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Run. Run. Run. That’s all that was going through the
mind of Rain Phillipa at this moment. Run. Run. Run. She didn’t
know where she wanted to go; she didn’t even know where she was.
But she knew what she was running from, and that was enough for
her.

The bright orange begonias that populated
the seemingly endless field around her went by in a blur, enhancing
the warm color orchestration that encapsulated her during the early
moments of the Missouri sunset.

She couldn’t help but take her eyes off the
stretch of fields ahead of her to admire the beauty of the flowers.
They all danced in unison, listless, as if they were merely humming
and buying time until their partner came around to promenade with
them. Rain had no intention of stopping to be company to the
flowers, but hoped someone would come and put an end to the waiting
dance anyway. But she didn’t dwell on this wish long, as a small
patch of uneven dirt nearly tripped her up and caused her vision to
snap back in front of her, watching diligently for any more
obstacles.

The backpack she wore was far too full, and
far too heavy for any sort of comfort. Despite its obvious
necessity, Rain wished she hadn’t brought it with her. Her back
ached to an immense degree, and the weight slowed down her running,
which was now degrading into a swift jog with her increased
exhaustion. She’d been running nonstop, and wanted to rest. But she
couldn’t, not in the begonia fields, not where she’d stick out, not
where she could be found.

Adding to Rain's frustrations was the wind.
It was weak, it was what brought the begonias to their meandering
dance, but it was still enough to annoy her. The wind, coupled with
her constant movement, frequently tossed a curl or two of blonde
hair into her vision, making her more blind towards her progress
than when she’d observed the flowers.

All of this caused her to focus more and
more on her growing fatigue. Her steps slowed into long striding
stomps, her breaths grew deeper and more frequent, and the backpack
dragged her down harder as her gait weakened. After several seconds
of slowing, she finally came to a stop and took the time to drop
her heavy pack to the dirt and look around.

Rain was completely alone. There were no
roads, no houses, no voices, not even any animals within distance
of sight or sound. The begonias stretched for what looked like
miles, only being interrupted by the occasional tree that sprouted
out of place from the woods at the end of the fields.

Despite her fatigue and her solitary
location, Rain didn’t want to stay here. She didn’t fit in with the
wildlife, she needed someplace to blend in as well as be alone.
Easier figured than found. And so she gathered up her heavy
backpack and continued trudging onward. She didn’t run anymore, she
couldn’t find the strength. But still she made her way. Where to
she still didn’t know, but based on the glow in the sky of a nearby
city, she thought it wouldn’t be too much longer.

-

It was over an hour of slow walking before Rain
found herself out of the wild and onto a lonely roadside. Several
cars going highway speeds blasted by her as she observed her
surroundings, but none slowed down and no driver looked twice.

Several yards away stood a large green sign,
‘Kansas City city limits’ it read in bold, white lettering. It
wasn’t her favorite city her state had to offer, St. Louis held
that belt, but it would have to do. She was far too exhausted to
make it to any other slice of civilization before what sliver was
left of the sun departed, dragging all remaining light below the
horizon with it.

Rain knew if she wanted to blend in she needed to
get into the metropolis and not just linger on its outskirts. But,
throwing her desire temporarily aside, she sat down beneath the
large sign and pulled out a red composition notebook and a pen.
After the wind of another speeding car flipped through a few empty
pages, Rain returned to the front of the blank notebook and began
her first entry.

 


Dear Mom and Dad,

 


I don’t know how and I don’t know why, but I
hope you’re able to read what I write in this book someday. I
suppose its because I want you to know exactly how I feel about
you, and I want you to know that I left by my own choice and wasn’t
kidnapped or anything. I’m sure at this point you’re wondering
where I am, if you even know that I’m gone yet, which you probably
don’t. Well, I know you’ll look for a long time and you might not
ever give up looking for me, until you read this book that is, if
you ever do. But, I want you to know that I don’t now nor will I
ever feel bad about letting you search aimlessly for me. It’s your
punishment. You always wished I’d be just like you, wish that you
could pass down everything you know to me and that I might follow
in at least one of your footsteps in every aspect of my life. But
now you can try to follow mine around, and I hope it’ll feel just
as pointless as it did for me to forcibly follow yours throughout
my life.

 


I’m sure you’d like to hear me say I left
home with a heavy heart, but that wouldn’t be true. I lived at home
with a heavy heart, and the second I left, I’d never felt more
liberated in my whole life. It was as if a seventeen year long
choke hold had finally come off. So it is with a very light, warm,
cheerful heart that I write you this note. I assure you that I was
not taken away from you against my will, I merely left you so I
could avoid living against my will. I would insist you not to look
for me, but it wouldn’t do any good. You won’t see this for some
time, and even if you saw it tomorrow I know it wouldn’t stop
you.

 


Yours truly,

Delicate Rain

 


Rain couldn’t help but cringe at the sign off she’d
done. It wasn’t a mistake, it was exactly what she wanted her
family to see at the end of every note she wrote in the book, but
it did bring up old spite towards her parents.

She’d always been a timid, introverted
child. Her mother had given her the nickname, ‘Delicate Rain’ at a
young age, as she’d cry at almost any negative thing. That habit
persisted for sometime, leaving the nickname to sink in and the ink
on it to dry. And now, even though her seventeenth year of life was
running its course, the name stuck in the minds of her parents. She
wanted it to go away, but she knew it never would.

After finishing her note, she slid the book
back into her backpack and got up from beneath the sign. Movement
was still slow going. Her whole body ached, but she remained eager
all the same. She could see Kansas City from where she was, and it
was only going to get closer from there.
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After another hour of wandering, Rain finally
reached her breaking point and couldn’t walk another step. She’d
walked her way into a seedy neighborhood of the city and now, with
her last few bits of strength, slid herself into the darkness of a
thin alleyway. It seemed like the perfect place to fit in, yet be
alone at the same time. In addition, it kept a good few people from
seeing her, which she was thankful for in a neighborhood where all
the buildings had bars on the windows and there wasn’t a place you
could go and not hear sirens of some kind blaring in the
distance.

She dropped her backpack to the ground and
sat beside it, wincing in soreness as she did. But everything
seemed to feel better as she leaned back against the faded tan
brick building behind her and let the exhaustion wash over her. Her
head fell weakly into her hand and her eyes began sinking in
heaviness.

It seemed she was just moments from
succumbing to sleep when a noise pulled her out of her
exhaustion-induced trance state. A voice came through the alley, it
sounded closer than she would’ve liked.

“Looks like you’re in the wrong place,” a
gruff, low tone announced.

Rain’s eyes immediately shot open and she
stood up, still looking around for the source of the voice. Soon it
came into view. A thin, obviously drug addicted man sauntered into
her sight; his face was coated in bruises and scabs where he’d been
picking at his skin, perhaps looking for bugs, and his eyes had
deep bags under them, like he hadn’t slept in days. But Rain didn’t
focus on his looks for long, as the object in his extended hand
caught much more of her attention. It was a short but sharp looking
pocket knife.

“I don’t have any money,” Rain replied to
the man, her body barely able to produce sound through a mixture of
overwhelming exhaustion and now intense fear. Although the
adrenaline coursing through her veins was taking care of the former
quite quickly, it only seemed to enhance her fright.

“Well, ain’t that bullshit if I’ve ever
heard it,” the addict said harshly, taking a step closer and waving
the knife gently from side to side.

“I’m telling the truth,” she exclaimed, her
voice cracking.

“That shirt on your back is tellin’ me
differently.”

Rain paused for a moment, confused by what
the man meant. But then she took time to observe what she was
wearing. A spotlessly clean, purple, designer label t-shirt, not to
mention designer jeans and shoes to match. She didn’t look like she
was short on money, which only acted as an exacerbation to her
situation.

“I don’t have anything, honest,” she pleaded
with the man.

“Now that ain’t true for sure,” the addict
retorted. “Even if you ain’t got money, you’ve always got somethin’
else to give.”

Just as she began trying to slither away
from his gradual advance, the addict lunged, wrapping one hand
against Rain’s neck and shoving her against the brick wall. As she
grabbed at his tight grip, hoping to loosen it enough to breathe,
he jabbed his knife into her side. Not enough to break skin, but
enough to cause pain nonetheless.

“What do you want?” Rain asked, tears in her
eyes and pain showing through her low, gasping tone.

“You should know by now,” the addict hissed,
sliding the blade downwards and cutting the thin belt Rain wore,
letting it hang loosely around her waist.

“Please don’t,” Rain’s voice was nothing
more than a light breeze in a hurricane at this point, the pressure
on her neck hindered her volume as well as her respiration.

The addict’s knife was sliding its way up
her shirt when a peculiar set of sounds stopped his attack. They
were quick, and advancing fast. He didn’t release his grip or move
his blade as he turned to see a figure walking down the alley
towards them.

Rain’s vision was growing hazy, so she
couldn’t see any features of the approaching person. But the addict
seemed to recognize who it was right away.

“What the fuck are you up to now, Marty?”
the figure asked in disgust. Rain could make out through the voice
that it was a man, but still not much else.

“How are ya, Ben?” the addict, Marty,
replied with a dark toothed smile. “You got any Emeralds to sling
me? It’d be damn near sacrilegious to fuck a bitch this fine
without gettin’ high first,” his vision turned back to Rain, who
moaned weakly, trying her best to look away from her captor.

“I’m gonna have to ask you to let the girl
be, Marty,” the figure, Ben, replied in a stern instruction.

“Come on, Ben, cut me a little slack. How
often you think some bitch come by my alley that ain’t on no rock?
It’s an opportunity that’s just gotta get got, you know?”

“Suit yourself,” Ben shrugged, pulling
something from his waist.

In an instant, a bang rang out and Marty’s
grip around Rain’s neck disappeared as he tumbled to the ground.
Rain stood stunned for a moment before she’d realized what’d
happened. But, as she looked down at the screaming man who’d been
prepared to rape her not several seconds ago, she knew what just
occurred.

This mysterious figure had shot Marty in the
shoulder, and was now calmly replacing the gun back in its holster.
All the while, Marty went on screaming and grasping at his bloody
wound.

“What the fuck is wrong with you, man?”
Marty screamed.

“Shut up,” Ben spoke in distain at the drug
addicted man beneath him as he approached Rain. “Get your ass to
the free clinic and have them pry that bullet out before you die of
lead poisoning.”

“You fuckin’ son of a bitch,” Marty growled
as he got up and sprinted down the dark alley, holding his arm the
whole way down.

“Are you alright?” Ben looked over at a
still visibly distraught and shocked Rain.

She returned his look after a moment of
stillness. She could see him in much better detail now. If he
hadn’t have just saved her life, she’d be far more intimidated by
him than by any knife wielding addict. He was nearly half a foot
taller than her, and his brawn-heavy physique simply created an
illusion of even greater loft over her. In addition, his shaved
head and thick stubble didn’t scream of sainthood, despite the
unbelievable deed he’d just done for her.

“I don’t think ‘alright’ is the right word
for me right now,” she replied, her voice still shaking and
quiet.

“What the hell are you doin' on the east
side at this time of night?” Ben wondered, showing legitimate
concern.

“I’m kinda new to this city,” she shrugged,
“I didn’t know where I was going.”

“Well, that much is obvious,” Ben shook his
head. “Did he hurt you at all?”

“No, I don’t think so,” Rain replied
unsurely, rubbing at her side. The point where he’d jabbed in the
knife still hurt, but she knew it could’ve been much, much
worse.

“Well, do you need a ride home?” Ben
offered.

“Um,” she hedged for a moment. She wasn’t
sure what to say to that. Even after this, Rain didn’t want to
return home, but she most certainly didn’t want to walk any further
through this section of the city.

“I don’t think I can let you just walk
around here in good conscience,” Ben seemed insistent to give her a
ride. “Where do you live?”

“Right now, nowhere,” Rain said softly,
unable to think of a better way to say it.

“You’re homeless?” Ben looked surprised,
noticing her expensive clothes and still rather well kept look. But
then he looked down at the ground, where he large backpack still
sat. Then he understood. “You’re a runaway,” he deduced.

“Yeah? So?” Rain responded defensively.
“What are you gonna do? Report me to the police? I’m not going
home, I’ve come too far for that already.”

“You don’t wanna go home? Even after all
that?” Ben nearly laughed.

“I can’t, I just can’t, okay,” Rain stayed
strong in her point.

“Okay, fine, but you sure as hell can’t stay
out here.”

“What are you gonna do, put me up at the
Hilton?” Rain joked, although no tone of humor came from her. She
was still far too petrified to speak in anything other than
anxiousness and fear.

“I’ve got a building on Fifty-seventh Street
you can spend the night at,” Ben explained.

“Hell no,” Rain immediately objected. “I
think I’m through with trusting any sort of stranger for a long
time.”

“Do you really have any other viable
options?”

“I guess not,” Rain looked around
nervously.

“Look, if I let you hold this for the night
will it make you feel better?” Ben pulled the pistol off of his
waist and offered it to her. After a moment of apprehension she
took it from him.

Rain stared at the stubby, silver revolver
for a long time before looking back up to respond, “You’re right, I
guess. I don’t have any other place to go.”

“Alright,” Ben nodded, grabbing her bag off
the ground, “let’s get you off the streets before another junkie
shows up.”

“One more thing,” she stopped him.

“What’s that?”

“What’s your name? I know your first name is
Ben, but I think it would help to know your full name.”

“Ben Scallazi,” he answered, despite his
better judgment telling him anonymity was the better route, “and
you are?” he held out a hand to shake.

“Rain Phillipa,” she shook his hand with an
empty smile.

“Well, Rain Phillipa, let’s get the hell
outta here.”

She only nodded and followed him out of the
alley and onto the sidewalk. It was then that she realized she had
no place to conceal the pistol on her person. After several seconds
of awkwardly trying to hide it, Rain finally gave up and let it
just sit in her hand, in plain view. She figured it would do her
better there anyway. As they walked, she couldn’t help but feel
powerful having the weapon in her grasp. Knowing the power she held
was exciting and almost rejuvenating. As long as the gun was by her
side, Rain Phillipa felt invincible.
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Rain wasn't quite sure what to make of the
man who'd saved her life at first. He seemed genuinely concerned
for her well being, but at the same time he seemed shady and
mysterious to a high degree. This lurking suspicion she felt
brought fear into her mind, even with the firearm still in her
grasp, and it was only heightened when she caught sight of his
vehicle.

In a neighborhood of poverty and, quite
obviously, crime, Ben drove a heavily customized, flawless,
sparkling silver Cadillac sedan and didn't even bother locking the
doors. For a while Rain saw this as peculiar and dangerous, but
then she noticed why he seemed so callous with his car. No matter
where he went, no matter how fast he drove and no matter how long
he let his car sit in one place, nobody even so much as glanced at
it.

Rain watched out the window at the people
they passed. Everyone was facing away, and even those that caught a
look at the Cadillac quickly averted their eyes. After these
countless observations, Rain's curiosity was peaked to the point of
finally questioning her shady savior.

"What the hell are you?" she asked, sounding
apprehensive to even speak to the man who'd rescued her.

"What do you mean by that?" Ben replied with
a chuckle, confused by the odd question.

"That guy who attacked me knew you, you
drive this expensive car around and nobody so much as breathes in
its direction, and you can carry a gun around and not think a thing
about it. So, I think it's my duty to ask who the hell you
are."

"I'm a guy that carries a certain amount of
respect with him," Ben answered as vaguely as he could.

"What is that supposed to mean?"

"I wouldn't worry about it, its not anyone's
concern except mine."

"Shouldn't I know who I'm dealing with?"
Rain figured. "Isn't there a rule about getting into cars with
strangers?"

"Well, for one, you know my name and I know
yours, so we're not really strangers," Ben pointed out slyly. "And
you're already in my car, so its a little late to get cold feet
about driving around with me. Besides, I gave you my gun, what
could you still be worried about?"

"I'm not worried about anything," Rain
responded quickly, attempting to cover up the nervousness in her
voice. "I just want to get to know you is all."

"You don't want to know me," Ben
assured.

"What if I told you I did?"

"I'd tell you that you don't know what
you're talking about and say that your best course of action right
now is to sleep away what's left of the night and leave everything
that just happened behind you in the morning."

Before Rain could continue the dispute Ben
stopped the silver sedan outside of a tall, decrepit brick
building. She looked up at it in disgust and then looked back at
Ben in partially bottled fright. Her hands tightened around the
pistol.

"What is this place?" she spoke quietly,
knowing if she raised her voice any further it'd crack.

"Believe it or not it used to be a hotel,"
Ben was either oblivious to her fright or simply ignoring it. It
wasn't until he heard the familiar noise of the hammer of his
revolver cocking back did he finally take notice of Rain's anxious
stare in his direction. "No reason to be scared," he said with a
quiet laugh.

"Why is that? Because you say so?" Rain slid
her finger inside the trigger guard.

"If it'll make you feel any better, I'll let
you hold on to that gun for a bit longer," Ben offered calmly. "But
that's as long as you don't shoot me right now."

Rain recalled what'd happened in the
alleyway. She looked back at the cracked, abandoned building that
loomed before her. It was far from Buckingham Palace, but she
thought it'd be better than another meth head infested alley, or at
least she hoped it would be.

"Okay," her finger slid out of the trigger
guard and her grip loosened, albeit only slightly. "But I'm still
holding onto the gun."

"Fine by me," Ben shrugged, getting out of
the car and gesturing for her to do the same.

The interior of the old hotel was far worse
than the exterior. The doors opened up to a horror show of dust,
debris, mildew, and mold. There were a few pieces of newer looking
furniture strewn about the massive, mostly empty lobby area showing
that someone had been inhabiting this building in one form or
another. But, aside from the meager amounts of cheap looking seats
and TV sets the lobby was a wreck.

It looked like it had once been a grand
resort-like entrance hall to a luxurious inn. Now, the mahogany
reception desks were destroyed with spray paint, the eloquent gold
railings that lined both of the massive staircases on either side
of the reception desks as well as the mezzanine that encircled the
entire lobby were dust caked beyond repair and their faded paint
was cracked and chipped.

"Jesus Christ," Rain muttered in amazement
at the disrepair around her.

"I know what you're thinking," Ben replied,
his loud voice echoing through the room, "but the rooms are better.
We fixed up a few just in case we needed a place to lay low."

"Who's 'we'?" Rain wondered, hoping to get a
straight answer this time.

"The less you know, the better," Ben struck
down her question in an instant.

Rain was annoyed by the constant ambiguity
Ben showed her. But, if his life consisted of shooting meth heads
and knowing buildings like this one she thought it would indeed be
wise to not know too much. Although, despite her understanding,
curiosity dug deep into Rain's mind.

The trip upstairs was tiring work. The hotel
was only six stories tall, but the elevators were obviously too far
out of order to be stood in, much less used. The stairs were the
same all the way up, their former elegance haunting Rain's mind and
the imagined images of what their splendor once was stained her
vision more and more with every blink. Each step was constructed of
rotten wood and stained carpeting. But she could see beyond these
flaws, and see what little beauty was still beneath the sickening
shell. She found it astounding what a mixture of people and time
could do to something that was once so great.

The hallway they entered into was green with
dust and mildew. It smelled of an old basement, despite being
several floors above ground. But, just like in the stairwell, Rain
could see the beauty that once was.

"Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair,"
Ben murmured Ozymandias.

"Where'd you learn that?" Rain wondered,
invisibly amazed at Ben's knowledge of that poem.

"An educated friend of mine recited the
whole damn thing when he saw this place," Ben said, once again
leaving many details to the imagination. "Isn't it funny what time
can do to a place?"

"Time and people," Rain added, looking
around at the graffiti scrawled across the walls of the corridor.
"Time is kind of relative, don't you think?"

"How do you mean?"

"Well, a place like this, left out in the
middle of nowhere, or even in a smaller town or city, would
probably be in a lot better condition," Rain explained. "But in
this city, with so many people around, and so many more variables,
time takes its toll a lot faster. Time will destroy everything
eventually, but it takes just a few of the right people to shorten
the time of that destruction."

"You're pretty smart, you know that?" Ben
remarked with a nod of understanding. "You get good grades?"

"Not really," Rain shrugged. "But that's
more of a lack of motivation than a lack of intelligence."

"Can I ask you something?" Ben asked,
stopping at a door at the end of the hall. "Why'd you run off
anyhow?"

"If I answer that question, will you finally
answer one of mine?" Rain replied.

"Fine," Ben sighed. "But you've gotta answer
me first."

"I ran away because of my parents."

"Care to elaborate?"

"They were threatening to send me to some
girl's academy in North Carolina," Rain went on. "They thought I
was being damaged by my surroundings or something like that, which
is complete bullshit because I live in some rich, lakeside
neighborhood. But still they thought I was no good and I needed
straightening out."

"How'd they come to that conclusion?" Ben
wondered, intrigued by her story.

"I sort of got caught shoplifting," Rain
admitted.

"What? A soda or something?"

"A three thousand dollar handbag."

"Shit," Ben exclaimed in surprise, "you
don't mess around."

"But that was really more of the straw that
broke the camel's back for my parents. I'd been pissing them off in
a bunch of different ways for months now. I'd be out late, I'd come
home drunk or high, stuff like that."

"Drunk or high?" Ben laughed. "You don't
exactly seem like the type."

"That's what everyone says," Rain groaned.
"But the greatest trick the devil ever pulled was convincing the
world he didn't exist."

"Why'd you get into all that stuff? You seem
too smart for it."

"That's kinda part of it. I had never really
been a person with a social life or a person at all. I was just a
machine that would study, eat and sleep. The grades were great, but
they can only take you so far before you look around and wonder
where the hell your life went. I'd never done anything adventurous
or interesting. I just stayed in and did nothing but what my
parents wanted, because I was always scared to do anything else.
But, all it really took was some harder classes for me to finally
crack. I needed to release the stress somehow. So I went out with
people, I got drunk, I smoked pot. My grades dipped a little bit,
sure, but nothing major. Of course, to my parents it was like I'd
signed my soul to Satan when I deviated from my straight shot to
being valedictorian. Didn't take long for them to have enough of
me, and then me to have enough of them."

"So what's your plan now?" Ben inquired, too
far in to not try and know everything.

"I don't know, really," Rain shrugged.
"Avoid being sent back, for the time being. I figure, I've got a
decent enough education, it can't be that hard to live on your own
if you're smart enough. Finding a good job can't be all that
hard."

"I'm gonna have to disagree with you there,"
Ben chuckled. "A decent mind doesn't mean anything if you don't
have any degrees or past jobs to back it up. That's life."

"I'll figure something out, I know that
much. I'm smart enough to figure something out for this situation,"
Rain assured.

"So, what do you want to ask me?"

"Well," Rain hummed for a moment. Now that
the time had come, she couldn't think of anything worth asking.
"What exactly do you do?" she spoke the first serious question that
came to mind.

"I am a salesman," Ben replied, still being
heavily vague.

"Of what exactly?" Rain pressed.

"What people on the street refer to as,
'Emeralds'. It's a designer drug that comes in a little green
tablet, thus the name. It's not the biggest thing out there, but
its pretty cheap so we sell a lot," Ben spoke frankly about his
business.

"You're a drug dealer?" Rain was visibly
shocked.

"To be honest, yes," Ben nodded.

"What's it like?" Rain showed minute
interest in the pills he sold.

"Another honest answer is that it's
basically concentrated THC, nothing more than a fast, cheap, heavy
high not too far off from weed. But meth heads say it does some
great stuff when they mix it with their crystal. So unless you plan
on picking up a meth habit too, my suggestion would be to not waste
your money."

"Good to know," Rain nodded as she slowly
opened the door to her room.

For a moment she feared what was on the
other side of the door. But as soon as it swung open her fears were
washed away. The room had been cleaned fairly well. It was fixed up
cheaply though, the walls were whitewashed and the furnishings were
nothing more than a twin bed and a small chair in the corner. But
it was miles better than the streets, so Rain was eager to take
it.

"Need anything else?" Ben asked from the
doorway as he watched her drop her backpack on the mostly spotless
floor and collapse onto the bed.

"Nope," Rain sighed in heavy fatigue, "I'm
good."

With a single nod, Ben shut the door and his
footsteps disappeared down the hallway. Rain was about to slide
away into sleep when she remembered something, something that
simply couldn't wait.

She got up and rifled through her pack until
she found her red notebook. She opened up quickly to an empty page
and began writing a new entry.

 


Dear Mom and Dad,

 


As much as you'd probably hate to hear this,
life is beginning to look up for your defiant daughter. Life around
here is different, I can tell that much already. But, unlike what
you've been trying to teach me my whole life, different doesn't
always mean bad. This world is open to me now, filled with all the
opportunities you two were too afraid to give me. This whole world
makes me happy, and I hope my happiness makes you sick.

 


I've already come across my fair share of
danger, so there's no sense in worrying about sheltering me from
that anymore. But, I can take care of myself. I know you won't
believe that, you never did whenever I told you in person. Despite
what you think, I can look out for my own well-being. Its easier to
do without you breathing down my neck. Everything is easier
now.

 


Rain paused her writing to look over at the
pistol she'd left on the bed when she tumbled onto it. She stared
at it for a good minute before returning to her journal.

 


Everything is easier, but everything is more
dangerous too. But, although you'd like to think I couldn't take
any danger on my own and get homesick at the first time of trouble,
I don't miss whatever "protection" you thought you gave me. To tell
you the truth, the danger of it all is kind of exciting. If I came
back to you, I'd miss this life far more than I miss you now.

 


Yours truly,

Delicate Rain
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The sun was still low when the bright rays
of dawn crept through the dust coated window of Rain's room. With
her sleep effectively disrupted, she figured the only sound choice
was to head back down to the lobby and wait. For what, or who, she
wasn't sure.

The lobby was just as disgusting and dirty
as she remembered. The only difference was the temperature. In the
early morning hours, the whole building's temperature had dipped to
uncomfortably low levels.

As she walked slowly and silently down the
large staircase into the lobby she couldn't avoid noticing a new
difference in the intimidating environment. Voices came weakly from
across the massive room. She was quick to pinpoint their location
at a group of brown couches situated around a large but aged
television. The TV was off, but still the voices came.

Rain approached the couches cautiously,
avoiding every chip of wood or piece of glass on the ground,
anything that would make a noticeable sound under her footfalls. As
she got closer she readied the revolver, which she'd only brought
down with her to return to Ben. The voices came in much clearer as
she wrapped around the cluster of couches, and in no time she saw
the source. Not a few seconds after that, the source saw her.

Two men shot up from a couch upon seeing
Rain in their presence. One, a short, bald, black man, just stood
stunned for a moment. The other, a tall, thin, addict-looking man
pulled a small pistol from behind him and aimed it at her. She in
turn raised Ben's revolver back at him.

"Who the fuck are you?" the thin man cocked
his weapon.

"I was about to ask you the same thing,"
Rain tried to sound strong, cocking the revolver clumsily.

"What are you doin' here?" the thin man
continued his interrogation.

"Wouldn't you like to know," Rain
sneered.

"I know I ain't got gun in this fight," the
black man spoke up, "but I doubt it'd be smart to make each other
mad."

"Shut up, Dando," the thin man addressed the
black man by name, "and go find yourself a gun."

"Ben, you know anything about this?" Dando
ignored the thin man's instruction and instead turned around to
call across the echoing room.

Rain and the thin man both looked across the
lobby to see Ben jogging down the stairs across the room. They
didn't look at him long before returning their eyes down the sights
of their respective weapons.

"Joe, put your damn gun down," Ben
approached the group, trying to coerce the gun out of the thin
man's hand.

"You know about this?" Joe looked spitefully
at Ben, not lowering his pistol.

"Yes, actually, I do," Ben resorted to
pushing the pistol slowly downward. Joe gave no physical objection,
but kept his hateful gaze strong.

"Could you fill us in?" Dando inquired,
looking nervously at the still raised revolver in Rain's hand.

"She's harmless, trust me," Ben held out an
open hand to Rain, wanting his weapon back.

"You bring some strange girl 'round here and
you want me to trust you, hell no," Joe replied.

"Hell yes," Ben said, gesturing more for the
revolver.

After a moment of hedging, Rain finally set
the gun carefully into Ben's grasp. He was quick to holster it.

"Who the fuck is she?" Joe glared at
Ben.

"I can speak for myself," Rain growled at
him.

"My apologies, bitch," Joe retorted. "Who
the fuck are you?"

"Gentlemen!" a booming tone filled the room
from above. "What's with the yelling?"

They all looked up to see a suave-looking
man staring down at them from the mezzanine. Even through dark
sunglasses they could see immense annoyance in his eyes.

"Who the hell is that?" Rain asked
nervously, watching the stylish, brown suit clad man wander his way
to the stairs.

"Why are you even talkin'?" Joe shot down
her question instantly.

"Damn it, Joe, shut your Goddamn mouth for
just a minute!" Ben didn't quite realize the volume of his voice in
his frustration.

"He's got reason to be pissed, Ben," Dando
pointed out tensely. "You don't know who this girl is."

"Except he does," Rain responded before Ben
could utter a syllable.

"I can handle this, Rain," Ben assured
her.

"Oh, so you're Rain," Joe smiled devilishly.
"How shitty to meet you."

"Joe shut the fuck up!" Ben yelled even
louder than before.

Just then, a humungous sound rang out,
shattering the argument as well as the eardrums of everyone in the
lobby. Before anyone knew what happened, large chunks of ceiling
were tumbling to the floor, breaking into an uncountable number of
pieces as they struck the hard tile.

Standing just inches away from the ceiling
shards, was the brown suited man, standing silent and stoic. One of
his hands was raised proudly upwards. In his grasp was a short,
double barreled shotgun that was leaking smoking from both
muzzles.

"Lady, gentlemen," the man said as he
approached them calmly, lowering the shotgun and cracking it open,
causing the two spent shells to spill to the floor. "What is this
nonsense?"

"Ben brought this girl into the hotel,"
Dando explained, being the only one calm enough to speak
clearly.

"And who might you be?" the man walked up to
her, reloading his shotgun as he did.

"Rain," Rain answered softly, now showing
much more of her fear.

"Rain what?" the man questioned.

"Rain Phillipa."

"Vincent Reese," the man held out a hand
with a smile, "everyone just calls me Vin."

"Don't use your last name, man, what the
hell are ya doin'?" Joe was shocked at Vin's actions.

"Why not?" Vin looked over at Joe as he
shook Rain's hand. "She obviously knows Dando's last name. And my
money says she knows Ben's too."

"I do," Rain nodded.

"Damn it, Ben," Joe hissed.

"That's Joe Pryman," Vin pointed at a
furious Joe, "and that would be the honorable Bruce Dando," he
pointed at Dando, who gave a small nod. "There, now we all know
everyone. Can we stop all this yelling already?"

"Not knowing each other wasn't exactly the
issue here," Joe pointed. "I'd like to know why this girl is even
here. Where'd she come from?"

"Care to answer?" Vin looked to Rain.

"I suppose," she shrugged, not wanting to
exacerbate the situation. "I'm here because I was attacked by a
meth-head last night. Ben saved me and offered me a room here to
stay for the night."

"Why didn't you just go home?" Dando
inquired.

"Because I sort of left home with the
intention of never going back," Rain said slowly.

"Shit," Joe groaned, "if this girl's a
runaway there's bound to be people out lookin' for her."

"Finally, Joe makes a decent point," Vin
smiled.

"She's gotta go," Joe insisted.

"I don't know about being so brash," Vin
replied, peering back at Rain curiously. "Why don't we talk in my
office, it's upstairs."

Rain looked nervously over at Ben. He only
gave small nod.

"It's fine," he assured her.

"Okay," she looked back at Vin, "let's
talk."
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A calm, collected police sergeant sat in the
living room of the Phillipa family. Across from him, Marilyn and
Charles Phillipa held each other in distraught silence.

"Where do you think she may have gone?" the
sergeant wondered.

"We don't know," Charles replied. "We have
no idea where she would go."

"Can you describe her for me?" the sergeant
pulled a small pad and a pen.

"She's blonde like me," Marilyn explained
through her weeping. "She's around five and a half feet tall, blue
eyes," she paused and reached into her purse on the coffee table
between them. "I think I have a picture of her in here."

"Here," Charles pulled one from his wallet,
"this one is recent," he handed the small photograph to the
officer.

"This is very helpful, thank you," the
sergeant nodded.

"Will you find her?" Marilyn asked, praying
the answer wasn't no.

"If Rain is indeed a runaway, we definitely
have a chance," the sergeant spoke optimistically. "We have a good
track record with runaways. The fact that we caught it this early
is also a good sign."

"So you'll find her?" Marilyn pressed for a
definitive answer.

"We'll try our very best, that's all I can
say right now," the sergeant nodded before standing up.

"If you have anymore questions, we'd be
happy to tell you anything you need," Charles told the officer.
"Anything that can help find our daughter."

"Thanks, I'll let you know," the sergeant
nodded before walking out the door.

It seemed that just as soon as the officer
had gone someone new was ringing the Phillipa's doorbell. Charles
was hesitant to answer the door, but did it on the off chance it
was the officer wanting more information. He was heavily
disappointed to find a young man with a press badge on and a pen
and paper at the ready.

"What can I do for you?" Charles asked,
puzzled by the man's presence.

"Hi, I'm a reporter with the Kansas City
Post," the young man introduced himself, "I'm wondering if I could
ask you a few questions?"

"Get the hell off my property," Charles
tried to shut the door, but the reporter stuck his shoe in the
way.

"Media attention could really help the
search for your daughter," the reported pointed out, eager for a
story.

"How do you know so much?" Charles opened
the door again.

"It wasn't cheap, trust me," the reporter
laughed nervously.

"We don't even live in Kansas City, why are
you around here?" Marilyn approached, having been listening to the
conversation from the living room.

"The Kansas City Post extends to this area,
we serve tens of thousands of homes in the greater Kansas City area
and I'd implore you to let me help you out," the reporter
explained.

"How do we know that this will help us any?"
Charles asked skeptically. "How would sharing our grief help?"

"People read things like this in the papers
or see it on TV and they want to keep their eyes open, they want to
search, they want to help. Trust me, I've seen articles work
wonders to help find missing people," the reporter explained. "We
could have your daughter's face all over the greater Kansas City
area."

"Alright," Charles sighed, "come in."
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Vin’s office was far different from the rest of the
decrepit hotel. The walls were painted a satin black color; the
floor was coated with spotless gray carpet. There were a few black
leather couches and chairs in the room, along with a black bar in a
far corner, but the centerpiece to the room was Vin’s desk. The
desk was made of a fine, extremely dark wood and the desktop was
black marble. There was a small humidor on the desk, along with an
elegant whiskey decanter, a black marble lamp, and a surprisingly
well camouflaged black pistol in the center of the desktop.

As Rain observed all the amazing sights the
office had to offer, Vin observed her. He sat in the tall leather
chair behind the desk and contentedly watched her eyes dart around
the room, soaking up every image they could. She seemed far more
than intrigued by everything, she seemed fascinated, and this
fascinated him.

After a few moments, Rain’s eyes stopped,
aiming somewhere on the wall. Vin turned and immediately saw
exactly what she had. The only white things in the whole room, two
framed degrees from various colleges from around the nation,
prestigious ones at that.

“Admiring my lesser achievements I see,” he
smiled at her, her eyes quickly shifted towards him.

“Yeah,” she nodded nervously, “it’s just a
little surprising is all.”

“What’s so surprising?”

“I never would expect someone with such
great education to be here doing what you’re doing,” Rain
explained, trying her best to avoid offending the polite, tasteful
criminal before her.

“Look at them again,” Vin suggested, “what
do you see?”

Rain did as she was told. She didn’t see
anything she hadn’t seen before. It didn’t help that she didn’t
know what exactly she was looking for.

“What am I supposed to see?” she
inquired.

“What fields are the degrees in?” Vin
elaborated his question.

“A Bachelors in criminal psychology and a
Masters in business,” Rain seemed even more astounded at Vin’s
education now that she knew the fields he’d majored in.

“Make a little more sense now?” Vin
grinned.

“Kind of,” Rain shrugged. “But that stuff
opens up so many doors, why be a drug dealer?”

“Blame Benjamin for that one,” Vin replied.
“He introduced me to this life. I didn’t want any of this at first.
But my bills piled up, it didn’t help that I was pursuing two
educations at a time either. Ben and I had been good friends for a
long time before then, and he picked drug slinging over college,
and he told me it was a great way to earn money to pay off my
loans. So I let him supply me with an ounce of some bottom of the
line marijuana to test the waters, albeit reluctantly. Would you
care to guess how that went?”

“How?” Rain was enthralled with Vin’s
story.

“I ended up selling that, not to mention
everything else Ben had in two weeks,” Vin admitted with a grain of
pride. “This got the attention of some wholesalers, and it all kind
of grew from there. By the time I got all my education done with,
my loans were paid for and I was making five figures a month. And,
throughout the past years I’ve expanded, brought in new people, new
products. Then I designed my own, and those little green pills sell
like nothing else.”

“Emeralds?” Rain figured.

“The very same,” Vin nodded. “So, to shorten
the answer to your original question, why am I a drug dealer?
There’s far more money and power in it. Not to mention it’s a
better use of my combined education than anything else. I can
understand the minds of the people I work with and sell to, not to
mention understand the best way to convince them to buy what I’m
peddling. But, with that education came another portion of business
not many others think of or can really manage: secrecy over
security.”

“What’s that mean?” Rain wondered,
puzzled.

“It means I realize it’s easier to not be
known to major competitors or the law than it is to fight them. I
have worked extremely hard to cover the tracks of all my products
as well as my employees. Staying under the radar is the most
important thing to me, because being above it is a massive
expenditure. Do you know why I’m telling you this?”

“No,” Rain’s nervousness began to show up
again.

“You appear to be a direct interference to
that secrecy.”

“Whoa, wait a minute,” Rain slid her chair
back and held up a hand to stop any thoughts Vin might be having,
“I’m not gonna say anything about what’s happening here. I don’t
want to hurt anything you’re doing, I just want to get on my way
and get far away from my family. That’s all. You don’t need to
worry about me.”

“You know,” Vin sighed as he reached forward
and picked up the pistol off the desk, “for some reason I can’t
quite pin point, I trust you,” he put the weapon into a holster on
his waist. “But trust doesn’t automatically create proof that it
isn’t ill founded.”

“What are you saying?” Rain asked, still
petrified.

“I’m saying that I’m not going to kill you,
or harm you in any way. But, I would still enjoy it if you stuck
around for a little while at least to ensure I’m not wrong to think
you’re not a threat. It won’t be long, just another twenty-four
hours, roughly. You think you can do that?”

“If it’s only a day, I guess,” Rain shrugged
frightfully. “But I really want to get going as soon as I can. I’m
still too close to home to stay in one place for too long.”

“I promise my evaluation will not compromise
your ease of travel,” Vin assured her warmly.

“Well, what am I supposed to do until that’s
done?” Rain asked.

“You intrigue me, you know that?” Vin
responded with a question of his own.

“Why’s that?”

“I’m not sure. I suppose I just see things
in people,” Vin shrugged.

“What do you see in me?”

“Controlled fervor. I see an adventurous
wanderlust in you, but its shared with an immense knowledge of your
greater good. It’s exactly what I saw when I looked in the mirror
when I was your age,” Vin paused, pulled out a pen and a scrap
piece of paper, scratched something on it and handed the paper to
Rain, who took it apprehensively. She opened it to find he’d
written an address on it. “If you are as intelligent as I think and
hope you are, you’ll be at that address tonight at eight o’clock
and you won’t be late.”

“What is it?” Rain looked up at him,
confused.

“You’ll see,” Vin waved her off.

Not wanting to cross any more possible lines
with the man, Rain swiftly got up and left Vin’s office without a
word. She strode quickly down the stairs and into the lobby, where
Ben and the others still sat.

“What did Vin want?” Ben asked as he and the
others got up from their seats.

“Did he decide to kick you outta here?” Joe
wondered.

“We just talked,” Rain replied. “He said he
wanted to keep me here to make sure he’s not wrong to trust me to
not say anything about what I’ve seen around here. Then he gave me
this,” she brandished the paper.

Dando took it from her and opened it up. He
was stunned at what he read.

“Damn,” he chuckled, showing the paper to
Ben and Joe.

“No fuckin’ way,” Joe shook his head with a
sneer.

“This is either really good or really bad
for you,” Dando looked back at her.

“What? Why?” Rain asked, fear rising up once
more. She looked at Ben for an answer. “What is this address
to?”

“This is Vin’s house,” Ben replied, still
visibly shocked.

“Is it important to go there or something?”
she inquired.

“I’ve never even been there,” Ben
answered.

“Neither have I,” Dando nodded. “Nobody
has.”

“What does it mean?” Rain scanned the three
faces for some positive answer.

“No clue,” Dando handed the paper back to
her. “Like I said, it’s either really good or really bad for
you.”

“It’d be helpful to know what you mean by
that,” Rain groaned, growing impatient and more anxious.

“He could be trying to recruit you, he could
be trying to kill you,” Dando shrugged. “Those are the two sides
that I could see.”

“Yeah, I’ve got nothing,” Ben shook his
head, obviously unsure of the situation.

“Good luck,” Joe scoffed.

“Jesus,” Rain planted her palms on her
forehead in frustration. All she wanted to was to get out of this
situation, to get out of town and keep running. She didn’t want to
be in any gang, and she definitely didn’t want to die.
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That night, Ben’s Cadillac was packed as it sat
outside Vin’s house. Rain sat in the passenger seat, looking with a
concerned expression at the home they’d parked in front of. Joe and
Dando sat in the back, in the car just to see the house for
themselves finally.

Vin’s house looked more like an old church
than anything else. Tall, arched windows lined it at all sides,
tall spires stuck out of the roof, and the entire structure was
built of deep brown bricks that seemed hand carved. The home was
dark except for one thin window in the first story. Despite the
light, the house seemed devoid of all life.

“Damn, this place is eerie,” Dando chuckled
as he observed the large home of his boss.

“Maybe it’d just be easier for you to leave
and go home,” Ben suggested at Rain upon soaking up the sight.

“I’m not going home, just drop that idea,”
Rain retorted swiftly.

“Well leave at least. You don’t have to do
this you know?” Ben went on.

“Vin said I should be here.”

“We’ll tell him you just sort of ran away
from us.”

“Vin’s not that stupid,” Dando pointed
out.

“You can’t really lie to the guy,” Joe
agreed. “Just go in there kid.”

Rain sighed as she took another look at the
house. After a moment of thought she finally came up with a sure
decision.

“I can’t risk leaving now, for your guy’s
sake,” she opened the car door but didn’t get out.

“I’ll tell you again that you don’t have to
do this,” Ben tried to convince her not to go through with it.

“Sadly, I think I want to,” she finally
hopped out of the car and began the walk up to the door.

The three others in the car sat and watched
tensely as she approached the house. Each of them had their own
ideas about what would happen in the house, but none of them said
anything. They all wanted to see for themselves.

Just as Rain was ready to knock on the tall,
solid wood door it opened with a slow creak. Vin’s warm, smiling
face greeted her.

“Glad to see you could make it,” he gestured
her inside. As she passed into his foyer, he shot a small but
noticeable glance at the Cadillac sitting on the curb before
shutting the door.

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Rain tried to sound
convincing, although she was too taken by the eloquence of the
entryway to focus too much on her tone.

The foyer matched the exterior in its style.
There were tall, stone archways on either wall and a large stone
and wood staircase across from the door. A large metal chandelier
hanging above lit the area surprisingly brightly.

“Quite a place isn’t it?” Vin noticed her
noticing his house.

“Yeah,” Rain nodded, “it’s very…gothic.”

“Thank you,” Vin smiled, “but it’s actually
not gothic.”

“It’s not?”

“I believe its called Richardsonian
Romanesque, but it certainly looks gothic.”

“Beautiful,” Rain spoke in a stunned
softness. Once again she was shocked by the classy life this drug
lord seemed to carry on.

“Thank you,” Vin approached her, “but, as
I’m sure you can figure, I didn’t ask you here to assess the beauty
of my home.”

“Right,” Rain replied, coming out of the
trance the foyer had put her in. “What did you bring me here
for?”

“Follow me,” Vin gestured as he wandered
through one of the tall arches and into an adjoining room.

The room they entered into was a deep red
wood from floor to ceiling, a color that was accented by the
similarly shaded bookshelves, artfully carved fireplace, and dark
leather chairs not unlike those in the study at the hotel. The fire
was more of a blazing inferno, creating all the light that was
needed in the room, although it created its fair share of long,
dark shadows.

Rain sat in one of the leather chairs facing
the fire and Vin sat beside her. Without saying a word or making
anything other than a few minute sounds, Vin grabbed a crystal
decanter off of the end table between them and poured two glasses
of whiskey. He then moved into the drawer of the table, which was
nothing more than a craftily hidden humidor. He cut two short, fat
cigars and handed one to Rain, who took it after a moment of
confused stillness.

Vin lit his first before handing the lighter
to Rain. She paused for a second before sensing Vin’s cutting gaze
and lighting her cigar. She’d never even held a cigar before, not
even the eighty-nine cent ones that could be bought at any gas
station. Her only point of reference being movies, Rain puffed on
it in short bursts just like she’d seen all the old school film
gangsters do.

“Oh my God,” Rain said, blowing smoke as she
spoke, “that’s really good,” she laughed.

“I only buy the best,” Vin grinned, puffing
on his own. “Here,” he slid her the glass of whiskey he’d poured
for her, “try that.”

“What is it?” Rain inquired, picking up the
crystalline glass.

“Only the finest,” Vin replied, lifting his
glass, “salud,” he drank down the amber liquid.

Rain looked down at her glass. There was
only enough liquor in it to cover the bottom, but still she was
apprehensive. She was more of a vodka girl. But as soon as she
heard Vin’s glass land back on the table, she shot the whiskey back
without another thought and quickly set the glass back on the
table. She immediately grimaced at the taste of it.

“Jesus,” she coughed, “that’s just
awful.”

“It grows on you,” Vin chuckled, pouring
himself another glass. “But you seem to be a fan of that
cigar.”

“Oh, yeah,” she nodded, taking a few more
puffs, “I don’t know why this tastes so good. I’d hate to know how
much one of these costs.”

“It’s not nearly my most expensive cigar,”
Vin explained. “But it’s by far the best tasting.”

“I wonder why,” Rain spoke through several
more puffs.

“Its because its illegal.”

“What?” she stopped smoking.

“That is a mid-quality Cuban you’re smoking,
incredibly illegal in the United States,” Vin said. “It’s funny,
we’ve been taught all our lives that things are illegal in this
country only for good reasons. And I’m sure you thought that, I did
when I was your age. But after smoking that cigar, what’s your
thought?”

“I’m thinking the American legal system
doesn’t know what its missing,” Rain laughed.

“There are a lot of things they’re
unknowingly missing out on.”

“Like what?”

“Well, you seem like quite the adventurous
teenager,” Vin observed. “A lot of things are illegal to you, but
my guess is you do them anyway, am I right?”

“Yeah,” Rain spoke softly.

“So why don’t you tell me what they’re
missing? High proof alcohols?”

“Yeah.”

“Pot?”

“Yeah.”

“Ecstasy?”

Rain paused for a moment before answering,
“Yeah.”

Vin raised a brow, “Cocaine?”

Rain almost didn’t answer. It took nearly
half a minute for her to muster enough gusto to nod, much less
speak, “Yeah.”

“The legal system sure is missing out on a
lot isn’t it?” Vin smiled.

“Yeah,” Rain came out of her guilty stupor
with a grin identical to Vin’s. “But what does any of that have to
do with tonight? Did you just call me here to find out what I’ve
done in my life?”

“Not what you’ve done, but what you’re
willing to do now.”

Rain sat up at this remark. She didn’t know
why, but it scared her. She looked over at Vin, her eyes wide,
focused. Her body was ready to bolt at the first hint of trouble.
The wait for the trouble was excruciating. She wasn’t sure what
trouble she was expecting, but still she knew she needed to be
ready for something.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked,
harshness showing in her tone.

“Why’d you leave home, Rain?” Vin ignored
her tenseness.

“I didn’t like it at home.”

“Why not?”

“Why’s that important?” Rain sneered, the
stress was doing a number on her mood.

“It’s not, I’d just like to know I suppose,”
Vin shrugged.

“I got arrested for stealing, so my parents
were going to send me to some academy far away. So I left.”

“Why would a smart kid like you steal?”

“Why would a smart guy like you sell
drugs?”

“Selling drugs has made me rich, it bought
this house, that cigar you’re smoking, everything I have. What
purpose does stealing serve to you?”

“You sound like you already know the answer,
so why don’t you tell me?” Rain was growing impatient of being at
the ready for something to happen.

“My guess is that it didn’t serve any
material purpose,” Vin figured. “No, it wasn’t about what you were
taking, it was about how it made you feel to do it. It put
adrenaline in your blood, excitement in your brain. All you wanted
was a little adventure, didn’t matter how. You could’ve been
stealing something, speeding straight through a school zone,
drinking, using drugs, staying out past curfew, disobeying in
general.”

“Look at you, hitting the nail on the head,”
Rain puffed at her cigar. “What’s your point?”

“My point is that if you’re looking for
adventure in your life, you landed in the right place.”

“What are you gonna make me do? Shoot
someone? Hold up a store?”

“Oh, Rain, I’d never force anyone to do
anything, it’s not my style,” Vin smiled. “Everyone who works for
me does so because they want to.”

“What do you expect me to do, work for you
forever? I want to keep going eventually, see more of the world,”
Rain replied.

“Not forever, a few weeks at most,” Vin
explained. “What I want you to do is easy.”

“In your eyes maybe. Murder might not come
simple to me.”

“Don’t worry, nobody is going to die by your
hand,” Vin assured. “All I want you to do,” he reached into his
pocket, “is this,” he set a small plastic bag on the table and slid
it to her.

Rain picked up the bag. At first it looked
empty, but as soon as it came into the light of the fire she saw
what it contained. One triangular orange pill was held in the bag.
There weren’t any letters engraved into it, nothing to tell her it
was from any pharmaceutical company. It was incredibly simple, yet
frightening at the same time.

“What is it?” she wondered, fearful of the
answer.

“It doesn’t have a name yet,” Vin explained.
“It’s a new product my chemists and I came up with. Its never been
done, nobody knows the effects. But I need someone to test it and
tell me how it is. I’m confident it’ll be good, I’ve put a lot of
time into making sure of that. But the effects need to be known,
and I want you to be the one to learn them.”

“That’s it?” Rain asked quietly, mesmerized
by the pill. “I don’t need to keep taking it if I don’t want?”

“Well, we’ll need your experience to act as
a kind of advertisement when we’re trying to sell it at first, but
you won’t need to take any more of them for that, if you don’t want
to that is. But, other than that, that’s all I ask. All I need is
one test, one pill, nothing more. Once we get this selling, you’re
free to go if you so choose. But if your goal in life is to search
out adventure,” Vin leaned over and tapped the pill lightly through
the bag, “this is a great place to start.”
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Outside, Ben’s Cadillac still waited patiently. Rain
got into the car silently and looked straight ahead. Nobody else in
the car made a sound, they were waiting for her to say something.
But impatience quickly set in on the trio.

“What’d he want?” Ben inquired.

“I see you’re not dead, that’s a good sign,”
Dando joked.

“We just talked some more,” Rain said, still
staring out of the windshield. “I drank his whiskey and smoked his
cigars.”

“That’s it?” Joe scoffed, not believing Vin
would offer his house to anyone for such a simplistic reason.

“He also gave me this,” Rain brandished the
bag with the single orange pill in it.

“No fuckin’ way,” Joe was struck breathless
by the sight of the pill.

“Is that Vin’s new stuff?” Ben wondered,
equally shocked.

Rain nodded.

“It’s beautiful,” Dando said, entranced by
the bag.

“Why would he give it to you?” Joe
asked.

“He said he needed someone to test it and
tell him how it was, and to advertise it to people when you start
to sell it. He told me that I can leave any time I want if I do
that for him,” Rain explained, finally turning away from the
windshield to address them directly. It was at this point she
finally saw just how amazed they were. “Is it that big of a
deal?”

“He’s been working on that formula for two
years now,” Ben replied.

“Two years and some change,” Dando
corrected. “I can’t believe it’s finally done.”

“So what do I do?” Rain looked at the three
of them.

“You take it,” Dando shrugged.

“Hang on,” Ben stalled, “we were gonna go to
a rave on the roof of an old apartment building, save it until
then.”

“A rave? Why?” Rain inquired.

“To celebrate you surviving,” Ben answered
comically.

“We probably would’ve gone either way
though,” Joe added humorlessly.

“So, yeah, you want the full experience,
wait until we get there,” Ben started up his car and pulled out
quickly, now far more eager to get to the party.

“Man, I can’t wait to see this,” Dando said
almost giddily.

“Chill, Dando,” Joe sighed.

“I’m just sayin’, the party ain’t that far
away,” Dando pointed out, “if the pill is as good as its supposed
to be, it’ll last a long ass time. What could it hurt to do it now?
Drivin’ around on it could be pretty awesome too.”

“I hate to admit it, but the man has a
point,” Joe shrugged. “If we gonna test it the right way, we ought
to do it anyplace people could get high on it. A car included.
Plus, he probably won’t shut up about it until you do it.”

“I probably won’t,” Dando nodded with a
chuckle.

“If you don’t mind,” Ben looked to Rain, “I
really wanna see it too.”

Rain looked down at the bag. The pill was
far more terrifying now. It was different than her other first
times with other drugs. This was a completely dark zone. There
wasn’t anyone telling her what it was like, how fast it’d come on,
what the come down would be like, what it would do and when. She
was on her own.

She looked at the eager faces around her.
After a moment of racing thoughts, she finally figured she’d have
to take it soon anyway, and sooner was better than later. She
opened the bag and slid the little orange pill into her palm. Her
hand shook as she looked down at it.

“Well?” Dando leaned over the passenger seat
to get a look at the pill in her hand.

Clearing her mind for an instant, Rain threw
the pill into the back of her throat and tilted her head up. In a
flash it was gone and she leaned slowly back down. She looked
around the car, the three were still watching her every movement.
Finding their stares odd, she looked straight out the windshield
once again and waited anxiously.

At first all was normal, apart from her
crippling nervousness. But then, the nervousness seemed to fall
away for a reason she couldn’t quite pinpoint. This caught her mind
immediately, and Rain instantly began thinking as fast as she could
for a reason she’d lose her nervousness. Throughout this intense
thought session, she seemed to forget about everything else around
her, it all fell into blackness against her internal conflict.

By the time her eyes finally readjusted and
focused, the world outside the car was a different place. Every car
that drove around them left long capes of red illumination behind
them, their lights were paintbrushes creating an oddly artistic
amazement against the jet-black backdrop of the Kansas City
night.

Stunned by the beauty the car lights
created, Rain lifted a hand up to set her face into, only to find
her arms were strangely heavy and partially numb. She had to watch
carefully as she set her head into her hand to ensure she didn’t
miss the target.

“Christ almighty,” Dando’s voice came
distantly in, as if he were speaking through an early
phonograph.

“It’s hittin’ like a ton of bricks,” Joe’s
voice came next, hardly audible in Rain’s ears.

“Rain, you alright?” Ben wondered, he voice
was accompanied by a mysterious static, as if he were calling to
her through a snowy channel on an old TV.

Rain tried to respond, but her jaw, teeth,
and tongue all weighed a ton. She opened her mouth slowly and
carefully, needed the utmost precision to produce even a single
competent tone.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” she replied, or at least
she hoped that’s what she’d said. It came clearly in her mind, and
that was good enough for her.

“You want a cigarette?” Ben offered
distantly.

“Nope, I’m peachy,” Rain giggled at what
she’d just said. She’d never used that expression before in her
life, but found it perfectly fitting in this situation. That fact
she found hilarious. Her laugh wasn’t booming or overly noticeable
by any means, but it was there all the same, and seemed to be
ever-present. She couldn’t even hear the chuckles she produced, but
somehow knew they were still audible. The others could probably
hear her low laughter, but she didn’t care in the slightest.

“You sure you’re fine?” Dando asked from
some direction.

“Don’t you worry about me,” Rain replied
slowly. “Don’t worry about yourself either. You won’t have to worry
about a thing when you start sellin’ this. It’s gonna make you all
billionaires.”

“Vin ought to be happy to hear that,”
Dando’s laughs echoed and boomed through the cave-like interior of
the car.

Rain hadn’t noticed the size of the Cadillac
interior until this point. To her, the back seat extended for miles
and the ceiling was high enough to have stalactites dangling off of
it. Its abnormal size was foreboding, and the echoing snickers only
enhanced its perceived size.

Wanting to have some opening to free herself
from this oddly constricting expanse, Rain reached one of her heavy
hands towards the window button. She fumbled with the button for
several moments, nearly opening the door in the process. But her
mark was found soon after that and the window slid down swiftly,
exposing the outside world as well as the whipping winds.

Rain stuck her hand slowly out the window,
being careful not to get too close to nearby cars, despite the fact
she had several feet between herself and the closest of the close.
As soon as her hand contacted the wind a new euphoria took over
her. The wind caressed her skin like delicate feathers, with just a
hint of electric tingling. In no time she was leaning her other arm
and then her head out of the car and into the endless stream of
electric feather wind.

As the wind flew through her hair, the
euphoria reached a peak. The fine touches hugged every follicle,
and she could feel every single one. The electricity sent a
shocking pleasure straight into her brain, clearing her mind of
anything other than the feeling of it all.

Needing to move to express her elation, Rain
chose to grip hard against the exterior metal of the car. She kept
gripping hard and harder as the wind came whipping, no doubt
scratching away some paint as her nails pressed against the cold
steel.

She hadn’t felt anything like this since she
was a child and the lightest of light drizzles came through her
neighborhood. The water that fell was as fine as sleet and warmer
than any other storm she’d experienced up to then or ever since.
The feeling of that calmingly warm, impossibly fine drizzle
engulfed her entire body as the electric wind slid gently across
her.

“What’s it feel like?” Dando’s far away
voice came back into her head.

She leaned slightly back into the car and
was sure to speak loud enough for everyone to hear, “delicate
rain.”
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By the time the group arrived at the rooftop rave,
the party was in full swing. Neon lights provided the majority of
the illumination, while the dance floor in the center of the area
was abuzz with lasers and disco-esque light displays. Tall tables
lined the outskirts of the party, each with its own bright neon
underglow.

While the sober ones of the group were
quaint with starting the night off at one of the tables, Rain found
immense joy in the crowded chaos of the dance floor. Before any of
the men could hope to stop her, she disappeared into the hordes and
began blending in too well to spot.

The lasers shooting through the sky above
her painted a picture miles more vivid than the ones the car lights
painted. In seconds the starry canvas of the night sky was brimming
with elongated streams of impossibly bright neon, which all
conglomerated in the sky creating a never-ending, sky-wide
rainbow.

Rain danced for what felt like an eternity,
and what an eternity it was. She’d never been a good dancer in any
respect, but on this night she felt herself simply going along
flawlessly with the bass-filled tunes of the dubstep music that
blasted throughout the rooftop. In her mind, she wasn’t so much as
dancing as she was going limp and letting the rhythms flail her
playfully around. And when the sounds temporarily stopped between
songs, Rain found she could continue being carried in a listless
dance by the beat of her racing heart alone.

The world around her seemed to move far
slower than her. People around her jumping and swinging about in
the heat of the night appeared to be performing some kind of modern
slow dance. The glowsticks many of them held painted their own neon
pictures right before Rain’s eyes. But these bright tapestries, no
matter how close they seemed, could not be caught. Whenever a
glowstick was swung and a stationary streak of color appeared in
front of her eyes, Rain couldn’t stop herself from trying to catch
the color, but whenever she got close it slid away from grasp. In
time all these streaks would fade into the neon rainbow sky,
leaving Rain looking aimlessly for another to chase around as she
danced.

It was several hours of nonstop dancing
before Rain’s fatigue finally set in. And when it set in, it felled
her like a thousand bricks. It happened so fast, with one tired
sigh, all her muscles expressed their pain simultaneously. It was
all she could do to not collapse during her slow paced walk to the
table where Ben and the others were still planted.

“Jesus, where have you been?” Ben wondered
at Rain as she sat at the empty seat beside him. He had to yell to
be heard over the music.

“Heaven,” Rain replied through deep breaths,
“a very colorful heaven.”

“So the pill is a success, huh?” Dando
chuckled.

“You’re Goddamn right it is,” Rain
nodded.

“Vin will be thrilled,” Ben smiled.

“Why aren’t you guys dancing?” Rain
inquired. “Its too much fun out there!”

“We’re keeping our eyes open,” Joe answered
seriously.

“For what?” Rain looked around in a newly
built paranoia, not seeing anything out of place.

Joe didn’t reply, he only pointed across the
roof. Rain turned to look to where he was pointing and instantly
saw what she’d overlooked before. Two bulky men sat at a table at
the far corner of the roof, their identical leather jackets spoke
of a clear gang affiliation.

“What’s up their asses?” Rain asked
callously.

“They’re rivals of ours,” Ben explained.
“Their operation is small, but they’re known for their
violence.”

“They’re violent?” Rain took a swift second
look at the men before turning back to the conversation.

“Very,” Dando nodded.

Rain paused for a moment before bursting
into uproarious laughter. She couldn’t even tell why, and at this
point she was aware it was inappropriate for the conversation, but
she still found herself lacking concern. She laughed so hard she
nearly doubled over in her seat. It was loud enough to be clearly
heard over the pounding music.

“How is that funny?” Joe wondered, perplexed
by her response.

“That drug must be crazy,” Ben shook his
head, reaching into his pocket. “Here, look at these,” he pulled
his crowded key ring out of his pocket and handed it to Rain, who
immediately ceased her laughter and stared hard at the keys.

The reflective metal of the keys showed off
heavily distorted versions of the lasers and disco lights. As she
shifted the keys around she caught a constantly changing
perspective of the lights, and every time she shifted the keys back
the reflection seemed unrecognizable from before. It was a tiny but
endless screen of lasers and bright color clad dancers.

All it took was one fumble of the keys and a
new sensation arrived that needed further observation. The metallic
clink the keys made against each other startled and somehow
delighted Rain at the same time. She shook the keys in her hand and
the symphony of sharp metallic sounds surprised her even more and
brought a subtle smile to her face. There was no sense to be
entertained by the keys, she knew that, but once again Rain showed
no care for the senselessness and went on with the mesmerizing
adventure the key ring took her on.

“Good decision, Ben,” Dando complimented,
seeing the unbreakable trance the keys had put Rain into. “She’ll
be occupied for a while I bet.”

“I figured it'd do good,” Ben laughed,
watching her mess with the keys.

“How long you think it’ll be? An hour? Two?”
Dando inquired.

“Shit, might just be three,” Ben joked,
although that number seemed very possible at this point.

“Whatever it is, we’re not gonna find out,”
Joe entered the conversation, although he didn’t acknowledge either
of them. His eyes stayed fixed on the table across the roof.

“Those dudes freakin’ you out, Joe?” Dando
peered over to the table.

“They should be freakin’ you out too,” Joe
replied.

“They eyein’ us?” Dando looked a little
harder across the crowded rave. “Doesn’t look like it.”

“Trust me, they were just a minute ago,” Joe
explained. “I think we ought to get outta dodge while we still
can.”

“The party’s still going, don’t worry so
much,” Ben dismissed.

“I don’t know, man,” Dando said worriedly,
“they’re mutterin’ and shit. I’m with Joe; there’ll be other raves
on other nights. I don’t wanna get shot tonight.”

Finally finding enough interest to look
across the party for himself, Ben was visibly surprised by what he
saw. The two men were talking to each other, almost whispering.
There was a secret to be had between them. Then Ben felt a gaze hit
him for an instant before darting away again. The men were eyeing
them for sure.

“Shit,” Ben groaned, now just as nervous as
the other two, “let’s get outta here.”

“Finally,” Joe hopped off his chair, “get
the girl’s attention,” he instructed before he tapped Dando and
they both headed off into the crowd.

“Rain,” Ben grabbed her shoulder and her
head rocketed up and away from the keys in her hands, “we gotta
go.”

“Why? Those guys?” Rain wondered. She had no
idea how she knew that, but somehow she was sure that was the
reason.

“Yeah, come on,” Ben gestured her quickly
off the chair and in no time they were power walking through the
mass of dancers, weaving through all of them with the utmost
precision.

Rain looked back at the table across the
party right before they disappeared through the exit. She wasn’t
sure it was the right table, but it was empty. The two men were
nowhere to be seen.
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Rain had no idea how far they walked; all she could
focus on was the keys in her hands. Every time they crossed under a
streetlight the key ring lit up brilliantly, bringing her short
lived ecstasy. She found it a shame they were walking so fast, the
illumination came in such quick, much less enjoyable bursts.

The group was practically jogging through
the streets of Kansas City. Joe looked back almost constantly,
making sure they weren’t being followed. Ben scanned the streets at
every turn, trying to remember where he’d parked.

“Where’s your car, man?” Dando asked,
anxiety in his tone.

“I know I parked it around here,” Ben
insisted, scanning the roadsides. “It can’t be too far.”

“It doesn’t look like those guys are
followin’ us,” Joe pointed out, taking another look back.

“The point of tailing someone is to make
sure they don’t notice you,” Ben retorted, stress shortening his
fuse.

“Well find the damn car then,” Joe snipped,
equally shaken and angered by the situation.

“I think its right on the other side of
there,” Ben pointed to a wide alley across the street.

“Well let’s go then,” Joe led the group
across the road and down the alleyway. “You sure it’s right through
here, right?”

“Pretty sure, yeah,” Ben nodded, little
sureness in his voice.

“You better hope it is,” Joe growled.

“There’s only so many places it could be,”
Dando pointed. “We’ll find it, we just gotta stay calm.”

“The time to stay calm is gone,” Ben stopped
the group and pointed down the alley. Two shadows approached them.
They all recognized them instantly.

“You got your gun on you?” Joe wondered
hopefully at Ben.

“It’s in my glove compartment,” Ben replied
frustratingly, “you?”

“I didn’t think I’d need it,” Joe shook his
head, “Dando?”

“Same,” Dando sighed. “I thought a party
would be the last place I’d need to carry a piece.”

It was at this point that Rain finally
noticed they’d stopped moving. She looked up from the keys and was
immediately horrified by the two men approaching them through the
alley. As soon as she saw them reach at their respective holsters
she sprung into action. In a flash Rain sprinted the opposite
direction thoughtlessly. Before the men’s guns were fully drawn,
she was out of the alleyway and gone from range, displaying truly
super human reflexes.

“Damn, she got outta here fast,” Dando
observed nervously. “Shoulda followed her.”

“Yeah, you should’ve,” one of the men
replied in a hoarse sneer, aiming his pistol at the remaining
trio.

“Looks like you in the wrong place,” the
other, much shorter man aimed his gun as well. “Don’t you know this
ain’t your territory?”

“This ain’t your territory either,” Joe
replied harshly.

“Fuck it ain’t,” the tall man cackled. “We
pushed out everybody else weeks ago. This is our neighborhood
now.”

“If you kill us, it won’t be yours for very
long,” Ben said darkly. “Vin will come down on your hard.”

“Vin ain’t shit no more,” the short man
fleered. “His Emeralds are old news. Even meth heads ain’t buyin’
your shit no more.”

“I’d hate to disagree with you,” Ben
argued.

“Then don’t,” the tall man cut him off.

“You just pickin’ the worst time to try and
do this, you know?” Dando pointed out. “You ain’t gonna last a day
if you kill us.”

“Shut up,” the short man aimed more
steadily. “I’m tired of listenin’ to these guys talk,” he addressed
his taller associate. “Let’s just kill these guys and get the hell
outta here. Without ‘em, Vin can’t distribute nothin’. They gotta
get got.”

“Your fuckin’ glove compartment,” Joe
whispered furiously at Ben.

“Shut the fuck up, Joe,” Ben hissed quietly
in response. “Don’t pawn all this on me. This isn’t my fault.
Where’s your gun if you’re so prepared?”

“Hey! What did I say?” the short man ended
the conversation before Joe could reply. “Come on, you wanna kill
these dudes or not?” he inquired impatiently at the tall man.

“Yeah,” the tall man nodded, cocking his
gun.

Just then, blindingly white light filled the
alley from behind the men. The bright illumination was accompanied
by a low roaring sound. Both the men lowered their weapons slightly
and turned to find the source of the odd light and noise, still not
having pin pointed its obvious origin.

As soon as the men’s eyes turned away, Ben,
Dando, and Joe leapt to the walls of the alley and braced
themselves. They’d seen the source of the light and sound far
earlier and were singing praises to their respective deities that
Ben didn’t take the keys away from Rain before she darted.

Before either of the men could move out of
the way, Ben’s Cadillac slammed into them in a silver blur. The men
smashed into the windshield and were carried limply as the car kept
moving. Brakes screeched and the men were thrown like rag dolls off
the car and to the unforgiving concrete. The tall man was tossed
the furthest and hit one of the brick walls, while the shorter man
only seemed to roll off the hood and was swallowed up beneath the
car as it slowed to a stop on top of him.

For a moment all was still. The tall man
didn’t move. The three men hugging the walls were too shocked to do
anything other than hang their jaws, and the car only idled in
place for a second.

Breaking the stillness, Rain hopped out of
the car, Ben’s gun in hand. She approached the tall man, who was
leaning up against the wall he’d hit, standing weakly against it.
Before he could turn around and realize the danger approaching him,
Rain raised the pistol and fired a single shot. The bullet struck
the man in the back of his head and his shaky legs were instantly
reduced to limp piles of muscle as he tumbled lifelessly to the
concrete.

Without a word, Rain lowered the pistol and
turned away from the corpse. She approached the three men quickly.
They were coming out of their hiding places cautiously, unsure if
Rain would shoot them next or not.

“Jesus Christ,” Joe looked at the carnage
around them.

“I think we owe her one,” Dando pointed out
in a fearful whisper. He didn’t want to speak too loudly in the off
chance that Rain would take any small amount of offense to his
words.

“Oh my God,” Ben spoke quietly, still too
stunned to put volume behind his voice. “Rain, what’d you do?”

“I broke your car,” Rain said in a shaking
calmness. She held out Ben’s keys and he took them slowly. She
looked up at his horror-stained gaze and said the only thing she
could think to say, “I’m sorry.”
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As soon as Rain shut the door to her room behind
her, everything racing through her mind slowed to a halt. The
euphoria that lingered through her body began falling away and only
grief took its place. Every light lost its splendor, every movement
didn’t create the wonderful electricity, all the beauty she’d seen
in the world was crumbling.

The room was quiet, too quiet. The stillness
left Rain alone with nothing but her thoughts, her now heavily
cleared thoughts. At first her mind stayed empty, but the
realization of what she’d swiftly set in. Rain Phillipa, the good
natured suburban girl, the sheltered shell of human, and the person
she saw every time she looked in the mirror had murdered two people
tonight.

Tears welled in her eyes. Whatever remained
of the high faded fast. Her overwhelming melancholy weakened her
body to the point of shaking knees. To keep from falling to the
floor, Rain leaned against the door and began sliding to the
ground. She ran her hands through her hair, trying to get some of
that old euphoria back. None came back.

As soon as she landed safely on the floor,
Rain’s head sunk into her knees and the tears finally began
flowing. She wanted something to distract her from this depression,
she needed something, anything. But the room remained quiet and
still. There was nothing, no sound, no sight to take her away from
this terror.

Then she remembered her journal. Her head
finally rose up from the support of her knees and she crawled
across the room, still finding herself too distraught to stand. In
no time she was leaning against the bed and rifling through her
backpack. She pulled the notebook out and turned to the next clear
page, but she paused. She tried to collect her mind, tried to focus
her hate.

This was all her parent’s fault. If they
hadn’t been so strict and controlling of her she never would’ve
needed to rebel. Without the rebellion, Rain never would’ve tried
to steal that handbag and gotten a ticket straight to the girl’s
academy. If her parents hadn’t tried to send her away, she wouldn’t
have run away and become a part of this life. If it weren’t for her
parents, she would've never had to kill anyone. She wouldn’t have
needed to step on the accelerator of that car, she wouldn’t have
needed to pull the trigger of that gun. Throughout all her muddled,
depressed thinking there was one thing Rain knew for sure, this was
all her parent’s fault.

But despite her anger and her consuming
confidence in it, Rain couldn’t muster the strength to write a
single word. The pen was just inches from paper, but still it only
shuttered minutely in her uneven grasp. And as she sat, staring
down at the empty page, trying to gather the power to begin penning
the hate speech against her family, Rain found it increasingly
harder to do. Her confidence in her fury, just moments ago
overwhelming, was calming.

Maybe it wasn’t her parent’s fault that all
this happened. Maybe it was hers. Rain dropped her pen and let her
head sink into her hands. Maybe it was her fault. If she just
would’ve gone on the way she was none of this would’ve happened. If
she would’ve been happy in the life she was living, she wouldn’t
have ever rebelled and caused her own departure. All of this was
her doing. She was responsible for killing those men, just like she
was responsible for the depression that came afterwards. As much as
she still despised her parents, Rain knew she couldn’t pin this on
them. This was her fault.

Pushing the notebook away from her, Rain
crumpled onto the floor. Her tears began taking the short plunge
from her eyes to the floor, creating a small puddle below her.
Despite the tears that flowed, her weeping made no noise, the room
remained silent.

All Rain wanted was someone to come comfort
her and tell her this wasn’t all her fault, even though she knew it
was. All she wanted right now was to not be alone. But wishing
didn’t bring anyone to her aid. No matter how much she hoped for
someone, anyone, nobody came. She remembered a place where someone
always seemed to be around to calm her and ease her sadness and
fears. She’d grown to hate it, and left it in an irreversible
impulse. For the first time since she left, Rain wished she was
home.

Rain remembered her very first day of
school, so long ago. She missed her family immensely. But when she
got home, they were there, and all the blue of the day was
instantly washed away. That’s how it was for a long time. Whenever
something brought her to sadness or tears, her parents were there
to comfort her no matter what the situation, no matter if it was
midday or midnight, no matter if they ever knew why or not. She
knew now that she’d never experience such oblivious understanding
and unconditional love any other place else on earth.

But then new memories came into mind, more
recent events in her life. She recalled when she first began
staying out beyond her curfew, and how that unconditional love
morphed into mindless, red-faced anger. She recalled how tight
rules got in her home after that, and how she continued to defy
them, continued to live her own life. Breaking curfew became
breaking dawn most every night. And her parent’s frustration and
disappointment only mounted, and what remained of the understanding
and love were themselves washed away. It was in these remembrances
that Rain knew she couldn’t go home, not now, not ever again. She
knew to expect that she’d get homesick again at some point, but she
also knew she’d snap out of it.

Finally finding enough energy to lean back
up and look around, Rain saw the extreme differences between this
room and the rooms she was used to in her home. This was far
smaller, far more plain than her home. But something she couldn’t
help but notice in this room was the constant quiet. There was
nobody but her. It was a burden when hard times like tonight came,
but at any other time the stillness was comforting. There was
nobody to worry about, no judging eyes and red faces to come back
to. In this room, Rain was free.

And so she leaned back against the bed and
sat motionless, becoming a part of the more comforting silence. The
two men she’d killed still hung in her mind, but now no tears fell,
no lamenting of home came, the stillness stayed. Rain figured if
she could get through her family’s berating and loveless rule all
alone, she could handle this all alone too. And so Rain sat as
strongly as she could, her hands folded. If there was nobody left
to hold her hand through life, she could at least hold her own. The
memory played on, but she stayed solid, quaint with merging into
the quiet loneliness of her room.
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The next day seemed to go by in a blur for the three
men. They sat around the lobby all morning and into early
afternoon. Waiting for Rain to awaken, waiting for Vin to arrive,
but neither ever seemed to show up.

It was just after two o’clock by the time Ben
finally called Vin in. It was another half an hour before the man
actually got there.

“So,” Vin groaned, sitting behind his desk an
expression of obvious annoyance on his face, “someone want to
explain to why I got called away from my day off and a pretty
decent late lunch for this ‘emergency’?” he looked at the three men
sitting beyond his desk in an impatient frustration. “Can’t I trust
you people enough to get a day to myself?”

“We got attacked,” Ben explained, “two guys
from the KC Devil’s, nobody I really recognized, no high rankers or
anything.”

“Attacked? I thought you were going to a
rave,” Vin said, seeming more awake.

“We were at the rave, but so were the guys
who attacked us,” Ben went on. “We decided to leave because they
were eyeballin' us, and they followed us. They caught us in an
alley and were gonna shoot all three of us.”

“How’d you manage to weasel out of that?”
Vin inquired.

“Rain helped us out there,” Dando spoke up
with a shrug.

“Rain?” Vin scoffed. “Rain as in the teenage
girl I instructed to get higher than a kite last night? She helped
you guys?”

“Not just so much as helped as saved,” Ben
admitted.

“Why don’t you go ahead and go through this
whole event for me,” Vin instructed, obviously confused by it all.
"From the beginning."

“Well, right when the guys drew on us, Rain
darted, and I mean fast,” Ben began going through the
confrontation.

“I think that was the drug’s doin’,” Joe
pointed out. “She was like a damn Olympian.”

“Regardless of how fast she was going, she
was outta there quick,” Ben continued. “In the meantime these two
guys drew on us and were ready to kill us. They said we were too
weak to fight back, they say they’re trying to expand into other
territories, ours included.”

“The KC Devils?” Vin stopped the story.
“We’re talking about the group of meth-head bikers here,
right?”

“Right,” Ben nodded.

“Since when do they think they’re strong
enough to take on anybody? They couldn’t topple the damn Girl
Scouts,” Vin sat back in his seat, a grimace on his face.

“They were packin’ really new pieces, space
age lookin’,” Joe recalled. “I think they’re slingin’ more around
the territory they got, that’s what I’ve been hearin’ anyway.
They’ve probably got some serious bankroll by now.”

“You didn’t waste any time telling me,” Vin
glared at Joe.

“I didn’t think they were savin’ up for a
war,” Joe defended himself. “I didn’t think it was important.”

“Jesus Christ,” Vin sighed before gesturing
at Ben, “continue please.”

“So these guys were ready to kill us,” Ben
did as he was instructed, “and none of us were carrying, so we were
pretty much dead. Then these lights just show up down the alley and
we all get out of the way just before my Caddy blasts through,
taking both of those guys with it.”

“Rain’s driving?” Vin figured.

“Yeah, like a bat outta hell too,” Ben
nodded. “She slams on the brakes and tosses these dudes to the
ground. One gets rolled over by the car, the other gets thrown into
a wall or somethin', and he’s still alive. So Rain gets out, my gun
in her hand, she walks over and just shoots the other guy before he
even knew what hit him. After that we all got the hell outta
dodge.”

“So you’re all fine,” Vin observed, “what
about Rain? Where is she?”

“She’s upstairs, sleeping,” Ben replied.

“She’s been asleep for like twelve hours
now,” Dando added. “That drug’s gotta be somethin’ else.”

“What’d she think of it?” Vin leaned in,
eager for an answer. “Good? Great? Amazing?”

“Something else is a great way to put it,”
Ben smiled. “She was gone all night. It looked…spectacular.”

“Good,” Vin grinned, “did she say what it
felt like?”

“She did,” Ben nodded, “she said it felt
like ‘delicate rain’.”

“Delicate rain? I like it,” Vin laughed.

“She said that stuff is gonna make us
millions,” Dando said. “And based on last night, she might just be
right, Vin.”

“Looks like a masterpiece,” Joe
complimented, “and that’s church.”

“Good to know,” Vin replied with a nod. He
never really understood Joe’s compliments, but he figured his
expression was a congradulatory one. He turned to Ben, “So, twelve
hours huh?”

“Yeah, we haven’t heard a damn thing from
her since last night,” Ben explained. “It’s a little insane.”

“She’s gotta wake up sometime,” Dando said.
“Maybe then we can figure out how the come down is.”

“Shouldn’t be too bad, I tried to make sure
of that,” Vin said. “But, you’re right, if we want to know for
sure, we really ought to wake her up. Twelve hours of sleep is
enough for anyone anyhow, extremely hungover or not.”

“So we wake her up, then what?” Joe
wondered.

“We send her out with you guys to help sell
this stuff,” Vin answered. “She needs to stick around for a little
bit to be our spokesperson.”

“No offense, Vin, but I ain’t for that,” Joe
shook his head. “If last night tells me anything, it’s that she’s
unpredictable. We can’t trust her for nothin’.”

“That could’ve been the drug,” Dando
observed. “Matter of fact, I’m almost sure it was. Don’t judge a
person’s actions when they’re high, everybody knows that.”

“Either way, she saved all our asses by
doing what she did,” Ben said. “Unpredictable or not, she did what
she needed to so we could stay alive, and look what happened. We’re
all alive because of her.”

“I don’t trust her, Vin,” Joe stayed firm.
“She’s trouble, I promise you. She needs to get outta here
quick.”

“It’ll only be a week or two more tops, Joe,
calm down,” Vin assured. “And I must agree with Ben, I’d be three
high ranking dealers short today if she didn’t kill those men. I
personally don’t understand how you can suggest we toss her out so
callously after she saved your damn life just a few hours ago.”

“I’m just lookin’ out for the business is
all,” Joe replied. “It could be bad keepin’ her around here for too
long, I just hope you know that.”

“I will keep that under all my possible
consideration,” Vin said, obviously condescending his employee.
“Now, if you don’t mind, I would like it if we went and woke the
girl up so I can see how the come down of that pill is and hear its
effects first hand. Then I want to go enjoy the rest of my day off.
So, any more questions or grievances?” he scanned the room, nobody
made a sound. “Alright, let’s go.”

Vin lead the way upstairs. His eagerness
showed in his unusually speedy gait. The others struggled to keep
up with as he sharply turned corner after corner, working through
the dilapidated maze to reach Rain’s room.

Before he even had time to stop in front of
the door, he was knocking lightly on it. No response came. He
knocked again, slightly louder.

“What?” Rain’s voice came weakly through the
door.

“Can I come in?” Vin wondered through the
door.

“Who is it?”

“Its Pablo Escobar, who do you think it is?”
Vin replied in a sarcastic impatience.

“Who the hell is Pablo Escobar?” Rain’s low
voice wondered.

“I’m with her, who the hell is that?” Joe
inquired.

“Jesus,” Vin groaned at the two of them,
pushing open the door and walking in.

The group walked in to find Rain sitting up
on her bed, fatigue showing heavily in her face and eyes. Ben,
Dando, and Joe stalled, waiting for either Vin or Rain to say
something.

“God, what time is it?” Rain wondered,
looking around for a clock.

“It’s a little bit short of three o’clock,”
Vin answered.

“Afternoon or morning?” Rain asked in
disorientation.

Vin only pointed behind her to the window on
the far wall. Despite the drapes being drawn on them, a hefty
amount of sunlight came through. Rain turned to look at the window
and looked at it for only a moment before turning back, not saying
a word. It seemed she was ashamed for sleeping so abysmally
late.

“Answer your question?” Vin inquired
smartly.

“Yeah,” Rain nodded, rubbing her head,
“anyone have some Tylenol or ibuprofen or something?”

“I have some in my car,” Ben replied.

“Head hurt?” Dando asked, seeing the answer
in her pained expression.

“Its like a bunch of elephants are just
stampeding nonstop in my head,” Rain groaned. “Worst hangover
ever.”

“That’s not a good sign,” Dando pointed
out.

“But, was it worth it?” Vin approached
her.

Rain looked up and stared Vin straight in
the eyes, “You’re Goddamn right it was. That was the most amazing
night of my life. Well, it was up until…” she trailed off.

“Excluding that of course,” Vin stopped
her.

“Unbelievable,” Rain shook her head with a
laugh, “that stuff is gonna make you rich. Or, richer than you
already are. You need to sell that stuff quick before anybody
steals that recipe.”

“I think I need to name it first,” Vin
chuckled.

“Have you come up with a name yet?” Ben
wondered.

“I think I have, yeah,” Vin turned to Ben
and smiled before turning back to Rain, “I think, based on her
explanation, I ought to name it Delicate Rain. Seems fitting.”

“It is,” Rain looked up at him with a warm
smile. “But you should really come up with a cure for this
hangover. If you can sell those pills and an anti-hangover pill,
you’ll be the richest man on the planet,” she finally stood up,
weakly at first.

“That’s what businessmen call vertical
integration,” Vin pointed out.

“Whatever it is, do it,” Rain instructed,
walking slowly over to the others.

“What cures a hangover for you normally?”
Dando inquired, smiling at her highly disheveled look.

“A greasy bacon sandwich and a lot of
coffee,” Rain responded quietly. She didn’t want to speak too
loudly or move too swiftly in fear of angering the elephants still
hopping around in her head.

“I don’t know where to find a bacon
sandwich,” Ben laughed. “But I know a good coffee place not too far
away. I’ll take you.”

“Oh my God, thank you,” Rain hugged him as
they wandered out the door and down the hall.

“So,” Joe watched them stroll down the hall
for a moment before addressing the other two, “what do you
think?”

“About what?” Vin asked, confused by the
vague question.

“About her, man,” Joe elaborated only
slightly.

“She seems fine to me,” Dando shrugged. “She
ain’t hurtin’ nothin’.”

“Once again I have to agree against your
favor, Joe,” Vin walked towards the door. “Rain seems to be
beneficial right now. She’s certainly doing no harm to this
business.”

“Yet,” Joe corrected, looking down the hall,
“she’s not doin’ any harm yet. The time is gonna come, and that’s
for sure. When it comes what you gonna do, Vin?”

“If it comes, we’ll figure it out then,” Vin
left the room without another word.

“What’s up with you, man?” Dando asked at
Joe, an expression of concern on his face. “You’re actin’ all
paranoid.”

“She’s dangerous, I don’t know how you all
don’t see it,” Joe growled. “We’ve done a lot to build this
business, and its in danger now.”

“She’s just a girl, Joe, she’s not gonna do
that much damage if she does any at all. Besides, what do you
expect to do if she does?”

“We killed a lot of people building and
protecting this business,” Joe said darkly. “What difference would
one more make?”
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The coffee shop Rain and Ben went to was
oddly high end for the neighborhood it was in. Ben ordered his
usual black coffee with sugar while Rain rattled off some intricate
concoction of special creamers and flavor shots. Ben was shocked
the barista was able to get all of it straight. They sat at a
small, granite-topped table on the small patio outside the front
doors. For a few slow moments all they did was observe the low
class scenery, unsure what to say to each other.

"So," Ben fumbled, "was last night enough
adventure for you."

"You could say that, yeah," Rain nodded with
a smile. She averted her eyes to the ground, only because the early
afternoon sun was too much for her brain to bear. "It was the best
damn night of my life. That is, up until I had to kill people," her
voice turned glum at the last moment.

"Don't feel bad about that," Ben instructed
in a calming firmness. "You killed two people, but saved three.
Just look at the scoreboard."

Rain couldn't help but chuckle quietly at
this, "I don't feel bad. They were going to kill you guys for sure.
I just feel...weird, you know? I mean, I've been raised my whole
life learning that killing somebody is the absolute worst thing
that you can do, and that's because it is. It's a terrible, awful
thing to do. But, I guess its weird not feeling bad about it. Am I
a bad person?"

"No," Ben assured. "Not at all. I felt the
same way when I first started in this business. But, if its
justified, its not bad to not feel bad. Just as long as you still
feel bad about not feeling bad, you haven't become a psychopath or
anything."

"That's a good way to put it. I do feel bad
about not feeling bad. How long does that last?"

"Depends. I had that feeling for a week or
so after my first time."

"Who was it?" Rain inquired, leaning forward
in curiosity.

"What?" Ben raised an eyebrow, confused by
the question.

"Who was the first person you did in?" Rain
didn't find a problem in the question until she saw Ben aim his
eyes to the ground. It obviously wasn't the sun causing him to
adjust his gaze. "I'm sorry," she took back her inquiry swiftly,
her heart sinking.

"No, I'll tell the story," Ben's eyes rose
again, albeit not back to their original height, "its just not a
question I've been asked before."

"You don't have to," Rain spoke with sorrow
in her tone.

"It was about three months after I started
working for Vin," Ben told the tale anyway. "He'd tossed me a lot
of product to sell in a week, I'd barely slept the whole time, I
was irritable. Then two real gross, stick thin junkies tried to rob
me. A guy and a woman. The guy had a knife longer than his forearm
on me, but I knew he didn't know how to use it, the woman only had
a box cutter. All together it wasn't anything I couldn't handle. I
could see in their faces they were scared to do it, scared of me. I
knew all I had to do was pull my forty-five and it'd send 'em
running. But I wasn't in the mood to be fucked with, I wasn't ready
to settle for scaring them. So I pulled out my gun and shot the guy
first, he went down fast. Before the woman could even move I put
her down too. I picked up the casings and got the hell outta there.
I didn't think anything of it, just two junkies who needed to be
gone, who the world was better without. It wasn't until I read
their story in the paper that I found out the woman was pregnant.
For a while I felt terrible about doin' it. But, the more I think
about it, the more I figure it was better. That kid wouldn't have
lived a good life, if he'd have lived at all. You ought to be glad
your first time happened the way it did. I sorta knew those two,
they were nobodies, no families, no nothing. Some aren't quite so
lucky."

"Jesus," Rain's eyes lowered as far as they
could go. "I'm sorry."

"Don't be, it's not your fault," Ben
comforted. "I'm not anymore. Pregnant or not, they did the wrong
thing at the wrong time. They were nobodies just like those two
guys you hit. The only difference was the kid she was carryin'. I
know I'm not some ruthless killer. There's a rule in Vin's
operation, that you don't take out anyone who isn't goin' down
anyway or doesn't have it comin' to 'em."

"Who decides who has it coming?" Rain asked
apprehensively, trying to avoid offending Ben any further.

"Most of the time its self-explanatory," Ben
answered. "Those two junkies, they had it comin'. Those two KC
Devils guys, they had it comin'. Only do what you have to do, never
what you only want to. And the second you kill someone who's got a
family, people who'll cry over their graves for years, there ain't
no comin' back. Killing is a slippery slope as it stands, when
there's families involved, that's just it. I've seen great guys
fall to pieces after they pulled the trigger on mothers, fathers,
sons, daughters. That's why we stopped serving those weekend
users."

"Weekend users?" Rain was intrigued once
more, but she recalled where her curiosity got her last time.

"You know, people who have normal lives.
They have picket fences and a pre-owned Lexus or somethin' like
that. But they're stressed, and they need their fix, so they come
to us on the weekends. It only takes one of 'em gettin' hooked and
blowin' cash until they're broke for them to try and hold up a
dealer. And our dealers take that as having it comin'. And when a
suburban family man or woman gets killed, its news. You'll see
their widows, orphans, whoever crying for the cameras, and that's
it. Only the monsters among us make it through that. Guilt brings
on a lot of things. Like I said, just be glad you did in who you
did."

"I guess I kinda won the lottery," Rain
joked humorlessly.

"This time, yeah," Ben nodded. "But, if the
next time comes, I guarantee you won't be quite so lucky. You ought
to get outta here before that next time comes."

"And go where exactly?" Rain wondered.

"Just go home, Rain. Just go home.

"You know I can't do that."

"Well why the hell not?"

"I'm a runaway, Ben, there's no good way out
of that. There's no going home free. As soon as I show my face back
there, I'll go to jail. I can't ever go back there. I don't want to
go back there. Do you have any idea what that's like?"

"Yeah," Ben replied frankly, "I do."

"How?"

"I ran away from home when I was sixteen,"
Ben admitted. "And I didn't ever go back."

"Seriously?" Rain was floored by this. She
didn't imagine Ben to be the type of person a runaway would become.
This brought her to the realization that she didn't quite know the
kind of person any runaway is supposed to become.

"I was like you, stifled at home,
strangled," Ben went off on a new story. "I left, in the middle of
the night, lookin' for freedom, a better life. I guess I found it,"
he shrugged. "I met Vin real early on, he sort of took me in. But,
he went to college, and I never finished high school, so I had to
find somethin' to do. I started dealing, that's how I got here. But
through all that I never looked back, and nobody ever found me.
They looked, hard, I know that. For a while I took pride that they
never found me, laughed at it. But, a few years back I found out my
mom died, and I realized that she died thinkin' I was dead. And I
never got over that, I don't think I ever will. If you won't go
home, at least let them know you're okay every now and then. Send
letters, do somethin'."

"Wow," Rain sighed. She'd never thought
about that. Even she didn't think that far into the future, and now
she regretted it more than any other decision in her life.

"So, what's your thought?" Ben wondered.

"I'll think about it," she nodded. Rain knew
she had to do something. She couldn't go back home. But her family
needed to know she was okay somehow. She owed them that at
least.
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Vin sat silently in his office, swirling the
whiskey in his glass. It was the only thing he could do to
occasionally distract himself and drown out the bickering of Joe
and Dando. The two of them argued from the other side of the desk.
He didn't pay mind to their words, although he figured he ought to
listen. It was probably just the same garbage they were recycling
from earlier, but at this point he couldn't take the risk of not
paying attention.

"I'm tellin' ya, this girl is bad news," Joe
insisted at Dando.

"You don't know that, you ain't ever gonna
know that either," Dando retorted. "She ain't hurtin' nothin'."

"Not yet, but she's gonna. You can put money
on that," Joe sneered.

"Gentlemen," Vin's voice needed to boom to
stifle their argument. "Can we address with level-heads?"

"Look, Vin, the girl is no good 'round
here," Joe began his explanation. "She's dangerous."

"How do you figure?" Vin wondered.

"She's a runaway, that's how I figure," Joe
answered.

"That don't matter," Dando interjected.

"Fuck it don't," Joe growled.

"Continue!" Vin's overpowering volume
stopped them once more. "Joe, please continue, if you will."

"Where there's a runaway, there's gonna be
people lookin' for 'em," Joe did as he was instructed. "If someone
sees Rain with us, or even 'round us, that's it. We could get found
out if someone comes lookin' 'round here for her. We can't let her
go neither, she knows too much. She'll spill in a second if the
cops ask her a damn thing 'bout where she's been. She's gonna get
found, its only a matter of time. When she does, we're done."

"Okay," Vin nodded before turning to Dando.
"And what's your side?"

"She ain't hurtin' nothin'," Dando spoke his
opinion. "She's just a kid, kids can lie. If she gets caught, she's
gonna lie if we tell her to. Joe says we gotta kill her, and I
ain't for that, fuck no. This is just a kid we're talkin' 'bout. I
ain't never killed anyone who don't deserve it, and you know that.
You know I can't stand 'round and let it happen neither," he
reached around his neck and pulled a small cross necklace out. "The
good lord ain't gonna stand for me doin' nothin' to stop this. So I
ain't gonna do nothin', I can't let this happen, Vin."

"The good lord," Joe snickered. "You kill
people and deal drugs for a living, Dando, the good lord ain't
gonna give a shit 'bout what you do."

"God gives a shit 'bout everyone, he gives a
shit about every hair on everyone's head," Dando hissed. "And he
knows I do what I do 'cause I gotta. And nobody's gotta do this.
Rain ain't no danger to us. Even talkin' through this is the worst
thing I've done. This ain't no debate, it ain't happenin'!"

"Well, this was interesting," Vin groaned.
"As always, it was a pleasure to moderate this debate,
gentlemen."

"So, what's your thought?" Joe asked.

"We're not killing Rain," Vin immediately
shot down the idea.

"Goddamn right!" Dando celebrated.

"She'll can all of us, Vin," Joe
objected.

"You have so little faith in other people,
Joe," Vin stopped him. "She's gonna be beneficial to us real soon.
As soon as we put her out there selling the first round of Delicate
Rain, she'll show how much she's worth around here."

"That ain't gonna stop her from spillin'
when she gets caught and sent home," Joe pointed out.

"She can be bought," Dando assured.
"Everyone can be bought. She'll lie, trust me, she will."

"We'll figure that out if it comes," Vin
said. "With as far as we could take her, she could never want to
leave. And if she does, we could send her far away, too far to be
found."

"What if she wants to go home eventually?
You know how those damn teen girls are," Joe said.

"If she wants to go home, then that's a
different story," Vin agreed. "But still, she'll only get
misdemeanor charges for being a runaway. There won't be any cameras
pointed her way or cops interrogating her. All she needs is a
simple lie to suffice. Either outcome, there's no reason for Rain
to die."

"What if all that changes?" Joe inquired,
fishing through the worst case scenarios in his mind.

"How do you mean?"

"What if the media takes this story far and
away?"

"Then we buy her out," Dando suggested once
more.

"That ain't gonna work," Joe insisted.

"She killed to save you, don't you think
she'll lie to cover up what happened?" Vin wondered.

"Only for so long," Joe spoke worriedly.
"One slip up, they'll catch it. That's all it'll take and she'll
tell 'em everything eventually. It'll be a disaster, and I'm
talkin' like Hurricane Katrina level here."

"Don't be the devil's advocate, Joe, it'll
all be alright," Vin assured. "Have some faith in Rain."

In a huff, Joe stormed out of the room.
Dando and Vin watched him go, they both wore a similar look of
nervous concern.

"What you think about him?" Dando inquired,
turning back to Vin, the concerned look falling away to reveal one
of intense worry.

"He's just having a bit of a fit," Vin
shrugged. "He pretends to be some rabid dog, but he's just a puppy.
Completely harmless."

"I don't know about that, Vin," Dando looked
back to the door Joe departed through. "We should watch him
close."

"He's harmless, Dando. He knows if he hurts
Rain right now, we'll hurt him a lot worse. Just go out, do your
job, and leave the worrying to me."

"Whatever you say, man," Dando sighed,
wandering out of Vin's office. "Whatever you say."

Alone again, Vin looked back down at his
untouched whiskey. The argument was a lot of recycled nonsense, but
he was glad he listened. Things were heating up now, and something
needed to be remedied. With a snarl, Vin shot his drink back. His
gang was a powder keg now, and something needed to be done.
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By the time the sun had given way to the
night, Rain's hangover symptoms had all but disappeared. The coffee
certainly helped, as did a long day of resting. But now, as the
night piled onward, she felt the adventure creeping up again.
Unfortunately, nobody else felt likewise. And so she stayed in,
finding enough adventure through playing highly competitive video
games with Dando on one of the lobby televisions.

The game they occupied themselves with was
an old street racing competition. Dando furnished himself with a
silver Cadillac-looking car, not that dissimilar from Ben's
vehicle. Rain played through a cherry red Ferrari. It appeared for
the entirety of the race that their choices were quite equally
matched.

The both of them kept their eyes fixed on
their own side of the spilt screen, watching the other weave around
them and dodge the other computer-controlled cars in the game. They
were fighting first on the final lap, careful not to run into the
other's car.

Hands tensed up at the sight of the
pixilated checkered flag in the screen's distance. Absolute
dexterity was needed, and that's what the both of them gave.
Neither slipped up once. The game looked entirely tied by the time
the cars passed over the finish line. They both just sat in
stressful silence, waiting for the final rank to appear on the
screen. After what felt like an eternity, the scoreboard appeared
and showed Dando's car ahead by a tenth of a second.

"Yes," he muttered in celebration, raising a
fist in the air with one hand and crossing himself with the other.
"Caddy always wins."

"That was luck," Rain replied. "If we
replayed this I'd smoke you."

"Luck ain't nothin', I got the lord on my
side."

"Is that what the cross was for?" Rain
wondered about the odd gesture.

"I gotta show my man some love when I win,
which is always," Dando answered smugly, grinning at Rain.

"Can I ask you something?" she returned a
smaller smile at him.

"Sure."

"How can someone like you believe in
God?"

"Someone like me?" Dando looked over at her,
taking the question with a degree of offense, seeing it as a racial
problem.

"That's not what I mean," Rain instantly
caught onto his misinterpretation. "I mean, how can a criminal
believe in God?"

"I don't know," Dando shrugged. "I guess I
just do."

"You kill people though, how can that
work?"

"I know the people I kill have hell comin'
to 'em anyhow. I understand how I do things, and I think if I
understand how it goes, God must too. He's all knowin' after
all."

"He probably wouldn't approve," Rain pointed
out.

"He ain't gotta approve, he's just gotta
understand. I think he does, actually I know he does."

"But how can you believe he's around after
all that's happened?" the conversation was only adding to Rain's
confusion.

"What do ya mean by that?" Dando became
puzzled as well.

"What I've seen so far doesn't exactly show
off a well-meaning, merciful God," Rain elaborated. "People are
dying all around you, people get addicted to drugs, abandon their
kids, all this terrible stuff. How can you sit there and be quaint
with believing there's some deity behind it all? Not just that, but
a deity worth sending love to."

"You don't believe in God, do ya?" Dando
figured.

"No, I can't say that I do," Rain shook her
head. "Sorry."

"No need to apologize. I ain't here to
convert anybody. But its just pretty easy to spot a non-believer
when they ask questions like that."

"Well, how can you believe living like you
do?"

"I can't speak for anyone else, but for me
its hoping for somethin' higher, somethin' greater. I guess I just
gotta believe that there's somethin' out there creatin' some rhyme
or reason to the bad shit I do, the bad shit everybody does. And I
gotta believe there's someplace better than here out there."

"Kansas City?" Rain wondered. "Why not move
someplace else? I hear New Zealand is nice."

"Nah, not Kansas City," Dando couldn't help
but grow a small smile at her response. "Earth. New Zealand, Kansas
City, New York, wherever, it don't matter. No place is perfect, no
place is really better than another. It may look better, but its
all the same, same people, same sins. I just gotta believe there's
a place actually better than here. Someplace that looks as great as
New Zealand or wherever, and be truly as great as it looks. A place
where people don't kill or sling or any of that shit. A place where
people just live with each other and ain't gotta sin to get what
they want, because what they want is already there," Dando paused
to observed Rain's expression. She still seemed slightly confused.
"Does any of that make sense?"

"Yeah," Rain nodded, "yeah it does."

Rain was still far from convinced about the
whole "God" thing, but now she understood. She understood just how
someone like Bruce Dando could believe even when she couldn't. She
could even see why he did. Living the life of a criminal, it had to
be somewhat liberating to believe there was someplace where he
didn't have to do those things to get what he needed, much less
wanted.

"C'mon," Dando patted her playfully on the
shoulder, "I'm down for a new game," he grabbed up his
controller.

"Bring it on," Rain replied, the blank look
falling away from her face and being replaced with a prepared, yet
gleeful grin.

"You ain't gonna win," Dando prodded, "I got
God in my passenger seat."

"We'll just see about that," Rain
retorted.

They played the game for several more hours
before Dando finally decided to call it a night, leaving Rain alone
in the dim, empty hotel. She quickly faded into her room, finding
the rest of the building too dark and eerie for her comfort.
Besides, there was something she felt she was neglecting.

Laying down in bed, she pulled the notebook
and pen out of her backpack. She opened to the page she almost
wrote on during her depressed stupor. This time she found the power
and courage to put words on paper. Only this time, there was far
less rage on the other end of her pen.

 


Dear Mom and Dad,

 


By now I'm sure you're freaking out over me,
wondering where I am, wondering where I've been. Well, this is a
message telling you to not worry anymore. Even thought you'll
probably never actually get this letter, or any of these, for a
long time, if ever. I just want to tell you I'm fine now, and will
be for a while. I can take care of myself, far better than you ever
thought I could. I know you were only trying to keep me safe, but
you need to understand that there comes a point when I can take
care of myself, and that point came a long time ago. As much as I
may have understood your thought process, I could never support it,
and never will I'm sorry to say.

 


I can keep myself safe now, I know that for
sure now. I can never tell you why or how I figured that out, even
if we do ever see each other again. A lot has happened over the
past few days, and I mean a whole damn lot. I've seen and still do
see the world that you tried so damn hard to keep me safe from,
away from. As much as it'll pain you to hear, I don't hate this
place. It's different, not a place I could necessarily get
comfortable getting used to. But it's a freer place to be, by far a
freer place. Some people abuse the freedom they have around here,
but not me. There's no sense in abusing the freedom I'm trying to
enjoy, that just makes no sense. But I guess some other people
don't exactly feel the same way. Well, as much as I'd like to keep
writing this message all night, this newly found freedom I'm
enjoying can get tiring, so I've got to end this here. Hope you
enjoyed hearing from me.

 


Yours truly,

Delicate Rain
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Rain put the journal away and was close to
drifting off to sleep when a swift set of knocks came at her door.
This time around though, no voice came through before the door
swung open, flooding the room with light from the hall and rudely
ending Rain's attempt at slumber. There standing in the doorway was
the tall, still just as stylish silhouette of Vin.

"Wake up, Rain," he instructed strolling
into the room, followed shortly after by Ben, "you've got work to
do."

"Work? What?" she sat up in a fatigued
confusion.

"Work, you know, that thing most people do
everyday," Vin retorted smartly.

"Yeah, everyday, its the middle of the damn
night right now," Rain got off the bed slowly.

"That's when we work," Ben pointed out.
"What we're doing can't really be done during the day."

"What exactly are we doing?" Rain looked to
him, puzzled.

Ben didn't reply, he only pulled a large,
very full bag out of his jacket. He tossed the bag into Rain's
grasp and that's when she finally realized what it was. A gallon
sized zip-lock bag filled to the very top with the orange
triangular drugs.

"Someone's gotta sell it," Ben shrugged.

"And one of those people has to be you," Vin
added.

"You've got to be kidding," she groaned,
handing the bag back to Ben. "I don't know the first thing about
selling drugs."

"It's just like selling knives, or
insurance, there's nothing to it," Ben assured optimistically.

"Exactly," Vin nodded with a grin. "And just
like selling knives, it doesn't work without a demonstration.
You're the only one who's had it demonstrated to them, so you need
to go along. You're the only person who can sell this for all its
worth."

"What exactly is it worth?" Rain
inquired.

"Well, there's two thousand pills in that
bag," Vin explained. "We're planning on selling at twenty-five
bucks a pill, so that makes the going rate for a bag..." he hummed
for a moment as he turned to Ben, who only shrugged.

"Fifty thousand dollars?" Rain was
astounded.

"That sounds about right," Vin nodded.
"Well, we've gotta give the wholesalers some room for profit, so to
us it's worth about forty."

"That bag is worth forty thousand dollars?
Nobody is gonna buy that," Rain said with a laugh.

"Think about it, Rain," Ben implored. "Two
thousand pills, that's like five years worth if you use one a day.
Only twenty-five bucks a piece."

"Only twenty-five bucks," Rain scoffed.
"That's too high, how can you not see you need to start lower?"

"That is low," Vin replied. "We've got you
to sell it, and at two thousand of them, that gives room for a free
sample for the buyer. As for the users who are gonna buy them from
the wholesalers, they're easily convinced. And what about you? If
you had twenty-five dollars to spare right now, what would you buy?
Some weed? Some crappy beer? Or maybe a pill of long lasting
euphoria, maybe you'd buy some of that wonderful Delicate Rain
everyone's talking about. You know its worth every penny and then
some."

"Yeah," she nodded, knowing he was
right.

"So let's go and sell this stuff," Ben said.
"Let's start makin' some real money."

"Alright, I'm awake anyway," Rain sighed,
following Ben out of the room.

"Bring back that money or don't come back,"
Vin called playfully. Despite his light-hearted tone, he could
sense that it managed to land seriously in Ben's mind. Exactly his
intention.
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The drive away from the hotel was a quick
one. There was hardly any traffic at this time of night, especially
on these thin back streets that Ben was taking. Rain figured he was
trying to shake any tails, although every time she peered out the
rearview mirror she didn't see any tails, but perhaps that was the
point.

Rain spent her time staring out the window.
She looked at all the streetlamps and building lights they passed
and didn't see anything other than light. She couldn't help but
remember how beautiful every light looked when she was on Delicate
Rain, how every sensation was significant, how everything brought
her joy. As much as she didn't want to, Rain wished she had a pill
of her own right now.

Her gaze shifted away from the window and
towards the glove compartment where Ben hid the bag away. She
couldn't stop herself from opening it up to look at the bag. A
small smile appeared on her as she absorbed the sight in front of
her. Two thousand pills, two thousand perfect nights waiting to be
had.

"Quite somethin' isn't it," Ben laughed,
noticing her staring at the bag.

"They're really...orange," she replied, not
shifting her eyes.

"They are really orange," he nodded,
"they're also really expensive. And worth every penny. To hell with
this Cadillac, I might have to buy a Mercedes or Ferrari or
somethin' after this."

"This pill is the best thing that you'll
ever sell," Rain chuckled to herself. "Its something else for
sure."

"Don't get addicted," Ben instructed. "I
wouldn't be able to live with myself if I knew I ruined your life
by getting you hooked on this stuff."

"Don't worry about me, Ben. As soon as I'm
done doing whatever it is I'm doing here I'll get out of your hair
and away from where this stuff is going."

"You know, did you ever think about what I
said at the coffee shop?" he wondering, hoping the answer wasn't
no.

"A little, I guess," Rain shrugged. "But I
just don't think I can go home right now. Like I told you, I can't
really go home and have everything go smoothly on my return. I'll
go to jail, have a criminal record, all that shit. It'll be far
better for me out here right now, and probably forever. God knows
what my parents would do if I just appeared back home."

"Probably hug you and praise God you're
still alive," Ben pointed out. "Not many kids in your shoes are
that lucky."

"I suppose," Rain sighed in guilt. "But
still, life will go better for me out here, I just feel it. Home
still isn't an option for me. I'm sure that's not what you wanted
to hear."

"Well, tell me this, if you're not going
home, where do you expect to go? There's not a lot of places that
accept runaway teenagers with open arms."

"I honestly have no idea where I'm gonna go
next," Rain admitted. "But wherever I do go, I think will send my
family a letter once I'm on the move, just to let them know that
I'm okay and not dead or anything."

"Well, at least you took some of my advice,"
Ben said with a subtle smile.

"But, wherever it is that I choose to go, I
can't exactly leave tonight, or even tomorrow," Rain pointed out.
"Apparently I've got a bit of a job to do around here before I can
leave anywhere."

"Good point," Ben agreed. "Vin would be
pissed if you disappeared on us right now."

"And that's the last thing anybody wants,"
Rain chuckled. Even though she played off her statement as comical,
she knew it was true, and she knew Ben knew it too. As calm and
collected Vin came across, she saw something in him that didn't
quite correlate with the rest of his personality and demeanor. Even
now she couldn't pin point it, but she had a feeling she knew what
was wrong. The man looked oddly soulless, like some sort of
sociopath. A younger, less cannibalistic Hannibal Lecter, and that
was the last person she wanted to cross in any way.
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The meeting with the wholesaler took place
in a large warehouse across the city. The neighborhood seemed to be
full of these tall, mainly windowless structures. There were no
cars on the streets, no people on the sidewalks, the whole area
seemed deserted.

Ben and Rain entered through a small side
door and walked into a massive room that seemed to take up most, if
not all of the warehouse. Besides the group of people near the
center of the room, the whole place was empty. There weren't any
trucks, no boxes, not even pallets to put the boxes on. It was just
a small handful of people and the lights hanging off the
ceiling.

"Ben," one of the men in the group greeted
the duo, obviously the head of the men he was with, "who's your
friend?"

"This is a friend of mine, and temporary
business partner," Ben explained.

"Temporary business partner?" the man
chuckled. "She's just a kid," he turned his attention to Rain, "who
the hell are you?"

Rain hesitated in responding. Nothing about
the man seemed to stand out as frightening. He was tall, but
lightly built. His face was gruff, but his expression seemed oddly
innocent. There was nothing scary about the man, but Rain was
slightly intimidated anyhow.

"I'm his temporary business partner," Rain
answered after a while of silence. "Didn't you hear it the first
time?"

"I heard it, I'm just a bit surprised is
all," the man replied. "Vin knows I don't work with people I don't
know. I know Ben, but I have no clue who you are, so who the hell
are ya?"

"Just tell him your name," Ben suggested at
her. "That's the only way we're gonna be able to do this."

"I'm Rain," Rain finally answered the man's
question. "I'm only here to help sell the stuff Ben's got."

"Nice to meet you, Rain," the man replied
with hardly believable courtesy. "People call me Deacon."

"Well, there we go," Rain nodded. "You know
me, now let's get this going."

"All business, I like that," Deacon smiled
for only a moment before bringing up a new grievance. "But, I can't
help but wonder why Ben needs your help to sell me Emeralds, I've
bought 'em a thousand times before. I don't really need a sales
pitch at this point."

"These aren't Emeralds," Rain explained, a
smug grin coming across her face upon seeing Deacon's surprise.

"Wait, are these Vin's project?" Deacon
looked to Ben.

"Yeah," Ben nodded, a smile also growing on
his face, "its finally done. And its in mass production now."

"Well I'll be damned," Deacon laughed. "How
much you got?"

"Two thousand pills," Ben brandished the bag
and tossed it to Deacon. He caught it and immediately began looking
it over keenly.

"What the hell? They're orange," he
observed, confused.

"Color doesn't matter," Rain spoke up.
"Orange, blue, purple, green, whatever it is doesn't matter. It's
beautiful."

"Beautiful huh?" Deacon looked back up at
them. "Well what's the going rate for two thousand beautiful orange
pills?"

"Forty thousand," Ben answered, anxiety
instantly taking over him. It seemed like Japanese to throw out
such a large number in a deal with Deacon.

"What, pesos?" Deacon scoffed. "You can't be
serious. I only gotta pay five grand for a bag of the Emeralds.
Where's my room for profit?"

"Selling at twenty-five a pill, you'll make
ten grand profit a bag, and those bags will go fast, trust me,"
Rain answered before Ben could.

"Oh really?" Deacon said skeptically. "And
how would you know people would pay twenty-five dollars for one
pill?"

"Because I'm the only one who's had that
stuff before," Rain explained. "And let me tell you, one pill is
worth thirty-five, forty, maybe even fifty bucks."

"You've had it already?" Deacon looked back
down at the bag. "Well then, tell me what is it like? What exactly
am I buying from you here?"

"You're buying the best night of your life,"
Rain painted a mental picture as best as she could. "Every night
can be the best, better than the last. Everything is amazing.
Lights turn into paint brushes, the sky becomes something out of an
abstract art piece. Colors blend together in the sky, every light
you see becomes part of it. Its even better at clubs, the same
thing happens, only with neon colors, lasers, and glowsticks. And
the wind, oh the wind," Rain laughed sweetly at the recollection.
"You haven't lived until you've hung out of a car window high on
that stuff in that bag. Its electric, it hugs you, it takes you on
a trip all your own. You can go to heaven and back ten times and
not leave the car."

Deacon's eyes were now planted on the bag.
"Does this stuff have a name?"

"Delicate Rain," Rain replied.

"That's quite a story," Deacon didn't sound
convinced.

"Try it," Ben suggested. "There's enough
there."

Deacon finally looked back up at them,
suspiciously. After a moment of thought he opened the bag and
pulled out a pill, being careful to seal it all the way again
before focusing on the orange triangle in his hand.

"Prepare for one hell of a time," Rain
snickered.

Not wasting another moment, Deacon shot the
pill down his throat and swallowed it. He stood for a second,
looking at the two of them, waiting for something to happen.

"What the hell is this?" he scoffed. "I
don't feel anything."

"It takes a second," Rain calmed. "It'll
come on smooth, and it'll stay there."

Rain was prepared to continue explaining it,
but then she saw it. Deacon's eyes began shooting around the room,
his fingers twitched, already numb and heavy. In no time his eyes
were fixated on the lights on the ceiling. They weren't anything
special, all the same color, but Rain understood the amazement.

"Well?" Ben wondered.

"Its," Deacon sighed, looked away from the
lights, "its...something else for sure."

"Worth every penny?" Ben asked
hopefully.

"Its...damn," Deacon laughed lightly. "But
forty large is a big commitment. You gotta understand where I'm
coming from."

"I knew it was too high a price," Ben
groaned at Rain.

"I've got an idea," Rain said slyly,
approaching Deacon. She could see the men behind reaching into
their jackets, preparing for the worst. She was inches away from
him before he even realized she was there. For a moment they both
just stood still and stared at each other. Then Rain implemented
her plan. She puckered her lips and blew a fine stream of air
across his face.

Deacon immediately took several stumbling
steps back, clearly overwhelmed by some sort of euphoria. His knees
shook and the bag slipped from his grasp, but it was too well
sealed to break open. Two of his men had to hold him up to keep him
from falling.

"What'd you do?" one of them asked, still
holding his gun.

"I gave him a bit of wind," Rain explained
simply.

"Jesus," Deacon moaned, "Jesus fucking
Christ."

"Yeah, exactly," Rain said. "Couple that
wind with brighter lights, movement or dancing, and music. And
remember, outside that wind never stops. How about now? Is it worth
every penny now?"

"Um," Deacon collected himself enough to
stand on his own, "yeah," he nodded before turning to his men, "pay
the people. Forty large."

"You've gotta be kidding, Deacon," one of
them replied in disbelief. "Those pills are goin' to your head.
Forty is an insane number for those."

"No, no its not," Deacon assured. "Its the
best damn deal I have ever seen. Now shut up, do what I tell you to
do. Pay those two every cent they deserve, and somebody call Vin,
tell him he's gonna be a Goddamn billionaire."

"I thought the exact same thing," Rain
laughed softly.

"What the hell is this stuff called?" Deacon
wondered, forgetting he'd already gotten an answer. "Its gotta have
a name, and I've gotta know."

"Delicate Rain," Rain replied, smiling at
Deacon's lapse in remembrance.

"Delicate Rain is amazing," Deacon sighed
comfortably. "Heroin ain't got shit on this."

"I wouldn't know," Rain shrugged as she
watched one of Deacon's men walk by her with two tall stacks of
cash in his grasp. He handed them off to Ben, who looked at Rain
with an elated expression bubbling up in him.

"We're in business," he chuckled, obviously
overwhelmed.

"Damn right we are," Rain looked back at
Deacon, who was back to looking at the lights, mesmerized. But he
quickly looked back at her.

"Wait a minute," he slurred through his
words, "I heard about some blonde kid runnin' off from where those
two KC Devils got killed."

"I figured you'd find out sooner or later,"
Ben sighed.

"You heard about that?" Rain looked at
Deacon, surprised he'd heard, and even more shocked he recalled it
in his current state.

"Oh, yeah," Deacon laughed, "its the talk of
the underground. You got those guys good, a real bloody mess," he
snickered.

"Its just some nobody biker group, who
cares?" Ben scoffed, not finding any importance in the
conversation.

"Don't underestimate them, Ben," Deacon
instructed as seriously as he could. "They've grown a lot in the
past few months, they're not so easily rolled over anymore. I'd
suggest keeping some eyes in the back of your head."

"You think?" Rain inquired, now much more
concerned.

"I know," Deacon replied, stumbling over
himself, barely keeping himself from falling. Even in his less than
sober state, Rain could tell he was serious. He stumbled back once
more and was caught by his still vigilant guards.

Watching Delicate Rain's progression only
made her want it more, crave it, need it. His words echoed in her
head, 'heroin ain't got shit on this'. Now it was more apparent
than ever. Maybe not in the effects, but certainly in the
addictiveness. Rain saw this clearly, but for some reason she
couldn't bring herself to care anymore.
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"So," Ben looked to Rain as they drove
through the pitch dark streets and out of the warehouse filled
neighborhood, "you did good back there."

"Thanks," Rain nodded, her mind obviously
elsewhere. "You think he was right about us needing eyes in the
back of our heads?"

"Normally, I'd say that's just Deacon being
cautious," Ben shrugged, but his face told of hidden concern. "But,
I've heard that from a few people already. I guess the KC Devils
are more of a deal than I thought."

"So what's that mean for us? For me?"

"Well, you've only got a few more days to
stick around, then you can pick up and leave. You shouldn't have to
worry at all, just as long as you get out of Kansas City right
after you leave. As for me, big deal or not the Devils aren't
anything Vin and the rest of us can't handle just fine."

"What if you're still underestimating them?"
Rain inquired.

"That's what's still stessin' me out," Ben
chuckled nervously. "Because, honestly, that's a very real
possibility. I haven't heard a damn thing about 'em in months, they
must've been waiting and buildin' something up so they could take
out the competition. I guess it all depends on how much they built.
If I'm being perfectly honest, the fact that word is spreadin' so
quick has got me worried. I never thought they'd have enough range
to spread all that word that fast."

"So Deacon was right? We should be stressing
about it?" Rain figured.

"That's about right," Ben groaned. "I'm
certainly stressin' over it."

"You know," Rain spoke carefully, as if she
was hiding something, "I might have something that could fix that
for the both of us?"

"And what's that?" Ben wondered. "A gun big
enough to take out all those bastards at once? Because that would
really fix everything."

"Not to fix them, to fix us. For a little
while anyhow," Rain elaborated as vaguely as she could.

Ben hummed for a moment as he thought. But
soon an eyebrow raised on his head, as he quickly caught on to what
she was saying. He turned to her, his stress reaching a peak.

"No you didn't," he prayed he was over
thinking what she meant.

She held out a closed fist and opened it,
revealing two triangular orange pills. A worrisome half-smile
appeared on her face.

"I did," she replied.

"You didn't," he repeated, taking one of the
pills out of her grasp and holding it up to try and get it in the
light of the swiftly passing streetlights. "If Deacon finds out we
shorted him, he'll kill us."

"It was only two pills, we're fine," Rain
assured. "That's only like a hundredth of one percent."

"Its seriously that small?" Ben actually
laughed through his stress. His vision was beginning to be focused
more on the pill in his fingers than on the road.

"It seriously is, maybe smaller," Rain
nodded.

"What about Vin?"

"What about him? He never has to find out
anything. If we don't tell him anything, he'll never find out."

"You sure?" Ben was still apprehensive.

"Pretty sure, yeah," Rain shrugged, figuring
it was the only decent thing she could do.

"Will I be able to be drive when I'm on
this?" Ben inquired smartly, not wanting to damage his car more
than the KC Devils and Rain already had.

"No clue. I guess it depends on your driving
skills. I wouldn't be able to, that's for sure."

Ben sighed, tired of just looking at the
pill in his hand. "Fuck it," he tossed the pill down his throat and
prepared for the worst.

"That's the spirit," Rain laughed, tossing
hers back as well, expecting the best.
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The night went by in a blur of bright smears
of light and electric wind as soon as the pills set in. Ben proved
he could drive in the worst conditions as he managed to keep his
composure behind the wheel.

They spent what felt like hours trying to
find a rave of some kind around the city, as Rain insisted they try
their hardest to find one. Despite their run of terrible luck when
it came to finding a party, it was nearly three o'clock in the
morning by the time they stopped looking.

Luckily, in their euphoria, the both of them
were eventually perfectly quaint with driving around the city
leaning out their windows and letting the wind take them to
whatever heaven it felt like transporting them to.

Even in her private heaven, Rain couldn't
help but be bewildered by Ben's ability to drive as well as he did
while hanging out the window. This amazement in his ability only
became another portion of her ecstasy. The bewilderment intermixed
with the other feelings and emotions swirling in her head and
created the most perfect stew of thoughts a person could have, in
her opinion anyway.

They drove for around for another hour,
seemingly aimlessly. In her state, Rain didn't even notice they'd
left the city, much less notice when they went off the highway and
onto a thin dirt road. It wasn't until a low hanging branch slid
its leaves across her as she leaned out the window that she was
shocked back to a blurry, beautiful reality.

"What's happening? Where are we?" Rain
looked around, confused. Her vision didn't allow for seeing
anything beyond the headlights.

There weren't any other car lights or
streetlights to construct their wondrous sky tapestries. There
weren't any lights at all, the world was pitch dark. The shadowy,
endless darkness shattered Rain's euphoric paradise. It was
replaced by a flurry of frightful feelings. Where were they going?
Where were they? What was going to happen, and when? Every question
was piercing.

"We're going to a place," Ben said, his
voice slow and low.

"What place? Where?" Rain's words came
faster than bullets.

"Somewhere over the rainbow," Ben grinned.
"Don't worry or nothin', we're almost there. We've been driving out
here for a while, you're just noticing?"

"I was busy, I was in other places," Rain
said defensively.

"Where were you?"

"Over the rainbow, bitch."

The both of them couldn't stop themselves
from laughing at this. Ben laughed so hard that he rested his head
on the steering wheel, finally showing a shortfall in his driving
as he nearly slid the Cadillac right into a roadside ditch. He was
quick to correct his mistake, and went right back to uproarious
laughter. Rain even managed to find humor in them almost crashing.
Neither could pin point why exactly they were laughing after a
while, but this thought in itself brought its own hilarity, and so
the laughter continued.

The chuckling continued even as Ben stopped
the car and the two started walking clumsily through the pitch dark
countryside. A dim orange color in the horizon from the distant
city was all the color that came, everything else was black. The
only noise was the earth beneath their feet and the multitude of
insects making their confused symphony in the brush and trees. Rain
was still reluctant to move, but the fear had mostly subsided.

"Wow," Ben sighed as he walked, leading them
deeper into the darkness, "this stuff really is gonna make us
rich."

"I told you," Rain gloated. "Best damn thing
in the whole world."

"Fuckin' right. Forty grand ain't anywhere
near enough to charge for the bags. We really should double it.
Then we'd be billionaires."

"That's pushing it," Rain admitted, "maybe
when people start getting addicted you can sell it for that
much."

"I can't wait for them to get addicted," Ben
laughed. He saw the malice in wishing addiction on people, but he
didn't care at this point. He was too fixated on how great the open
air felt, how the countryside smelled, and how it amazing it would
be once they got to where they were going. He didn't have to wait
long.

The duo made the trek over a large hill and
they saw just what they were walking for once they reached the top.
The view was dark, yet breathtaking. The sun had just begun peaking
up from that side of the horizon. Warm colors flooded their brains.
The yellows, reds and oranges pushed the blackness of pre-dawn
away.

All the apprehension and anxiety Rain felt
was instantly washed out of her mind, replaced by the familiar
feeling of overwhelming happiness and warmth. It was at this point
that Rain finally saw just where they'd walked off to. All around
them were bright orange begonias, as far as the eye could see. She
recognized this place.

"I ran through here," she pointed out.

"What do you mean?" Ben replied,
confused.

"When I first left home, I ran through this
field to get to Kansas City," Rain explained. "I ran right through
here. Of course, it was day, so I could see all the flowers a lot
better. But it wasn't nearly as beautiful as it is now," she
snickered as she looked around the area. All the orange from the
flowers flowed just like lights, becoming a gorgeous addition to
the luminescent masterpiece the infant sunrise birthed.

"Small world," Ben said distantly, he too
was taken by the beauty of the scenery.

"So what are we doing out here?"

"This is one of my favorite places," Ben
explained. "I just like it. We parked in the middle of the
begonias, it was just too dark to see anything."

Rain looked down and realized they were
standing in a street-wide trail through the field. It looked like
it'd never been driven on at all in its existence, but it had her
perplexed all the same. She looked back to see it stretched far
back into the shadows. It extended far off into the hills in front
of her too, seeming to connect to the horizon eventually.

"Why didn't we drive all the way over here?"
she asked.

"I don't know this part well enough to drive
through it in the dark," Ben replied. "Not to mention high as a
kite," he laughed.

"Very true," Rain chuckled as well, nearly
creating a new bout of endless laughter.

"You wanna know what I like the most about
bein' out here?" Ben looked over at her, an odd devilishness in his
gaze.

"What's that?" Rain spoke slowly, making
sure her words came out right. She was too fixated on the colors
now. The fixation was so great, she didn't even see Ben draw his
gun. The sharp report of the weapon shook her back to the world
swiftly. She spun to see him holding the smoking pistol, aiming out
into the field. "What the fuck are you doing?"

"Watch that flower," he aimed to a nearby
begonia.

"Why?"

"Just watch."

Rain did as she was told. She watched the
flower, but kept her attention on Ben through the corner of her
eye. She could see him cocking the weapon and aiming again. In an
instant another shot went flying, blasting right though the flower,
sending brilliant, fiery orange going in every direction. The sight
was nothing short of spectacular.

"Oh my God," she said breathlessly. The
newly added color of the exploded begonia was simply too much to
keep her eyes off of. Even after all the pedals settled to the
dirt, the color they created when the bullet shattered the plant
stayed hovering in the increasingly beautiful sky painting. "God
bless Delicate Rain."

"You wanna give it a try," Ben held the gun
out butt first towards her.

For a moment, Rain hesitated. She'd only
fired a gun once before, and that was to take the life of the
surviving KC Devil in the alleyway. She could obviously fire the
weapon well enough, but to aim at a target as small as a flower and
actually hit it seemed like too much. Especially in her utter lack
of sobriety.

Despite all her pauses, Rain finally took
the weapon and aimed it down the hill to a nearby flower. Her
finger wrapped into the trigger guard. She was ready to fire and
began tightening her grip around the trigger when a new thought
stopped her. The gun lowered and she looked over to Ben.

"Won't somebody hear all this?" she
inquired.

"Nah," he assured confidently, "we're way
far out. Whoever owns this place doesn't live anywhere near close.
Closest house is like five or seven miles away or somethin'. We're
fine, trust me, I've done this enough times to know."

"Ever done it high?"

"High, drunk, but never like this," he
chuckled. "This is amazing."

"I knew you'd love it," Rain raised the gun
again and looked down the sights as best as she could. Slowly but
surely she took steady aim at the flower she'd seen before. Her
finger went back into the trigger guard and squeezed swiftly.

The gun popped off another bullet in a
flurry of shocking sounds and splendid sparks. It took a second for
Rain to realize what'd happened. But as soon as her vision
refocused, she saw that the flower was no more. The orange pedals
fluttered in every direction, creating bright streams of orange in
her vision.

"Good shot," Ben commended with a nod.

"Damn right it was," Rain celebrated
confidently. "I'm only the best damn gun in all the Midwest."

"Careful over there," Ben toned down her
pride. "You're just a beginner."

"The best damn beginner in the world," she
retorted slyly.

"I'll settle for a decent beginner."

"Sold," she agreed, handing the gun back to
Ben. Her eyes quickly darted back to the sky as soon as she saw
he'd gotten a good grasp on the gun and she could stop paying mind.
Ben was certainly right when he said they were going over the
rainbow, although right now it seemed as if they were inside of
one.

"Penny for your thoughts?" he saw her
distant expression as he holstered his weapon.

"Hell no," she shook her head, "I'm not
selling shit for a penny."

At that, a new fit of unstoppable laughter
ensued. They could hardly keep themselves from falling, which
brought their seemingly collective mind to Deacon's balance
troubles, which brought on far more side-splitting hilarity. It
didn't take long for one of them to finally lose their balance.

Rain was the one to tumble first, but in a
flash of panic she grabbed at the unstable structure of Ben to keep
herself from falling. In the end he fell over just as fast as she
could pull him.

"Ouch," Rain chuckled still, rolling onto
her back before looking over to Ben, who was on his back next to
her. "You alright?"

"Yeah," he said in a pained yet humor-filled
groan. "I'm just peachy. The view isn't bad from down here," he
pointed up the sky.

Rain looked to the sky and was mesmerized in
an instant. The stars painted their own picture. They didn't move
like the lights or the flower pedals did, and were rather dim in
the light of the rising sun, but they were a fantastic sight
nonetheless. All they needed to do was sit there and twinkle and it
was like looking at an endless dark sea of diamonds.

"Not bad at all," she sighed tiredly.
"Amazing really."

"I'll vouch for that," Ben replied, sounding
equally fatigued.

"Should we head back to the car?" Rain
wondered. "It's getting really late...or, early," she smiled at
herself.

"It's so far away," Ben responded
carelessly. "And the ground ain't too uncomfortable here."

"I have to admit, its not too bad," Rain
nodded. The dirt and grass below her felt like a thick, memory foam
mattress. Just a new sensation to add to the ever-present
euphoria.

"Rain, can I ask you a question?" Ben
wondered weakly.

"Sure, shoot," she shrugged.

"How'd you come up with Delicate Rain? I
mean, I get its like you name or whatever, but I've been on this
stuff for hours now and I wouldn't describe the feeling that
way."

"I guess its always kinda in my mind. Some
things just kinda stick."

"But why Delicate Rain?" Ben asked, puzzled.
"It just seems like kinda a weird thing to keep in your head."

"Well, honestly, my mom always used to call
me that," Rain admitted. "Back when I was younger I was always
scared of things and really shy."

"You shy? No way," Ben joked.

"Believe it or not I was," she continued. "I
was just so scared and delicate, my mom came up with the nickname
Delicate Rain. Unfortunately, it still kinda sticks around in my
family."

"That's unfortunate," Ben said the only
thing he could think to say. "That is very unfortunate."

"You have no idea," Rain chuckled lightly,
her eye lids lowering slowly but surely. "Its terrible, especially
now. But, the saddest part is that I've always kind of like it. I
guess that's why its always in my damn brain. So there you go,
that's how your million dollar drug got its name."

"Billion dollar drug," Ben corrected. "Not
million, billion, with a 'B'. You said billion yourself."

"Whatever."

After that the talking slowed down
significantly and in no time all the conversation stopped. Rain's
eyes got heavier and heavier as she focused more on the fading
night sky. She managed to block out the advancing morning and
embrace her exhaustion. It didn't take long for both of them to
drift off from their pleasurable reality and into separate
dreamscapes.
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Ben and Rain arrived back at the hotel in
late morning. They'd picked up coffee and averted their eyes from
the sun, but that didn't keep the splitting headaches and sluggish
feelings at bay. They entered the lobby hoping to be left alone all
day. This hope was swiftly vanquished at the sight of Dando playing
video games on a nearby couch.

"Shit, you two were out all night," he
grinned. "Vin's gonna be pissed."

"Please talk quieter, Dando," Ben pleaded
with his friend.

"Did you get the sale?" Dando wondered in
the same volume.

"Yeah, yeah," Ben groaned, pulling stacks of
cash out of the pockets of his jacket and tossing them on the
coffee table in front of Dando. "Forty thousand."

"Damn son, we're gonna be rich."

"Yes, yes we are," Ben sighed painfully as
he sat down on the couch.

"I think I need sleep," Rain moaned lowly as
she sauntered by them. "I might die if I don't get it."

"Oh, I know that feeling, Rainbow," Dando
snickered.

"I don't think you do," Rain mumbled as she
headed for the stairs. "And don't call me Rainbow."

"Whatever you say, Rainbow," Dando waved her
off playfully. He turned back to Ben as soon as Rain disappeared up
the steps. "So, what were you two doin' last night?" his demeanor
quickly switched to suspicious.

"Nothin' much," Ben said vaguely, rubbing
his head.

"Sure as hell don't look like nothin'. I can
see sin in you, Benjamin."

"Piss off for a while, Dando."

"You're lucky Vin never caught onto you
being gone. He'd cut off your balls if he knew you held all this
money for a whole night. You know how he is."

"Yeah, I do, I'm just in no mood to care."
Ben clenched his eyes. His eyes had been shut from almost the
second he walked into the lobby. As dimly lit as it was, it was too
much for him to stand. Any ounce of light that got in shocked his
brain like lighting. He almost considered covering his eyes with
his hands for the rest of the day, as ridiculous as he knew it'd
look. The ridiculousness of his actions was just another thing he
didn't much care about at this point.

"Seriously, Ben, you look like hell," Dando
spoke in concern and confusion. "What the hell were you doin' last
night with that girl? She looks worse off than you though," it was
at this statement that a look of realization washed over Dando's
face. "Oh hell no, Ben, you didn't. Did you?"

"I suppose that depends on what you mean by
'you didn't'," Ben retorted.

"You didn't fuck that girl, did you?" Dando
wondered frankly.

"What?" Ben's eyes finally opened, sending
unbelievable pain rattling into his head. "God no! I know I'm not
necessarily a moral or decent guy, but I've got a line, and that's
crossin' it. So no, I didn't fuck her."

"Well what the hell did you do then? You
don't look innocent at all, man. You're lookin' guiltier than OJ
Simpson," Dando prodded further at his hungover friend. "You know I
ain't gonna stop unless you give it up."

"Jesus Christ," Ben snarled. "You're like a
damn dog or somethin'. Just sittin' around bothering the shit outta
me."

"That's what I do, Ben, you know that. Now,
God's been seein' everything you're doin', so he's gonna make sure
I find out sooner or later. So why not just make it sooner?"

"Do not tell Vin or Joe, understand?" Ben
growled.

"This sticks with me," Dando nodded.

"And don't tell Rain I told you either."

"It's really sounding like you fucked her,"
Dando pointed out.

"Shut the hell up and listen if you want to
hear anything," Ben sneered. He saw Dando quickly shifting himself
to a position that spoke nothing except uncontainable eagerness.
"Look, I didn't start this, I just sorta went along for the
ride."

"That's how it always starts," Dando
commented excitedly.

"What'd I say? Stop talking. Anyway, I was
driving away from Deacon's place with the money and Rain and I were
both stressin' over the KC Devils situation. Then Rain pulls out
two pills she snatched from the bag and says that they'll fix all
the stress."

"She stole them?" Dando was astounded. "Vin
really can't know about that. That's heavy shit unless someone's
got a death wish."

"I know," Ben sighed, "that's why we're not
telling him. Nobody is."

"Go on," Dando gestured for him to
continue.

"Alright," Ben continued, "so I take this
pill, figuring its already stolen, I might as well. And God damn,
Dando, God damn. Forty large is short sellin' it. I have never had
anything like that before. Every light from anywhere painted some
kind of awesome painting all around. I can see why Rain danced for
so long at that party. This shit is insane, our billion dollar
drug. So," he got himself back on track, "we're goin' all over town
trying to find a club or rave, we can't find shit. So we just drove
out to the begonia fields and watched the sunrise. It
was...amazing. But nothin' else happened."

"Okay," Dando nodded in acceptance. "Not
exactly a sinless night, but better than rape."

"Better than rape," Ben let out a single
comical moan, "that's what I was going for. That should be what
everyone should strive for on their drug nights."

"One things botherin' me though," Dando
said, puzzled. "What's wrong with the KC Devils? Who gives a shit
about them? They ain't nothin' special, never were."

"That's not what Deacon said," Ben
explained. "He said they're bigger than they were, a force to be
reckoned with, I guess. It seems to me that they were just kinda
laying low and preparing for something, gettin' stronger. It all
kinda makes sense."

"Did Deacon say anything specific?"

"Not really, he just said we should walk
with eyes in the back of our heads. He seemed really worried about
us. It's still got me stressed I guess. Maybe there's somethin' to
this KC Devils nonsense."

"Nothin' we can't handle," Dando patted his
friend assuredly on the shoulder before hopping off the couch and
walking over the wall where his jacket was hanging.

"Where are you off to?" Ben asked, only
following Dando with his eyes, too fearful of the shocking headache
any real movement would cause.

"Vin gave me a bag of a thousand of those
pills," Dando explained, tossing his coat over himself and pulling
the large bag out of his inside breast pocket. "Now I know its
worth a damn fortune I'm gonna distribute it to the dealers, get
some money rollin' in."

"Watch out for the KC Devils," Ben called to
his friend.

"Gimme a break, Ben, I got God on my side.
God can ice any damn devil," Dando gave a wave to Ben before
heading out, leaving Ben in the silence and loneliness he
originally craved.
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The home of Marilyn and Charles Phillipa had
grown over the last several days from a quiet, upper-middle class
household into nothing short of a media circus. The disappearance
of the well-meaning, pretty, suburban girl known as Rain Phillipa
was exactly what every news outlet in the area was looking for.
They were all ready and willing to turn Rain into an oblivious
runaway starlet.

There were news vans and reporters hovering
around the home at all hours of the day and night. So many clogged
the area that the police were now sitting in the neighborhood at
all times too, waiting for their chances to shoo away pesky
newsmen.

A silver lining the Phillipa's as well as
the authorities found in the overwhelming media attention was a
massive influx of volunteer help and tips coming from every corner
of the greater Kansas City area. Many were obvious nonsense or
simply led nowhere, but in that sea of uselessness sat a few worthy
points of investigation. Some claimed seeing a blonde girl hanging
around a large gothic manor in the city, while others swore on
their graves to have seen her frolicking about a rooftop rave in
the past few days.

Slowly but surely, the police were beginning
to hone into Rain's suspected location. Every time something new
that made sense came through the tip line, it was the familiar
sergeant who'd deliver the news to the eager and distraught family.
Today was no different.

The sergeant, Sgt. Leyland, had developed a
report with Rain's parents in the past few days. It was nearly
impossible to not befriend them in someway as he was always at
their door with some new information or to keep control over the
hordes of reporters. But this time was different, this time he wore
a small smile on his face. Pride filled his mind.

Charles answered the door seconds after the
first knock, Marilyn was right behind him. They invited Leyland
into the living room and sat silently, waiting for a new tip, or
perhaps a solid answer as to where their daughter had gone to.

"We've got something new," Leyland began,
sipping at coffee Marilyn offered him, as she did whenever he came
to the house.

"A tip? A sighting?" Charles wondered
excitedly.

"Did you find her?" Marilyn spoke in high
optimism, seeing his smile as a very good sign.

"Not yet," Leyland shook his head, grin
still on him, "but we got something big all the same. You remember
all the sightings we got out of the city? The rave and that
mansion?" They both nodded. "Well, we were waiting for more
information to come in before we were going to pursue them. We were
waiting for proof she was there."

"Were?" Charles noticed Leyland's odd
wording. "You got something?"

"I did," the sergeant nodded, reaching into
his breast pocket and retrieving a small picture and handing it to
them.

Charles and Marilyn instantly recognized the
face in the picture. It was Rain alright, it was their daughter.
The photo was grainy and dark, but they could tell all the same.
The photo was obviously taken with a phone, and through a car
window. Their daughter was in the passenger seat of a silver car in
the next lane.

"Where was this? When?" Charles shot
questions at the sergeant.

"It was taken around two o'clock this
morning," Leyland explained. "The person recognized her off
pictures in the paper and snapped this picture in downtown Kansas
City."

"So we know she's in the city, now what?"
Marilyn asked, elatedly looking at the picture. "Can you get her
now?"

"We've increased our chances for sure,"
Leyland said. "But we really can't guarantee anything until we have
her. I'm sorry I can't give anything else."

"Don't be," Charles stopped him, a wide
smile on his face, "this is great."

"So what do you do now?" Marilyn
inquired.

"We're going to head out to check out those
other leads in the city," Leyland replied. "Hopefully they'll lead
somewhere. For all we know, they might just lead us directly to
Rain. But, trust me, this is a fantastic sign. She's not all the
way lost now, really just misplaced in one area, if that makes any
sense."

"Is there anything else we can do?" Charles
finally looked away from the picture to look at the sergeant. "Can
we help look? Is there anything that you need?"

"I think we're good on our end, but thank
you though."

"What about the press?"

"Yeah," Marilyn nodded in agreement, "what
do we tell them? They're not going to stand for nothing for very
long. And if it weren't for them this picture wouldn't be here.
They're obviously helping a little."

"I think, at this point, its up to your own
discretion," Leyland said. "I would say to hold off, just in case
Rain sees the report and gets out of the city."

"But they've helped before," Marilyn pointed
out. "They helped get that picture."

"And if Rain was paying attention to the
news, wouldn't she have left already," Charles added. "That stuff
has been out there for a while."

"Like I said, its up to you," Leyland got up
from his seat, "I'm just here to offer suggestions more than
anything when it comes to the press."

"Where are you off to?" Charles
wondered.

"Chase some leads," the sergeant answered
before giving them a wave and heading out the door.

Now alone, Charles turned to his wife, ready
to address the other problem that was facing them. He already had
an answer in his mind, and he could see in her look that she did
too.

"Should we talk to the press?" he asked
her.

"I think we should," she nodded. "It could
lead to more help, more pictures, more information. Now that people
can know where she is, they could keep their eyes out more. And
like you said, if she was paying any attention to the news in the
city she would've left already. You heard Leyland, that picture is
only a few hours old."

"Yeah," he agreed, "I think it'll do some
good."

"So how do we do it?"

"They're probably still hovering in our
front yard," he pointed out. "All we really need to do is go
outside and tell them. We shouldn't be straight about it, in case
Rain does get scared off. We should just say we suspect she's in
Kansas City and that people in the city should keep their eyes
peeled, nothing really solid."

"That sounds good, yeah," Marilyn replied
nervously. She never liked limelight, she hated it now. She could
see Charles felt the same way. But they both knew that, for their
daughter's sake, they had to get all the tips and help they could.
The press was the best way to get it.

"Okay," Charles stood up, helping his wife
up, "let's tell them."

With that they headed for their door,
knowing a circus was awaiting them on the other side. They prepared
themselves for the confusing gibberish the reporters would send
their way, but they knew it was a necessary evil. For Rain's sake,
they stepped outside.
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It was nearly midday by the time Bruce Dando
had gotten through half of his deliveries. The bag of pills in his
jacket was still heavy, but there was certainly a lot more
breathing room in the bag. It felt good to feel his progress with
every movement.

He knew it would go far quicker if he drove
to his drop points, but he just liked walking too much. The slow
moving open air cleared his mind from whatever was holding him
down. Plus he could see the sky much clearer, walking gave a great
view of heaven in his perspective.

Apparently, on this particular day nobody
felt the same as him. The sidewalks were barren. It was a nice
enough day, Dando couldn't quite put a finger on the reason for the
desolation. Maybe it was the lower class neighborhood he was
sauntering through. Maybe it was that he wasn't exactly on the
largest street in the city. Maybe people were scared of him. He
figured the latter wasn't very probable, but he had to cover all
the bases anyway.

There didn't seem to be many cars on the
streets either. He couldn't help but wonder if there was some big
event he was missing. Did the Superbowl change its date all of a
sudden? Dando chuckled with the thought that maybe his next pick up
would be a no show, wanting to join in on the abnormal absence
around the city.

All of a sudden, his lonesome train of
thought was abruptly interrupted. The sound of cars finally entered
his head. But, it didn't take him long to realize that the engines
didn't quite sound right. They weren't cars, or trucks for that
matter. The rumbling was unmistakable now that it was so close.
Motorcycles, the big chopper kind. They sounded as if they were
just idling at the curb behind him.

Quickly put on edge by the engines, Dando
spun around on his heels. Before he even knew what was waiting
behind him two new sensations took over him. First came the ear
splitting crack. An all too familiar sound. Second came the sharp,
overtaking pain that appeared in his abdomen. His vision blurred in
an instant. He could barely make out the two KC Devils on their
bikes at the curb. It took him even longer to realize which one was
aiming the large, smoking pistol in his direction.

His legs began to feel weak. He fought this
feeling as best he could. Dando knew what falling to the ground
meant. Falling is a certain death. Always stay standing if you're
alive, always. He knew he needed to act.

Dando reached for the pistol at his waist.
He was able to pull it from its holster before the second biker
pulled and aimed his gun and the both of them began unleashing
thunder and fire in his direction.

He felt four bullets pound into him and that
was enough. His pistol fell out of his grasp, not a single shot
fired. Dando was fast to join his weapon on the concrete. The legs
beneath him couldn't take his dying weight, not by a long shot.

His shaking knees held him up surprisingly
well once planted on the ground. His eyelids weren't quite as
powerful, they got heavier and heavier by the second. Throughout
all the pain, all the blackness closing in, Dando's mind still
managed to wander off from the situation. Away from the last few
moments of his life.

It was strange. He'd spent his life devoted
to God. All his life he didn't fear death, as it would be his
long-awaited opportunity to see his lord. But, now that his life
was quickly ending, he couldn't help but feel apprehensive. He
hardly felt prepared to meet God.

The thought didn't last long. His knees gave
out and his eyelids lost all power simultaneously. Dando fell onto
the concrete and into the pool of blood and orange pills. The first
shot he'd received tore right through the half full bag and spilled
the drugs all across the sidewalk.

Seeing their job was done, the two bikers
roared away. The piercing sound of their engines entered Dando's
closing mind. It would be that last thing that ever would.
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It was just past three as everyone sat
solemnly in Vin's office. Vin sat behind the desk, once again
listening to the loud voices. But this time he was sure to listen.
Ben and Joe were sitting in their usual place across the desk. Rain
took a place a distance away on a couch against the wall. She was
quiet, too emotionally overwhelmed to speak. She only watched, and
listened.

"This can't just go untouched," Joe sneered.
"Those fuckers can't get away with this, fuck no. They gotta go. I
ain't gonna stand for this!"

"Yeah," Ben nodded in equal frustration, and
odd moment of agreement with Joe, "these Devil fuckers gotta go.
They killed Dando, that means we gotta slaughter them! There's
gotta be a Goddamn war in the streets!"

"Gentlemen," Vin sighed calmly, "what do you
suggest? I mean that in terms of real, useful suggestions when it
comes to retaliation."

"We gotta take 'em out," Joe replied simply.
"They gotta get got. That's all that's gotta happen. We gotta show
everyone that we ain't to be fucked with. That if you cap one of
ours, we'll put you in the fuckin' ground."

"And we gotta act fast," Ben added. "Any
hesitation is gonna show weakness. We can't afford that now. We
gotta take revenge right now. Dando would've done it for us, we all
know that."

"I understand that," Vin assured. "Revenge
needs to be taken, that much is abundantly clear at this point, it
was from the beginning. I'm wondering if you have any suggestions
as to how to go about that revenge. I get it needs to be done, and
needs to be done soon. But I'll take thoughts as to how. At the
very least, could you explain to me what you feel the first move
should be?"

"Why? Don't you always have a plan for that
shit?" Ben wondered.

"Of course I do," Vin answered, "I just need
to ensure we're all on the beginning of the same page. This needs
to be surgical and collected. We all need to be on the same level,
in the same mind."

"You want my suggestion?" Joe asked.

"Sure," Vin shrugged.

"First move, she's gotta go," he aimed a
thin finger to Rain.

"Me?" she spoke up. "Why?"

"Don't bullshit, you know why," Joe growled.
"You're just some nobody bystander in all this. You ain't gonna be
anythin' but a damn problem, that's what you've been from the
beginnin'. And you're the one who caused all this shit anyway. You
killed Dando, you've done enough already."

"Excuse me?" Rain shot from her seat.
"You're not pinning his death on me, you couldn't possibly be doing
that. What the fuck did I do to kill him? Did I pull the trigger?
No I didn't. So why don't you take a step back and think about your
fucking words you unbelievable asshole."

"Nah," Joe shook his head, "you ran over
those two fuckers that night after the club. You started this. You
started a war now, you happy?"

"Shut the fuck up, Joe!" Ben exploded. "Get
it in your mind that we would be dead if she hadn't done that!
Dando's murder wouldn't be happening right now, it would've already
happened, along with yours, mine, and even Rain's. So just stop
making what she did out to be a terrible thing. She saved your
fuckin' ass, appreciate it!"

A sharp bang shook the room. Vin had once
again fired a gun into the air to cease the arguments. He set his
smoking forty-five back on his desk and gestured for everyone to
sit, which they all did swiftly.

"Civil war is no way to fix this," he
explained. "That's what they want to happen. We cannot, and will
not let them win this. I won't let them, and I will put a Goddamn
bullet in anyone who gets in the way, understand?" Everyone nodded.
Nobody dared to speak. "Please, someone continue this very fruitful
conversation."

"Look," Ben spoke slowly, "we shouldn't be
looking for faults here. If anything, its a collective fault
between us for gettin' in that situation and not expecting large
retaliation. But we shouldn't blame each other either. The only
place where all the blame lies is with those damn KC Devils. They
put the bullets in Dando, its their fuckin' fault, and they need to
pay. Not any of us, them. And only them."

"That don't change one fact," Joe continued
his objection, "and that's that Rain is still just a stranger in
all this, a bystander."

"Bullshit," Rain snarled, still being
careful to keep in her seat, not wanting to escalate things to the
point of putting more bullets in the ceiling. "That's bullshit and
you know it. I am in this just as much as you guys are. I killed
those guys in the alley, there's fresh blood on my hands just like
there's dried blood on yours. Besides, I'm going to guess that they
know who I am by now, right?"

"I'd most certainly believe that, yeah," Vin
nodded.

"I'd be surprised if they didn't know," Ben
added.

"So?" Joe asked harshly.

"So I'm in as much danger as any of you are
if I go out wandering the streets now," she went on. "I'm not a
bystander, I'm a damn target now. I've probably got a hit out on me
just like all of you. If I go out there, if I try to leave now, I'm
dead. I won't make it out of the city alive. Now, I saved all your
lives already, will you save mine?"

"When you say it like that I feel rather
obligated," Vin nodded. "But you do have a damn good point. If you
walked out that door, you wouldn't make it to the city limits, no
way. The three of us would maybe make it a mile."

"What the hell are we gonna do?" Joe
wondered. "We can't build an army from this damn hotel."

"We're gonna have to go back home soon
enough," Ben agreed. "We can't just stay here and wait to die."

"I'll post our guys at everyone's house,"
Vin said. "I'll give them automatic weapons, the stuff you see in
the army. And I'll get everyone escorts everywhere you go. We've
got firepower and the manpower to use it all. Rain," he turned to
her, "I would suggest staying in this building if you can help it.
But, if you want to get out of dodge while you can, I could get you
out of here safely. We could get you out of the city safe tonight
if you want out."

"No," she immediately rejected the idea,
"I'm part of this, I'm staying."

"That's what I like to hear," Vin smiled.
"We need all the help we can get at this point anyway. Welcome to
the war."

"You can't be serious," Ben looked to Rain.
"You need to get outta here as soon as you can. You could die out
there."

"I can't just abandon you guys," Rain stayed
strong.

"I'm giving you permission to abandon us,"
Ben retorted. "For your own safety, get outta here while you
can."

"I'm sorry," she shrugged apologetically, "I
can't. Dando would understand, I'm sure. He'd probably think it was
God's will."

"That crazy son of a bitch," Joe groaned,
knowing she was right. "Rain or no Rain, how the hell are we gonna
do this. We need a strategy or some shit."

"Relax," Vin spoke soothingly, "I've got it
figured out already."

"Damn right you do," Ben couldn't help but
smile. It was amazing how many times his boss came through.

"It's quite simple really, nothing we
haven't done before," Vin began explaining the plan. "It won't be
without its share of bloodshed, but we'll get 'em all. We'll
exterminate every last one. We'll pull the treaty card. We call for
a sit down, to talk for peace."

"The Devils ain't gonna want peace," Joe
pointed out. "They want all of us dead, simple as that."

"Indeed they do, Joe," Vin went on, "but
they'll accept it on the idea that they can hit all of us at that
sit down and erase us. We just need to prepare for it. We'll say no
guns, they'll get guns that are easily hidden, small pistols or a
stubby shotgun at best. We've dealt with nobodies like them to know
well enough that's what they always do. All we need to do is pack
bigger heat and have more guys. We have both of those things at the
ready. Everyone who was under Dando is blood thirsty, rabid dogs.
Like I said, it won't be bloodless, but its a sure thing
nonetheless."

"So we go in lookin' to stop the bloodshed,"
Joe started.

"But we're just starting it," Ben finished
it with a grin.

"Ain't nothin' we haven't done before," Joe
shrugged. "You sure it'll work?"

"No matter how much bigger the Devils got,
we got bigger too," Vin pointed out. "They were tiny to begin with.
They're heads are just far too swelled. Time to let all that air
out."

"Sounds straightforward enough for me," Rain
spoke her opinion.

"Hell no," Ben shook his head, "you can't be
in on this. No way."

"What? Of course I will be," Rain objected
furiously.

"Do you have any idea how dangerous it'll
be?" Ben wondered. "If you get yourself shot and killed, or even
wounded, I'll never forgive myself."

Rain instantly recalled their conversation
at the coffee shop. The moment you kill someone with a family is
the moment you can't come back. He wouldn't pull the trigger, but
Ben would feel responsible anyway. She could see in his face that
there was nothing she could say to sway his head. Her gaze turned
to Vin instead.

"Like I said," Vin spoke to Ben, "we need
all the help we can get."

"If she wants to help, let her," Joe
suggested.

"She'll die out there!" Ben said in a
rage.

"You don't know that, Ben," Vin replied.
"She could end up saving your life for all you know."

"I can't take this," Ben stormed out of the
office.

"He really cares for you, you know that?"
Vin turned to Rain. "It's quite the thing to see really."

"I don't really see why," Joe added. "We
barely know ya."

"He saved my life when we first met," Rain
said. "Maybe he doesn't want to do it again."

"Maybe he sees a bit of himself in you," Vin
figured. "He was a runaway long ago, you know that?"

"Yeah," Rain nodded, realizing just how much
sense Vin made, "I do."
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It took Rain nearly fifteen minutes to track
down Ben in the hotel. He'd broken his way into one of the still
derelict rooms on the second floor. His tall figure blocked much of
the light from the window from entering the room. He was staring
out into the street, watching, keeping guard.

"They're out there," he spoke darkly, not
turning around but somehow sensing Rain was in the doorway.
"They're just waiting for us."

"You're being a little bit paranoid," Rain
replied, entering the dirty, foul smelling room. "Vin said
bodyguards are coming. We've got nothing to worry about."

"No," Ben shook his head, finally coming
away from the window, "not 'we'. There's not gonna be anymore 'we'.
You gotta go."

"You know I can't do that, Ben. I'm in this
now."

"Vin told you straight we can get you out of
this city if you want. That's what needs to happen. But you said no
to him. What the hell is wrong with you?"

"I can't just leave. He also said that you
need all the help you can get. I can give you guys help, you just
need to trust me."

"It's far too dangerous," Ben still objected
firmly. "More people are gonna start dying here real soon."

"Yeah, those damn biker assholes will," Rain
retorted. "And finding danger is the whole reason I left home to
begin with. I wanted more adrenaline in my life."

"Goddamn it, Rain," Ben closed the gap
between them in one long, swift stride, "don't you see this is not
the time or the place for your adventure seeking? If you go out
there with us, you will die, and that's that."

"I owe it to Dando to stay. I killed those
guys in the alley, all for you guys, and doing that started this
damn war. It doesn't matter if it was necessary or not, I know it
was. Either way, I did, I knew there would be consequences, and now
here they are. I can't just run away from them."

"You can't run away?" Ben scoffed. "You
never seemed to have any problem with it before."

"You fucking bastard," Rain sneered. "You
know just as well as I do Dando would've supported me staying and
fighting."

"Dando would support you living. And there's
no living for you if you stay here. Those KC Devils will kill you.
I don't care how optimistic Vin is, you can't listen to him
now."

For a minute after that, both of them just
stood silently in the dust-caked, decomposing hotel room. The only
sound that came was the occasional creak from the rotting wood
beneath their feet. Both were concerned as to whether the floor
would give out against their weight, but they wouldn't let this
fear show through their mutual scowls.

"Vin is the boss," Rain finally came up with
something to say. "I think its safer to go with what he says."

"I've been in this far longer than you have,
longer than Vin even has," Ben replied harshly. "I introduced him
into this business. I know what's dangerous more than he does. I
know what's best for you far better than he does."

"You know what's better for me?" Rain raised
her eyebrows, obviously offended by this. "So I can't think for
myself? You need to make my decisions for me?"

"That's not what I said."

"Then what the hell were you saying, Ben?
Because if you're not saying I can't think for myself, I might as
well make my own decisions. And, whether you like it or not, I'm
staying. I have to stay. I owe it to everyone."

"You don't owe everyone shit," Ben growled.
"The only thing you owe to anyone is the sight of your face to your
family. They're out there, worried to death, searching all they can
for you. Meanwhile you're here, begging to stay in this place and
get yourself killed. You don't owe anybody here any damn thing. You
owe it to your parents, the people that birthed and raised you, to
go back home. Let them know you're still alive and well. They gave
you life for God's sake. You were and are their life. So give them
what you owe them and give them their life back. Get the hell out
of this place while you still can."

"How can you tell me to leave so easily?"
she shook her head, tears welling in her eyes, "How can you just
toss me out like that? Do I mean so little to you?"

"I didn't say that either, quit twisting my
words," Ben snarled.

"Well then how? How can you just demand I
leave like I'm nothing, just a lonely bystander in all this? You
know I'm not, I know I'm not. So how? How can you tell me to do
that so callously?"

"You remember what I told you in the coffee
shop?" Ben wondered.

"What does that matter?"

"Do you remember or don't you?"

"Which part?"

"The part where I told you that the moment
someone kills someone with a family, with something to live for is
the moment it ends for them," Ben explained.

"Yeah I do," Rain nodded, puzzled. "So?"

"You've got a family out there, Rain, people
to live for. People living for you, whether you want them to or
not. Now I don't have to pull the trigger myself on this one.
Letting you stay here for this is me killing you. If you die out
there, that's me killing a person with a family. And, just like
everyone else, there's no way I can come back from that."

"If you think like that," Rain sighed, "if
you really think like that," she took as much as a step towards him
as she could, "then this is me alleviating that thought. None of
this is your fault, nor will it ever be. This is my choice, a
conscious decision on my part. You're not forcing me to stay, I'm
forcing you to let me stay. If I die out there, it is all my fault,
none of yours."

"You know I'll never feel that way," Ben
replied. "If you die, there's no way I could not feel like its my
fault."

"I'm sorry you feel that way," Rain turned
away and headed for the hall.

"If you stay here you'll die," Ben called to
her as she disappeared out of the room. "Letting you stay here is
killing you! Everyone's killing you, Rain! You don't owe them
shit!"

No response ever came. Rain was already
gone.

Rain made haste to her room. She'd heard
every word Ben yelled at her and it shook her to her core. He cared
for her, she could tell that from his booming volume, from his
unwavering effort to get her out. But still, she didn't need people
to care for her, she could handle herself. Despite his care, he was
still constricting, just like her parents were. The only difference
here was she couldn't leave. Not yet, not until the KC Devils were
dead.

As soon as she was in her room she headed
straight for her journal. She flipped to the next blank page in an
instant and began penning her next letter.

 


Dear Mom and Dad,

 


I'm leaving soon. I'm leaving this place
I've been staying very, very soon. There's just a few things I have
to take care of first. I wish I could be more specific, but life
just forces a lot to the imagination sometimes, I guess. What I can
tell you is I found what I was looking for out here. A life worth
getting up for, a life that's worth living. I've recently found its
not without its constrictions, sadly. But I'll be moving on again
very soon, hopefully to a place where I can truly be the free
person I want to be. Where that place is I have yet to know. How I
hope to get there is a mystery as well, but I suppose that goes
without saying.

 


A friend I met here was a runaway too, and
he always regretted not sending a letter or something to his family
after he left. That's why I hope to send these first few pages to
you after I get out of here, after I get to freer, greener
pastures. Stamps and envelopes can't be that expensive, can they?
Either way, I'll find a way to get these pages to you, and I'll
always remember to send more. I at least owe it to you guys to let
you know I'm still alive. If you're still looking for me, stop. I
don't want to be found, and I don't want you think I want to be.
Please, for me as well as you. It'd be easier for you to let me go
for now. Who knows, I may be back around for a visit someday. I'll
be sure to fill you in on all my travels, wherever I may be.

 


Your truly,

Delicate Rain
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The next day, the shades on Vin's home were
drawn. The doors were all locked. All the guns in the house were
loaded and at the ready. Two guards sat watch in a car down the
block. Every precaution was taken and Vin was quaint with staying
safe, calm, and alone all day. But a loud knocking at his door
brought that dream to a swift death.

Vin opened the door cautiously, his hand
wrapped around his holstered pistol. His grip quickly weakened when
he saw the face a police officer on his front step. He couldn't
help but breathe a silent sigh of relief.

"Can I help you, officer?" Vin opened his
door all the way.

"Yes, Mr. Reese, my name is Sergeant
Leyland," the officer introduced himself, "I'm just wondering if I
could have a few words with you."

"Of course," Vin let the officer in and lead
him to the study. He sat in his usual spot while Leyland sat in the
chair across the end table. "What can I do you for?"

"We've had people claim they saw a known
runaway in this area," Leyland explained, "a certain Rain Phillipa.
I'm just wondering if you've seen anything, or anyone lately."

"What's she look like?" Vin inquired.

Leyland pulled out the picture he'd gotten
from the Phillipa's and handed it to Vin. Vin looked it over with a
faux expression of interest.

"I think I've heard some things about her,
but I haven't heard all that much," Vin shrugged, handing the photo
back.

"It's funny you say that," Leyland replied,
replacing the picture in his pocket.

"Oh, really?" Vin chuckled.

"Something laughable about this?" Leyland
spoke humorlessly.

"I find it funny that you find my words
funny," Vin explained with a smile. "Its one girl in a massive
city. Don't expect every person to have seen her with their own
eyes."

"I find it funny that you've never seen her
before," Leyland retorted. "Especially seeing as several of your
neighbors reported seeing her enter and leave your house several
nights back. Wanna tell me what that's all about?"

"You came to grill me over eyewitness
testimony?" Vin laughed again. "If I know my neighbors like I think
I know my neighbors, I'm going to guess and say the people you
talked to were in their seventies, perhaps eighties. Am I
right?"

"I'm not a liberty to discuss the case that
openly."

"That's a yes," Vin scoffed. "You think
that'll hold up anywhere? I'd be surprised if they could see a
firework show going across the street, and you're telling me they
saw a seventeen year old girl come in and out of my house at
night?"

"So you've never seen her before?" Leyland
wondered.

"Correct," Vin nodded.

"Not heard much about her either?"

"Once again, correct. You are on a roll,
officer," Vin spoke condescendingly.

"Can I ask another question?" Leyland
ignored Vin's insults.

"That's what you're here for," Vin
grinned.

"What do you know about Delicate Rain?"
Leyland couldn't help but find solace in the swift shattering of
Vin's smug smile.

"What a guy like me know about drugs?" Vin
asked innocently.

"I never said it was a drug," Leyland
pointed out slyly.

"Perhaps I heard about it on the news."

"Its only a few days old, it hasn't ever
been on the news yet."

"Perhaps a good assumption, I suppose,"
Vin's smile returned.

"Don't bullshit me, Vin," Leyland sneered.
"I know you cover tracks better than any peddler in this town. I
know I'll never get you on it. All I want to know is how you named
it. It seemed peculiar."

"Why, sergeant, you're not in a drug unit,"
Vin observed, "why would you want to know about such a thing? Let
the higher ups worry about it."

"Normally I would," Leyland shrugged. "Like
some two-bit slinger who got shot dead yesterday with a small
fortune of the stuff on him, that's the drug unit's problem. But
not now, now all I want to know is the title. Where'd it come
from?"

"A drug with the word 'rain' hits the
streets and you think it has something to do with a missing kid
who's named Rain who some octogenarian folks think was outside my
house several nights ago? Seems mighty thin, officer."

"Seems like quite the connection you just
made there, Mr. Reese," Leyland retorted.

"Look," Vin sighed, "you've asked your
questions, and then some. If you're looking to find this kid, I
would suggest that you search someplace else, someplace more
fruitful than my home."

"Where would you suggest?" Leyland wondered,
rising from his seat and sauntering towards the foyer.

"Alaska," Vin answered smartly, "or
Bangladesh."

"I'll keep that under advisement," Leyland
said. He was about to head out the door when he stopped and turned
back around. "Just one more question, Mr. Reese."

"Might as well," Vin gestured for the
sergeant to speak.

"How'd you know she was seventeen?" Leyland
inquired. "I didn't say it, you did. How'd you know?"

"Who? Rain?" Vin replied. "The news, of
course."

"How unbelievably convenient," Leyland
finally headed for the door. "Regards to your dealer's family."

Before Vin could respond to this jab,
Leyland was gone. Vin hopped up from his seat and locked the front
door once again.

"Son of a bitch," he grumbled as he returned
to his seat. He'd always despised cops, especially when they were
fishing for information on him.

But, this encounter with Leyland got Vin
thinking. How'd those blind bats in his neighborhood know who to
look for well enough to spot Rain in the short spurts between
walking to and from his house? Maybe the media coverage was more
extreme than he thought. He'd always regretted not watching more
news, now more than ever.

Vin poured himself a drink and lit up a
cigar. His thoughts wandered off in an instant, as they often did
while he sat in his parlor. Why did Leyland ask about Delicate
Rain? It was a very big stretch for the man to make to connect
those two. It was nothing more than conjecture on Leyland's part.
But, if that was true, why would he think to bring it up? It had to
mean something, Vin just didn't know what. If it was just a guess
on the officer's part, inquiring about it unsolicited was very
dangerous. So maybe, just maybe, it wasn't only conjecture. Maybe
there was something behind the connection. Vin didn't know, but it
had him bothered. He finished off his drink in a flash, a temporary
alleviation to these stresses. But they crept back again, far
quicker than they had before.
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Several days went by before the sit down
between Vin and the KC Devils was made to go down. This wait made
the day all the more tense. Three large SUVs drove out of the city
and to the location the Devils had picked out. Joe drove the middle
truck while Vin sat in the passenger seat. Ben sat in the middle
row next to Rain. They both were careful not to catch a look at one
another. In the far back were a few lower level men in Vin's
operation.

As the location drew closer and closer, Vin
turned back to address Rain. He held out a small pistol in her
direction.

"Use this," he explained. "It'll be easy to
control, and there's more bullets in there than you'll get in any
other pistol out in the world today."

"Thank you," she said dryly, taking the
weapon and hiding it poorly on her person. She was far too nervous
to speak much.

"Jesus Christ," Ben mumbled.

"There's no time to be worried, Benjamin,"
Vin called back to him. "We've got work of an importance level that
far exceeds your stresses."

Ben didn't reply. He only aimed his gaze out
the window and away from everyone in the truck.

"Vin-" Joe began. But Vin lifted his hand
swiftly, ending his comment a syllable in.

"She's only gonna be a liability," one of
the men in the far back spoke up.

"Excuse me?" Rain spun around, fire in her
eyes.

"People, people," Vin calmed, "I made the
choice to allow her to accompany us, she agreed to it. Your boss
has spoken and her stance has been noted. That's all that's needed.
If I hear another word about it I will waste a perfectly useful
bullet. We can address any concerns after we're done tonight."

The sun was barely hanging onto the horizon
when the trio of trucks rolled onto a thin dirt road and stopped in
front of a long abandoned cow barn. Any ounce of red the barn once
held had faded away long ago, and the roof had partially collapsed
as well. It seemed like the perfect place for illicit activities,
but also seemed like it couldn't even hold the weight of its own
age for much longer.

A small army of motorcycles were parked on
the side of the barn. They knew what they were up against now. The
sheer number of the bikes tensed Rain up. She made sure to keep her
hand near the pistol at all times.

There were roughly twenty people in Vin's
entourage for the sit down. Each of them was concealing some sort
of powerful weapon. Rain tried to hide her gun as well as they all
did, but all attempts were in vain.

Nobody spoke as the group entered the dim,
musty barn. An equally large group of Devils stood across the
massive, open main room of the barn. Vin stopped his group a few
dozen feet away from the bikers, creating a sizeable no man's land
between them.

"Vin Reese," a burly, hairy man took a step
out from the group of the bikers, asserting himself as the leader,
"never thought I'd see the day you'd try and make peace."

"Well," Vin shrugged, "here I am."

"Here you all are," the hairy man pointed
out. "That's quite the group you've got there. All just to watch a
peace negotiation, huh?"

"Speak for yourself," Vin noticed the army
of Devils, "you've got quite the following now, don't you?"

"Hard work has paid off," the hairy man
admitted. "I've spent a lot of time building this gang up."

"I know how that feels. I've spent years on
mine. So I suppose we're at a point of mutual difficulty. I guess
now I'm forced to wonder why you're looking to erase me if you
understand my hard work?"

"Your hard work has paid off plenty, Vin.
Its time for the KC Devils to get what they want, what they
deserve," this brought hoots and hollers from the biker crowd.
"We've been the bottom of the barrel for too long. We gotta expand
someplace. You're just next on the chopping block. Nothin'
personal. Besides, you're winding down anyhow, I mean, look at your
backup to this thing," the man aimed a fat finger in Rain's
direction. "What are you? Fourteen?" he didn't even give Rain time
to retort before he had to voice a new observation. "Wait just a
minute, I know you. You're that girl that's all over the news.
You're that runaway kid," he laughed uproariously. "You ran away
from home and joined up with these people? How the fuck does
somethin' like that happen?"

"A chance encounter," Vin answered for her.
"Now, can we get back to the matter at hand?"

"Somebody's pushy," the fat man chuckled.
"Alright, Vin, what are ya lookin' for? You lookin' for some cease
fire or somethin'? Some peace treaty?" the man laughed loudly once
more, this time being joined by his league of followers.

"Judging by that response, I'm going to
guess peace is off the table?" Vin figured, not seeming all that
saddened or surprised.

"You're damn right it is," the man retorted.
"It never was on the table."

"So what is on the table then?"

"Jack shit, Vin, jack shit," the man
cackled.

"Well why don't I try putting something on
the table, and maybe we can see how that goes?" Vin offered.

"Well, whatta you wanna put on the table
then?" the fat man asked condescendingly.

"Blood," Vin replied as a thin, lever-action
sawn-off shotgun slid down his sleeve and into his hand. Before
anyone could blink in response, Vin raised the weapon and fired a
round of buckshot into the hairy man's head. As soon as the
headless corpse hit the floor, the whole room was shushed in
stunned silence.

For an endless second, everyone stared at
the first casualty of the impending massacre. The stiff
soundlessness was broken by the sound of Vin levering another shell
into his gun. In a flash, everyone whipped out their weapons and
scattered across the barn.

Rain leapt to the first slice of cover she
could find, an old cow pen. She jumped into the tall pen, drawing
her weapon as she did. She was ready to jump up and start fighting
as soon as she landed. The barn had other intentions unfortunately.
As soon as Rain landed, the long rotted wood floor of the pen gave
away and she tumbled into the dark expanse of the barn
basement.

It was in her recollection moment that she
absorbed all that was occurring above her. Thundering booms and
cracks filled her head at every moment. Even in the darkness she
could see spent casings and shells from a multitude of guns falling
through the holes and creases in the floor above and piling on the
tough basement floor.

Her weapon drawn and at the ready, Rain
worked her way through the thick, musty blackness. She couldn't
see, she couldn't hear over the massive blasts from guns above her,
and the thick dust clouded her nose. The only sense she had left
was touch. And so she felt her way cautiously.

As she moved, Rain noticed something else
coming through the ceiling. At first it felt like a raindrop hit
her head, then one hit her hand. It seemed like water in the
darkness. But as she felt it she knew just what it was. It wasn't
water, it was thicker.

Now horrified nearly to the point of
sickness, Rain felt her way faster and faster. She needed to get
out of the basement, out of the barn, away from all of this. But
still progress was painfully slow, and the thick rain came heavier
and heavier as the moments went by.

After nearly five minutes of feeling around,
Rain got a small reprieve from her terror. She'd felt her way to a
staircase. It was unstable and cracking, but led her back above
ground and into the dim dusky light all the same. Now she moved
with even more caution.

The shooting had slowed, the movement did as
well. She'd entered into a small corner of the barn. A maze of
corridors and tiny rooms. All she was doing was waiting for the
point where she'd turn a corner and find a hiding Devil meeting her
gaze. Even in the new-found light, she was doubtful she could
manage to outgun any of the bikers.

Just then, the sound of shuffling came from
an intersection ahead of her. A short, bald, shotgun wielding biker
entered into her hallway. He was wounded in the gut, and paid more
mind to himself than to Rain, which gave her all the time she
needed.

She aimed her weapon at the wounded man and
cocked it, which finally got the man's attention. He looked up at
her. Rain expected to see hate and untamable anger in him when
their eyes met. But his eyes held no spite, no fury. Instead they
were filled to the top with fear, crippling fear.

They stood and stared at each other for a
moment. Rain didn't want to shoot him, it was the last thing she
wanted to do. She wished she had some Delicate Rain, it'd give her
the fervor to do what she needed to do. But she didn't have any,
and she didn't want to shoot this man. The biker clearly saw this
in her. Still, neither moved.

Then, a gun report in the distance shook
them out of their collective stupor. The bald man raised up his
shotgun as much as his injured structure would allow. Before he
could raise it all the way, Rain pulled the trigger. The bullet
stuck the man right in the forehead. As the man fell, his shotgun
went off, tearing through the ancient wood of the wall beside
her.

She shrieked loud enough to overpower the
boom of the shotgun. In her fright, Rain didn't even realize she'd
dropped her weapon. It didn't take her long to realize she'd let it
slip her grasp, but this realization wasn't due to her own
recollection.

Another biker came running into the
intersection. This man was much larger than the bald man, and was
weaponless, having lost it somewhere in the fray. He had two large
wounds in his abdomen, but still moved with odd ease. And, unlike
the bald man, he saw Rain immediately and didn't hesitate to
charge.

It was in this moment that Rain finally
discovered she'd dropped her weapon. By the time she'd grabbed it
off the ground, the man was in the middle of lunging at her. The
pistol instantly fell out of her hands as the massive man tackled
her.

Before she knew what'd happened, the man had
both his great, hairy hands wrapped around her throat. She gasped
for air, any ounce of musty oxygen she could get, she got none.
Rain tried in obvious vain to pry the man's grip away from her
neck, but ended up only wasting valuable energy.

As she gasped and gasped, Rain's vision
quickly went out of focus and a ring of darkness showed up in her
peripheral vision. She could see this darkness creeping ever
further in, reducing her vision to blurry pinholes. Rain found she
was envious of the vision she could manage in the lightless
basement.

But, she found herself counting her lucky
stars that her sight faded as much as it did when a bullet whizzed
through the large man's scull. All she could see were thin sprays
of red before the body rolled off of her and the grip on her neck
disappeared.

Rain immediately inhaled the disgusting,
bitter barn air and coughed uncontrollably. But with every cough
came an inhalation of oxygen, which brought her unbelievable
relief. In no time her vision returned, but the coughing
continued.

Ben appeared by her side, smoking revolver
in his hand. As soon as he kneeled beside her, she embraced him in
a vice-like strength. Rain couldn't stop herself from breaking down
and weeping.

"Thank you," she gave out a wheezy cry. "Oh,
God. Oh, God."

"Come on," Ben helped her up, "let's get you
out of here."

She only nodded, taking a few slow, shaking
steps forward. It took a few moments for her to stabilize enough to
walk. Despite this necessary time to relearn walking, running came
back the instant Rain entered the main room of the barn.

Bodies were strewn across both sides. The
bikers were eradicated, but so were a fair share Vin's men. Now
she'd seen exactly where all those droplets had come from. As she
saw Vin and Joe standing triumphantly over the field of corpses,
her breakdown reached a peak and she sprinted unevenly out of the
barn.

Ben was quick to make chase, but she got a
fair share ahead of him before she finally collapsed just short of
the trucks. It was all too much. It was all finally too much for
Rain Phillipa to bear.

"Jesus, Ben, Jesus," she wailed as wrapped
his arms around her, trying his best to comfort her. "I wanna go
home."

"Really?" he asked shocked.

"I just wanna go home," she repeated through
her sobs. "I need to go home."
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As the moon was nearing its highest point in
the sky, Vin's office was abuzz with full drinks and elated faces.
Vin, Joe, and Ben sat around the desk and celebrated their bloody
victory, burning their way through a bottle of fine scotch as they
did. But, despite the jubilant occasion, the smile was
significantly lesser on the face of Ben Scallazi, and the alcohol
only seemed to enhance his sorrows.

"Why such a long face, Benjamin?" Vin
noticed his friend's frowning expression. "This is a happy
night."

"Its Rain," Ben explained. "She wasn't ready
for that, not by a long shot. I tried to tell her, I damn near
pleaded with her to leave. She almost died out there, and saw the
kinda shit that haunts a person."

"That explains her bit of a meltdown," Vin
smiled, his words slurring. "She certainly wasn't happy on the trip
home. Although I suppose I don't blame her, God only knows what
she's doing upstairs right now."

"I don't wanna think about it," Ben
replied.

"She say anythin' to you?" Joe inquired.
"She didn't say a damn word on the way back, she say anythin' to
you ever?"

"She said," Ben paused, "she said she wanted
to go. She said she needs to go home."

"Well, what a wonderful revelation," Vin
said excitedly. "Her family will be absolutely thrilled, I'm
sure."

"You're kiddin' me, right?" Joe scoffed at
the two of them. "She can't leave, especially not now."

"Why not?" Vin wondered. "She's done her
job. She did Delicate Rain, named it too, and sold it to a good
enough degree. Shit is selling like the flu shot now."

"We kinda owe it to her to let her leave,"
Ben agreed. "We said she was free to go after she did that. She did
that and then some."

"Yeah, go somewhere other than home," Joe
pointed out. "She can't just go back home no questions asked. If
Rain goes back home, its gonna be a disaster for us."

"How do you figure that?" Vin asked.

"How do you think?" Joe retorted, pointing a
twig-like finger towards a television on the wall. He grabbed the
remote off the desk and turned the TV to the eleven o'clock news,
which was nearing its halfway point by now.

Any remnants of smiles anybody had
disappeared when they realized what was looking back at them
through the screen. A reporter stood on a thin country road,
talking loudly at the camera. But they paid no mind to the
broadcast, the trio were too drawn to the background. It was the
cow barn they were at just hours earlier.

"Shit, they found that quick," Vin groaned.
"How'd they do that?"

"We shot off a fortune of ammo out there,
somebody had to hear," Ben figured, not taking his eyes off the
screen.

"See, she can't just leave," Joe exclaimed.
"She saw all of that, everything. We'll get the damn electric chair
for that shit, man!"

"Nobody uses the electric chair anymore,
Joe," Vin explained pointlessly.

"We gonna get somethin' anyway, you know
that," Joe went on. "If she goes home, I give it three days before
she spills everything she's got. We can't let her go home, we'll be
dead men if we do. Everything we did tonight will be useless, we'll
all go down anyway. Somethin' else has gotta happen."

"Something else?" Vin raised an eyebrow.

"Don't tell me you're suggesting what I
think you're suggesting," Ben sneered, seeing what Joe was getting
at with his vague statement.

"What else do you see to do, man?" Joe
replied. "We ain't got any other options at this point. We gotta do
what we gotta do."

"Don't give me that bullshit," Ben spat
before turning to Vin. "You can't honestly be floating that idea.
That's not the only option, and you know it!"

"It's the only option that will assure
anything," Vin responded calmly. "But it doesn't have my vote. We
should think over other options before we speak about that
again."

"What other option?" Joe wondered angrily.
"There ain't no other option, Vin."

"She can lie," Ben observed obviously.
"That's the other option. She'll lie, which she'll do in a damn
heartbeat. How do we even know she'll have to lie? Cops could just
toss her in the tank for thirty days and slap her on the wrist and
call it all done."

"I doubt that'll happen," Vin reached for
the remote and turned up the volume on the news, which was now back
to the news desk and running a story on Rain. Her photograph graced
the top corner of the screen.

"The search is still going for Rain
Phillipa, a local teen who is believed to be a runaway," the
anchor explained to the camera. "Rain has been missing for
nearly two weeks now and the search for her is growing. Hundreds of
volunteers are searching high and low all around the greater Kansas
City area searching for any sign of the teen. Meanwhile, police
have received thousands of tips about the possible whereabouts of
Rain Phillipa. More recently, Rain's parents released a statement
in which they said they're hoping to find their daughter within the
Kansas City metropolitan area..." it was at this point where
Vin muted the television and turned back to his colleagues.

"You see," Joe said almost proudly, "she
ain't just gonna get off free. She's gonna get grilled about where
she ran off to. And when that happens, she'll crack, no matter how
she feels about us. The cops will make her squeal the second her
story changes, and she's just a damn kid. Her story's gonna change
real fast."

"She'll stay strong, she will," Ben assured
confidently. "We gotta put some faith in her. We certainly can't
kill her. She'll lie, she'll keep her story straight."

"So says you," Joe scoffed.

"Its the most innocent option," Vin sighed.
"But its not a sure thing, not by any means. There is only one sure
option."

"You're not siding with Joe, are you?" Ben
was appalled. "You can't possibly tell me you want her dead."

"I'm not saying that," Vin corrected. "I'm
not for killing her, but simply asking her to lie is chancy."

"Damn right it is," Joe blurted. "If she
spills, we're getting it for dealing drugs, manufacturin' drugs,
not to mention killin' God knows how many of those KC Devil
fuckers. We're dead if she says a word."

"She won't talk," Ben said nervously. "She
won't say anything. She'll lie. Trust me."

"I think its best we all sleep on our
thoughts," Vin rose from his seat and wrapped around the desk,
heading for the door. "Think on your thoughts gentlemen."

"Where do you stand now?" Joe inquired at
his boss.

"Killing her should not be our go to
option," Vin replied, his hand on the door handle. "It should be a
worst-case scenario."

"It shouldn't even be an option," Ben
retorted.

"Sleep on your thoughts," Vin repeated
before finally heading out the door and beginning his journey
home.
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Rain sat at the edge of her bed, staring
blankly at the patterns the sun created as its rays passed through
the window pane. It was still morning, so the low sun created long,
room-spanning artistry with the shadows it produced. But even the
odd shapes of the shadows couldn't move the images of the night
before out of her mind.

She was too overwhelmed to move, she didn't
even want to blink. Her eyes stayed open until her vision got
blurry. But her blurred vision took her back to the frosty sight
her strangling brought her, and Rain forced herself to blink and
right her sight once more.

A light tapping on her door didn't shake her
out of her horrified trance. It wasn't until the knocking moved
onto pounding that she was shaken out of her stupor. She spun
quickly to see Ben standing in her doorway, staring apologetically
at her. Her eyes aimed towards the floor, she didn't know what to
say to him, or how to say it.

"You still wanna go home?" he wondered
softly, doubting she'd even hear his words.

"Yeah," she replied immediately, even
quieter than him. "I just want to leave. I just want to see my
family again."

"We can probably get you home tonight if you
want," Ben suggested.

"That'd be great," she nodded, her eyes
finally coming up to meet his. "Thank you."

"There is something I need to ask you
first," Ben sauntered reluctantly into her room, "something
important."

"What is it?"

"What are you gonna tell people when they
ask where you were?" Ben inquired. "I don't know if you know, but
there's a lot of media coverage of all of this. They're not gonna
settle for a simple answer. They're gonna want to know everything
about what happened. And, Rain, you gotta lie. I don't care what it
is, but you gotta lie about what happened all this time. About
everything, nothing can come back to what actually happened. Can
you do that?"

"Of course I can," Rain nodded. "I wasn't
planning on telling the truth anyway. Of course I'll lie."

"What are you gonna say? It's gotta be air
tight," Ben asked, knowing his fear was beginning show in his
voice.

"I can just say I've been on the streets the
whole time," Rain answered. "I'll say I slept in random alleys, dug
through trash to get food, all that hobo shit. I won't say a damn
thing about the hotel, about you or Vin, Joe, or Dando, I won't say
anything about this. I sure as hell won't talk about the KC
Devils."

"You gotta make sure you don't, understand?"
Ben was nearly pleading with her. "You have no idea how important
it is."

"I think I do, Ben."

"I really don't think you do."

"I will be fine, don't worry," Rain assured
him with a sure smile.

"And your story has to stay straight, you
gotta practice it. If you change it up, they'll catch onto that.
You need to keep it straight," Ben implored.

"I'll keep it straight, Ben, I keep telling
you not to worry. I can handle this."

"Okay," Ben nodded nervously, "okay. I trust
you," he tried to hide his fright. He knew he wasn't doing much
good. Very little sleep came his way the night before, he spent all
night worrying that Vin might eventually side with Joe. This fear
was still with him, and probably would be until Rain was back
home.

"Can I ask you a question?" Rain finally
rose off the bed.

"Sure," Ben nodded, still occupied with his
thoughts.

"You think we'll ever run into each other?"
Rain inquired. "You think I'll see any of you guys again?"

"Kansas City is a big place," Ben pointed
out. "Earth is even bigger. But, I'm sure we'll cross paths at some
point again."

"How do you know?"

"I don't, I guess," Ben shrugged. "I guess I
have a bit of faith that we will. There too much life left, so many
opportunities left. There's no way we won't run into each other
again someday," he smiled.

"Makes sense," she returned his smile,
"let's hope its a bit sooner rather than later."

"Well," Ben looked at his watch, "Deacon
needs more Delicate Rain. That stuff is flying off the shelves," he
chuckled. "You gonna be alright around here by yourself?"

"Yeah," Rain nodded, "I should probably be
packing up anyway."

"Good point," he chuckled, heading for the
door, "I'll see you tonight," he waved before heading out.

Now that she was alone, Rain knew exactly
what she was going to do, but it wasn't packing. She reached into
her backpack and pulled out her red notebook once again.

 


Dear Mom and Dad,

 


I never thought these words would be coming
out of me when I left, but I'm coming back home. Of course, you'll
know that really soon, and you'll for sure know by the time you
actually read all of this. Just know, I had a lot of emotions when
I started this journal, I didn't mean anything I said, you've got
to believe that, and don't hold that stuff against me.

 


A lot has happened in just the last few
hours. I can't tell you about it, I can never tell you. Just know
that what happened changed my mind. I don't want that life I
thought I did. All I want is to see you guys again, live in my old
house again, and sleep in my own bed again. I guess I should be
hoping that you'll accept me back and not end up sending me to that
academy after all. I know you won't believe it at first, but I just
want to stay home. I don't want to go out every night, some very
bad stuff happens at night around here. I just want to stay home
and see you. That's not too much to ask, is it? I hope not.

 


Yours truly,

Delicate Rain

 


It was at this point that Rain noticed
another set of light taps on her door frame. Her head shot up from
the journal to see Vin standing in the doorway, an odd smile on his
face.

"Hey," she greeted, shutting the notebook
swiftly.

"What have you got there?" he wondered
curiously, wandering over to her.

"Just a journal," she shrugged. "Just
something to keep track of my thoughts for all this. But I guess I
won't need it for much longer now. I'm sure Ben told you I'm
planning on going home."

"Keeping track of your thoughts, huh?" Vin
eyed the red cover of the notebook, suspicion in his gaze.

"Don't worry," Rain explained quickly, "I
didn't put anything incriminating in here or anything, you can
check," she held the journal out to him.

After a moment, Vin took the book and opened
up to the latest, seconds-old entry. He scanned through it, his
face staying blank until he got to the end. His brow raised just
before he shut the notebook and handed it back to her.

"'Yours truly, Delicate Rain'," he peered at
her. "Interesting ending."

"Yeah," she nodded with a laugh, "it's a
long story."

"I'm sure," Vin nodded, heading slowly back
to the door.

"Leaving already?" Rain wondered.

"I've got a lot of work to do today," Vin
replied, slinking into the hallway. "And don't you have work to do
too? You should be packing up, getting ready to go home, shouldn't
you?"

"Good point," she smiled, putting the
journal back in her pack. By the time she looked back up, Vin had
gone. He came and went so quickly, she couldn't help but wonder
what he even wanted. After a moment she shrugged it off as nothing
and sent her mind off on other things.

Finally succumbing to the suggestions, Rain
decided to begin packing her things. It didn't take her long to do.
Everything fit just as well into her backpack as it had when she
first shoved it in hurriedly before slipping out of her window and
into the night life that now consumed her.

With everything swiftly packed away, Rain
couldn't help but smile. She was doing something she swore she
would never do just days earlier. She was going home. She was going
to see her parents again. It was a good feeling, surprisingly
better than Delicate Rain.
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Dusk was settling in when Ben and Joe got
the rather unsettling call from Vin. He wanted to meet them, but
not at the hotel, not anywhere public. Somewhere they'd never been
before, somewhere they'd figured they'd never see again in their
lives.

They both rode in Ben's Cadillac to Vin's
home. By the time they got there and gathered the courage to
approach the door, the sun had just departed their part of the
earth. Vin invited them into his parlor and the three sat and drank
whiskey and puffed on cigars. Neither Ben or Joe wanted to speak on
anything more seriously than traffic or weather. But Vin alleviated
that fear for them.

"I'm sure you're wondering why you're here,"
Vin figured, far too tired of the meaningless, awkward
conversation.

"Damn right," Joe breathed a sigh of relief
that he didn't have to be the one to ask the question.

"I honestly didn't expect this," Ben nodded.
"Rain's back at the hotel right now, ready to leave."

"So," Vin sipped his whiskey, "have you
slept on your thoughts?"

"Yeah," Ben nodded, "she can be trusted. We
need to put some faith in her."

"Joe?" Vin inquired.

"We can't trust our lives to this girl," Joe
spoke the same opinion he had the night before. "We just can't do
it. Its far too much of a risk."

"She'll lie!" Ben snarled. "I know she will,
I asked her about it, she'll lie all day long for us!"

"At first," Joe retorted, "she'll lie at
first. But, with all the cops grillin' her and all those damn news
cameras in her face, she'll flip like a damn pancake. And when that
happens, we'll all be on death row, and you know it."

"You think killin' her won't get us on death
row?" Ben scoffed.

"Nobody needs to know if we do," Joe pointed
out. "We know each other well enough we ain't gonna rat or flip or
any of that shit. We can't trust her."

"She killed people to save us!" Ben
responded furiously. "She hit those two bikers with my car to save
our asses, she'd never sell us down the river, never!"

"Bullshit she won't," Joe looked around the
room before turning to Vin. "You got a TV in here?"

Vin pointed to the wall, where a
well-disguised entertainment center was camouflaged into the wall.
Joe was to it in a flash. He slid the doors open to reveal a
massive flat screen television. He quickly found the remote and
turned on the news again. They were once again playing a story
about the KC Devil massacre.

"You think she ain't gonna spill about
that?" Joe asked loudly. "With all that pressure? You're dumber
than shit if you believe her. She's just a teenage girl, teenage
girls love to change up their stories."

"You know she won't do that!" Ben shot up
from his seat. "You know she won't do that. That's a Goddamn lie
and you know it. She knows well enough not to change her story once
she's made it. She's not some mindless teenager!"

"Gentlemen!" Vin boomed over them. They spun
quickly towards their boss. He only aimed a finger the opposite
direction, towards the TV. They turned to see the story on the
massacre still running, but this time a file photo of Dando was in
the corner of the screen. Joe fumbled for the remote and turned to
volume nearly all the way up.

"Nobody is certain as of yet who
committed this gruesome gang slaying, or why," the field
reporter explained. "But, authorities believe it may have been a
type of extreme revenge for the recent murder of a high-reputation
drug dealer by the name of Bruce Dando. Dando was found shot dead
several days ago and it is believed that the slaughtered KC Devils
gang was behind the shooting. Authorities also claim the shooting
of Dando is connected to a new drug, a small fortune of which was
discovered at the murder scene. The new drug, a pill that goes by
the name Delicate Rain, has exploded onto the streets, with police
thinking its only a week or so old in this area."

Vin snatched the remote out of Joe's hands
and muted the television, tossing the remote onto the end table.
For a moment he watched the reporter's lips keep moving, enjoying
the silence.

"What the hell, man?" Joe asked, confused.
"The TV's still talkin'."

"Delicate Rain," Vin spoke up, his
expression of suspicion staining his face more than ever now,
"where'd she come up with that anyway?"

"No damn clue," Joe shrugged. "One of the
them random things, I guess."

"Ben?" Vin wondered. "You know anything
about it?"

"I think so, yeah," Ben nodded.

"Well, please, inform me," Vin gestured for
Ben to explain, a devious smile growing on his face as he
waited.

"She said it was a nickname," Ben said. "Her
mom gave it to her when she was really young and it kinda stuck, I
guess. What does this have to do with anything?"

"A nickname, huh?" Vin's smile weakened.
"How long has it stuck?"

"I don't know," Ben shrugged. "Until now I
think."

"Why are we even talkin' about this?" Joe
asked impatiently. "There are a lot of more important things to
talk about."

Vin only hummed lowly in response. His mind
was already far away. He recalled the sign off of Rain's letters to
her family. A direct match to the name of his hit new drug. The
remaining smile he still wore dissipated entirely. A deep, spiteful
scowl was all that took its place.

A nickname, it was a nickname. Rain knows
the term well, as does her family, Vin figured. It was no doubt
fresh on her parent's minds, especially now. And now that term was
printed on every news cast or newspaper in the area. There was no
way her family hadn't seen something by now, and even if they
hadn't yet, they would very soon. Any lie Rain told wouldn't hold
up to that. Her nickname, her sign off, was now the most popular
designer drug in Kansas City.

"Vin, you gonna say anything?" Ben snapped
in his boss's face. The snaps garnered no response, not even a
single flinch. "Vin?"

Vin was too far gone now. His thoughts were
all that mattered to him now. It was now that he realized why
Leyland wondered at him about it. He knew of the nickname, and he
knew of the drug. Vin was now positive the family knew, Leyland
informed them, he was certain about that. It was too late for
options now. Whatever lie Rain felt she could tell to trick her
family, to trick the police wouldn't hold up now. Delicate Rain
would make sure of that.
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Rain sighed off her final journal entry. She
couldn’t help but crack a subtle smile as she shut the red
notebook. As much as her family might despise her first few pages,
she knew the last would make up for it all, she couldn’t wait to
see their faces when they read it.

A familiar tapping noise came through the
room, taking Rain away from the comfort of her thoughts. Ben
knocked lightly on her doorframe. She looked up, still wearing her
small smile.

“You ready to go?” he wondered.

“Yep, I’m all packed up,” she nodded,
sliding the journal into her backpack and tossing the heavy bag
over her shoulder. As she looked around the bland, dirty room she
couldn’t help but feel sentimental. She’d always remember this
place, and all the people who came with it. Her smile grew
larger.

“You’re sure you got everything?” Ben
asked.

“Positive,” she assured, approaching him.
She attempted to give him a final hug, but he was swift to stop
her.

“It might be easier if we don’t,” he
figured. “Goodbyes are always hard enough, you know?”

“Yeah, I guess,” she nodded. As
understandable as it was, Ben’s apprehension still wiped the smile
from Rain’s expression. “So, we’re leaving now?”

“Car’s outside,” Ben replied. “Whenever
you’re ready.”

Rain turned to get one more look at the room
before shutting off the light and stepping out into the hall. She
could hear Ben shut the door behind her.

“So,” she said, concerned, “you’re sure
we’ll see each other again someday?”

“As positive as I could be,” Ben laughed a
little. “Don’t worry. We’ll run into each other again at some
point. The world isn’t big enough to keep that from happening.”

“Alright,” Rain returned a chuckle,
relatively reassured, “let’s go.”

-

The drive through the darkness was oddly silent. Ben
drove and had Joe in the passenger seat. Both of them stared
intently into the blackness beyond the headlights, still as
statues. Rain sat in the back, too enthralled in her own thoughts
to pay too much notice to the silence.

She watched the scenery go by in a blur,
hardly able to contain her excitement. The smile had returned to
her face as she delved back into her mind. Her parents would be so
astonished and elated to see her, but somehow she figured she’d be
more excited to see them again.

The car began shaking and shifting as the
time of paved road ended. The vibrations shook Rain out of her
mind, but as she surveyed her surroundings she realized the road
was familiar. The world around them was completely lightless, but
as her eyes adjusted, she knew exactly where they were.

“We’re going to pick begonias?” she wondered
comically, speaking the first words of the whole trip.

“I’m driving you as far as the begonia
fields,” Ben explained humorlessly. “You’re gonna have to walk the
rest of the way. That’s fine with you, right?”

“Of course,” Rain nodded, “I was expecting
my share of walking anyway. The fields aren’t all that far from
home anyway. I’ll only be walking for half an hour or so,” it was
at this that Rain finally realized just how close to home she was.
Her grin grew bigger as her happiness mounted. “Say, where’s Vin
for all this?”

“He’s busy,” Joe responded quickly. “That
Delicate Rain business is a twenty-four hour job, for real.”

“I hear its selling well,” Rain replied.

“Very well,” Joe agreed.

Just then, the farm fields and tall trees
gave away to the endless plains of orange flowers. Ben’s car
immediately slowed to a halt at the mouth of the begonia fields. He
shifted it to park and turned back to Rain.

“This is where I gotta leave you,” he
explained glumly. “Sorry I can’t take you any further.”

“Its fine, don’t worry about,” Rain
alleviated his poor feelings.

“The walk won’t take long,” Joe added.

“Not long at all,” Rain nodded. “Right here
is just fine. Thank you,” she opened her door, illuminating the
car’s overhead light. She was halfway out of the car before turning
back. “I’ll miss you guys. Don’t forget about me, alright?”

“We won’t,” Ben replied, sounding strangely
nervous, “we won’t.”

“See ya ‘round,” Joe gave her a nod.

“Bye,” Rain gave her syllable with a
departing smile before finally getting out of the car and walking
onward through the dark begonia fields.

Rain walked ahead of the car and was
immediately appreciative of the light the headlights gave off. The
gradually dimming lights helped her eyes adjust to the pitch
darkness beyond. But just as she was reaching the end of the bright
beams, a dark obstruction halted her progress. Before she knew it,
Rain was at the edge of this dark mass.

It was an obviously misplaced portion of
darkness. But she was quick to realize that it wasn’t just darkness
for darkness’s sake. The mass of black was a hole in the trail, a
deep one, a perfectly square one. A grave.

Terror shot through her body at the
realization of what she’d come across. Rain spun back around in an
instant. She saw the silhouettes of Ben and Joe standing a dozen
feet away. Ben had drawn his pistol and had it aimed directly at
her.

“What are you doing?” she tried to back
away, but quickly found no ground behind her, only the empty air of
the grave. “Ben? What the hell are you doing?”

“I’m sorry,” Ben replied after a long pause,
his voice shaking even more than his hands. “I’m sorry.”

“You don’t have to do this,” Rain pleaded.
“I can lie, I will lie. I will say whatever you want me to say to
them. I promise nobody will know. Nobody has to know.”

“You can’t lie,” Ben spoke in heavy
melancholy. “You can’t lie. They already know, it’s too late.”

“You don’t know that, Ben. You don’t know
that. How can you know that? They don’t know, how could they?”

“You named the pill,” Ben explained through
clenched teeth. Rain could finally make enough of him out to see
his eyes welling up. “You named the damn drug after that nickname
you got.”

“So? That doesn’t mean anybody knows
anything,” Rain tried to convince him, her voice cracking through
every word. “Nobody knows anything, I promise.”

“I promise you they do. That name is all
over the news now. They’re gonna know you named it, and you’re
gonna have to tell them how you came across it. You can’t lie, you
just can’t.”

“Please, Ben, you need to believe me, I can
get through this without saying anything. Please just trust me!”
tears began sliding down the sides of her face as she spoke. “You
don’t have to kill me. I can work this out, I promise I can!”

“I’m sorry, Rain,” Ben struggled to speak,
“there’s too much at stake. I can’t let you go, not now.”

“Jesus, Ben, I have a family at home waiting
for me! You told me all this time you can’t ever kill someone with
a family and just walk away. If you kill someone with people
waiting at home for them, you can never come back! Well I’ve got a
family Goddamn it, they would give the whole world to see me again,
and now I would do the same to see them again! Please, Ben, you
don’t have to do this! You can’t ever come back from this!”

“I know,” Ben spoke in a soft, apologetic
tone, lowering his weapon to his side and approaching her.

Rain tried to back away again, but she was
once again stopped by the lack of solid ground behind her. She had
no choice but to take several steps away from the hole and towards
Ben. As soon as they met each other he embraced her with his one
free hand, she returned the embrace with both arms, holding him
tighter than she’d held anybody else in her life.

“Please, Ben,” she said in a sobbing
whisper, “I don’t want to die.”

“I know,” he whispered back lowly.

A shot rang out. Rain’s hands instantly
clenched, digging her nails into Ben’s back. But in a matter of
seconds their grip loosened. Her knees weakened, and she slid
slowly downward and out of his grasp. Once free of his arm, Rain
fell sideways and came to a limp end on the dirt trail of the
begonia fields.

Ben looked down at the smoking gun in his
hand. Never before in his life had he felt so much shame, so much
pain. It was now he saw precisely why men who pull the trigger on
loved people will never come back. He doubted this pain would ever
leave him again. It would be an anchor on his soul for the rest of
his days.

His gaze shifted to Rain. He’d shot her in
the gut. It wasn’t a painless death, but her casket could be open.
Her family could at least have that. After only a handful of
seconds he turned away from the sight, dropping his weapon as he
did. Letting it out of his grasp was the only thing keeping him
from using it on himself.

“Alright,” Joe nodded, brandishing a shovel
as he approached the scene, “lets get buryin’.”

“No,” Ben growled, grabbing the handle of
the shovel tightly, “we’re not burying her.”

“What the hell are ya talkin’ about, Ben?”
Joe scoffed, trying to pull the shovel out of Ben’s hands, to no
avail. “Vin said we need to bury the body. We can’t just leave her
out in the open, she’s gonna get found.”

“She needs to get found,” Ben retorted. “Her
family can’t die thinking she just abandoned them. They need to
know what happened. She can’t just disappear.”

“That’s the whole point, Ben. If she gets
found, we gonna get busted.”

“Then so be it. But I will not let you bury
her out here like this, Joe. She needs something proper. She needs
a funeral with a priest, and a coffin, and family members around
her. Not some shallow grave in the middle of a damn flower
patch.”

“Vin’s gonna have your ass,” Joe
objected.

“Then let him have it,” Ben sneered. “Not
like you ever gave a shit about anybody other than yourself. Just
let me take the consequences so we can leave her.”

“Son of a bitch,” Joe groaned, walking back
towards the car.

Ben turned to Rain again. But this time his
eye caught something he hadn’t seen before. As she fell, something
tumbled from her backpack. He reached down, looking away as he did,
and picked the red composition notebook out of the dirt.

“I’m sorry, Rain,” Ben’s voice shook with
grief as he looked at the journal in his hands. “I’m so sorry.”
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After Ben dropped Joe off, he disappeared from
sight. Vin never heard from him, nor did Joe or anyone else in the
operation. A search turned up nothing either. Ben was a ghost.

It was two days before anybody found Rain’s
body in the fields. The police were swift to begin an
investigation. The news gave word about tire tracks leading away
from the scene, a small pistol left by the body, and a few shoe
prints in the soft dirt. The investigators assured the culprit
would be caught soon.

Throughout the civilian population, many
mourned the loss of the runaway girl they’d been looking for so
diligently. Candlelight vigils were held, charities popped up out
of nowhere in her name, and a large, albeit private, funeral was
held.

The day after the funeral, Ben poked his
head into the light for the first time since the night in the
fields. He sat in his parked car, looking at the building across
the street. Constant contemplations went through his mind. He
already knew he would go into the building, but what would he do
once he was in? How much would he say? How would he say it.

The Kansas City police station loomed over
him, waiting for him to enter, mocking him. Ben knew he’d have to
get out and face the closing in reality eventually, and he knew
there was no honor among thieves, much less murderers.

After nearly an hour of silent thought, Ben
stepped out of his car and took the slow walk across the street and
into the lobby of the police station. His stone cold expression
didn’t change as he approached the front desk. The tall, uniformed
woman behind the desk turned him with a blank look.

“Can I help you?” she wondered.

“My name is Ben Scallazi, I’d like to
confess to the murder of Rain Phillipa.”
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Vin and Joe sat in Vin’s office. They sipped
nervously on whiskey drinks, thinking over their next move. The
heat was high after Rain’s killing, but the demand for Delicate
Rain hadn’t softened. Vin stared at the large bag of orange pills
on his desk.

“Any word from Ben?” he looked across the
desk at Joe.

“Nothin’, man,” Joe sighed, “the guy just
kinda fell off the damn earth.”

“He’s somewhere, Joe, everyone is somewhere.
Find him.”

“I’m tryin’ my best, Vin. I’ve got people
out there all times of the day, but nobody’s comin’ up with
anythin’. Not so much as smell of him.”

“Jesus Christ, where is that man?” Vin
groaned, looking down at the large back on his desk. “How the hell
are we going to move this stuff? I’m losing all my top dealers. You
can’t put all of it out, and the wholesalers are getting
impatient.”

“Deacon especially,” Joe pointed, “he’s
developed a bit of an addiction since Ben and Rain sold him that
first batch.”

“I’ll bet,” Vin nodded. “You need to work
twenty-four hours a day before I can figure who to bring up.”

“Shit, man, you gotta be kiddin’ me.”

Vin was about to assure Joe he wasn’t
kidding in the least when a loud bang came from the lobby. Both of
their heads instantly stood straight up and turned to the door to
the office. They looked at each other after a moment.

“What the hell was that?” Joe wondered.

“How the hell am I supposed to know?” Vin
scoffed. “Go find out.”

Joe did as he was told and headed for the
hall, but just as he got his hand on the door, it burst open,
knocking him over. A slew of uniformed police officers poured into
the room, pistols and shotguns raised and ready. Vin shot up from
his seat but didn’t move an inch after that. Joe quickly got up and
stood just as still as his boss. The final officer to enter the
room was frustratingly familiar to Vin.

“Delicate Rain,” Leyland peered at the bag
on Vin’s desk, “how expected.”

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”
Vin snarled at the sergeant. “You don’t have anything on us. How
could you’ve possibly gotten a warrant to search this place?”

“Not a search warrant,” Leyland corrected,
“a warrant for both of your arrests.”

“Bullshit,” Joe spat, “what for?”

“Oh, take your pick,” Leyland smiled. “I’ve
got drug manufacturing; drug trafficking; countless murders,
including the credits to society that were the KC Devils, you can
take your pick. But, you know, me being me, I’m going to have to
give this justice to Rain Phillipa,” he shot a smug gaze at both
Vin and Joe. “Vincent Reese and Joe Pryman, you are under arrest
for conspiracy to commit murder and being accomplices to murder,
among other things. You have the right to remain silent, anything
you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You
have the right to an attorney, if you cannot afford one, one will
be appointed to you. Do you understand these rights as I have read
them to you?”

“Fuck you,” Vin sneered as an officer cuffed
him.

“I thought so,” Leyland replied. “Get ‘em
outta here,” he instructed the other officers, who happily escorted
the two of them out of the office. Leyland couldn’t help but grin
as he watched the two of them being walked out in handcuffs. The
fight was far from over, but at least it had begun. Rain Phillipa
would get her day of justice soon enough.
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The trials of Vin and Joe lasted over a year. Vin
was sure to hire the best defense attorneys money could buy for the
both of them. But even then they couldn’t stand up against the
prosecution's star witness. Ben had given the police everything in
the testimony they needed, and the evidence to back it all up. When
the verdicts were handed down, the hard built empire of Vin Reese
crumbled in an instant.

The prosecutors were quick to write books
about Rain’s story, but Ben didn’t want any piece of it. To him it
was sick, profiting anything more than that pride he felt watching
Vin be found guilty was the most immoral thing in the world.

For all he had offered Ben was given
complete immunity. At first he was happy, but as time went on, he
felt he’d gotten off far too easy for his liking. He tried to
convince the authorities to take away the immunity, but nobody took
him in the least bit seriously. And so, Ben walked away from the
court system a free man. He’d helped put one of the nation’s
biggest drug traffickers behind bars, and effectively killed off
Delicate Rain in its infancy, but he didn’t feel free, he knew he
never would. Ben knew he’d always be haunted by the recollection of
his time with Rain. That was his punishment, never-ending
guilt.

Even after he was able to walk the streets a
free man, Ben needed several months before he gathered the courage
to do what he knew he needed to do. And he wasn’t sure those months
had gathered him up enough when the time came. But, apprehensions
be damned, he knew it had to be done.

Knees shaking and pulse pounding, Ben
knocked lightly on the large, eloquent front door of the Phillipa
home. He didn’t say a word or move an inch when the door opened,
revealing the unsuspecting faces of Charles and Marilyn.

“You son of a bitch,” Charles snarled in
pure spite, instantly recognizing the man on his doorstep. Without
another thought he reached into a drawer of a small table by the
door. He quickly pulled a small pistol from the drawer and aimed at
Ben. Ben didn’t move, didn’t grimace, he only closed his eyes and
waited. This lack of fear was enough to throw Charles off kilter.
“We should have you arrested for coming here,” he sneered, trying
to hide his confusion.

“What the hell do you want?” Marilyn asked
distraughtly. “Haven’t you taken enough from us?”

“Please, just let me explain,” Ben begged in
a soft mumble.

“Explain?” Charles scoffed. “You want to
explain? Let me explain something first. You have no Goddamn right
to be here. You should’ve never come here. You took our whole life
away from us. Do you know what that’s like? Do you have any
children?”

“No,” Ben shook his head.

“I figured not,” Charles went on hatefully,
lowering the gun to keep his arm from growing weary. “We raised our
daughter with high hopes for her. She was great in school, best in
her class, she was destined for amazing things. Even when she
started staying out all night and disobeying I knew she’d turn out
well eventually, she was too smart not to. She would be someone
great someday, that was something we knew for sure. That is, until
some farmer found her dead in a damn field. Any aspirations she
had, any life that was ahead of her, ended. Any life we hoped to
have ahead of us died too. All because of you. I can never send her
off to her prom, I can never walk her down the aisle at her
wedding. The best I or anyone else can do for her now is put
flowers on her gravestone.”

“I know,” Ben nodded, eyes at the ground,
using all his strength just to get his words out. “I won’t ever
stop knowing that. I didn’t come here to find forgiveness of
absolution.”

“Then what did you come for?” Marilyn asked
furiously.

“I came to give you this,” Ben held out the
red notebook to them. “It can’t give me any peace of mind, but
maybe it’ll help you out.”

“What the hell is this?” Charles finally set
the gun down and took the journal from Ben. He opened to the first
page, being sure to hold it at enough of an angle for his wife to
read as well.

“It’s what she put her thoughts in while she
was a runaway,” Ben explained. “She wrote in that damn near
everyday I knew her.”

Tears welled up in both parents’ eyes as
they finished reading the first entry. They found its hateful
content hardly soothing.

“Why would you think this would help us?”
Charles hissed. “Why would knowing how much she despised us before
she died be any help?”

“Read the last page,” Ben instructed. “She
wrote it about an hour before she…” he trailed off for his own
good.

Charles paged through the notebook until he
reached the final entry. He and Marilyn read through it slowly. By
the time they’d reached the end, their wetted eyes had been brought
to the point of down pouring tears.

“Jesus Christ,” Charles wheezed through his
emotion.

“She didn’t want you to go through life
thinking she hated you,” Ben explained. “This was her way of making
sure of that. Rain didn’t despise you, she never did.”

Marilyn was the first to look away from the
book and back at Ben, “Thank you.”

“You're welcome,” Ben turned away and
stepped off the stoop. He was swift to head to his car. Although he
half expected for one of them to call to him as he left, neither
did, and he was glad for that. Ben couldn’t handle one more second
of it.

His car nearly peeled out as he drove away
from the Phillipa home. All he wanted was to put that house beyond
the horizon and forget about it and the guilt it brought on. But he
knew he’d never forget it. His punishment never ceased, the
memories made sure of that. He took a young, loved, promising life
off the earth, and he deserved this. He knew it.

Ben drove to the only place he could think
to go. He wandered through the cemetery for nearly an hour before
he came across the sparkling slab of granite with ‘Rain Phillipa’
printed across it. It was worse than the house here, but just as
before he knew he needed to stay.

The weight of the guilt nearly brought him
to his knees at the edge of the grave. He was too overwhelmed to
even shed a tear. He couldn’t walk away if he wanted to. There was
no desire to be here, there was necessity to be here.

Ben reached into his pocket and pulled out a
partially crushed but still perfectly alive begonia. He’d picked it
just a few hours earlier. Its orange color still glowed as if it
were ablaze. He kneeled down and set the flower gently on the base
of the gravestone.

“I’m sorry, Rain,” he closed his eyes and
hoped for a response. All he needed was her to say something now,
anything, absolving him and all the guilt would be gone. All he
needed was her words after the fact and he could be free. But it
would never come, he knew it never would. And so he was stuck with
his punishment. He always would be, it would follow him everywhere,
in life and death. The voice of absolution would never grace Ben's
ears, his hand had silenced it for all eternity, and so the guilt
would hang forever. As it should be.


Dear Mom and Dad,

 


I can’t believe I’m writing this, but this
is my very last letter I'll write to you. In the beginning, I hoped
I would fill this book with messages to you, but I’d much rather
spend my life talking to you than writing to you in some notebook.
I’m coming home tonight, and I couldn’t be happier about it. I’m so
sorry about all of this. The more I think about it, the more I know
this whole thing isn’t anyone’s fault except for mine. I just hope
you can forgive me for everything I put you through all this time.
Please believe me when I tell you how deeply sorry I am for it
all.

 


When I first left, I couldn’t think clearly.
I was mad, I was emotional, and I couldn’t understand what I was
doing. I can think far clearer now, and I know just how much of an
idiot I was. I'm beyond excited to come home, to see you again, to
hug you and show you that I’m okay. I love you both more than
anyone else in the world. I know that over the last few months I
always said that I hated you, but I never meant it, even if I
didn’t know it then. I love you, and I always have. I finally
realized that I haven’t said that nearly enough in my life, but now
I promise to tell both of you that everyday that I’m alive. See you
soon!

 


Yours truly,

Delicate Rain
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