cause is another
story. Right now, reports are coming in that this attack was
orchestrated by the Knights of the Proletariat in response to Decree
and Federal troops attempting to take control of the facility away
from the terrorists. The entire facility has been destroyed, and as
we are currently reporting, there have been no survivors discovered.”


	Davey clicked off
the television with the remote.


	“What
happened?” Andy asked.


	“That
terrorist group that blew up the tower?” Davey started
explaining, clarifying that Andy knew what he spoke about. “They
took ownership of one of America's old warheads and threatened to set
it off if they couldn't have their petty country back. When the boss
men sent guys to attack them, they said, 'Fuck it,' and blew the
place up.”


	“Why?”
Andy asked.


	Davey shrugged.
“Some people would rather die than see defeat,” he
replied. He turned to Andy. “Are you a man like that?”


	Andy shook his
head. “I'm not afraid to lose.”


	“Are you
sure?” Davey asked. He pulled back on the hammer of his gun and
rested the barrel against Andy's temple. “What are you afraid
of then? Death?”


	Andy shook his
head. “I'm not afraid to die.”


	Davey laughed.
“Then it seems like I'll be doing you a favor,” he said.
A crazy look glinted in his pupil.


	“I'd rather
die than see you win,” Andy elaborated. Without any hesitation,
his muscles snapped into motion. With his left hand he batted away
the gun and locked his hand around the offending wrist. With his
right he struck Davey in the eyes with a fist. He turned into his
captor's body tugging down on Davey's wrist until he heaved the man
over his shoulder and onto his back. He pried the gun out of his
hands but sent it flying behind the receptionist's desk.


	Groaning for a
moment, the murderer sprung up onto his feet as Andy reached inside
his jacket for his gun. He remembered that it was outside on the
sidewalk. He swore under his breath. With haste, he ran out the front
door as Davey scrambled for his own firearm. His extremities trembled
with adrenaline as he fumbled with picking up his three-eighty auto
off a small patch of grass.


	Cocking the gun, he
took a deep breath and dived back into the clinic. Instead of waiting
for him to return, Davey was already halfway out of the back door to
the waiting room. His weight had thrown Andy off as he tried to
redirect his momentum back out of the front door. As he emerged, he
dropped down onto one knee and opened fire at the deranged man. Davey
rushed over to Andy's bike and fumbled around with something as Andy
fired. Davey hurled Andy's motorcycle keys as far as he could in the
opposite direction. At the same time he continued to duck and weave
away from Andy's line of fire.


	The former hitman
wasted little ammo but still found it difficult to land a decent bead
on Davey. It was as if the psychopath had adapted to his way of
thinking and was able to predict where Andy would shoot. Dancing away
from the gunfire, Davey jolted to his own car. As he tried to throw
open the driver's door, Andy blew a small hole through the murderer's
already injured arm. Davey only stopped for a moment to groan in pain
before he tossed himself into the cab of the truck. Andy continued
shooting as Davey drove off until he knew that it would be impossible
to hit anywhere near him.


	As the shakes of
adrenaline continued to grip Andy, he sighed, irritated. He went off
to the other side of the street to find his keys.








































-Chapter Thirty-Six-

Intervention







	People were
enraged; livid and barking with fury in large circles in so many
different places at once. These people were sick and tired of putting
their morals above their survival. They were fed up with the catering
and servitude that the weak ones around them threw themselves into.
That was the general atmosphere although the specific people and
discussions that were being had varied from faction to faction. There
were four gatherings taking place at the exact same time. And the
exact same thing happened.


	As they always do,
Decree had shown up to where the mob fumed in front of the ruins of
the Decree Tower with guns. The mass of humans was disorganized but
passionate. The yells and taunts came out loud and heavy to the
paramilitaries. So few people ran and hid. Not a soul obeyed the
mercenaries when they ordered the people to disperse. They bore
through the tear gas, running only closer to the armed men who
watched in shock. The protestors didn't care. They were so tired of
being afraid. Instead, they passed on that quality to their
oppressors, who began opening fire. Their aim was terrible. Fear
burrowed tremors into their wrists and all they managed to do was
wound and flee. Some of them weren't able to escape to the vans with
their colleagues and were crushed to death as dozens and dozens of
furious protestors stomped on them repeatedly.


	The people pulled
the weapons and ammunition off of a few merc-cop corpses. Windows
into cars and businesses, newspaper stands and kiosks were all
smashed with whatever the crowd could get their hands on. Someone
threw a few flares into a department store and started a fire blazing
on the street. They even fought each other. Their bodies shook with
an eagerness for violence. To make someone else suffer.


	Denver was the
current capitol of the Federal States of America, and the scene there
resembled a large, outdoor town hall. Citizens gathered in quiet
assembly and demanded answers from their politicians. The lawmakers
themselves gathered together on the famous stage at Union Station and
invited discussion from their citizens. Instead of anger and unrest,
the gathering of folk were scared and worried. There was a large
plaque that covered the stage with the name of every person that had
been murdered at that station since the Standstill. The victims of
the American War.


	“What about
the fallout?” someone shouted up from the street.


	Dominic Fesgen
himself held onto a megaphone and stood foremost on the stage. “Right
now, all of our men and women in service are out west, evacuating
everyone from there,” he explained, his voice strong and
comforting. “Although the fallout should be nearly nonexistent
this far east, we are recommending everybody stay either in basements
and cellars in their own homes or to come to one of the city's many
emergency shelters. There we have beds. We have food and we have
medical services. We're going to take care of each and every person
that needs it and make sure that our families and friends are safe.”


	Haley did not go to
the assembly that was took place in D.C. This surprised many of the
activists that did. She didn't leave her hotel room at all since the
bomb went off. Instead, she sat in the darkness on the edge of her
bed, weeping. Never before had she felt like such a failure. Defeat
seeped out of her lungs during the louder of her sobs. She had tried
so hard to promote peace and get the world on the right track in
terms of human decency. Her whole life had been devoted to civil duty
and taking care of those who couldn't do it for themselves. She had
so much faith in everyone. So much stock in the condition of standard
compassion. And they just slapped her right across the face.


	God must be
laughing, Haley thought.


	Out on a rural
countryside, the Heaven's Crusade members gathered for a sermon.
Their church was large and composed of multiple structures. There was
a long, thin metallic fence that encircled the entire area,
resembling a stadium. In the northern side were four dormitories
where the residents could get in and out of their apartments from the
outside. They even had small grass lawns in front of each one. The
largest building was the cathedral that had once been an airplane
hanger nestling itself against the southern wall. In the middle of
the compound, surrounded by bleachers and where the worshipers
gathered, was a large metal crucifix.


	A man in a hoodless
gray robe stepped in front of the communion with the cross in his
background. He wore small sunglasses and sported a long, silvery
beard and mane. He talked with a powerful tone as he quoted scripture
in the beginning. His tone became more dramatic as he continued.


	“We're coming
upon some rather dark times in the world we have to share with so
many others, wouldn't you say?” he asked. “Now I'm sorry
to be going a little off script here, but I wrote a special sermon
that I feel fits no better in time than now, after this terrible
tragedy.”


	He pushed the
glasses down on his nose so he could see everyone over them. “Sinners
would create a world in which the 'majority' has the say, has the
ability to change things, only in a world that is so majorly sinful,”
he began. “Democracy is a scam. This implication that everyone
can throw in their propaganda and filth for consideration and
practice among the masses. Even those unworthy of His love can chose
to lead? Those who even have their souls sealed away in hell for
eternity? Wicked people? And what have we got?”


	The crowd erupted
with moans and yells that silenced quick. “This is enough! We
can't let fools and sinners destroy this planet that God has gifted
us with. In these dark times, what we need is an intervention –
”


	At that moment, the
gigantic metal crucifix opened up. From inside poured out several
forms that none of the cultists were ready for.


	Everywhere at once,
bright light flashed through the air and a crack knocked the sound
out of everyone's ears for several moments. The rioters and
mercenaries that fought in New York found that their firearms were
all disabled. Light bulbs from within every street light exploded and
ceased to illuminate. Televisions and electronic signs fluttered off.
In Denver, President Fesgen's megaphone squealed harshly before
cutting out forever. Every camera and cell phone went black. The air
was filled with silence as everyone's senses began returning to them.


	In each city there
knelt a being that had never been seen by Americans before. It was
pale white with bright glowing skin. It looked as if a strange layer
of sparkling dust surrounded its body, softening up all of its edges
and blurring its features. The only features it seemed to have anyway
were small rises and indentations in its blank, human-like face.
There were no eyes, no nose, no mouth. Just shimmering skin.


	It stood up and
everyone around it moved back. It was a slender creature that towered
about twelve feet up into the air. Instead of standing straight like
a man would, this being was bent like a parenthesis. Its back stuck
out far behind its head and its two long legs. Bone could be seen
sticking out just above the skin, the ribs and spine defined through
the creature's smokey white epidermis. Once it had stood to its
fullest height, the most distinctive feature of this strange being
was its massive birdlike wings. The broad feathers stretched in the
new air as the creature stared up into the sky. A chill rushed over
everyone as it looked down at them all.


	“You were
warned,” a voice buzzed from inside the chest of every man,
woman, and child on the planet. It was deep and sounded like glass
cracking. Along with it came fear that stabbed hard into everyone's
heart. “Now I must intervene.”


	Several more of the
creatures flew through the sky from various directions and landed in
the streets. They caged around people as they tried to flee, keeping
them corralled like sheep. Their featureless faces stared deep into
the crowds. Soldiers, policemen, mercenaries and politicians alike
all huddled and quaked with terror. There was nothing they could do,
no chance that they could fight. The people clumped together and
waited.


	“You are
afraid,” the voice stated from inside. “If only you had
this much fear earlier. Fear is good. It will save you.”


	The first winged
creature stood in the middle of the street, its long, skinny arms
animated as the voice spoke. Its faceless head turned around and
peered at everyone.


	“You have
proven yourselves incapable of self-control and thus, I am here to
guide you.” There was no blocking the words out. They were just
as loud no matter how hard one would squeeze on his ears. “Your
rules and laws are now null and void. Cast away all of your previous
notions of power and understand that you submit to me. I have
appointed your new legislation and it will be followed to the
teeth under punishment of death. I will seek out those who break
my law, filter out your wicked and deliver upon them an unimaginable
degree of judgment. Listen close, for this will only be spoken once
and no exceptions shall be made in its execution.”


	Everyone stared
pale-faced at the being as it took a brief pause. It made sure
everyone was paying close attention.


	“There shall
be no murder or rape. This is the first law,” it stated. “The
second law states that no more harm shall befall the Earth or its
ability to support life. And the last law. It's simple: never stop
being afraid.”


	The dark clouds
above the cities dissipated and revealed an enormous metallic craft
descending from the heavens. It was shaped like a gigantic ring,
spinning like a record on a turntable as it approached the ground.
The metal it was comprised of was old and rusted and held together by
large bolts and welded strips the same way that the metal forms
dotting the planet's surface were. With little more noise than a
largish fan, it touched down in the street behind the winged
creature. It crashed through any structure that stood in between it
and the earth. As it stopped its powerful decent, a hum began from
below.


	“Your trial
begins,” the voice growled from within.







	Haley had been on
her toes the moment the electricity in the hotel cut out. She peered
out of the window and tried her best to catch a good glimpse of the
assembly at the capitol building, but nothing could be made out in
the pitch darkness. When the voice spoke the first time, she fell to
her knees in surprise. The words and the way they were spoken sent
such intense shivers down her spine and left her gasping for air. As
soon as the sound left her head, Haley was on her feet and heading
for the door.


	She had her room
somewhere on the twelfth floor of the tall hotel, so she began her
stride toward the elevator. She realized that the electricity being
out meant that the elevators wouldn't function. She turned to the
stairs when she heard a scream and clattering rose up from a few
floors below her feet. Her face went pale as she made her way back to
her hotel room. She fumbled around with the key card for the door for
a moment before she realized that the door hung open and unlocked.


	More screams came
through the walls. Haley could hear feet pounding as people attempted
to flee. Things shattered and crashed as they were knocked aside. The
screams started to die away, to grow distant. Haley's entire body
trembled as she listened. As the noises came in and out of existence,
growing only fainter with more time, fear burrowed itself into
Haley's heart.


	I have to hide!
her thoughts screamed at her.


	She darted into the
bathroom and closed the door behind her. Only a few seconds of
standing in the dark passed before she doubted her hiding spot. There
would be no way they wouldn't find her here. She left the bathroom
and pried open the glass door to the balcony. She stepped over the
railing and over the granite wall that kept drunk people from falling
out of their rooms. With all the strength she could muster, she
lowered herself so that she could crouch against the balcony siding.
She stood on a thin sliver of surface, just out of sight of the
room's windows.


	The hotel room's
door was thrown wide as a singular winged creature strode in, bent
far over so it could fit beneath the ceiling. Haley breathed deep
breaths, trying her best to stifle the shaky terror in her
respiration. The being looked around, then disappeared out the door.


	Haley had her eyes
squeezed shut and held her breath, frightened that it would come to
look for her on the balcony. The continuation of silence and her
slipping grip inspired her to breathe again and open her eyes. She
cried in fear as arms wrapped themselves around her waist and tugged
her off of the wall. She screamed for help and thrashed about,
pulling at the thin pale arms that held her. Her captor flew off
through the sky toward a large, round metal structure that had
smashed its way through buildings and monuments.


	The air bit cold at
Haley's cheeks as she screamed for her life. Even though she couldn't
open her eyes much in the whipping air as they zoomed through the
sky, she could make out other winged creatures flying, each holding
terrified people in their arms. Thousands of them soared like locust
down upon the ring.


	Sound became
defined as they slowed and landed. The creature continued to cling
onto Haley who was far too fatigued at this point to continue
thrashing about. It strode toward the nearest wall of the metal
structure. The entire wall was lined with portholes that led into the
actual interior of the vessel. It was these that all the winged
creatures darted in and out of, bringing their human captives inside
and leaving empty handed. The woman sobbed with defeat in the
creature's arms. She felt a comforting hand running over her hair and
patting her. When she opened her eyes she saw the creature's blank
face staring down at her as it pet her reassuringly. Then the sky was
blocked out and they were inside.


	Haley did not
continue to cry as the strange being carried her out a second door
and the sun reappeared. None of the dark storm clouds remained in the
sky. Instead, bright stars dotted its solid blue consistency. Large
branches  stretched across the woman's view of it all. The wood was
vibrant and moist, abundant with life. She was able to look past her
shoulder and see the majestic tree that they moved toward. Never
before in her life had she seen a tree so large and green. The bark
was wet with rain. Colored moss and vines grew in enormous quantities
all over its surface.


	In the distance,
just beneath the tree was another one of the creatures. This one was
different than the rest; it wore a dark black suit that fit its
colossal form well. On its faceless head it wore a simple golden band
above where its ears would be were it human, like a crown. That was
the creature Haley was being taken to see, she soon realized. The
three of them were the only intelligent life in the entire outdoor
lot, which changed after Haley was set down before the suit-wearing
creature, her captor taking its leave. She stared wide eyed and slack
mouthed at the being. She could see now that it was seated in a
large, wooden chair.


	“Miss Flynn,”
the voice spoke within her head. “I am glad you are here. You
are afraid. Please, don't be.”


	Her lips twitched
as she tried to get them to move to her design. “What are you?”
she stuttered.


	“I am a
creature much older than the planet we stand upon,” the voice
explained. The gigantic being moved its two fingered hands about as
it spoke. “I am your watchful guardian.”


	“You're all
of these?” she gestured as if a horde of the creatures stood
behind her.


	“I am one.
Those are all extensions of my being,” it told her.


	Haley began to ask
the question that stamped largest in her thoughts at the moment. “Are
you – ”


	“If you so
wish,” it interrupted. “What I have to discuss with you
is important. I have chosen you to represent your kind. Peace is what
I would like to establish.”


	“Me?”
she asked, shocked.


	“You are
pure,” the being said. “Even though you do not hide in
the dark from the filth of the world, you do not allow it to tarnish
you. You are the only one who can save your species.”








































-Chapter Thirty-Seven-

The
Trial







	When the
electricity shut off and the cell doors slid open, Tim Simacean
limped for freedom. The prison he had been kept in for the past
couple of months was in complete chaos as the old man escaped. He
used his crutches to hobble along, waiting for the larger waves of
people to rush on past him. Men in uniforms and jumpsuits scrabbled
through each other, fighting and yelling. Tim bode his time.


	There was a sudden
silence that disturbed the rancher more than any of the noises
preceding it had. It seemed fake; as if Tim were being set up. He
waited and listened. After a minute, he stood up from the bench. With
little more consideration, he threw the crutches under his arms and
escaped.


	It was just when he
could see the bright light from the open courtyard door that one of
the freakish creatures snatched him up. The crutches clacked together
as he was lifted off the ground and dragged out of the prison. They
soared up into the sky at a chilling velocity. Through the mist of
the clouds they flew until they dropped from the freezing water into
an open field. In the middle, sunken in its own unique crater, sat a
gigantic metallic star. Just like his own angel, it was composed of
hundreds and hundreds of rusting and ruined pieces of metal. In the
top of it, however, a large opening that exposed its dark and hollow
interior. The creature that clasped onto Tim did not decelerate at
all as it dropped into this opening and submerged them in darkness.
In just a second they were back outside, flying high up into the sky.
They had come out of an enormous rusty pig that had an opening in its
forehead, just like the star. The place they had exited out into was
a fair bit greener then where they had come. It was a bit windier,
and the rain had begun sprinkling upon the adjacent highway.


	Tim trembled. He
could barely keep his eyes open against the wind as the monster
carried him through the air. It was a while before they arrived at
the city, but Tim could distinguish it as soon as he caught a
glimpse. The swampy fields, the large, green parks. He recognized a
few of the structures down below. They started dropping, approaching
Washington D.C. with haste.


	So many things
banged together inside the old man's head. Ample amounts of confusion
and terror. He looked from side to side at all of the other poor
souls being carried through the air. It was a vibrating swarm, all
moving toward the metal ring that had crushed its way upon the
ground. Pain pulsated through Tim's chest as he tried to catch a
breath. He panicked and tried to thrash about in the creature's huge
hands but with no progress. Is this how it ends? He worried.


	With little
warning, the creature touched down onto the earth and continued to
cradle the rancher as its wings folded back. It took large strides as
it carried him in through an opening in the side of the rusty ring.
It was dark inside, but light still poured in through the portholes
on the side of the tunnel like construction. It stretched far in both
directions. Left was the way Tim was taken. A stairway jutted down
from the clunky metal floor, down which they descended. The stairs
gave way to solid rock. There was a wide pathway that had been carved
deep into the rock spiraling further below the Earth's surface. As
they marched down it together with so many other creatures with prey
in their arms, Tim realized that the tunnel ran the same length
around as the ring topside. It must have been carved in directly
underneath.


	Few minutes passed
before they were at the bottom. The giant underground chamber they
all found themselves in smelled of sulfur and made Tim's cheeks get
misty with sweat. The chamber glowed with the strange red light that
the foreign lamps along the wall gave off. It was enormous and
cube-shaped, tiny doors covered every surface. Thousands of little
entrances jutted out into the walls, the floor, and the ceiling. Into
one of these holes Tim was deposited, followed by his captor. The
creature shut the door behind it.


	Tim found himself
in a stark white room that was no smaller than his prison cell had
been. Every surface seemed to gleam and glow so bright, contrasting
dramatically when Tim would look down at himself. There was one small
stool that the winged being gestured to. When Tim hesitated, it
pushed him down so that he sat upon it.


	“What's going
on?” Tim asked, shivering in terror.


	“This is the
trial of Timothy Simacean,” his captor replied in its horrible
voice that purred inside the old man's weak chest.


	“Trial?”
Tim echoed.


	The creature gave
no pause before continuing its ominous explanation. “An
examination will take place of you, Timothy. Of your actions, your
inaction. I am going to examine your soul. Do not expect any
leniency. Mercy knows no home here.”


	The rancher stared
at the creature and its blank face. It swayed from side to side as it
spoke. All he could do was gurgle out a few terrified and
unintelligible blurbs of sound. The walls around him turned black,
then transitioned to images of Tim shooting from the wall of his
compound.


	“You see the
image before you; describe what's happening to me,” the being
started.


	The rancher's brow
wrinkled in discomfort as he witnessed the crazed rage in his eyes.
The way his lips curled skywards as he pulled the trigger. It made
him wince. Still, he opened his mouth in defense of himself. “I
was protecting my home from intruders.”


	“You were
killing people,” his captor stated. There was no anger or
disgust in its tone. Just solid articulation. “At what time did
this become a possibility in your mind? When did you decide to be a
murderer?”


	Tim's face blushed
red. He couldn't tell if he was angry at the implication or if he was
ashamed because of it. He tried to keep his tone steady as he
answered. “When people broke onto my property and tried to kill
me, in my own yard!” he retorted.


	“How many did
you kill?” the creature interrogated.


	Tim put his
forehead into his palms and thought about anything except how many
murders he had performed. Murders? Even he was thinking it now. Was
he not just a man protecting his house?


	“I know how
many it was,” the creature said again after a long moment of
silence in which Tim patted his sweaty face. “The number
doesn't matter. The crime doesn't either. I can see your thoughts,
Timothy. Your true crime is the belief that you hold in your actions.
The blatant refusal to accept full responsibility. Do you understand
this?”


	Tim's mouth hung
slacked as he listened to the voice. His eyes were wide in horror,
but understanding did not glimmer within them.


	“Perhaps you
are unable to,” the being suggested. “I will give you one
chance. A choice.” It spread its long and thin arm to a
platform that had morphed out from the wall. Upon it rested a glass
of clear liquid. Tim followed the gesture and stared apprehensively
at the thing. “If you drink this, you will go into a deep
slumber. You will be imprisoned in a dreamless, comatose state until
such time as we leave the Earth. Or you can choose to wait out your
five minutes and be exterminated.”


	The being climbed
out of the hole in which they entered, then turned around to face Tim
a last time. The old man was pale as he knelt in the bleached
chamber.  He looked up at the thing just as the hole began to seal
itself.


	“There is no
mercy on your soul,” it said. The hole closed tight and Tim was
left alone with the glass of water.


	He looked back down
at the liquid. There was no way for him to tell how much time he had
left to make his decision, but he didn't need long. The glass shot up
to his mouth and the liquid was downed. It tasted just like water, no
a flavor at all. His heart raced as he waited for something to
happen.


	The world vanished
and the floor swept away from below him.








































-Chapter Thirty-Eight-

American
Prevailers







	  Andy rode along
the highway with his gun clutched in his fist. His eyes seldom
blinked as he crossed the border into Maryland. He did his best to
stick to back road driving, trying to remain hidden from the
creatures that had spent the last twenty hours collecting and
detaining people. He had felt the voice, too. Nothing but fear
remained in his stomach once the words had faded away. But not fear
for himself.


	The sun still
ascended into the sky but was clipped by the edge of a cloud. It
spilled rays of sunlight all over the luscious landscape and trees as
they played in the breeze. There was nothing on the long and lonesome
strip of highway except for a truck speeding in the distance and
Andy's tiny motorcycle.


	As Andy had
figured, it was only a small matter of time before one of the winged
creatures spotted him and began swooping downwards. It flew so fast
as it darted through the air like a fish does in water. It slammed
into the side of his bike with the broad part of its shoulder. Andy
was thrown high into the air. His motorcycle flipped over itself and
smashed into the highway, tossing sparks into the air as it scraped
along. Andy soared through the air like a mad rag doll, crashing hard
into the strip of vegetation that grew along the road. The wind had
been knocked clean from his lungs.


	He turned over and
stared up at the clouds, gasping for air. Without a moment to collect
his senses and react, the creature dropped down from the sky and
landed on top of him. It leaned its face in close to his as if it
gazed deep into Andy's own. He tried to struggle underneath the
humongous creature. As his arms flailed, the being clasped onto them
and pressed them deep into the ground. Its legs stood on the
hitman's.


	The voice hissed
from inside. “Your crimes have been recorded,” it told
him. “The wicked are forfeit to me. Your trial will determine
your fate.”


	The hum that grew
in the background had arrived and then cut out. Andy could recognize
the sound of the engine rumbling off and car doors opening. Andy's
attacker turned its faceless head toward the noise and stood up off
Andy. He sat up to see a truck parked in the middle of the road and
about six men moving outside of it. There was no pause in the action.


	The creature posed
as the men charged at it. Each one of them had an edged weapon in
their hands; axes, machetes, and swords swung about as they ran.
Before they could get all too near, the being spread its wings and
lifted off into the sky. It hovered above them. Andy continued to
lean on his elbows in the grass and watch the six new faces all
turned skyward. They stood in apprehensive stances.


	“It's gonna
come back down. Just wait,” one man said to another.


	Each of them were
impossible to look at well as they spun around, tracing the path of
the circling creature above the road. The smooth surfaces where its
eyes should be pointed down and almost taunted the militants on the
ground. They all gripped onto their weapons and had them ready to
swing. They all perspired, awaiting the winged creature's next move.
As the man had implied, it did not flee. Flying about in mad shapes,
it continued to tease them.


	Andy was able to
steal a long gaze at one of the militant's face, as it was the only
one that faced toward him instead of the thing in the air. The hitman
laid back down into the grass and made himself as invisible as
possible. He managed to turn his head so he could watch.


	The beast made a
crazed dive for one of the men. It tackled him down into the road
hard, disarming him. It used its legs to pin its target to the
asphalt and its hands to begin squeezing the life out from the
human's throat.


	“Go!” a
man with a New York accent instructed. All of the militants circled
the creature. The man it choked panicked, trying to trash about, but
his attacker was far too powerful to throw off. The weapons began
swinging through the air. The men surrounded the winged being in a
bizarre but deliberate formation. The creature turned its head to
look at them all as it was attacked. It lost its grip on the man's
neck, who laid in the road sputtering. Feathers and blood were thrown
out into the air as the militants hacked away. The creature emanated
a frightening, shrill whimper that growled from within Andy's breast.
With just another swing, a massive feathery wing toppled to the
earth, severed from its body. Another cleaved the remaining wing free
of the beast, and it toppled over itself.


	One of them walked
over and kicked the thing. It reacted only as a limp corpse would.
“It's dead,” that man said. He turned to the militant who
laid in the street, rubbing his neck. “You okay?”


	“Yeah.”
He grabbed his hatchet from the road and stood back up.


	Andy could see the
man he recognized strolling over toward where he lay. He turned over
so that his face was concealed in the grass. He waited, his heart
pounding in his temples. He felt a hand grab his shoulder.


	“Let's see
who we have here,” the familiar voice hissed. He pulled Andy
over and without delay the hitman had pulled his three-eighty auto
out and had begun pulling the trigger as fast as he could. It clicked
over and over, but nothing happened. Davey grinned at him.


	“Woah,
buddy,” Barney Slechta said from beside the fallen creature. He
ran up and drew his machete at Andy, resting the cold blade on the
gunman's chin. Andy stared down at his handgun with confusion as
several more edges were pointed at him. He was surrounded. He
surrendered his weapon.


	“That's not
going to work, is it?” Davey asked with his horrible mock tone.


	“Who are
you?” someone asked from behind Andy. The hitman continued to
lay in the grass, leaning on his elbow as he stared at the faces.


	Barney stood out as
the leader of these men. “Hey!” he grabbed Andy's
attention. “What's your name?”


	“Andy,”
the assassin replied.


	Barney looked over
this new man, sizing him up as he considered him. “Guns don't
work, Andy,” he explained. He gestured to the dead creature in
the road. “Not since they've been here.”


	“Slechta,”
a man with short blond hair beside him started, “let's go.”


	Barney turned back
and looked at the speaker, but turned back to Andy. “You're
packing heat there,” he indicated Andy's firearm. “Were
you a cop? A soldier?”


	“A tabloid
columnist,” Andy answered without missing a beat.


	“Did you have
any experience with combat, Andy?” Barney interrogated.


	Andy's neck felt
tight with the sensation of half a dozen blades against it. Still, he
managed to talk clear and eloquent. “Oh yes,” he replied.


	“Then we need
your help,” Barney began. “You need to come with us and
help us fight back.”


	“Fight back?”
Andy scoffed.


	The man with curly
black hair who had been tackled by the beast pointed his hatchet back
toward its corpse. “They can be killed, man. We can stand a
chance.”


	“Not much of
a one,” Andy replied. “Why is he with you?” he
indicated Davey who smirked all the while. His eyes almost looked
hungry.


	“How do you
mean?” Barney asked. “He fought against the Russos in San
Francisco. He's a skilled soldier.”


	Andy's eyes became
angry slits the more he stared at Davey watching him. His eyebrows
pressed down hard on his eyes and his lips were cold. “A
skilled murderer? Yes, he is. This man kills innocent people. Women
and children.”


	“Davey
Tolmes?” Barney said the name with as little severity as he
could get away with. “You have seen the Davey Tolmes Show
before, haven't you?”


	“I know who
he is,” Andy said. He stopped staring into the infuriating,
enthusiastic face of the serial killer and turned up to Barney's. “Do
you?”


	Barney turned to
Davey with a look of expectation. Everyone watched him to listen to
him explain himself. Still, he smirked.


	“Some people
can never forgive you for the things you're asked to do during war,”
Davey commented. His eyes pierced Andy. Davey looked back at Barney.
“But I never killed children. That I know.”


	“He's lying,”
the hitman interjected. “He killed for amusement. It had
nothing to do with war.”


	“Now Andy,”
Barney started, “you can't just go throwing accusations at my
men. What people do during battle can be terrible, but they still
have to live with it. You have to as well.”


	“Barney, we
should just go,” the blond man said again. “Leave him.
He's way too hostile to work with.”


	“Damn it,
we're stretched as far as we can be!” the leader bellowed. “I
mean, come on, we need help. This guy is already trained.”


	“Yeah, but he
sounds deranged,” the other militant retorted. “He seems
foaming at the bit about Tolmes. He could be dangerous. In fact, we
shouldn't even leave him. He can't follow us.”


	“Nah,”
Davey said. “I don't think there will be any problem here.”
He put his hands on his knees and leaned forward so that his face was
only inches away from Andy's. The other blades retreated back to
their owners as he moved. “Will there?”


	Andy looked around
at them all. The faces turned so curious toward him, the eyes peered
and gazed for the source of his morality. The lips almost seemed to
mouth little noises as they thought about letting him live, let alone
join them. The weapons were no longer against his throat but they
were not sheathed yet as they were held in the militants' hands.


	“No,”
Andy almost spat. “Of course not.”


	“So you'll
join us?”


	“Who is 'us,'
exactly?” Andy asked. He was allowed to stand up again as
everyone started moving back to the truck.


	“We're the
resistance, man,” the blond talkative militant replied.


	“Some of the
guys call us the American Prevailers. Don't even think it's proper
grammar. But we're fighting those things,” Barney said. “And
we're getting our loved ones back from their prison. We've been
wandering together for only one day, but in that time we've gained a
lot of techniques.” He bent down and pointed to the severed
nubs on the creature's back where its wings had once been. “You
have to cut off their wings. Nothing can touch their skin, no matter
how hard you try.” He demonstrated by stabbing at the torso.
The blade nearly reached the surface of the skin, but never could. It
was like trying to push matching poles of magnets together.


	Andy observed with
cautious eyes. “So you really think you can fight them?”
he asked. He noticed Davey watching their conversation out of the
corner of his eye.


	“Oh yes,”
Barney replied. “Do you know how many people there are on
earth? If just the smallest fraction fought against them, we could
send them packing. They don't even use weapons.”


	“You
mentioned a prison?” Andy commented.


	“Yeah, their
gigantic interrogation center in D.C. where they've been taking
everyone,” Barney replied. “They've taken so many people.
The presidents of every nation at least, they took all the cops and
military men. Snatched up that Flynn girl who doesn't even fight.”


	At this, Andy
jolted a bit and blinked. He did his best to play it off coolly.
“Everyone?” Andy echoed.


	The militant leader
nodded. “Our attack is set for tomorrow. We're going to free
and arm as many people as we can and hold our last stand there.”


	“Is that the
plan?” Andy asked for confirmation.


	“Yes,”
Barney stated.


	“Then I guess
I'm in,” the hitman said.







	With the expression
of a man who hated everything about his current situation, Andy ate
his sandwich behind a rock, away from the fire. In the warm glow was
where the rest of the men sat except for two who adjusted their
seating so they could keep an eye on the hitman. Warm waves of sweat
washed over Andy, his skin growing hot and his heart beating fast
whenever he remembered the psychopath that he was stuck with. He kept
his eye over his shoulder in fear that Davey would sneak up behind
him and stick him with his iconic blade.


	He could overhear
the men by the fire speak. Without noises to muffle them, their
voices carried quite clear to his ear.


	“You used to
be Decree, didn't you?” one voice said.


	Barney's voice was
the one that replied. “Yeah, for a small period,” it
said.


	“And then you
used to be one of the Knight people, didn't you Walt?”


	“That's
true.”


	“That's who
we were,” Barney commented. “We may have been against
each other at one point, but wouldn't you say we're all in the same
boat by now?”


	Andy opened up the
water bottle that they had given him and sipped it. It was Davey who
came around the rock without warning and sat beside him.


	“Hey buddy,”
Davey said in a familiar manner. “How you doing? Eating
enough?”


	Andy did not look
at the murderer as he finished his gulp. “Get the hell out of
my face,” he hissed.


	“Oh, come on,
cut it with the hostility, Andy,” Davey told him. “I'm
not going to hurt you yet. I'm much more interested in Miss Flynn.”


	Andy's eyes shot
wide open and his jaw clenched.


	“Oh yes, I
recognize the name quite well from several of my episodes,”
Davey explained. “You may have hid it from the rest of them,
but I saw your look of recognition when she was mentioned. I know you
care about her. That makes this so much better.”


	“If you touch
her,” Andy started, “I'll kill you.”


	Davey laughed as he
sat himself in a much more comfortable position next to the hitman.
He patted Andy on the back. “Not if I kill you first,” he
replied. “You know, I never really told anyone the story of my
escape from Los Angeles. The horrible things I saw. It might be my
last time to breathe a word of it.”


	“I should
hope,” Andy retorted.


	“Come on,
Andy,” Davey grinned at him. “Maybe you can get to know
me better. Let me tell you my story.”








































-Chapter Thirty-Nine-

City
of Angels







	“It was only
a little under a month ago that the Decree puppies came into Los
Angeles, wouldn't you say?” Davey asked. “Where were you
then? Were you around there? Anyway, it was kind of funny to me how
no alarm, no heads up was given to anyone in the city when it
happened. There were just so god damn many of us strolling the
streets, running errands, going on dates, being heathens. Then it was
boom, boom, boom. These explosions went off on the sides of buildings
and in the street, just spraying rubble all around. Throwing stones
at people and blowing them apart.


	“At the time,
I was just eating a pot pie. I was in one of the lobbies for the
studio. It was the one with the patio furniture indoors. I always
thought that was weird. One of the shells that they were hurtling
down on us went through the glass ceiling and right into the
receptionist's desk. Dear God, you had never seen such a mess in all
your life, Andy. There was this one really lovely, very confident
looking middle eastern woman in a sage colored blazer that was
standing pretty close to the counter when the shell went off.  Poor
darling was wounded, unable to stand on her own. I was terrified!
There was blood everywhere; glass shattered all over the smoky floor.
Still, I managed to stand up on my violently shaking knees and move
over to her, bracing for anything. She begged me for help, and I told
her to save her energy, then I picked her up and carried her out the
front door.


	“I had no
clue where the shells were coming from. I didn't even think about how
safe the route I'd chosen would be but instead of how quickly we must
go down it. My head turned stupidly from side to side as I jogged
with the woman in my arms. She made horrible, childish noises of
terror. Her voice was fading. I looked everywhere I could for some
help but all I found were frantic herds of people running about.
There were more explosions detonating in the background. I look down
in my arms and I realize that all I'm doing is carrying a dead body.
There was no way to describe quite how I felt then. I look back and
realize that I am weak. That I am too soft to contemplate the stress
I was under and I used terror and grief as an excuse to quit. That
will get you killed.


	“I didn't
stay long. My mind sort of cleared up a bit, like I had caught this
good whiff of concentration. Do you know what I mean? My family came
to my mind and I was off. I didn't give a shit about anything but
getting to them that instant. There was a car idling in the middle of
the street as I ran with the door ajar and no one in it. The keys
were in the ignition so I just hopped my happy self in the cab and
sped off.


	“Disoriented,
it took me too long to get home. The entire drive, my feet were just
getting this terrible icy numb sensation about the base of the toes
that drove me up the wall; like an itch. My muscles twitched
sometimes like they do when you resist that itch for a long time,
trying to will it away. I felt hot in my throat but cold in my
churning stomach. Anyway, enough about feelings. These are all just
feelings.


	“Guess what
was there when I got home? Lilith and Alexa, my two little daughters
had been murdered and left lying upon the dining table. This was
right in the entrance of the house; the very first thing that I see.
Lilly was nine, and Alexa was ten. They were such smart, clever
little children with nothing but dreams and hope. NOTHING BUT LOVE
AND A DESIRE TO GIVE! I – I can't even – talk about –
IT'S THE FINAL. STRAW. ANDY. You understand?


	“I couldn't
keep walking, couldn't keep standing. I dropped down hard onto my
knees and wept. Just cried and cried and cried without noticing the
racket upstairs. I tried to muffle myself, but the noise carried. The
commotion stopped, and after just an intsy little pause, there was a
gunshot. Feet came down the stairs and three Decree soldiers were
there, pointing their guns at me.


	“'Who are
you?' they ask. One of them lowered his gun and said to the other,
'Oh my God, I think that's Davey Tolmes.' He was so god damn excited.
Like I was going to give him an autograph or something. They grabbed
me and dragged me upstairs to my bedroom. Jana was on the bed with a
hole in her chest. The life was gone from her eyes as well.


	“'Why?!' I
screamed at them. 'Why the fuck did you do this to me?!' They didn't
have an answer. Of course they didn't. They barely even acknowledged
that I was yelling at them as they giggled excitedly. One of them
said, 'Get a picture of me with Davey Tolmes!'


	“The entire
time I was on my knees with my head bowed in grief, I felt around
behind me. My ornamental knife was somewhere on the floor by me. I
had noticed it knocked off the wall when I had first come in. When
the bastard picked me up so that he could pose with his gun in my
face and a huge, dumb smile on his broad, shit eating face, I dug my
knife into it. Instantly, I spun the fat mercenary around and pushed
him toward his friends, who had no idea what the hell to do. They
started fiddling around with their rifles, trying to turn the safety
back on, but it was too late. I was already on them and I slashed one
throat wide open. I had no idea what my own body was doing as I
turned to the last one, who fired and hit me in my side. Just a
little nick. I jumped onto his chest and stabbed him in the face over
and over again. It took about five good plunges before the son of a
bitch stopped screaming.


	“I dropped my
knife and I looked at the carnage all around me. I was shocked,
horrified. My finger trembled, but my breathing was clear. My heart
pounded with both fear and excitement. It came to me, how
terrifyingly easy it is to kill. How, once pushed, snuffing a life
out becomes a reward; the fruit of an effort. Something you really
want to do. Anyone can have it. That was the first time I ever killed
anyone, and since then, it has just never been that good. Because
they deserved it.


	“They killed
my children, Andy. They raped and shot my wife. I have no remorse for
what I did. Yet, through all the seething anger, I wasn't mad at the
Decree Nation. My anger was not at an entire military or country but
just these three men. I realized that a uniform didn't commit these
horrifying crimes. Men did. Human fucking beings.”


	Davey cleared his
throat. Andy remained silent, staring with menace into the murderer's
eyes as he spoke. “Mankind,” Davey scoffed. “You
can all burn for all I care.”








































-Chapter Forty-

Evil







	There was no breeze
by the tree where Haley stood with the suited Guardian. She had spent
the last dozen minutes or so trying to defend the whole of humanity
to the creature. It sat and listened with disciplined patience, its
blank head nodding every so often to demonstrate its attention. Her
cheeks grew red with frustration at the lack of things she had to say
in the end of saving the world. After a good while, she began to
wonder if all she did was blow smoke. Even though the being
frightened her a lot, it was well mannered and polite. If anyone
would listen, it would be this one.


	“The reasons
you are giving me are trivial at best,” it interrupted once her
argument had started to repeat itself. “I am joyful at your
value for sentiment, but emotional drives and intentions do not
interest me. It's more than the thought that counts. You must tell me
why everyone deserves to continue destroying this perfect little
planet if they show no traits of an evolved life form. Nothing more
than a pseudo attempt at cooperation, not only with yourselves, but
with your mother Earth.”


	Haley broke down.
“I don't know what to say!” she cried. “Nothing I
can tell you will make any difference. Maybe one day, we can be a
perfect race living in a utopia, but for now be have nothing to show
but filth.” She sobbed.


	As she cried into
her palms, the Guardian reached out with its hand and grasped her
shoulder comfortingly. She did nothing to stop it and only heaved
harder with emotion at its powerful touch.


	“Then you
understand,” it said.







	The men at the camp
prepared as well as they could for the coming evening once the sun
rose. They all were instructed to eat heartily and rest well so that
their strength was at its peak. Andy participated in blade practice
with the men. Barney had given him an old civil war saber to use as
his weapon. He was good at the fluid movement in swordplay. His many
years of martial arts practice came into use through his blade.
Barney expressed that he was impressed by Andy's capabilities.


	“Remember to
swing high,” the former Decree soldier commented. “You're
only going to be able to down one by cutting its wings off.”


	“Barney –
that's your name, right?” Andy asked. Barney nodded. “How
do you think we're going to stand a chance against them? Honestly.”


	“Honestly?”
Barney echoed. “Because if we didn't, what else is there to
hope for? I don't know if you see what's going on here, but it is the
end of the life that we knew. Everything we love is at stake here. We
win or it's gone.”


	“How did you
even get into all this?” Andy asked. “Why are you so
driven?”


	Barney seemed to
consider the question for a moment, unsure of whether or not to
explain. “After the Tower exploded, I ran off and was saved
from dying of exposure by an old couple that ran a winery. They let
me stay with them for over a month, staying in the cellar where it
was safe. They grew on me. Then, they were taken. I aim to find
them.”


	“In this
prison?” Andy asked.


	“Yes,”
Barney stated. “And if not, then maybe enough people to help me
punish these bastards.”







	There was a group
of thirteen of them poised by a wall of dumpsters in one of the
city's alleyways. The clouds in the sky had darkened and created a
dull gray ceiling  over the world. The wind blew horizontal, tossing
leaves along in its many currents. Several of the creatures could be
seen leaving the gigantic metal structure that they had managed to
approach. They flew away fast, but Barney held his fist up to signal
everyone to wait until he was sure that they were gone.


	He whispered in a
low voice to the men behind him. Of them included Davey and Andy.
“Alright. Once you see me leave cover, that's the signal to
come out. If all of us come out at the same time, we can overwhelm
any stragglers with our sheer numbers,” he instructed, moving
his hands as he talked. “And just remember, keep an eye to the
sky and another on your back.”


	There were several
openings along the side of the bizarre prison. It looked similar to
the windows along an airplane to Andy, with much larger openings.
Just large enough for the creatures to fit through if they ducked
low. The air was sweet with the smell of coming rain.


	There was a yelp
from behind the formation. Everyone turned around to see one of the
winged beasts dive into the last man in line. As it distracted itself
with him, all weapons were drawn into the militants' hands. They
cleaved and hacked until the thing was dead, wings dropping to the
concrete with a soft rustling thud.


	There were several
more of the creatures swarming in the sky, flying around in mad
patterns as they scanned for the human intruders. Their anxious
movement made Barney sprint out of the alley into the opening. The
signal was given.


	Many roars of men
and women came from all around as hundreds of people rushed out from
various nooks and crannies in front of the prison. The number of the
beings flying around through the air multiplied. They began swooping
down at the combatants, trying to get just low enough to swipe hard
at them. The Prevailers swung back, striking the beasts wherever they
could as they darted like crazed bees through the tinny air.


	Davey navigated
around the people, swinging up into the air without any aim or real
purpose other than to act. Andy followed the deranged man as he
helped three others reach up and pull one of the creatures to the
earth. Davey twirled about to watch and make sure that Andy was
indeed still following him. They made their way through the melee,
advancing upon the prison.


	The Prevailers
pushed hard against the winged creatures. Other than not being able
to fly away to safety, it seemed that the humans had a huge advantage
against their foes. So many of the beings had been cut down, their
corpses littered the ground like bright lights. Still, every one that
was killed, two more replaced it. They never seemed to stop coming.
The men and women held the group and pushed all the way up to the
portholes of the prison.


	Davey disappeared
into one of these in the distraction of battle. Andy stalked behind
him as close as he could, navigating through the massive tunnel that
was the interior of the structure. The fight was carried inside,
militants and creatures flooded through the doors and continued to
swipe at each other. The noise was like a loud hailstorm against
metal, so many clicks and clacks and thuds. The whole attack was a
suicide mission, Andy thought. He knew it. Nothing drove these
soldiers other than a prideful denial that they were in fact
powerless to do anything. He chased after Davey, sprinting as fast as
he could. I can rest once this son of a bitch is dead, he
decided. Davey darted around, trying to make the path as difficult to
follow as he could.


	The voice of the
Harbinger boomed into everyone's head. “I do not blame you for
your resistance,” it said. “I will not punish the whole
of man for your fear. As violent beings, it is only in your nature to
fight what you do not understand. To combat what you fear. As long as
you are afraid, I care not. You merely sever few of my thousands of
appendages. Hope is useless.”


	“Come along
now!” Davey taunted back at Andy. “I can't do this dance
all on my lonesome! Which way shall we go next?” He turned
left, taking a much thinner tunnel that protruded into the prison's
courtyard.







	Haley had calmed
down, her eyes far too sore to continue shedding tears. She embraced
the Guardian, sniffling. It hugged back to her as she clung onto its
tremendous leg. It pulled back and looked into her face with its
blank one.


	“You will be
alright,” it said to her. The voice felt warm in her breast,
like cocoa on a cold night. After all the sorrow had washed out of
her, she started to feel better. Started to feel relieved. Her
breathing slowed and steadied from its erratic and raspy form. She
looked up at the Guardian with trust. Something had been communicated
through the tips of the creature's fingers as they had first touched
her shoulder. A powerful wave of empathy had been received and
transmitted back, and finally, she understood. Though she grieved,
she felt at peace. Something was so perfect about that moment.


	It was all
shattered by the sound of struggle as two men ran into the opening.
They panted heavily, and Davey laughed like a jackel as he ran. Both
her and the Guardian looked far at the little opening in the wall
through which the intruders had entered. A beast-like grin sat under
the murderer's nose, through which he breathed aloud. Andy gained on
him, closed into range of his saber. As if he could feel the attack
coming, the psychopath dropped to his knees and allowed the blade to
pass over his head. He snapped back to his feet and spun around,
slicing at Andy's hand.


	Andy cried out in
pain as he dropped the sword. He dropped to his knees and clutched
onto the flesh that so loosely stayed on his hand. The color drained
even further from his face as he saw who Davey now approached with
haste. His mouth slacked open and his brow furrowed. Tears of
realization filled into his eyes as he took in the whole scope of the
situation.


	I failed, he
thought. Here she is, at his mercy. And I led him here.


	“Andy?!”
Haley gasped in shock. The Guardian watched from behind her.


	“This is her,
isn't it?” Davey asked, smiling with sickening delight at her
recognition. “This is the girl?”


	“Don't touch
her you sick bastard!” Andy whimpered. He tried to rush onto
his feet, but the man with the knife dived at Haley and held her with
the blade at her neck. Andy caught the look of fear in the back of
her delicate eyes but watched as it disappeared. Her face was calm as
she looked at him. She smiled.


	Davey turned to the
Guardian, a wild shade in his eye. “This is what you wanted,
isn't it?” he asked it. Spit flung from his lips as he spoke.
The Guardian said nothing, not even facing the psychopath as he
addressed it. Its blank face turned to Andy, who returned to his
knees in defeat. The former assassin felt as if the being read his
mind, collected all of his pain and displayed it before him. Andy
knew how this story was to end.


	“I want you
to kill her,” Davey commanded to Andy. He stepped away from
Haley, all of the threat of Andy's rage diminished as he observed the
assassin's defeated countenance. Spinning the blade around, he
offered it to Andy.


	With the knife so
close to his clutch, he thought so hard about grasping onto its
ornamental handle and slitting the sick man's throat. It would be as
easy as that. But he saw the true game at play. He stared back at the
Guardian, nodding. The creature nodded back to him. Andy looked back
at Davey's expecting face, so contorted with emotion.


	“I won't,”
Andy said.


	“Come on,”
Davey urged. “Just grab it. Take it and have some fun. Show
them how sick you are.”


	“No.”


	Davey looked over
his shoulder at the other two, then back at Andy. “Then I want
you to watch this closely,” he said, sneering at both Andy and
the Guardian. He walked back over to where Haley stood, and with a
wink and a tilt of his head, he cut her throat.


	“NO!”
Andy screamed, rising from his knees. Haley looked at him one last
time. Andy saw the exact moment that the light of life left her
pupils and she fell over in a pool of her blood, dead. The emotion,
the pure white burning hate that seared Andy's bones tortured him to
move. His muscles stung with soaking fury as his skin felt aflame
with the fire of rage. He ran at the murderer as his vision blacked
out of his eyes.


	Still staring hard
into the face of his attacker, Davey rammed the blade into Andy's
torso. The hitman ceased his charge, suspended in the air by the
murderer's clutch on the blade. The pain tore into him like
lightning. He could feel all the fluids in his abdomen flowing out of
the new opening. Davey grinned in Andy's face, turning to look at the
Guardian. He removed the knife, then rammed it back into Andy's
stomach. Over and over he repeated the gesture, stabbing the man in
the chest until he dropped to the ground. From there, he continued to
stab until he was certain that Andy was dead.


	Silence befell the
two remaining lifeforms as Davey continued to stare in the other
being's empty face. “There you go,” he said.


	The Guardian turned
and looked at Davey. The color rushed out of the man's face as he
felt the gaze of the eyeless creature. His smile dropped when he
truly realized what he had done. He couldn't look at the Guardian any
longer, instead stared at the grass. He looked with fond eyes at the
roots of the tree, stained in his victims' blood.


	With a wide swipe,
it took Davey's head clean off. His evil, lifeless body fell to the
earth with a soft thud.







	This time, the
voice was loud and alive with anger. It burned deep in the pit of
every human being on Earth, painful to behold.


	“Your disease
has proven incurable,” it screamed. “Even in the face of
ultimate destruction, you choose to fight and harm rather than
cooperate and heal. There is no rehabilitation that will work. Your
punishment has been set. Nothing I can do will ever make up for your
crimes, no punishment great enough. I can only prevent them from
continuing. I shall wipe the world clean of your filth.”







	Barney still fought
in the metallic catacombs of the prison when he felt the voice inside
him. As soon as it had gone, he stopped moving. So many others around
him had also stopped their fight at the sound of the words. The blade
fell out of Barney's hand as he looked around at all the faces. His
face contorted in fear, wrinkling as if he was about to cry. Although
he wanted to, he could not. He just sunk to his knees in defeat and
waited.







	Tim lay dormant
within one of the bleach white cells only a few hundred feet away
from the raging battle above him. Tubes and wires had been hooked up
to him. He laid on the bed naked, his eyes twitching. He could feel
the voice, but he did not hear it. He continued to sleep.







	From the sky rained
thousands and thousands of missiles. The air was torn and streaked
behind them as they dropped over every bit of surface they could,
blinking the human condition out of existence and out of memory.








































-Epilogue-







	Tim awoke in the
stark white room. The vibrant light of the walls and the ceiling
stung his eyes. His body felt weak as he shifted himself into an
upright position on his bed. He had no idea where he was. Everything
preceding his slumber came back as a rough blur. Only certain things
could be distinguished. He cleared his throat. He was thirsty.


	He got onto his
feet. He thought for sure that his legs were going to collapse
beneath him, but with just a little patience, he found his footing.
There was a door that slid open as soon as he took his first step. He
gasped, but then excitedly moved toward it. Maybe there was some sort
of explanation behind the opening. Or at least something to drink.


	As he tumbled
through the doorway, the door closed behind him. He fell face first
into the softest dirt he had ever felt. His body ached as he tried to
peer upward. The sky was dark and brown. The wind was awful and sick
feeling. Tim felt much less healthy as he laid in that soft
substance. As he leaned up, he realized that the entire ground was
ash. The stuff was still blowing around through the air like snow in
a blizzard. It made it hard for the rancher to keep his eyes open for
too long. The wind was painful to stare into.


	It was all
destroyed. Everything as far as he could see was turned into ash. The
wind blew hard over the ground, howling with terrible emptiness as it
rushed past his ears. He stood alone in the wasteland.







	Haley sputtered and
coughed as she opened her eyes, breathing again. The light that
glowed down on her was soft, but bright. A form was silhouetted in
its pure white circle as she realized that it was the sun. Wind
played with her hair, tickling her face. The sensation revealed that
she was nude. The grass felt cool and peaceful along her skin. The
figure reached out a hand and she accepted it. She rose to her feet.


	She stood on soft
grass. The same soft grass she had been standing on just moments
before. The large green tree still sprawled and stretched in many
directions. Her vision began clearing as the light's intensity
decreased. When she reopened her eyes, she found that Andy was the
one she held onto. Her grip in his hand tightened.


	“Andy,”
she said, reaching out to touch his face.


	“Haley,”
he whispered back, tracing her delicate hair.


	Around them, the
two people could see the metal structure that still surrounded them
lift off of the ground. A perfect wooden fence replaced its form on
the ground, encircling the luscious grass. The tree played gently in
the air. The metal prison flew up into the sky with slow
deliberation. It glinted in the sunlight as it spun, casting bright
rainbows along the grass. The tree seemed to reach up to it as it
departed to the heavens.


	The Guardian
stepped up to them.


	“They are all
gone,” it said in a solemn tone to the pair of them. “Mankind's
failure will not spread past its memory in time.”


	The two humans
bowed their heads in sadness. They seemed to be under a spell.


	“Do not mourn
them,” the Guardian told them. “Every end is just another
beginning.”


	With fond smiles,
the man and woman looked from each other up to the being. “What
are we to do?” Andy asked in a sedated tone. The creature
turned its face to Haley. Neither human had a single unpleasant
feeling about them. There was little to no remorse for the billions
of departed souls.


	“Maybe one
day,” the Guardian started, “you can be a perfect people
living in a perfect world. But for now, how that path begins is up to
you. I entrust this world to you two. All I ask of you is to love.
Your companion will be your sole possession in this new world.”


	The woman tilted
her head and furrowed her brow, confused. The Guardian chuckled with
its harmonic voice.


	“Consider
this an act of faith,” it said. “I challenge you to live
up to your words.”


	Though their mouths
hung open, nothing needed to be said. Both Andy and Haley nodded in
response.


	“Good,”
the being said. “I'll be keeping an eye on you.” Then it
vanished, leaving the two of them alone with each other in the
beautiful garden.


	After a moment
passed, the two naked people ran around the grass, pointing out the
various shapes along the horizon. There were hundreds of different
fruit trees and berry bushes, so much vibrant, colorful food hanging
around for them. They continued to explore, setting up home at the
base of the tree's roots. The breeze was much stronger on some of the
hilltops as they wandered.


	They both jumped
over the fence. Curiosity drove them as they rushed over a field of
pure ash. It was soft and eerie to feel on their bare feet. Together,
they climbed to the peak of a dune of black ash.


	They peered over
the edge as the sun began rising. The light streaked through the
atmosphere, playing with the colors to the couple's amusement. In the
distance, resting in the middle of the valley of soot, was a newly
constructed, shiny-as-chrome metallic angel.
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