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   Author’s Note
 
    
 
       I began work on this book back in April, 2016. The idea stemmed from several mass shootings that had happened over the past few years. In many cases the early reports stated there was multiple gunmen dressed in military style fatigues. Later it was determined there was only one shooter. There have been a few exceptions, but usually these early accounts lead to numerous conspiracy theories. 
 
        Many of the theories are that they were “false flag” attacks; as in the government sent in actual soldiers or military operatives to conduct the shooting and then set up a patsy to blame it on. Mind you, I don’t believe any of these conspiracies, but as a writer part of what I do is find the things that scare people and ask “what if?” That is exactly what this story is.
 
        During the course of writing this story, there was yet another mass shooting at the Pulse Nightclub in Orlando, Florida in which forty-nine people were killed. This was a gay nightclub and the shooting was a clear attack on the gay community. Let me be clear, my telling this story is in no way condoning violence of any kind. I write horror and this is another form of horror. My job is to push limits, buttons, and boundaries, and I do exactly that in this book.
 
        As far as the story itself, I wrote it in a different format than my usual works. This is a group of short stories that all tie in with the common thread of the Suicide Hotline. I announced recently a sequel to my book The Country Club called The Country Club: Ladies’ Night. A sneak peek of the sequel is at the end of this book. Suicide Hotline has a loose tie-in to the Country Club universe and in a way sets up the story for Ladies’ Night. So I do hope you enjoy this book in the spirit in which it was written. As usual, my goal is to entertain, repulse, and horrify. I hope I’ve accomplished that here. 
 
   --Tim
 
   


 
   
  
 



Introduction
 
    
 
        On the internet there is a place known as the darknet. On the dark web, nothing can be tracked or traced. The dark web has become a haven for the criminal underworld as well as a bane to law enforcement. Black markets and forums for some of the most vile and disgusting of human behaviors can be found there. 
 
        Another group residing within the dark web is the Suicide Hotline. These are not men you call to talk you out of killing yourself. These are men who will help the most desperate and pathetic of individuals literally go out with a bang. If your life has failed to have meaning, but you don’t have the courage to pull the trigger yourself, this team of special operators will help take you out in the most shocking of ways. 
 
        The next time you are watching the news and see a story of the next school or workplace shooting. Listen closely to the early reports. They always report multiple shooters, usually wearing military gear. Only later to officially announce there was one shooter. Usually a patsy, or religious zealot. Some of these people likely couldn’t plan a shopping trip, let alone a mass shooting. When you see these reports, do not ignore them, and do not disregard them. These “lone gunman” were clients of the Suicide Hotline. These are their stories.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   1.
 
   Lenny Rogers
 
    
 
   Goshen, Indiana      
 
        The ride in the SUV was taking forever. Lenny looked out the window asking himself: Am I really doing this? Is this really happening? Since flunking out of college, his life had turned to shit. At twenty years old, his parents kicked him out of the house. He’d never had a girlfriend, so at least he hadn’t gotten dumped. But, again, he’d never had a girlfriend. 
 
        Since he was a teenager he’d been fascinated by Dylan Klebold and Eric Harris, the two Columbine shooters. He read every book about them and had seen every documentary. Problem was, he didn’t know the first thing about guns, and when it came down to it was a bit chicken-shit. Sad thing was, he knew it. Everyone knew it. 
 
        A friend of his had let him shoot a gun once. It was a Sig-Sauer .40 caliber handgun. The thing had kicked so hard, he’d dropped it. He’d nearly injured his wrist by the time he was finished shooting a few rounds. Lenny’s skinny arms weren’t strong enough to handle the recoil. His buddy had taken it away from him and hadn’t let him touch it since. 
 
        He looked around the other seats of the SUV. There were three men in masks and fatigues staring off at nothing. Each of them were carrying AR-15’s. He didn’t know any of their names. There was no need. He’d contacted the hotline just weeks before. They already had this target in mind. His old middle school. 
 
        “Why not the high school?” he’d asked. 
 
        They’d told him the high school had on-duty police working during the day. The middle school had a sign on the door that said:
 
   ALL VISTORS MUST SIGN IN THE OFFICE
 
        That was the extent of their security. 
 
        “You ok, sport?” the man across from him asked. “You’re not going to get sick are you? Don’t want you throwing up in our car.”
 
        “I’m fine. I think.”
 
        “You scared?”
 
        “A little,” he lied. He was terrified. It was too late to turn back now. This would be his last ride anywhere. In less than an hour, his name would be national headlines. He’d go down in history as the Windbigler Middle School shooter. He imagined all the news trucks from CNN and Fox News outside his house, talking to his parents. He cracked a smile thinking of all the people on TV arguing about gun control and the NRA. All because of him. 
 
        “Don’t worry, boss. We’ll make ya famous!” Just as the guy spoke, the SUV pulled to a halt just in front of the school. 
 
        “This is it! Here we go! Let it rip!” the man yelled as the doors swung open and they piled out. Lenny had a gun too, but it wasn’t loaded. He ran in behind them just like he’d been instructed. As he followed the men inside, he watched as a secretary stepped out of the office and one of the mercenaries opened fire. The bullet struck her in the face and her head exploded, splattering the walls with blood and brain matter. 
 
        One operator went into the office as the other two split up down the hallways. Lenny heard gunshots come from the office as children screamed from down the hallway. He ran down the hall to see kids running away as the men shot some in the back. One male teacher grabbed a gunman around the neck but he flipped the teacher effortlessly and fired a single shot into his forehead. 
 
        There were blood and screams everywhere. A tear ran down Lenny’s face as he realized just what he’d done. It was one thing to see it on TV or to shoot up people in a video game. It was something else entirely to watch twelve and thirteen-year-old kids get their heads blown off right in front of you. 
 
        He walked by one classroom that appeared empty and stuck his head inside. The operator walked up and down the row of large wooden lockers and tapped on one of them. He looked over at Lenny and gave a thumbs up before opening fire into the wood. Screams sounded as the doors splintered open while small bodies toppled free. One young woman fell dead at his feet as a police siren sounded in the distance. Lenny looked at his phone to see only two minutes had passed since they’d arrived at the school. These mercenaries worked fast, but the cops were quick too. 
 
        “You hear that, sport? That’s your cue,” he said. 
 
        “Cue for what?” Lenny asked as the man walked up to him and placed the hot muzzle of the AR-15 under Lenny’s chin. 
 
        “Time’s up,” he said right before he pulled the trigger. 
 
   *                                   *                                   *                                   *
 
   Three weeks earlier
 
        Lenny couldn’t lie. He was somewhat relieved to be kicked out of school. Ball State University was known as a party college. He just wasn’t the partying sort. Alcohol made him sick to his stomach and pot made him shaky and paranoid. He wasn’t even sure why he was going to college other than his mom had told him he had to. Even though he was the one who took out student loans to go, he figured it would make her happy. 
 
        Whatever… he was miserable there and it showed. His study habits sucked, and after two semesters he was sent packing. He had mostly D’s and F’s, and his one C was in music class. What amazed him the most was how quickly things had deteriorated once he’d returned home.
 
        Twenty-year-old boys living in their mom’s basement are cliché for a reason, and this wasn’t lost on Lenny. While at college, his mom had turned his bedroom into a craft room. She used to crochet stuffed animals for fun. Over the years she had gotten away from it, but with Lenny off to college, she’d used his room as her place to make Marvel characters, and other superheroes, and sold them on Etsy. She made a nice little side income just from selling her toys. 
 
        Once Lenny returned, he moved his mattress and computer into the finished basement. He’d be up late at night playing Call of Duty on his PlayStation or just surfing for porn on the internet. His mom mostly didn’t mind. Her new boyfriend, on the other hand, did mind. 
 
        “So are you going to get a job or anything, or just mooch off your mom for the rest of your life?” Larry asked. Larry had also moved in while Lenny had been away. 
 
        “I’m just trying to figure out what I want to do. Maybe I’ll go to Ivy Tech and just get a degree in computers or something.”
 
         “Ivy Tech,” Larry laughed. “I knew you were a loser. I knew that from the moment I saw you. Your mom is such an amazing woman. How could she have birthed such a fucking waste of space?”
 
        “Shut the fuck up. You don’t even know me.”
 
        “I know enough about you. And the rest of you millennials. You just want everything handed to you. You expect a trophy for just showing up. Then geeky shit balls like you get mad that you can’t even get a handjob from a girl without having to pay for it. No wonder you little shits are all either medicated or going and shooting up schools. You can’t fucking cope.”
 
        The verbal abuse had been a daily thing. His mom worked, but Larry worked from home. He sold medical supplies to hospitals and clinics. It occasionally required him to travel, but most of his time was spent at home on the phone. Giving him plenty of time to tell Lenny just how worthless he was. He’d tried talking to his mom about it. She was no help.
 
        “Larry has a stressful job. I’m sure some of it is just frustration coming out on you. He does have a point. At least if you had a job, you wouldn’t be home with him all day. I saw that Wal-Mart was hiring,” she’d said. 
 
        “I don’t want to work at fucking Wal-Mart! I don’t even like shopping there, let alone working there.”
 
        “You’re going to have to do something. I can’t just take care of you the rest of your life. You’re an adult now.”
 
        “So you’re taking his side?”
 
        “Lenny. There are no sides here. You’re going to be twenty-one in a few months. You don’t even own a car. You sleep in till noon every day and stay up until 3 a.m. playing video games and watching porn.”
 
        “I don’t watch porn!”
 
        “Lenny. I can hear you grunting from up here. Trust me. Not the best thing to hear in the middle of the night.”
 
        Lenny cringed at his mother’s revelation. He was so angry and frustrated, he hopped onto the dark web where he occasionally surfed for his porn. The dark web was a secret network of websites. One could only find it using TOR which was the browser of choice for people who wished to surf the net anonymously. TOR doesn’t allow IP tracking or other security features that help you search without a trace. While this is great for privacy, it is also a haven for other unsavory elements. 
 
        Lenny wasn’t aroused by anything overtly wild or illegal. He was more fascinated. He’d found, on the dark net, entire forums dedicated to child porn. There were other websites where men who abducted and abused women would share their private photos and collections. It was all quite disturbing, but at the same time fascinating. It was during one of these surfing sessions he found the hotline. 
 
         He was on a message board where folks discussed a wide variety of random topics. One member was going on about being so frustrated with life and how hard it was to get anywhere in the world. That was when he mentioned the suicide hotline. 
 
   Buckwild999484: Yeah. I might just contact the Suicide Hotline. Those guys don’t fuck around. 
 
    
 
   Papabear2020: The Suicide Hotline?
 
    
 
   Buckwild999484: Yeah. It’s not what it sounds like. They’re kind of like hitmen for if you want to kill yourself. But they help you kill others too.
 
    
 
   Papabear2020: Say what?
 
    
 
   Buckwild999484: Yeah. You go to their page. I’ll PM you the link. And they help you take care of shit. Remember that shooting on the news a few months ago? That guy went in and shot up that women’s clothing store and then killed himself?
 
    
 
   Papabear2020: Yeah. He killed like fifteen people
 
    
 
   Buckwild999484: Yeah. Early reports, witnesses said they saw men in black fatigues and masks, like 3 or 4 of them. Then later police said no, it was just the one shooter. Happens all the time, man. It’s the fucking hotline.
 
    
 
        It all seemed far-fetched, but he clicked on the link. It was a plain looking site. All it had was an online form to fill out. So much for staying anonymous. All it asked for was an email address. He filled it in, mostly out of curiosity. Once he hit submit it took him to another plain screen.
 
    
 
   Thank you. We’ll be in touch.
 
    
 
        Well that was a waste of time. There were plenty of dark sites that were likely fake. One site claimed to be selling unicorn horns. Others had babies for sale. He hoped both were fake. After submitting the form to the hotline he pretty much forgot about it. Until a few days later. There was a message in his inbox. There was no email address attached, which was odd. He opened the email.
 
    
 
   Mr. Rogers, 
 
   We are in receipt of your inquiry. We have taken the liberty to place you under digital surveillance for the past few days to see if you were a candidate for our services. We have determined you more than meet our requirements. Don’t bother wondering how we watched you. We have our ways. Just one thing, your mom can hear you masturbating all the way in her room. You may want to put something over your vent. Our caseworker, Mr. Black would like to meet with you. Please be at Dykstra Park tomorrow at 3pm sharp on the bench facing the pond. Miss this appointment and you will no longer be eligible for our services. See you then.
 
    
 
        He sat back and at first wondered if it was a joke. Maybe that whole site was a gag. The dark web was full of weirdos trying to fuck with other weirdos. He clicked off the email and the instant he was back in his inbox the message was gone. He scrolled up and down and checked his trash folder but couldn’t find it at all. Lenny wasn’t sure how they’d done that, but the message had literally self-destructed. 
 
        The following day, he arrived at Dykstra Park just like he’d been instructed. He walked to the bench near the pond and sat down. It was just before 3 p.m. So he continued to wait. And wait. By 3:30 he was ready to get up and head home. Just as he stood, there was a voice behind him.
 
        “Mister Rogers!” the man said. He turned to spot a young man in an expensive suit and tie. His hair was neatly groomed and his teeth were so perfect, Lenny wondered if they were real. He shook the man’s hand as they both sat on the bench.
 
        “Hi. I’m Mr. Black. I’m your caseworker. Sorry I’m late. We had to make sure you were alone. Always taking precautions. So you wish to end your life using our services, is that correct?”
 
        “Uh, yeah. I guess so. I mean I’ve kind of thought about killing myself. I’m just not sure how. I’m kind of nervous when it really comes down to it.”
 
        “Exactly! That is where our team comes in. You’ll be assigned to a team of experienced operators. They will select a target for you. You’ll be given a weapon to carry, mainly for cosmetic purposes. And they do the rest. When the time comes, one of them will painlessly end your life. You will die peacefully, and your name will live on in the history books. Who could ask for a better ending?” Mr. Black said, holding his hands out as if he were gesturing to the heavens. 
 
        “I guess so. How much does all this cost?”
 
        “No cost to you, my friend. We receive outside funding. The Suicide Hotline isn’t a business. It is a movement, part of the new revolution.”
 
        “Revolution of what?”
 
        “Nothing. We don’t have time for that now. Shake my hand if you agree to the terms. We’ll be in contact with you when it’s time. Keep your phone on.”
 
        Lenny reached out and shook the man’s hand. 
 
        “There you go. Our deal is sealed. We’re being recorded by the way, strictly for our own record,” Mr. Black explained. 
 
        Lenny looked around but saw nothing.
 
        “Don’t bother looking. You won’t see anyone. Trust me. Now head back home and wait for our text.”
 
        Mr. Black stood and walked away. He headed to a black SUV in the parking lot and climbed into the backseat. The vehicle drove away as Lenny sat there thinking of what had just happened. Part of him still wondered if this wasn’t all some weird joke, or maybe even a reality show. Like Mario Lopez was going to jump out at any minute with a camera crew. 
 
        He got up and headed to the bus stop. Even the whole way home, there was no Mario Lopez and no cameras. Just him going back to his mom’s basement. He got home and made himself some Ramen and headed back downstairs. He spent the rest of the evening watching screaming goat videos on YouTube. 
 
        For the next few weeks, nothing happened. He’d contemplated his own suicide in that time, but he didn’t own a gun. Had no access to enough sleeping pills to do any good and he wasn’t about to cut himself or jump from any high places. He was starting to figure the Hotline was nothing but some kind of prank. It was an elaborate one, but someone was getting a kick out of it. That was until the next morning, just after 9 a.m. His phone wouldn’t stop ringing. He was sure he’d put it on silent the night before, but it was ringing non-stop. 
 
        Leaning over he looked at the screen to see a message waiting. 
 
   Be outside in five minutes
 
        Shit. Was this for real? He hoped so, this was what he wanted. What did they have in mind? He got up, got dressed, and headed upstairs. 
 
        “Where you going?” Larry asked. “Why are you up so early? Haha! It’s not even noon yet. Fuckin’ loser.” 
 
        Lenny ignored him as he walked outside. He’d barely made it to the curb when the black SUV pulled up. The door swung open and a man in a black mask and fatigues grabbed him and pulled him inside. At first he thought he was being kidnapped, until they placed him in one of the seats and handed him a rifle. 
 
        “Hey sport,” the large man said. “That’s not loaded. We’ll take care of the shooting. You just tag along. When the time comes, I’ll take care of you. Any questions?”
 
        “Um, no. I don’t think so.”
 
        “Ok. Good.”
 
        Lenny looked out the window of the SUV as they sped toward the final moments of his life. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   2.
 
   Tessa Johnson
 
    
 
   Cedar Rapids, Iowa
 
        Tessa watched the screaming children run around. Most of them toddlers, the oldest one was six. She had been running her in-home daycare for just over a year. One of her friends had been at it for ten years. Tessa had no idea how she did it. Just over a year in, and each day it was all Tessa could do not to run screaming from her house. The kids weren’t so bad. They were mostly well behaved. It just never stopped. 
 
   “Tessa, I’m hungry.”
 
   “Tessa, I’m bored.”
 
   “Tessa, I’m tired.”
 
   “Tessa, I gotta go potty.”
 
   “Tessa, I pottied in my pants.”
 
        It. Never. Stopped. Ever. Even when her daycare kids were gone, she was left with her own toddler, Dustin. He was almost two years old but had to be the most strong-willed child in existence. Try to feed him when he doesn’t want to eat? Food is going down your shirt or on the floor. Put him down for a nap when he’s not tired? He will scream non-stop for hours. Hours. Literally. No breaks, not even a small break to catch his breath, and forget him wearing himself out. Not gonna happen. Dustin eats, sleeps, pisses and shits when HE is ready. Not one second before. 
 
        As one of the toddlers streaked past her, she saw him head into the bedroom, which was off limits. She jumped up to see what he was up to. Before she could reach the door the sound of glass breaking came from the bedroom, followed by blood-curdling screams. She ran into the room to see the boy sitting around a pile of broken glass with blood oozing out of his hand. He had plowed into a nightstand and knocked over her grandma’s vase. The vase had been in the family for several generations. Probably the closest thing to an heirloom she’d ever owned. Not that these little brats gave a shit. 
 
        “Jesus, Bobby. Are you ok?” she knelt down to look at the cut. It was deep but not too bad. It wouldn’t need stitches. He continued screaming as she took him by the other hand and led him to the bathroom. 
 
        She cleaned out the wound and dressed it with some gauze before putting him down for a nap. The whole event had tired him out. He went to sleep before the other kids. The rest were being quiet enough for her to call Bobby’s mom to tell her about the accident. That didn’t go well at all.
 
        “What the fuck is wrong with you? I’m paying you to watch my kid and you let him just slash his wrist? Did you take him to the ER?” his mom screamed.
 
        “No. The bleeding stopped, it wasn’t that bad. I wrapped it good and disinfected it. He’s sleeping now.”
 
        “You sure he’s not dead?”
 
       “Yes. He’s fine. I promise.”
 
        “How much am I paying you again?”
 
        “Please. I’m sorry. It was just an accident. He took off running and broke the vase before I could reach him.”
 
        “That’s why you’re supposed to WATCH him! Like I’m fucking paying you. You know what? Fuck this. I’m not dealing with this shit. I’m taking off work and picking up my son. I’m not paying you shit either. I’m done with you.”
 
        “What? Why? It’s one little accident. Just a scratch.”
 
        “Yeah! This time!” the woman hung up as Tessa sat there holding the phone, trying to take deep breaths. She couldn’t afford to lose another kid. She was down two already. The last two were twins who’d moved away. She hadn’t filled their spots yet, and the lost income was hurting. Losing Bobby was really going to sting. 
 
        Less than an hour later, his mom had come and gone taking him with her. Bobby hadn’t woken up throughout the whole ordeal. Tessa was at least glad for that. The woman stood and berated Tessa for several minutes before up and leaving. Finally, 5 p.m. came and went, and one by one parents came to collect their kids. Before long it was just her and Dustin. 
 
        “Dustin? Are you hungry?”
 
        “NO!” he screamed as he ran into the play room. She sighed and sat at the table. She could really use a bottle of wine, or two. She flipped open her laptop and headed into the dark web. She’d discovered it months before when someone on Facebook had mentioned it. She had joined various dark sites and message boards about suicide. 
 
        She didn’t consider herself actively suicidal, but it was always in the back of her mind. She’d suffered clinical depression since she’d been a teenager. This wasn’t helped by the fact that her ex had run off with a nineteen-year-old almost two years before. Leaving her alone to raise Dustin. The home daycare situation was the only job she could do and still take care of Dustin. She’d tried working other jobs and putting him into daycare, but no place wanted him. 
 
        Most of the sites were roleplaying, where people would talk about and fantasize about various ways to commit suicide. One girl talked about cutting her own throat. Just the thought of it turned her on, she’d said. Another wanted to move to San Francisco and jump off the Golden Gate Bridge. She had this whole romantic idea about it. None of those things sounded like pleasant ways to die to Tessa. 
 
        When she was nineteen she’d swallowed a bunch of sleeping pills. After a trip to the ER and then a week in the psych ward, she was finally let out. That was the only attempt she’d ever made and the only time she’d ever been hospitalized. A few weeks ago, someone on the board had mentioned the Suicide Hotline. It sounded pretty ‘out there’ to her, but one of the members supposedly had contacted them. 
 
        A short time later, Tessa found herself on the Hotline’s site. Out of curiosity she had filled out the online form and hit submit. After the letdown of nothing happening immediately afterward, she forgot all about it. Several weeks went by before she received a knock on her door. It was a handsome young man in a suit. He’d arrived just after the other kids had left for the day. It had been an unusually rough day, so the last thing she felt like was any visitors. But something about him made her open the door. 
 
        “Good afternoon,” he said. “You must be Tessa.”
 
        “Yes? And you are…”
 
        “Mr. Black. From the Suicide Hotline. So nice to meet you.” He reached out and shook her hand. She could only imagine the look on her own face when he mentioned the Hotline. She’d all but forgotten about it since being on the site. 
 
        “Is this…Are you a cop?”
 
        “Oh God, no,” he said laughing. “Of course not. I assure you I’m quite far from a cop. May I come in?”
 
        She stepped aside as he walked inside. They headed to the dining room where they sat at the table, Mr. Black sitting across from her. 
 
        “So. You know what we do, right?”
 
        “Yes. I think so.”
 
        “We took the liberty of checking into your past. We’re always careful before taking the next step. We do our research. You’ve had a pretty dark past yourself. Hospitalization, failed suicide attempt. So this time you decided to call the experts. Correct?”
 
        “I guess so.”
 
        “Good. Now, what do we do? We make sure you are never forgotten. We started out just helping people kill themselves. But that just felt so empty, so wasteful. So we added a new layer. We will give your life meaning. Right now if you googled Tessa Johnson, what would you find?” 
 
         “Not much, I suppose.”
 
        “Exactly. Once we provide our services, the next day you will be a nationwide news story. Possibly worldwide.”
 
        “So what do you do exactly?”
 
        “We select a suitable target. We bring in our experienced operators, all former military Special Forces. These men go through and kill as many people as they can at the target and before the authorities arrive, they will take your life quickly and painlessly before vanishing into thin air. Our men are like ghosts. No one even has any idea they exist.”
 
        The idea of killing a bunch of people didn’t make her feel so great. 
 
        “Like what kind of target, though? I mean what if I don’t want to hurt anyone?”
 
        “We find a group of deserving individuals and take them out. Trust me, no innocents are involved. It’s all very clean.”
 
         Very clean. She was having a hard time wrapping her head around all this. Did she really want to die? After today she sure did. Some days, death felt like the only escape. The only way out. She wasn’t religious and had never believed in heaven or hell. To her, death meant sleep, which meant rest. She’d hadn’t had any rest in years. There was no end in sight to her daily torment. She loved Dustin and the kids, but hated them at the same time. 
 
        She would be forty-five in a few months, but most of her best years will be spent raising children. By the time Dustin turned eighteen she’d be almost sixty. While that wasn’t extremely old, it was hardly young. She didn’t even want to think about it. She remembered her mom was in her late fifties when she’d first started having serious health issues. Go through her whole life dealing with screaming brats, and the instant she was finally on her own, she’d get sick. Just how her luck would go. No, she’d rather spare herself the years of suffering on multiple levels. 
 
         She liked the idea of being remembered. Of going down in history as famous or at least infamous. Most of her life, people had walked all over her. She had always been either invisible or insignificant. This would be a great way for her to leave her mark. All those people who told her she was worthless or who shit all over her, especially her ex… maybe some of them would be one of the targets. 
 
        “You said it would be painless?” she asked. 
 
        “Absolutely. You won’t feel a thing. It will be very quick and peaceful. You have my word.”
 
        “When will it happen?”
 
        “We need some time to organize the operation. Plus, for security, I can’t give you an exact time and place. Just know we will be in touch the day of. It will all happen quickly. So make any final arrangements soon and be ready. Agreed?” He put his hand out.
 
        “Agreed,” she said as she shook it. He stood and nodded to her as he walked out of the house. She sat there for a minute, thinking about what she’d just agreed to. She was going to die, and soon. That was the deal she’d just sealed. Part of her wondered if she could back out at some point. Could she change her mind? Did they have a cancellation policy? It wasn’t likely. There were really no arrangements to make. She wished she knew when it would happen so she could take Dustin to her mom’s at least. Hopefully he wouldn’t see anything that would scar him for life. She got up to fix dinner and went about the rest of her day, wondering what the Hotline would actually do and what death would feel like. 
 
        Over the next several weeks, Tessa was much more at peace. She didn’t even care about having lost the third kid out of her daycare. She still had four kids to watch, plus Dustin. That would be enough to keep her busy until they came for her. After a few weeks, she thought about it less and less. While she longed to finally be done and away from her miserable life, that same life still went on. Unless she decided to take matters into her own hands. Which she’d never have the guts to do. 
 
        The day they arrived had been a nightmare. Dustin decided to hit or pinch all of the other kids, repeatedly. She wasn’t going to even bother trying to explain it to the other parents. All she wanted to do was run screaming away from her house as fast as she could. All of the other kids screamed endlessly all day. Lunch had turned into a food fight, and not a fun one. 
 
        Her carpet had been saturated with fruit punch and one of them decided to mash a fruit roll up into the carpeting, leaving a huge sticky clump right in the center of the living room. Another boy had thrown a Transformer at the TV, cracking her LCD screen. The one girl she watched had diarrhea, having an accident on the dining room floor. Leaving a long, brown trail in the carpet. 
 
        The rest of the day the kids chased each other around, banged into things and screamed. Just when she didn’t think she could take any more, the doorbell rang. At the time, the Hotline was the furthest thing from her mind. She’d all but given up on them. Maybe Mr. Black had been just some guy fucking with her. Maybe he was really some weird stalker. Maybe they were real and decided she wasn’t worthy for whatever reason. 
 
        That all changed when the doorbell rang. The kids didn’t stop screaming or even slow down as she stumbled past them to get to the door. When she opened it, three men wearing black masks and black fatigues were in her doorway. 
 
         “Tessa Johnson?” one of them said. 
 
         “Uh…yes?” 
 
        “We’re from the Hotline. It’s time,” the man said as they pushed their way past her and into the house. One of them pushed her away from the door as he locked the deadbolt. 
 
        “What are you doing? Why now? What’s the target? I don’t understand.”
 
        “Don’t worry, sport. We’ll take care of everything.”
 
        One of the men went into the bathroom and began running water. It was the bathtub. She went in to see what was going on but one of the other men stopped her. 
 
         “Just sit tight. We got it under control. It will all be over in a few minutes.”
 
        Panic started to set in as her mind raced. What were they doing? What is the target? How would they kill her? 
 
        “You know,” she told one of the men. “I been kind of having second thoughts.”
 
        “It’s too late for that,” he said. “Once you made the agreement with Mr. Black, everything was set in motion. There’s no stopping it.”
 
        “What? How am I going to die? Why won’t you tell me anything?”
 
        “Look. Pull yourself together and this shit will all go down smoothly.”
 
        After a few more minutes the first man came out of the bathroom.
 
        “All right, it's ready.” 
 
        The other men began scooping up the kids as they ran by. Two of the men had one of the boys under his arm. One of them had Dustin, who was screaming. 
 
        “Mommy! Mommy!” he cried as they carried the boys toward the bathroom. 
 
        “What are you doing? What’s going on?”
 
       “Nothing, sport. Just bath time is all,” the other man said. She followed them to the bathroom and watched as the masked man took the boy under his arm and dunked the child face first into the tub. 
 
        “NO!” Tessa screamed as she lunged at him. The man behind her grabbed her in a reverse bear hug, his hands locked around her waist. She watched as the boy struggled helplessly as water bubbled up. The man held the boy’s head under until the bubbles stopped and he stopped moving. He continued holding him under for another minute after his tiny body had gone limp. Once the child was still, the man picked the boy back up and carried him out of the bathroom. 
 
        Tessa cried as the next man walked up with Dustin. Dustin let out one more scream before he went under. 
 
        “Mommy! Help!” he cried as his face was pushed under the water. 
 
        “Please! Not my little boy! Don’t hurt my little boy!” she sobbed as the men ignored her. She put her hands over her face, trying to ignore the sounds of her only child drowning right in front of her. So this was their target. Their plan to make her famous was to drown her child and the daycare kids before killing her. Were they going to drown her too? Who knows. She thought they’d go shoot up a bar or someplace full of assholes. 
 
        She looked up as the man carried Dustin’s lifeless body past her. He was soaking wet and his face was blue. The man holding her dragged her out of the room as the other two men grabbed the other kids and brought them to the tub. The little girl put up the most fight. She ran around the house and hid under the bed. One of the men had to lift the mattress to drag her out. Soon the house was the quietest it had ever been. She could see into the bedroom where they’d lain each child. 
 
        All four of them were lying on their backs, with their hands folded over their tiny chests. Tears ran down Tessa’s face as the man holding her leaned into her and spoke softly. 
 
        “Ok. Your turn. This is it,” he said. 
 
        She didn’t resist as he guided her to the bathroom. What little will she’d had to live was long gone. The world would remember her as a child murderer. It was all her. She’d done this. It was her stupid suicidal thoughts that had set this into motion. If she’d only had the guts to do herself in, she could have just taken her own life and left the kids out of it. 
 
        They got her into the bathroom, and the man let go of her. 
 
        “Ok. Get undressed. Don’t worry. It’s nothing sexual. We’re not going to touch you like that. This is all for the visual when they find you.”
 
        She removed her shirt, jeans, bra and panties. One of the men picked up her clothes and tossed them into a pile in the corner. 
 
        “All right. Get in the tub.”
 
        Still in her mental fog, stepped in. The water was lukewarm as she settled in and leaned back. One of the men took out a straight razor and grabbed her wrist. She knew what was coming. Closing her eyes, she leaned back and took a deep breath. There was no use in fighting them. She was about to die a murderer… a child murderer. 
 
        The razor stung as it cut along the length of her wrist. The pain was much sharper than she’d thought it would be. She cringed and jerked as he sliced her arm from elbow to wrist and dropped her arm into the water. She opened her eyes to see the water turning dark red as the life drained from her body. Looking up, the men filed out of the bathroom as her eyes grew heavy. She thought about Dustin’s final moments screaming, all the failures in her life and how even in death she couldn’t do anything right. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   3.
 
   Johnny Axelrod
 
    
 
   Los Angeles, California  
 
        Johnny scrubbed everything in sight. He scrubbed behind the toilets, underneath and the floor around them. He continued to shine the chrome plumbing as well as the shiny metal toilet paper dispensers. His knees throbbed from having been on the ground for so long. It took a few hours but once he finished with the last stall he finally got a chance to stretch out.
 
        Looking around, he wondered why he still tried so hard. He’d been at this job for ten years. Being a janitor at a large law firm had never bothered him. For some, it would. Personally, he enjoyed working and cleaning. He took pride in seeing things sparkle when he was through cleaning them. His favorite part was the looks on people’s faces when they took in the sights and smells he’d helped create. His job had been wonderful most of his time there.
 
        That is until his new boss had started a couple months ago. Up until then he’d been a model employee. Once Roger took over, Johnny couldn’t do anything right. No matter how much he cleaned or how perfect things were, Roger was there to tell him it looked like shit. Not just “oh you missed a spot.” No, that was way too kind. It was more like “I thought you said you cleaned.” 
 
        The worst was when Johnny would be in the middle of one thing, Roger would tell him to stop and go take care of something else only to come back and yell at him for not finishing the first thing. It was extremely frustrating. Johnny always stayed on top of things and took pride in his work. The latest round of insults from Roger only caused him more anxiety.
 
        At first it was just annoying, then the write-ups came. He was getting written up for everything. He was written up for being an hour late even though he was at work on time. There was a computer glitch that said he clocked in an hour late, even though he’d been there. Of course, Roger didn’t believe him. He told him one could be terminated for being more than thirty minutes late. That next time he’d just consider it a no call/no show and terminate him completely. 
 
        He’d worked at this place for almost ten years. He liked it there and felt comfortable there. With the way the economy had been, jobs weren’t very plentiful. He was making good money at this one. It was highly doubtful even if he could find another custodial job, it would pay what this one did plus his seniority and benefits. He didn’t even want to think about it. Not until Roger pulled him aside one day. 
 
        They were in a main hallway as attorneys and other employees were coming and going.
 
        “Johnny!” Roger called out from across the hallway. “What the hell are you doing?”
 
        “I’m uhh, getting ready to wax the floors like we do every Tuesday.”
 
        “Wax the floors? You don’t listen to simple instructions very well do you?”
 
        “What instructions?”
 
        “I told you the conference room on the second floor needs cleaned first thing today.”
 
        “You never told me that, Roger.”
 
        “So you calling me a liar? I’m about sick of your insubordination.”
 
        Johnny took a deep breath.
 
        “I didn’t say you’re lying.” Even though you’re a lying asshole. “I’m saying I don’t recall you telling me. At all. I’m sure I’d remember that.”
 
        “Well, whatever. Go clean it now. Have it done in the next forty-five minutes or your ass is grass. I’ve about had it with you.”
 
        Johnny turned and headed for the stairs, trying not to look at the large group of people who’d just watched him get his ass chewed. He had just turned forty a few weeks before. Never in his life had he been talked to this way. Not since high school. It was humiliating. He counted steps as he walked up to the second floor, trying to calm himself down. 
 
        He got the conference room cleaned just in time for whatever meeting was about to happen. As he stepped outside, Roger was waiting for him again.
 
        “You about done screwing around?”
 
        “I cleaned the conference room like you told me.”
 
        “Yes. Wonderful. What day is today?”
 
        “Tuesday. Why?”
 
       “What gets waxed on Tuesday?”
 
        “Didn’t we just have this conversation?”
 
        Roger put his hands on his hips, and let out a sarcastic laugh while shaking his head. 
 
        “There you go again, shooting off at the mouth. Get your fat ass down there, and wax the goddamn floor. I swear. I’m about to put you on final notice if you keep fucking up. Go.”
 
        Johnny’s stomach tightened as he headed back downstairs. In the stairwell one of the office staff approached him. He didn’t know the guy’s name; he was one of the lawyers. Johnny thought his name was Glenn. Glenn raced by him on the stairs and nudged him. 
 
        “Hey bub! Quite an ass chewing you just got. Guess you shoulda stayed in school huh? Hahaha!” Glenn said as he raced by. Johnny wanted to trip him and watch him tumble face first down the stairs. Fucking asshole. No one there knew anything about Johnny. As a matter of fact, he had a college degree in marketing. Problem was, marketing was a rather popular degree and the field was saturated. So there he was, doing custodial work. Dick. 
 
         He reached the main hall and spent the next several hours laying wax, and then buffing the floor until it was smooth and shiny. Once he put the buffer away in the supply closet, he closed the door and put his hands over his face, counting until he calmed down. He had no idea what to do. Either keep putting up with Roger’s shit, or just quit altogether. Neither option was great. He decided to talk to Human Resources. Maybe they could reassign him or, well, he had no idea. He figured he’d talk to them and see what they said, at least. Maybe they had a suggestion, or hopefully they’d at least make him calm his tits. 
 
        An hour later he was sitting in the Human Resources office talking to Deb, the HR manager. He’d only met her one other time, and she always seemed pleasant enough. She asked him what was bothering him, and he told her everything. He detailed the confusing directions, the insults, verbal abuse, and humiliating him in front of other staff. She listened intently while nodding and taking notes. 
 
        Finally, he finished. He’d been nervous at first, but once he started talking, he began feeling more comfortable. By the time he finished he felt like a huge load had been lifted. He sat there waiting as Deb finished jotting down whatever notes she had. Once she finished, she looked up as Johnny eagerly awaited her input. 
 
        “Wow, Johnny that does sound incredibly frustrating.”
 
       “Yes. It is. Some days I feel sick just thinking about coming to work. I don’t know what to do.”
 
        “Well, that’s just the problem. I don’t know what to do either.”
 
        “What do you mean?”
 
        “You see, Roger is Mr. Curtis’ nephew. You know, THE Mr. Curtis? Who founded and owns this firm? He told me about Roger when they hired him. He apparently had a rough time in college and has some difficulty holding a job. So, being family, Mr. Curtis put him in charge of sanitation here. He’s done fairly well. So far you are the only one to complain.”
 
        Johnny sat there feeling like he’d just been punched in the stomach. 
 
        “So what are you saying?”
 
        “I’m saying there isn’t a whole lot I can do. I can talk to Roger and maybe even talk to Mr. Curtis. But chances are they will see you as the one who is the problem.”
 
        “Are you kidding me? So he’s allowed to act like a raving psychopath because his uncle owns the company?”
 
        “I’m afraid so. You may have legal recourse, but that would require you hiring your own lawyer, legal fees and so forth. So you have to decide what you want to do.”
 
         Johnny stood up, shaking his head in disbelief. 
 
        “So what if he were to sexually harass someone? What if a girl comes in here and says he groped her?”
 
        “Do you know of him doing this?”
 
        “No. Just asking.”
 
        “I guess we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it. Is there anything else?”
 
        Johnny shook his head and walked out of the office. He headed to the bathroom and locked himself inside of a stall. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to cry or throw up. The whole thing was so frustrating. It was just a matter of time before Roger fired him. Either that or Roger just got off on tormenting him. That was most likely the case. 
 
        The guy was a fucking sadist. For some reason it was mostly directed at Johnny. He never saw anyone else get fucked with. After taking a moment to catch his breath he stepped out of the stall, and stood before the mirror to throw some water on his face. Another employee came in behind him. This was another attorney. This guy’s name was Chuck. He was short but had thick, greased back hair and a goatee. 
 
        “What’s up, man?” Chuck said. “Don’t you have some toilets to clean or something?”
 
        “Taking a break.” 
 
        “Shit. Must be nice. Wish I got a break. Try getting a real job.” Chuck walked to one of the urinals and stopped. “See? Look at this shit. There’s a big ol’ fucking pube right on the pisser. Get over here and clean this shit off!”
 
        “I said I was on break.”
 
        “Ok. Maybe I’ll go talk to Roger. Tell him his fucking tidy bowl man won’t do his fucking job. How will that go over?”
 
        Johnny rolled his eyes and dug into his pocket, taking out a cleaning rag from his coveralls and wiped the urinal down and waved his hands as he was presenting it to Chuck. 
 
        “There? Better?”
 
        “Much,” Chuck said as he unzipped his pants and pissed all over the edge of the urinal and caught Johnny with some of the stream. 
 
        “What the fuck?” Johnny yelled. 
 
        “Oh hey. Sorry, man. Bad aim. Haha!”
 
        Johnny stormed out of the bathroom and headed for the front door. On his way out he saw Roger. He was trying to just walk the fuck out of the place and never come back but that wasn’t going to be so easy.
 
        “Well, well. If it isn’t the little bird,” Roger said, stopping him.
 
        “Little bird? What?”
 
         “Just talked to Deb in HR. Seems like you had a lot to say. You feel better?”
 
        “No.”
 
        “Good. You thought I was mean before, huh? You need some tissue? Maybe a diaper change?”
 
        “What do you want from me?”
 
        “I want you to do your fucking job and show me some goddamn respect. Apparently you can’t handle that. That’s why you’re forty years old and working as a fucking janitor. Just seeing you sulk around here makes me sick. You’re pathetic. And yeah, nothing you can do about it. Go cry to HR, go cry to Mr. Curtis. None of them will do shit. So you can either quit, or deal with me. Now where was it you thought you were going just now?”
 
        Johnny hung his head. He was truly at a loss for what to do.
 
        “Nothing. I don’t know.”
 
        “Get your ass back to work. Better not think of tattling again. I want the bathrooms on each floor spotless by the end of the fucking day. I want to be able to eat off the fucking toilet seat. You got it?”
 
        “Yeah. I got it,” Johnny said as he turned and walked away. 
 
        He spent the rest of the day scrubbing each and every bathroom. There were a total of eight of them. When he was finished, all of them were pristine. He waited for Roger to throw a fit about how bad they sucked but he later found out Roger had left work shortly after yelling at him. Finally, Johnny headed home. 
 
        He was so furious when he got home, he could hardly contain himself. All he wanted to do was smash something. His blood pressure was through the roof as he tried to keep himself calm. Last time he got so angry he threw his own laptop against the wall. That was a totally pointless act. Why break his own shit? 
 
        Instead he logged into the dark web. There he would sometimes look up videos of real life executions. Usually performed by gangs or cartels. There were often beheadings or shootings. Once in a while he’d find something more creative. There were some interesting comments on one of the videos. The video showed security footage of a school shooting in Indiana months before. The film was grainy. Apparently some lone dorky guy walked into a middle school and began blowing away kids and teachers.
 
        Some conspiracy theorists thought there was something more sinister behind it. In the video footage you couldn’t see much. You see the shooter walking around with a gun looking lost. Later you see him going into a room. There were some hints of muzzle flashes in the background. Much of the footage was grainy and hard to read. This struck Johnny as odd. Here it was 2016, but the school security footage looked like some shot on a Radio Shack camcorder from the 70’s. 
 
        He did see one thing in the background. Right before one part cut out, it looked like a man wearing a ski mask or some kind of black mask behind the shooter. Johnny tried to slow it down but it was little more than a blur then it cut to another scene. One of the guys in the comments was going off. 
 
    
 
   Brubaker3222: I’m telling you guys. It’s the Suicide Hotline. They do all this shit. They do not fuck around!
 
    
 
   HeresJohnny91: What is the Suicide Hotline?
 
    
 
   Brubaker3222: I think it may be the government. They set this shit up to make it look like some loser did it. But no way, man. You saw that video. That dude looked like he could barely hold that rifle. No way he shot all those people up like that. That fucker had help. 
 
    
 
   HeresJohnny91: So what? This guy hired them or something?
 
    
 
   Brubaker3222: I don’t know how it works. I been to their site but too chicken to fill out the form. But if you want to kill a bunch of people. These guys will do it. They’re fucking ghost man. No shit. 
 
    
 
        Johnny clicked on the link the man had posted and it took him to the simple online form. He stared at the form for several minutes and was about to click out of it when a chat box appeared. 
 
    
 
   Hello Johnny. No need to fill out the form. We’ve been watching you for a while. I think we can help you. We will be in touch.
 
    
 
        The chat box disappeared as Johnny pushed the computer away from himself. 
 
        “What in the fuck was that?” he wondered, looking around. He got up and looked around the house. He checked his light fixtures and under furniture for cameras or listening devices, but didn’t find anything. Not that he’d know what he was actually looking for. For all he knew it was someone from one of the other chats fucking with him. But how would they know his name? Well, his screen name was HeresJohnny… probably not his best idea. He closed his laptop and jumped in the shower. It was time for some whiskey to numb the rest of the day away. 
 
        The next week at work was just as nightmarish as the previous few weeks. Roger continued with the full court press, humiliating and berating Johnny at every turn. Of course, seeing him tormented so openly only told the other employees that it was open season to mock and taunt him at every turn. You’d think a group of professional lawyers and paralegals would be above such behavior, but that wasn’t so. He felt like he’d been thrust back into seventh grade when he first hit his growth spurt, but grew wide instead of tall. Since then he’d always struggled with his weight. 
 
        His work coveralls were even less flattering to his shape. Roger and the rest of his co-workers enjoyed reminding him each day what a fat slob he was. He tried to block it all out but some days it felt like more than he could take. One day he was leaving, but when he got into his car; a man in a suit was sitting in the passenger seat. 
 
        “Who the fuck are you?” he asked. 
 
        “It’s all right Johnny. Please get in. I just want to chat with you for a bit.”
 
        “Who are you?”
 
        “My name is Mr. Black. I’m with the Hotline.”
 
        Johnny looked around before climbing into the car and closing the door. 
 
        “Suicide Hotline, huh?”
 
        “Yes sir. At your service.”
 
        “Ok. So I’m really not suicidal. Homicidal maybe. I guess I could be suicidal. I’m really fucking stuck. I can’t afford to quit this job, but I can’t handle going there every day.”
 
        “We know, Johnny. We’ve been watching.”
 
        “You said that. How?”
 
        “We’re not just a website. We’re a movement.”
 
        “What the hell does that mean?”
 
        “How would you like to exact revenge on Roger? And his uncle? And the rest of the assholes who have put you through hell day after day.”
 
        “Shit. I’d fucking love that. Don’t know if I want to kill myself though. So what is the deal with you guys?”
 
        “It’s a bit complicated, so allow me to explain.” Mr. Black went on to tell him what exactly the Hotline was, what they did and why. Or at least as much as he was allowed to say. Johnny took it all in. Most of it seemed pretty out there, but this Mr. Black fellow was dead serious the entire conversation. 
 
        “Look. We do this all the time. They aren’t even always mass shootings. Sometimes it’s just a mother drowning her children before taking her own life. Sometimes a simple murder-suicide. You know, two lovers killing themselves, or each other. We firmly believe a person has the right to choose when they die. We just help with the means, and in some cases you become famous from having worked with us.”
 
        Johnny considered this for a few minutes. 
 
        “What if I just want to kill a few assholes?”
 
        “Unfortunately we can’t promise specific targets. You would go in with our operators. As far as anyone is concerned, you’d be the one who did all the killings. You’d go down in history as one of the most notorious mass shooters in history. How many people work in your building?”
 
        “I don’t know. Maybe three or four hundred people.”
 
        “Imagine if you killed even fifty to a hundred of them and wounded even more. It would go down in history. One of our former clients had laws changed in his state as a result of our actions.” 
 
        “But what happens to me?”
 
        “One of our operators, before authorities arrive, will painlessly take your life. In most cases they don’t even see it coming.”
 
        “I don’t want to die.”
 
        “Well if we do this, the alternative is prison. Not to mention we just can’t leave any loose ends. Can’t have you testifying about who helped you. Not that anyone would believe you anyway. Our men are highly skilled professionals. They go in and out without being seen. We haven’t existed for this long because we’re careless.”
 
        “Do I get to actually shoot anyone?”
 
        “No. You’ll go in with a weapon that won’t be loaded. Our operators do all the shooting both for proficiency and their own safety.”
 
        “But I want to kill my boss. I want to pull the trigger.”
 
        “Perhaps we can arrange something. You’ll get to watch for sure.”
 
        “I don’t know,” Johnny said. His depression had gotten much worse over the past several months. There’d been many nights as he got drunk where he’d wished he’d pass out and never wake up. This would be one way to go out with a bang. He’d often fantasized about killing Roger. Usually it was by beating him to a bloody pulp or stabbing him repeatedly. Though watching his brains get blown out would bring a certain level of satisfaction. 
 
        “All right. Fuck it. When can we do it?”
 
        “We’ll be in touch. Trust me, you’ll know.”
 
        Mr. Black reached up and shook Johnny’s hand and climbed out of the car. Johnny watched him walk away and sat there wondering exactly what he’d just agreed to. 
 
        It was only two days later as he was leaving for work when a black SUV pulled into his driveway. He was expecting Mr. Black, but instead it was a man in black military gear wearing a black ski mask. 
 
        “Johnny. Get in. It’s time.”
 
        Johnny looked around and climbed into the back of the SUV. The other men in the back were dressed like the first one. None of them spoke as they drove to his place of employment. One of them handed him a rifle. 
 
        “Hold onto this, sport. When we get there, you’ll go in with us. We’ll do the shooting. Your rifle isn’t loaded. When the time comes, we’ll take you out, but it won’t hurt. Don’t worry.”
 
        “What about my boss? Roger? Mr. Black said you could work something out about me being the one to kill him.”
 
        They all looked at each other as if it was news to them.
 
        “What does he look like?” the man asked. 
 
        “Wears a work shirt that says Roger. He’s in his thirties and short with a rat face.”
 
        The other men laughed at his description.
 
        “All right. I’ll see what we can do, sport. We’re almost there. You ready?”
 
        The SUV pulled up in front of the firm as the men poured out. One of them grabbed him and pushed Johnny out ahead of himself. He ran inside with the mercenaries as he watched them open fire in the lobby. There were three women he didn’t know standing just inside the door. Their heads exploded as bullets ripped through their skulls. 
 
        A man a few feet away bent over and threw up right before bullets cut him in half. The operators were fast, accurate and deadly. Johnny was in awe of how efficiently they moved and killed. It was almost like playing Call of Duty, except with real blood. 
 
       They shot several more people in the main hall before racing up the stairwell. On the next floor there was a crowd of people running toward the back as soon as they came through the door. The mercenaries opened fire, taking several of them down. One of the armed security guards opened fire but missed. An operator turned and shot him in the chest, knocking him flat onto his back. Johnny walked by, watching blood bubble from the hole in his chest. 
 
       He saw Roger up ahead running toward one of the offices. 
 
       “That’s him! That’s my boss!”
 
       Before the operators could reply, Johnny took off toward him. He caught up just as Roger had gotten into a closet and tried to slam the door shut. Johnny stuck the barrel of the rifle into the crack, keeping it from closing. He pushed it open as Roger held his hands up over his face.
 
         “Why are you doing this? Please don’t kill me! Don’t kill me!”
 
        “You motherfucker! You made me do this! Everyone here is gonna die because of you.”
 
        “Please! No! I’m sorry! I can’t help it. I have anger issues. I’m seeing a therapist.”
 
       Johnny took the butt of the rifle and smashed him in the face. His head bounced off the back of the closet as the synthetic stock crunched his nose. Streams of red ran down Roger’s face and chin. Johnny reared back and smashed him in the face again, and again. Over and over he pounded the stock into his boss’s face. Each time yelling.
 
        “Fuck. You. Worthless. Piece. Of shit. Asshole. Cocksucker!”
 
        Soon, Roger’s face was a mulched up mess of bloody bone and pulp. One of the operators arrived and looked at the mess. 
 
        “Damn, sport. You weren’t kidding. Nice work.”
 
        “Thanks.” 
 
        Gunshots and screaming still rang out all around them. Johnny wondered how many they’d killed so far. Killing Roger was the most fulfilling thing he’d done in recent memory. The operator looked at his watch, then up at Johnny.
 
        “All right, sport. I’m afraid its time.” He pressed the gun against Johnny’s chin. Since they’d arrived he’d almost forgot he would be killed at the end of all this. It had only been a few minutes since they arrived. He instantly went from exhilarated to terrified. He felt warm liquid running down his leg as he lost control of his bladder. Feeling the barrel of the gun against his brought home just how real this was. And final. 
 
        “Wait. I want to join you guys. Can’t I be one of you?”
 
        “Sorry, sport,” the man said. “That’s not how this works.” Then he pulled the trigger. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   4.
 
   Al McNeal
 
    
 
   Elkhart, Indiana
 
        Mayor Al McNeal stood at the podium just outside city hall downplaying what could be the biggest scandal of his career. In almost thirty years of city and county government he was at risk of it all coming to an abrupt and ugly end. 
 
        “I will release my financial records and will fully cooperate with the Attorney General’s investigation. These allegations are false and politically motivated. I will prove beyond any doubt that there has been no wrongdoing on my part or anyone in my administration.” His wife, Doris, stood behind him with a forced smile. He tried to physically hold beads of sweat into his forehead, but they ran down anyway. Once he finished, the press began asking questions. Some were literally jumping up and down. God they were such animals. 
 
        “Mr. Mayor! Mr. Mayor! Is it true you received over a hundred thousand dollars from Bank Corp. in exchange for letting them build on an environmentally protected area?” Lisa McMahon with the local NBC affiliate asked. 
 
        Time to kick the charm into high gear. 
 
        “Hi Lisa,” he said with a smile. “No. That is not true at all. Bank Corp filed for all the proper permits and their building was approved independent of my office. Believe me, I wouldn’t know the first thing about approving floor plans!” Several members of the press laughed as he pointed to the next reporter.
 
        “Mr. Mayor. Hi. John Douglas with the Elkhart Times. You said this investigation is politically motivated? Motivated by whom and what kind of outcome do you think they are seeking?”
 
        “I have lots of enemies John. You know that. Hell, could be your boss for all I know. He’s been out to get me for years! Seriously though, no telling who. And the motive is obvious, to distract myself and this city from the real issues we face every day. I just began my initiative for merging our high schools into a state of the art facility. We just got those funds allocated, and now this comes along. You tell me, which is more important? The future of our children? Or who gave me money for a building? Thank you, everyone!” He smiled and waved as he turned and took Doris’ hand and headed back into City Hall.
 
        Reporters called out more questions, but he ignored them and kept going inside. Dale Hahn, his chief of staff walked alongside him and leaned to whisper something. 
 
        “That was good. You can’t keep bullshitting this. Were you serious about releasing your bank records?”
 
        “Hell no. Just had to give them something. We’ll deal with it later.” 
 
        Dale stepped away as they walked inside and took the elevator to his office. Once in the office he closed the door and locked it. The smile faded from Doris’ face. 
 
        “I don’t know how you do it. Stand there smiling while lying through your teeth.”
 
        “I’ve been doing it for thirty years. I’ve gotten good at it.”
 
       “I’d say so.” She picked up the paper on his desk. The scandal was the headline.
 
                    Mayor McNeal Took Millions in Exchange for Tax Breaks
 
        The article went on to say how several banks and large companies gave him money under the table to push their requests through to build in the city. Many in town thought it would create more jobs, but these places brought their own staffs with them. Bank Corp was built in what used to be a city park and where some endangered birds were living. Al wasn’t too concerned about some rare birds and didn’t think anyone else would be. Turns out he couldn’t have been more wrong. Local environmental groups totally lost their shit. Once that happened some reporters began digging. Upon digging they found out he denied a non-profit children’s hospital and instead approved a brokerage firm. 
 
        Sure these things were true, but it wasn’t as bad as the papers were making it sound. Not to mention these things may sound bad on the surface, but it was also very complicated. The general public could never understand such things. Now these same vultures who ate up his every word as if it were gospel during his first four years in office were now coming after him trying to pluck the flesh from his very bones. His term would be up in another year and he was gearing up for a run for the House of Representatives. His first national office. No way would he let them fuck this up for him.
 
        “So what is your plan?” she asked.
 
        “Fortunately for me, most of the money I got from the building deals I put offshore. I have a few shell bank accounts here. I use them for travel and slush funds. So I’ll start releasing some of those bit by bit. Then I’ll delay things. Say I can’t get ahold of them.”
 
        “You really going to talk to the Attorney General?”
 
        “Absolutely not. If anyone asks why I haven’t yet, I’ll just say I didn’t say when I’d talk to them. Just that I planned to fully cooperate. This isn’t my first rodeo.”
 
        “No, but it’s by far your biggest bull. How much longer can you hang on?”
 
        “Just long enough to ride it into Washington. Get out of this fucking shithole town.”
 
        Elkhart had a population of close to one-hundred thousand people. For decades they were the RV manufacturing capital of the world. Then the crash of 2008 hit. They became the poster children for the recession and even got a couple visits from a sitting president. Not that any of those things helped. Al was elected in 2010 with the promises of a better tomorrow. That was even his campaign slogan. 
 
       Things were way better in this town now, than when he took over. Yet now all people can think to do is look to dig up dirt on the very man who rescued them. But he had no doubt one of his enemies had set this whole thing up. Rumor had it the Attorney General himself, Charles Procter, was considering a run for the same congressional seat or for governor. So he could either take out his biggest competition, or get a busted elected official under his belt to run for governor and declare he’ll clean up corruption. 
 
        Al had no doubt that Procter was just as corrupt as the next guy. They were politicians. This is how things are done. Anyone who thinks when our forefathers drafted the constitution that there wasn’t back room deals and money changing hands is naïve at best, or just plain stupid. People were sheep. Sheep need a shepherd; men like him. He was the one who kept the wolves away. If they thought he was bad, they had no idea.
 
        “Let’s get out of here. I need to get some rest,” he said. He got on his intercom and called up to his assistant. “Elaine. Have Dale bring my car around the back please.” 
 
       They got on the elevator and moments later were in the back seat of the Lincoln Town Car. As Dale drove them home, Doris never looked up from her phone. 
 
        “Something interesting going on?” Al asked. 
 
        “Not particularly. After all this drama I thought I’d look at cat pictures.”
 
        Except Al noticed she was typing frantically into her keyboard. He had no idea who she was talking to and didn’t particularly care. They arrived at home and Doris headed inside. Al stayed outside for a bit, walking around the house. He took out a cigarette and lit it, taking a few drags. He’d stopped smoking years ago, but occasionally the stress caught up with him. Doris had no idea he kept a few packs handy, but he didn’t really care. Their marriage at this point was more of a business arrangement than anything. He walked out to the gazebo in the back yard, sitting on the bench and watching the birds splash about the bird bath. 
 
        Years ago he’d come out here to work or just get away from things. He wasn’t sure why he’d gotten away from it. It had just slipped his mind over time. 
 
        “Excellent view, isn’t it,” a man said from behind him. He jumped up, startled, dropping his cigarette in the process. 
 
        “What the fuck? Who the hell are you?” Al said to the young man in a suit approaching. 
 
       “I’m sorry. Didn’t mean to frighten you. I’m Mr. Black.”
 
       “Who? How did you even get here? My home is gated.” 
 
       “Oh I let myself in. I think we need to have a chat. I believe I can help you.”
 
       Let himself in?
 
       “Wait? What?”
 
       “You’re in a bit of trouble.”
 
       “Yes, I know. Nothing major. It’s all bullshit anyway. Who are you again?”
 
       “Mr. Black.”
 
       “Yes. You said that. But who the fuck is Mr. Black? Why shouldn’t I call the cops on you right now?”
 
        “Because I’m here to help you. You can keep pelting me with useless questions, or you can hear me out.”
 
        “How do I know you’re not from the Attorney General’s office? Or a reporter? Shit, those reporters are a slippery bunch. I caught one hiding in my trash bin the other day. Fucking nasty little bastard.”
 
        “I assure you. I’m not with the press or any government agency. I work for a private organization. We help people get out of various levels of trouble through some more…extreme measures.”
 
       “Extreme measures?” Al asked.
 
       “Do you wish to hear me out? Or do you still want to call the police on me? There is no need. Just say the word and I’ll leave you be. But I think you need to know exactly the trouble that is headed your way.”
 
        “What trouble? Yes, please spit it out. I’m tired of the mystery act.”
 
        Mr. Black reached into his jacket and pulled out a phone. He thumbed through the screen before walking over next to Al and showing him the screen. Immediately, Al felt like his heart was going to jump out of his chest. 
 
        “What the fuck? How did…why? Who…”
 
       “My organization has ways of seeing things no one wants to be seen. Not to mention people send us things all the time. This is the digital age, Mr. Mayor. Someone is always watching.”
 
        Al looked at the screen again. There it was. An image of him in bed with two young girls. Young as in one was seven years old, the other nine. He’d paid for time with them when he was last visiting Chicago. Chicago was just over two hours away from Elkhart. There was an underground club for men with “unique” sexual tastes like his. All of them were naked. One little girl was lying face down while he was having sex with her from behind. The other girl was looking on. 
 
       Both had blank and distant expressions on their faces. He remembered that night. It had been a lot of fun. His host had offered sedatives for the girls to keep them still. Al had refused. He liked it more when they squirmed. 
 
        “Where did you get these? Who took these? This was at a private party.”
 
        “What did I say? Nothing is private. And this is going to be a big problem for you. In about two weeks, these pictures will be going public.”
 
        “You wouldn’t.”
 
        “It’s not me, Mr. Mayor. Remember, I’m here to help. But someone close to you has obtained these. Now I have them. When they go public, your life as you know it will be over. Forget the AG investigation, forget running for Congress. We’re talking prison. Long, long term in prison. I think based on that video alone, you are looking at fifty to sixty years. Not to mention pedophiles don’t do so hot in prison.”
 
        “I’m not a pedophile!”
 
        “So what do you call that?”
 
        “Nothing. I just…they’re just so soft, and cute. Ok? Plus they were having fun, even though in those pictures they look a little spooked.”
 
        “There’s a video too,” Mr. Black said. 
 
        The color drained from Al’s face.
 
       “Yes, I think I have it here. You had a little mishap. Looked like one of the girls… you ripped her open. Lots of screaming, blood everywhere.”
 
       “No! No! That’s ok. Put it away. So what do you want? You want money? Is that it? How much to make this go away?”
 
        “It’s not going away, Mr. Mayor. I’m here to offer you a final solution. A way out, perhaps.”
 
        “How? Once that goes public, everyone will disown me. Doris will leave, I’ll be out. Like you said, in prison if I don’t get lynched first.”
 
        “Or you could get them first.”
 
        “Who?”
 
        “If you agree to our terms, your enemies will all be dead. You would be one of our VIP clients. We have special packages for folks like you. The only downside is, it all ends in your death.”
 
        “What?”
 
       “Your death. I work for a group; we have a team of operators. You may call them mercenaries. They will retrieve your enemies, in this case we are looking at the attorney general and any others you wish. Except as a VIP, you can have them killed in a variety of brutal ways of your choosing. For three days you can kill them one at a time, torture them, you name it. After 3 days, we kill you and dispose of their bodies.”
 
        “That sounds fucking brilliant. Except the killing me part.”
 
       “Once again, by then these videos will be public. Once that happens you’re as good as dead anyway. I don’t see you lasting too long in prison.”
 
       “Good point. If you guys are so slick, why not destroy the video, stop it from going public?”
 
        “It’s already out there, my friend. This is the digital age. It’s like piss in a pond. This person has already emailed it to the Elkhart Times in an encrypted file. I say it will take a week or so for them to decrypt it and we are off and running.”
 
        “Fuck.”
 
        “What do you say?”
 
        It was really tough making a decision of this magnitude when he was under this kind of stress. Seeing Procter suffer would give him plenty of pleasure, even if he bought it after. Then again, who was he kidding? He’d talked his way out of every other bad situation in his life. He’d just use these guys for his purposes, then slither out of it like he always did. That was his gift. 
 
        “Ok. Sure. We start with the Attorney General.”
 
       “Good. Here is my number.” Mr. Black handed him a card. “Text me your list by morning. Up to five people for three days.”
 
        Al looked the card over and it was blank except for the number written across it. Mr. Black was already walking away.
 
        “Hey! So what is this group called?”
 
        “They call us the Suicide Hotline,” Mr. Black said as he disappeared around the corner. Al looked at the card and back up at the huge yard.
 
        “But who called you?” Al said to no one.
 
        Almost a month went by, which drove Al insane. Over that time the accusations regarding his financial dealings had heated up. The state police even came in and searched his home office as well as at City Hall. They removed computers, files, cell phones and everything else they could get their hands on. Al was wondering where this Mr. Black and his pals were. Thinking back, it occurred to him just how stupid he’d been. 
 
        Mr. Black could have been one of the Attorney General’s goons sent to get him on an audio recording plotting to kill him. That would be just great. He’d be fucked for sure. That wouldn’t even make any sense though. For one, he was sure them approaching him like that would be entrapment. Second, if he had the video of him with those little girls, they’d have already arrested him on the spot. 
 
        Part of him considered taking his own life anyway. The curtain was about to fall and he knew it. He had no illusions that those videos and photos wouldn’t be public any day. No way would he spend his life in prison. He still wanted to know who’d turned on him and drink wine from their skulls. 
 
       Those questions were answered when he got home. Things were different. The house was darker than usual and all the furniture had been moved. In the living room was a large table set up and a couple of men standing around. All were wearing military-style fatigues and black executioner’s masks. 
 
        “There you are, sport,” one of the masked men said. “You ready?”
 
        He looked at the table, strapped down and naked was the Attorney General himself, Charles Procter. 
 
        “Holy shit. What is this? What’s going on here?” Al asked. 
 
        “Just what you asked for. You said you wanted your enemies to suffer. Per Mr. Black, you fall under our VIP program. So here he is.” 
 
        The hooded man wheeled a table over which was filled with various instruments. Al looked at them confused and then back up at the masked man. 
 
        “What is this? What am I supposed to do?”
 
        “Don’t play so innocent. I saw your kiddie porn videos. You’re a sadistic fuck. I can see it in your eyes. You’ve been itching to get this guy. Think about it. He wants to put you in prison for life! He wants to lock you up and take away everything you’ve worked for. But now, he’s all yours. You can make him suffer like crazy before putting him into the ground. Or one of us can do it.”
 
        Al looked down at Charlie who had a ball gag in his mouth and complete terror in his eyes. He was grunting something as Al looked up at one of the men.
 
        “Can we take the gag out?” he asked. 
 
        The man nodded to one of the other hooded men who in strapped the gag and removed it from Charlie’s mouth.
 
        “Al! What are you doing? Are you insane? You know who I am!”
 
        “Yes, Charlie. I’m well aware.”
 
        “Why are you doing this? You think this will help you?”
 
       “No. But it will sure make me feel better.”
 
       Al ran his fingers over the various tools until he found a blowtorch. He turned on the nozzle and lit the end as a blue flame shot out. 
 
        “What do you think you’re doing?” Charlie screamed. 
 
       “I’m going to torture you until you’re calling me daddy. At least that’s the idea.” 
 
        “Fuck! Don’t do this! Please?” 
 
       Al held the blowtorch just above the skin along his stomach. Charlie thrashed and screamed at the slightest contact with the flame. 
 
       “All right! All right! Let me go! I’ll drop the investigation! I’ll drop everything! You have my word!”
 
       Al laughed and shook his head.
 
       “Oh, Charlie. We’ve both been at this game for a long time. You know neither of our words is worth a damn thing.” Al picked up a saw and played with it in his hands. 
 
        “Here,” one of the hooded men said. “You might need these.” And handed him an apron and face shield. Al put them on and retrieved the saw. He’d seen them on TV. It was some kind of bone saw like they use in autopsies. He walked over to Charlie and grabbed his foot. 
 
        “Sorry Charlie. I think this is going to hurt a bit.”
 
        “No!” Charlie screamed as Al began sawing through the bone in his ankle. Blood splattered onto his apron and face shield. He wished he had like a windshield wiper or something to clean it off with. Charlie’s screams were louder than the screech of the saw as it efficiently removed his foot with a clean cut. Blood was squirting from the wound. 
 
        He tossed the foot to the side as one of the men handed him the blowtorch. He lit the torch and used it to cauterize the wound until it was a blackened crisp.
 
        “There you go. Bleeding stopped. Can’t have you bleeding out now can we?” Al said. 
 
        “Fuck you! I’m going to bury you under the fucking jail, you cocksucker!” Charlie yelled. 
 
        “No, Charlie. You’re not.” 
 
        Al took the saw and began cutting along Charlie’s left arm at the elbow. Charlie screamed and struggled until the arm was totally severed. He took the blowtorch once again and used it to seal the wound. He picked up the severed arm and ran the fingers along Charlie’s penis. To his surprise, the penis twitched. 
 
        “Uh oh. What is this?” Al said as he did it again. “Holy shit. You like that!”
 
        “Stop it! Please!”
 
        “Dude, you’re getting a boner from your own severed hand.”
 
        “It’s involuntary! Please stop!”
 
        Al worked it up and down until Charlie was fully erect. 
 
        “I’m impressed, Charlie. You must make the ladies happy.”
 
        “Fuck you!”
 
        Al used the severed limb to stroke and stroke until Charlie’s penis was throbbing and twitching. Quickly he dropped the severed arm, fired up the blowtorch and held the flame against his hard boner. Charlie went from confused moans and grunts to shrill howls that sounded like a wounded animal. Al watched with amusement as Charlie’s penis turned brown and then black as it shriveled into nothing. He continued to hold the flame over his crotch while watching Charlie’s testicles melt into nothing until his groin consisted of a charred lump of burnt charcoal. 
 
        One of the hooded men leaned over, lifted his hood above his mouth and threw up. Al looked at the tall one who shrugged. 
 
        “You are fucking hardcore, sport. That shit really stinks too.” 
 
        Charlie lay on the table trembling, his arm and foot missing along with the black hole where his junk used to be. Al picked up a set of pliers and a vice and walked to Charlie’s face. Using the vice to pry his mouth open, Charlie tried to scream as Al used the pliers to reach in and rip the top front tooth from his mouth. He dropped the tooth on the floor before ripping out another tooth. Each tooth made a tearing, crunching sound as it tore free. 
 
        It took just over an hour, but Al managed to pull each of Charlie’s teeth. At this point, Charlie was reduced to crying and sobbing as bloody bubbles oozed from his mouth. He removed the face shield and grabbed a towel to wipe his forehead. 
 
        “You doing ok, sport?” the hooded man asked.
 
        “Yeah. This is just quite exhausting.”
 
        “Well, save your energy. You got one more.”
 
        “One more what?”
 
        The double doors behind them swung open and another hooded man wheeled in another table. On this one, his naked wife, Doris was strapped down.”
 
        “There you go.”
 
        “Doris? What? That’s my wife!”
 
        “Yes, Mr. Mayor!” Mr. Black said as he appeared from behind them.
 
        “She is the one who contacted us. She wanted us to just kill you so she could collect your life insurance. Apparently she didn’t get the concept of a SUICIDE Hotline. So you get the honors of taking her life.”
 
        “Jesus Christ. Doris? Why?”
 
        “You’re a fucking loser, Al. I’ve known about your little girl habit for years and looked the other way. Your financial shit I could deal with. Hell, even the kid thing I looked the other way until this shit just started coming out. I’m not going to be married to a jailbird. We were supposed to go to D.C. Instead you were headed down the toilet. You look like you go on some rampage and then kill yourself, I get our estate and insurance and better yet, public sympathy. I could run for congress myself! So what? You’re just going to kill me now, I guess. They’ll kill you too, you know.”
 
        For the first time she looked over and caught sight of Charlie who was gagging on his own blood, breathing in short, labored breaths. 
 
        “What the fuck? You did that?” 
 
       Al smiled and nodded. 
 
        “Yep. I’m kind of glad they brought you here now. I had no idea you were such an ice cold bitch. I mean I knew, but always figured you had a soft spot for me.” He turned to the table and picked up a large, hook-shaped knife. “I guess now we’ll see just how many soft spots you have.”
 
        Over the next several hours, he sliced, cut ripped and flayed his wife in ways even the skilled operators had never seen before. Even the “sport” guy had to step outside and throw up. By the time he was finished, Doris’ lifeless body lie on the table. Her uterus resting on her stomach with her intestines wrapped around it. Each of her eyes gouged out of her head, but dangling to the side by the optic nerve. Her mouth gaped and several limbs and appendages were missing. 
 
        Al tossed the knife to the side and looked up at Mr. Black. 
 
        “So now what? She hired you guys, technically. So I’m off the hook now? Shit, you guys got some reach, it looks like. You can destroy those videos, kill the people in that kiddie porn ring and even give me credit for it. Hell, I’ll be a legend.”
 
        “Not exactly, Mr. Mayor,” Mr. Black said. “You see, for our program to work there have to be believable motives behind things. So this morning I sent the video and photos to the local news. The footage will be airing in the next hour or two, I imagine police will be showing up here not long after that. They will find your bodies, all nice and tidy. And once again, we’ll disappear like the ghosts we are.”
 
        “What? No! You can’t…” Before he could finish, the tall hooded man placed a pistol to his temple. Al felt the cold steel and instantly knew what was about to happen. “Wait!” he shouted but was interrupted by the crack of gunfire and then darkness. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   5.
 
   Corey Callahan
 
    
 
   Reed, Texas    
 
        Corey hated physical education class. It had to be the closest thing to medieval torture in the modern age. At sixteen years old, Corey had been cursed with just about everything a teen could be. He was short, skinny, allergic to more things than any functioning human should be allowed, and he was gay. While being gay he didn’t consider an affliction, in a conservative town like Reed it was better to have Ebola. 
 
        Corey didn’t consider himself openly gay. He’d always been soft spoken, even before he knew he was gay, people had thought he was gay. He got good grades and stayed out of trouble, but in a town where the high school football team was worshiped like Greek gods, a skinny gay kid didn’t stand a chance. Daily, he did everything he could to avoid anyone from the football team. Corey wasn’t sure what it was about himself that immediately launched people into hostility toward him.
 
         “You’re too shy,” his friend, Sam had told him. “You walk through the hall looking down at the ground. You avoid eye contact. They can already tell you’re smaller and weaker than them. You show fear, that’s like waving a red cape to a bull. You need to look more confident.”
 
        “Why can’t they just leave me alone?”
 
        “I don’t know, man. It sucks. I know.” Sam was a good friend. He wasn’t gay. Corey only knew of two or three other gay kids in the school and they’d managed to keep it hidden. One was actually on the football team. Sam did what he could to look out for Corey, but they didn’t have many classes together, which was unfortunate. One day it became extremely unfortunate. 
 
        As usual, the harassment started right after P.E. in the shower. Corey usually tried to wait until everyone else was done before taking a shower, this time they were running late getting done with fitness testing. So they all had to shower at the same time. Despite his best efforts, he couldn’t help but look self-conscious, keeping his eyes on the floor. That’s when Buck Ryan, the quarterback of the football team decided to start in. 
 
        “Hey guys! Isn’t Corey sexy?” he said as they all laughed. “I mean, look at the white, pasty, bony body. Just so hot!” 
 
        “Yeah! I mean look at his dick! It’s so huge!” Another kid yelled, this was Doug McKellen. The other guys looked at Doug, rolling their eyes. 
 
        Corey glanced up at them and looked away to finish rinsing off. He just wanted to towel off and get out of there. When he looked away, Buck wasn’t going to quit.
 
        “What are you looking at? Huh? You wanna suck my dick? That what you’re doing? You sizing me up, bitch?” 
 
       Corey didn’t respond. He just continued with his shower before turning the water off. He started out when Buck grabbed his arm. 
 
        “Hey! I’m talking to you, faggot.” He shoved Corey against the wall. Both were standing there naked which only made Corey feel even more awkward. Now he was in a physical confrontation with this guy twice his size. 
 
        “What? I just want to get dressed. Leave me alone.” Corey tried to twist his arm away but Buck just gripped it tighter. 
 
        “I think you do. I think you were looking at my dick. I knew having homos like you in this school was a bad idea. You be looking us up and down. I bet you’re gonna go into the bathroom and beat off to all the naked dudes you saw in here aren’t you?”
 
       “No. Please. Just let me go.”
 
        “Hey Buck, man. Enough fucking around with the kid.” Another kid said from behind him. Buck spun around and punched the boy in the face. Blood gushed from the kid’s nose as he slipped and fell onto his side on the wet shower floor. Buck turned his attention back to Corey. 
 
        “I’ve about had it with you, little pansy ass fucker. You like my dick? How about you suck it then? Huh?”
 
        Corey had never given anyone oral sex. He was still a virgin actually. He’d just known for a couple years he was attracted to boys. 
 
        “No. Man. Just let me go!” Corey tried to pull his arm away but Buck just gripped it tighter before shoving Corey against the wall, slamming his head into the concrete. Corey’s teeth chattered as his head hit. Buck put his hand on Corey’s shoulder and pushed him to the ground until he was on his knees. Tears ran down Corey’s face as he looked up at Buck who was smacking Corey in the face with his semi-erect penis. Corey cringed as Buck grabbed a handful of his hair. 
 
        “Suck it!” 
 
        Corey looked around and the other guys in the class were standing around. Some watching in amusement, others in shock while the rest had gone to get dressed and ignore what was happening entirely. 
 
        “I said suck it, you little bitch! Suck my dick!” Buck reached down and slapped Corey across the face. Corey’s head snapped back but Buck held it in place by his hair. “Now fucking suck it.” He thrust his penis forward into Corey’s mouth. The fleshy shaft was thick and hairy as Corey had no idea what to do with it in his mouth. He gagged as Buck grabbed held his hair and moved his head back and forth. Corey gagged again, feeling like he’d throw up if he didn’t do something. 
 
       After a few more thrusts, Corey felt himself about to choke and bit down without thinking. Buck screamed and jumped back, grabbing his dick. He kicked Corey in the face, knocking him backward. The boys behind them were all laughing.
 
        “Holy shit! He bit Buck’s dick!” they were saying. 
 
        “Shut the fuck up!” Buck screamed. He ran to his locker and pulled on a pair of jeans before returning to Corey who was still stunned from the kick and trying to sit up. He‘d barely gotten to his hands and knees when Buck ran back over to him, still soaking wet, but this time at least Buck had jeans on. He grabbed Corey by the hair and dragged him over to the bench. 
 
        “You’re really gonna get it now, faggot. I’m sure you don’t like sucking dick anyway. But I bet you like it up the ass!” Buck turned and yelled to another boy. “Hey! Someone bring me that mop over there!” 
 
       One of the other kids picked up the mop in the corner and brought it over to Buck. 
 
      “Hold him down!” Buck said as two other boys held onto Corey’s arms. Corey wanted to scream but the only sound that could escape were sobs. 
 
       “Buck, man what are you gonna do?” one of the boys asked. 
 
       “Just watch!”
 
       “I don’t think this is a good idea dude. Seriously. I think he got your point.”
 
       “The faggot bit my fucking dick! He wants to bite my dick? He can take it up the ass like homos do!” Buck unscrewed the mop handle and held it up. He looked down at Corey, smiling. “All right, faggot. Prepare your anus!” He took the long handle and thrust it between Corey’s legs. Finally, Corey was able to scream. 
 
        A week later, Corey sat in his room on the computer. Since the assault in the locker room he hadn’t been back to school. He’d told his parents what happened and they’d taken him to the hospital and even filed a police report. However, none of the boys who saw what happened or who had helped Buck carry out his attack would talk. All of them said nothing happened and that Corey had made it all up. 
 
       Except Corey had tearing around his anus as well as abrasions on the inside of his colon. But yeah, he’d made it all up. He’d been on a liquid diet for several days since passing food had become quite painful. At least most of the swelling had gone down, so sitting didn’t hurt like it had for a while. In his time away from school, his sadness and embarrassment from the attack had turned into rage. Pure, raw and unadulterated rage. 
 
       He didn’t want to go back to that school ever. No way could he show his face there again. He wanted blood. He wanted to see Buck and his pals suffer in ways that made what he went through look like a day at the park. Surfing around on his laptop, he found the site he’d come across before while surfing the dark web. The Suicide Hotline. He did want to die. There was no doubt of that. He was already filled with plenty of self-loathing as it was. 
 
        After this, he just wanted to die and take these assholes with him. Without giving it another thought he filled out the form and submitted it. There was nothing else and he figured it was all too good to be true. In his life, anything that could be good had to be untrue. He closed his laptop and went to sleep. 
 
        The next day, while his parents were at work, the doorbell rang. It rang several times until he threw a shirt on and answered it. A tall, handsome man was standing there in a black suit. 
 
       “Hi, Corey. May I come in?” the man said. 
 
       “Who are you?”
 
       “I’m Mr. Black. You contacted the Hotline.”
 
       “Holy shit. For real? You mean that’s real?”
 
       “Yes Corey. I’m quite real. It didn’t take us long to evaluate your situation. As a matter of fact, we’d already heard about it. Those monsters did quite a number on you. And you want revenge, correct?”
 
       “Yes. That’s right.”
 
       “You do know we are called the Suicide Hotline, correct?”
 
       “Yeah I know. I don’t want to live anymore. My life has been nothing but miserable. I can’t even go back to my own school. Everyone in this part of the state knows what happened to me. I just want to die, and take them with me. But I want to make them hurt. I want them to suffer.”
 
        “I think we can arrange that for you, Corey. Now, may I come in?”
 
       Corey looked around and nodded his head.
 
        “Oh yeah. Shit. Sorry.” Corey stepped aside and let Mr. Black in. They sat on the couch where Mr. Black explained the program. 
 
       “Ok,” Corey said. “So it won’t hurt, right?”
 
       “No sir. Not one bit. Our operators are skilled at taking life and know when to make it as merciful as possible.” 
 
        “How about Buck and his pals? Will they hurt?”
 
       “From what you described, yes I have something special in mind. They will suffer greatly. You can be just as hands-on as you’d like.”
 
       “Good. Fuck that motherfucker.”
 
       “Yes. It sounds like you’ve got an excellent grasp on this.” Mr. Black put out his hand and Corey shook it. “Ok, son. We have a deal. We’ll be in touch.”
 
        Three weeks later, there had been no further word from Mr. Black or any other member of the Hotline. He had spent a lot of his spare time drawing. Fantasizing about what he’d do to Buck. He drew pictures of Buck being decapitated, disemboweled and other fun things. Whether it would actually happen or not, he didn’t know. In the meantime, Corey was forced to go back to school but at least got a pass from P.E. That didn’t make the rest of the situation any better. Everyone looked at him and no one talked to him. That in itself wasn’t unusual. This time it was the stares and the snickers that got to him. He couldn’t even walk down the hall without feeling every single eye on him. Going to the bathroom was terrifying. Fortunately, no one bothered him outright. The upside to all this was teachers were constantly asking him if he was ok. The guidance counselor would check on him weekly. So most the of kids knew better than to fuck with him. 
 
       One day after school, Mr. Black was waiting for him in the parking lot. He was seated inside of a large, black SUV. He rolled the window down as Corey walked by. 
 
        “Hello Cory. Remember me?” 
 
        “Um. Yeah. You’re Mr. Black.”
 
        “That’s right. It’s time. Hop in.”
 
        Corey got into the vehicle and sat across from Mr. Black as the vehicle pulled away. 
 
        “So, where we going?” Corey asked. 
 
        “We’re going to visit your tormentors. Just like you wanted.”
 
       Corey felt his stomach tighten at the thought of confronting the boys who had violated him, especially Buck. He’d only seen Buck a couple of times at school since returning. Each time, Buck would look at him and wink. The first time it had happened Corey’s bladder had let loose as he wet himself. At least he’d gotten to go home early that day. Mr. Black must have read the angst on his face. 
 
        “Don’t worry, son. They won’t be able to do you any harm. You, on the other hand, will be able to inflict as much pain as you want.” 
 
       “Seriously?”
 
       “Yes. Seriously. We’re almost there.”
 
       They drove through an old industrial park until they arrived at an abandoned factory. The SUV stopped outside, and they climbed out. Corey followed Mr. Black into the dark building where they wove through a maze of old machines and equipment until they reached a set of tables lit up by a set of flood lights around them. 
 
        As he approached the tables, he saw a couple of men standing around wearing ski masks and military fatigues. There were three boys, each strapped to a table. The one in the middle was Buck. The other two boys he recognized from the assault. The ones who’d held him down. While he hated them all, it was Buck who had led the attack. The other clowns were just his underlings. The stuff Buck wipes off his shoes. 
 
        As he approached the tables, one of the masked men standing next to a cart approached him. 
 
        “How’s it going, sport? You ready?” the man asked.
 
        “I guess so.”
 
         “Good. Here you go.”
 
        The man stepped aside and Corey saw Buck lying on the table, naked. He was wide-eyed and trembling. As soon as he saw Corey his eyes grew wider as his mouth hung open.
 
        “Corey! What? What the fuck? What is this?”
 
        Corey wasn’t sure what to say. He looked up at the masked man who backhanded Buck across the face. Blood burst from his lip as the man’s gloved hand connected. He cried out as the man looked back at Corey.
 
        “You don’t have to take any shit from him, sport. Just fuck him up good. Check this out.”
 
       Corey looked at the table and saw an assortment of tools and instruments lying there. 
 
        “So what do I do?”
 
       “Here. Let me show you. Pick up any one of these things.” The man picked up a straight razor and flipped it open. A shiny blade reflected the lights as the man slashed a cut across Buck’s chest. Blood ran down his chest as Buck screamed. The man put the razor back on the table. 
 
        “If you want to up and kill him right now, you can. But by the look in your eyes I can tell you want him to suffer. So look at the tools here and take your pick. Might want to put these on.” He reached down and handed Corey an apron, gloves and some goggles. Corey put the items on and looked through the tools. Buck tried to plead his case as he struggled. 
 
        “Corey. Bro, look man. I know you’re pissed. We were just fucking around ok? It was a joke. You know. Horseplay. I didn’t mean anything by it.”
 
        Corey finally looked him in the eye. 
 
        “Didn’t mean anything? You fucking raped me with a mop handle, you asshole. That’s not fucking horseplay. This was after you made me suck your dick. Yet you called me a faggot. Yes, I’m gay. And you know what, you’ve had more blow jobs from guys than I have. So what does that make you?”
 
       Tears ran down Buck’s face. 
 
        “I don’t know, man. I just get confused sometimes. And it pisses me off. But this? You trying to scare me? This some big attempts to make me beg? Fine! I’m begging. Don’t hurt me! Please. I’ll tell you something. I think I may be gay too. Ok? You feel better?”
 
        “Bullshit.”
 
       “I’m fucking serious. A few months ago at a party, I was drunk and so was another dude. He goes to another school. We were sitting in one of the back rooms during the party and just bullshitting. The kid was an athlete like me. So we were both pretty wasted and he starts like touching my arm and stuff. And I kept thinking how good he looked. I mean, I don’t know, man. I sometimes find guys attractive. I push it down though ‘cause its fucking weird. I don’t wanna be some homo. But that night me and him we ended up fooling around. It was fun, but afterward I kind of freaked out. I beat his ass and left.”
 
        “You’re making that shit up.”
 
        “No! I’m not! Dude, I’m serious. So you want to know why I hate you? It’s because you can be open about who you are. I can’t. If I came out, everyone would flip out. Shit, I saw how they treated you and you’re just some nobody. People would really flip their shit if I came out. I might even get kicked off the team. So I just take it out on you.”
 
        Corey looked at the tray and found an ice pick and held it up.
 
       “You take it out on me. Because you’re own insecurity is my problem. Right?”
 
       “No! It’s not! Sorry! I said I was sorry. Ok?” 
 
       “Ok. So you’re sorry. Now that you’re strapped to a table and I’m about to torture you. And if we were to let you go, you’d start right in on me again.”
 
       “No! I promise! I swear on my life!”
 
       “You got that last part right,” Corey said as he shoved the icepick into Buck’s ear. Buck screamed and howled with pain. A combination of blood and yellow fluid ran out of his ear as Buck twitched and thrashed. Corey removed the icepick and stood watching Buck cry. The two boys on the other tables had woken up during his fit and begun screaming as well. Corey looked at the masked man next to him. 
 
       “Can you just cut their throats? I don’t want to waste my time with them.”
 
       “You got it, sport,” the man said as he nodded to the other masked men. Seconds later he heard gags and gurgling sounds coming from the boys before they went silent. Buck settled down but was still trembling.
 
        “Holy shit! You fucking killed them! You just fucking killed them!”
 
        “No shit. You’ll be dead soon enough. But you need to suffer a bit more.”
 
        Buck began sobbing as Corey picked up a knife and walked to the end of the table. He grabbed the top of Buck’s foot and thrust the knife into the bottom of Buck’s foot. Buck screamed again as Corey sliced and carved away at his flesh, removing the sole and heel skin of Buck’s left foot. 
 
        “Oh my God! Ow! Ow! Fuck! Fuck! Shit! Please no more! No more!”
 
       There were also bottles of various chemicals on the table. Corey made a mental note of them as he did the same with Buck’s right foot, carving the flesh away from his foot. 
 
       “Stop! Pleeeaaase!” Buck whined as he sobbed and cried. Corey walked to the table as he tossed the severed flesh to the floor and picked up the bottle of bleach. Walking back to Buck’s feet, he poured the bleach over the fresh wounds. Buck tried to kick as the bleach burned the exposed muscle and bone. Corey smiled as he put the bottle back on the table and looked at the masked man.
 
        “Can you flip him over?” 
 
       The man nodded as two others came over and undid Buck’s straps. They flipped him onto his stomach. He gave them a bit of a struggle, but the men were much stronger. They strapped him back down as Corey walked back over to the cart. 
 
       “What are you doing?” Buck asked. “What are you gonna do?”
 
       Corey didn’t speak as he picked up a drill. There were several bits lying about. He found the longest, thickest one on the tray. It was almost eight inches long and a half-inch thick. There was a blowtorch next to it. Corey heated the bit using the blowtorch until it was glowing red. He pulled the trigger on the drill and listed to the motor rev as Buck became more and more agitated. 
 
        “What was that? What’s happening? Come on! Dude! Please!” Buck screamed. 
 
        “What was that you said to me, Buck? Oh yeah? ‘I bet you like it in the ass.’ Sound about right?”
 
       “No! No! Please!”
 
       Corey spread Buck’s cheeks apart and pressed the red hot drill bit against his asshole. His flesh sizzled as the smell of burned skin filled the room. One of the masked men even gagged at the odor. Buck screamed as Corey pulled the trigger and pushed the drill in as hard as he could. Chunks of skin and flesh and eventually globs of shit splattered everywhere. 
 
        Corey pinched his mouth shut as blood and feces shot onto his face and goggles. Buck thrashed and twitched until the drill was all the way in. When he was done, Corey undid the bit from the actual drill and took the drill away, leaving the large piece of hot metal lodged in Buck’s ass. 
 
       Buck was gasping and heaving as Corey set the drill down on the table. There was also a set of fish hooks spread out with fishing line attached. Corey took the hooks and walked over to Buck, pulled his eyelid out and ran the hook through his eyelid. He did the same to the other as Buck continued screaming. Corey looped the fishing line over Buck’s head and pulled it tight and wrapped the line around his ears, tying them off. The finished look, his eyes were being pulled open by the fish hooks which were tied around his ears. 
 
        “Damn Buck, you look like shit. What the fuck is wrong with you?”
 
        Buck didn’t scream or cry this time, the only noises he made were rapid gasps. His eyes yanked open by the hooks as blood drops trickled into his eyeballs. His eyes darted around frantically, unable to blink as tears ran down his face. Corey walked back to the tray and picked up the roll of fishing line. He unwound a length of it and wrapped it around Buck’s neck. Corey looped it around and unstrapped Buck’s feet as the masked man held his legs in place while Corey wrapped the line around his ankles, bending his legs up at the knees at a forty-five-degree angle and tying the line in place. 
 
        Buck tried not to gag as he held his feet in place. Corey stood back and admired his work. As long as Buck could keep his knees bent, he’d be in sight discomfort. As his muscles gave way and relaxed, he would slowly choke himself to death. 
 
        “Please…” Buck struggled to say. “Corey…please. I’m sorry…just...” His legs began shaking as Corey looked on. Over the next hour, Buck struggled against his own fatigue until he couldn’t hold it any longer. When his legs finally gave out, he choked and gasped as he helplessly strangled himself. Finally his body went limp. Corey looked up at the masked man who shook his head.
 
        “Damn, sport. You’re hardcore. You know that?”
 
        Corey didn’t know what that even meant, but didn’t care. The numbness had set in a long time ago. All he’d felt since the assault was pure rage and hate. He’d relished every second of watching his tormentor suffer. Unfortunately, the rage and hate were still with him. Not that it mattered. He had a cure for that, too.
 
        “Ok kid. Now it’s your turn. You ready?”
 
        Corey nodded. 
 
        “Can I do it myself?”
 
        “What?”
 
        “The razor. Can I do it myself? With the razor?”
 
        The man drew his gun and nodded at the tray. 
 
        “Sure. No one’s ever done that before. Go ahead. No funny business or I’ll do it for you.”
 
       Corey nodded as he picked up the razor and sat down on the floor, leaning up against the table. He looked up at the masked man. 
 
       “Thank you,” he said as he held out his arm and slashed his own wrist. To his surprise, it didn’t hurt as bad as he’d thought it would. He watched with fascination as the life drained from his body. Slowly his eyes grew heavy as he leaned back and looked up at the ceiling. The masked man walked up and stood over him watching. Just before things went dark, for the first time since he could remember, Corey felt peace. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   6.
 
   Mr. Black
 
    
 
        Mr. Black watched from the shadows as Corey took his own life. He smiled, watching the boy. Very strong boy, that one. Too bad he had to go. Perhaps they could have used him. Corey reminded Mr. Black of himself when he was a teen. He sure wasn’t a large boy himself. Except he had some other issues. Issues that started him down his current path. 
 
        He left the warehouse and climbed into the SUV. The driver started the car and they headed back to their destination. As they drove, Mr. Black looked out the window and thought to the time he was Corey’s age. Unlike Corey, his family had means. His father was a real estate developer, but his mother stayed at home. She wasn’t really a housewife, unless you counted sitting on the couch and drinking wine as housework. 
 
        Mr. Black’s troubles started around Corey’s age. See, he’d always had a fascination with animals. He loved animals. He loved to play with them, and pet them. He also wanted to know how animals worked. What made them tick? He had the same curiosities about people, but he couldn’t just go cutting people open. So he found a stray dog running around their neighborhood. He put food out for the dog and earned the animal’s trust. 
 
        He wasn’t even sure of the breed. It was a shaggy, medium size dog and friendly enough. On some days he would throw a ball around with the animal and watched him gleefully grab it and return it to his new friend. On the day it was time, he’d laced the dog food with rat poison. For what he wanted to do, he didn’t want the dog to suffer. 
 
       The dog finished eating, looked up and stumbled away from the bowl. He yelped and whined as he sat down, and rolled to his side. He continued whimpering and whining for several minutes until he stopped moving. He picked up the dog and carried him behind the shed. Their shed was larger than the average tool shed. It was more like a small cabin, except they kept tools and garden items out there. The shed was far enough away from the house that he could hang out there for hours and not be noticed. Not that anyone was paying that much attention. 
 
        He put the dog on one of the workbenches in the shed and used a box cutter to slice the dog open. He wore an apron and a pair of gloves as he performed his twisted surgery. For the next several hours, he removed the dog’s insides and examined them. He even weighed the brain, heart and lungs though he wasn’t sure why. Doctors on TV did it during autopsies. He’d just placed the organs in a pile next to the dog’s body when the door swung open. His mother was standing there. He turned to face her, startled. 
 
        Looking down, he realized he was covered in blood. She looked at him and at the dog’s mutilated carcass on the table and screamed. He ran after her, not even trying to imagine what she thought was going on. 
 
        “Mom! Mom, its ok! Mom! I was just doing an experiment!” 
 
        They reached the house and he peeled off the bloody gear before going inside their large home. She was on the couch crying. 
 
       “Mom! What’s wrong?”
 
       “What did you do to that dog? You butchered him!”
 
       “No! For real! I didn’t. I just wanted to see what he was made of. I never saw the inside of a body before. What made them tick and stuff, so I took him apart. I poisoned him before I cut him open so he wouldn’t feel any pain.
 
       “Oh my God.” She took out her phone and started dialing. 
 
       “What are you doing?”
 
       “I’m calling your father.”
 
       “For what? Why? Mom!”
 
       “He’s got to know his son is a monster!” 
 
       He ran up to his room and waited. A few hours later, his dad came home and walked into his room. The boy sat on the bed not looking up. 
 
       “So your mom says you gave her a good scare today.”
 
       “It was just a dog. I wanted to do experiments. See what it looked like on the inside. I’m not a baby anymore. I’m sixteen. You guys act like I’m a little kid. I like animals. I just wanted to see what makes them work.”
 
       His dad looked around his room. The boy had posters and models of the human anatomy as well as stacks of true crime books about various serial killers. 
 
       “So kind of like a doctor?” his dad said. 
 
       “Yeah. Kind of like that. They experiment on dead bodies in medical school.”
 
       “I know. I have an idea. Your mom wanted me to come up here and beat your ass. Or to ground you. I know something better. Get your jacket.”
 
        “Why? Where we going?”
 
       “Just get it. We’re going for a drive.”
 
        They drove for several hours into the night. The boy wasn’t even sure where they were anymore. They turned down a gravel road where an old mill sat at the end of the winding path. 
 
       “What is this place?”
 
       “Something special.”
 
       “It’s an abandoned mill.”
 
       “Nothing is what it seems, son.”
 
        They drove around the back side of the mill where dozens of other cars were parked. These weren’t just any cars. There were Mercedes, BMWs and even a Ferrari. Rich people’s cars, like them. When they got out of the car, two large men approached until his father took something out of his wallet and showed them. They nodded and stepped aside. 
 
        The boy followed his dad into the mill. Once inside, the place looked totally different. They entered a dark hallway with marble flooring and a single light bulb overhead. When they walked further in, they saw a huge set of double doors. When they stepped through the double doors, you’d think they were on another planet entirely. 
 
        The inside of the mill had been converted into an expensive ballroom. There was a deluxe stairway with plush carpeting all around. A chandelier hung from the ceiling. There were men in tuxedos standing around and muffled screams could be heard from some of the rooms upstairs. 
 
       “What is this place?” the boy asked. 
 
       “It’s a special place. A place for men like us.” One of the tuxedoed men approached his dad. 
 
       “Good evening sir. I believe he’s rather young for being here, isn’t he? You know the rules.”
 
        “He’s sixteen, and trust me, he can handle it. His mom caught him butchering the neighbor’s dog. I know I wasn’t scheduled for tonight but you think we could get a room? I’ll pay extra.”
 
        “I think something can be arranged. We had a cancellation. One moment.” The man turned and walked away as the boy looked at his dad. 
 
        “What’s going on?”
 
       “Look son. You’re about to learn something extremely important. Something I didn’t until I was eighteen, but I think you’re ready.”
 
        “Ready for what?”
 
       “This place is very special. But also very dangerous. They have some very strict rules. Rules that if you don’t obey, can be very seriously punished.”
 
        “You mean like jail?” 
 
        “I mean worse. These are very dangerous men here. But this place is for us. It’s a good place. It’s a place we can be men, the way we were meant to be. Do you understand?”
 
       He looked at his dad and nodded. 
 
       “Good. Now, I need you from here on out to do exactly what I tell you at all times. Don’t argue and don’t question it. Just do it. Ok?”
 
       “Ok.”
 
       “Also, don’t try to help anybody.”
 
       “Help who?”
 
       “You’ll see. You’ll see some people who will beg and plead for you to help them. But you can’t. Promise me you won’t.”
 
       “Ok. I promise.”
 
       “And last of all, do not take anything out of this place. Everything you see here, hear here or find here, stays here. No souvenirs. And no talking about it outside. Not even to me. You got it?”
 
       “I got it. Geez. What are you even talking about?”
 
       “You’ll see.”
 
       The tuxedoed man approached them again and smiled. 
 
       “All right, gentlemen. Your room is right this way.”
 
        They walked up the stairs and down a long corridor. His dad’s dress shoes clicked on the tile floor as they walked to the end of the hall and to a large oak door. The tuxedo guy took out a large set of keys and opened the door. The boy followed his dad inside. 
 
        Once in the room, the boy’s eyes went wide at the sight before him. A girl, not much older than him, was strapped to a dentist-type chair. There was a ball gag in her mouth and leather straps on each of her limbs. The girl was also completely naked. The boy tried to think; he’d never seen a naked girl in person before. Only on the internet. 
 
        “Dad? What is this?”
 
        “You’ll see. Just don’t ask questions.” His dad walked to a table and sorted through a variety of tools and knives. “See, you wanted to know how the dog worked, so you cut it apart. I know that’s not the first time you hurt something. When your mom’s cat vanished last year? I knew that was you.”
 
       The boy was shocked at the revelation. He was right, but he didn’t think anyone had seen him. He’d killed and buried the cat and no one had been around. How could his dad have known?
 
        “You did?” the boy asked. 
 
       “Of course I did. I did the same thing when I was a kid. My dad brought me here also. They call this place The Country Club. It’s very exclusive. Only people like us are allowed. People like her.” He pointed at the girl. “They are everyday people. Some are homeless.”
 
       “How about her?” 
 
       “I don’t know. Don’t care. Once they are in here, they’re not human. They’re property.” His dad walked over to the table and looked things over as he pulled on the thick apron and large rubber gloves. Looking around, he shook his head. “Shit. Where is it? Where is it?”
 
       “Where is what?”
 
       “My special blades. They didn’t lay them out. Shit.” He looked around then at the boy. “I’ll be right back.”
 
        He went to the door and pulled the latch open to stepped outside. The boy ran to the girl and immediately undid the ball gag and removed it from her mouth. The girl started to scream but he put his hand over her mouth.
 
        “Shhh! I want to help you! What’s your name?” he asked. 
 
        “Faith. My name is Faith.”
 
       “Ok, Faith. I’m going to undo these straps and try to get you out of here. I’ve never been here before. I never saw this shit. This is fucking crazy!” 
 
       He undid the straps on her hands, feet, and around her waist. What he didn’t know was there were cameras hidden in the ceiling, watching his every move. He barely had Faith out of the chair when the door swung open and his dad was standing there with two other large men. The look on his dad’s face was a combination of sadness and total disappointment. 
 
         “Dad! This…I was just trying to help her. This is crazy. This place. I’ve never…”
 
       His dad put his hand out while shaking his head.
 
       “I thought you knew better, son. I told you. She’s nothing. She’s meat.”
 
       One of the men stepped forward, pulled out a gun, and shot her in the face. The back of her head exploded, splattering the side of the boy’s face with bloody chunks of flesh and skull. Her lifeless body collapsed into the chair as the boy screamed and jumped back. One of the men walked in and grabbed him by the arm. 
 
        “Dad! What’s going on! Dad!”
 
        “I’m sorry, son. This was a test. I’m afraid you failed.”
 
        “What? Test? What kind of test?”
 
        “I’ve known for a long time something wasn’t right with you. So has your mom. I thought bringing you here would help. Would give you an outlet. Instead you chose to help this worthless piece of trash.”
 
       “Are they going to kill me?”
 
       “No. You’ll stay here for a long time. They’ll put you to work. You’ll learn everything about this place until it becomes a part of you. But my son is dead.”
 
       He turned and walked out. The boy struggled to get away from the large men but they were too strong. 
 
       “Dad! Dad!” he screamed but they dragged him downstairs and into a dark chamber where he was locked in a cage. 
 
        Mr. Black snapped out of his thoughts as the SUV pulled onto the tarmac. He climbed out of the SUV and onto a private jet. He climbed on board and the sole flight attendant brought him his favorite scotch on the rocks. He buckled in as the plane took off. He was the only passenger. After several recent stops, he was headed back home. The plane ride to Dallas was just over an hour. 
 
        Once he deplaned, there was another SUV waiting to pick him up. He climbed in and once again thought back to that day when he’d first entered this line of work. Fortunately, he didn’t spend a lot of time in the cage. In a short time, the folks who ran the club saw what an asset he was. And not just at cleaning up blood and slop, either. 
 
       He had a way with people that impressed most of the leadership. Soon he was one of the tuxedo guys even though he was barely eighteen. They had him showing people around and taking orders. Orders being just what types of victims they wanted and any particular specialties. Yes, the club had its own concierge. 
 
        Since he’d been left there, his dad had never returned. Over the years, he’d seen the most unspeakable things you could imagine. He’d cleaned up body parts, disposed of human remains and even was forced to take part in various forms of torture and humiliation. He was no longer the nervous boy he’d been when his father had abandoned him at the club. He was something else entirely. A few years later when he finally saw his father, it was funny, he didn’t even recognize his own son. The boy had grown up quickly working at the club. At age nineteen he’d grown out a goatee and had longer hair. 
 
       “Right this way sir,” he said. “Your room is ready.” He’d known his father was coming that night. He’d seen him on the reservation list and had made some of his own preparations. He’d prepared his father’s “order” just like he’d requested. Except before he’d come down to greet the man, the boy had cut her throat. When they’d gotten into the room his father stopped at the site of the dead body.
 
        “What the fuck is this? Is this a joke? She’s fucking dead.”
 
        The boy closed the door behind himself, locking it. As the concierge, he also had the master key so didn’t need to be buzzed out the way patrons would need to. 
 
       “No joke, Father. No joke at all.”
 
        The color flushed out of his dad’s face as he suddenly recognized his own son.
 
       “Son? You? Oh my God. I was afraid you’d be dead. Most guys, when they get left here, try to escape and end up on somebody’s table. Look at you. You’re working your way up!”
 
       His dad looked at the girl and began to realize what was happening. 
 
       “Wait. You don’t think…” Before he could finish, the boy was on him, knocking him to the ground. In the years at the club, he often jogged around the grounds for exercise. He’d spent his evenings doing push-ups and pull-ups. Hundreds a day. He’d grown strong. Much stronger than his father who was waving at the ceiling where the cameras were.
 
        “Oh don’t bother, dad. I’ve disabled them. I also changed the logs. As far as anyone knows, this room is vacant. So you’re all mine.”
 
       He punched his dad in the face with a hard right, almost knocking the man unconscious. The boy stood and flopped the dead girl out of the chair and picked up his dad, strapping him in. 
 
        “Wait? Son. What are you doing? You can’t do this. I’m a very powerful man. People will come looking for me! You’ll ruin everything!”
 
        “I got it all taken care of, pops. Don’t you worry yourself one bit,” he answered as he flicked his dad’s nose.  “Now, enough talking.” The boy went to the table and picked up a strand of barbed wire. He placed the wire around his father’s mouth, who screamed as the barbs cut into his cheeks and lips. Wrapping it around the back of his head, he crossed the ends over and twisted them until it was so tight, blood was running down the side of his face and head. The skin around his head where the wire was wrapped had turned white as his father tried to speak but it only came out in muffled sounds. 
 
        “What’s that? You’re sorry you left me here to be raised by barbarians? Oh, I’m sure you are, dad. Don’t worry. I plan to show you everything I’ve learned.”
 
        The boy picked up a hammer from the tray, and without a second’s hesitation, smashed all the fingers on his father’s right hand. The man howled in pain, but as he screamed, the barbed wire dug in deeper, causing him to scream more, thus causing more pain. The boy took the hammer and smashed all the fingers on his other hand, then knelt down and pounded his left foot into a swollen, bloody pulp. As his father’s toes dangled in different directions. The boy took turns wiggling each one. 
 
        “This little piggy went to market. This little piggy stayed home…” 
 
        Each time the boy wiggled one of his toes, his father screamed and cried. He went along each toe until he got to the pinky toe.
 
        “And this little piggy cried ‘wee wee wee! All the way home!’ Wasn’t that fun dad?” 
 
        The boy tossed the hammer aside and picked up a drill from the table. He revved the drill, shoved the bit into his father’s nostril, and pulled the trigger. Red chunks of flesh and tissue flew in all directions as he pushed it all the way through until it came out the top of his nose. He ripped the drill free and rammed it into his father’s upper thigh. 
 
        Over the next several hours, he drilled, cut, slashed and flayed at his dad until the man was no longer recognizable. Once he was finished, he wheeled the large waste bin over and dumped his father’s remains inside. He proceeded to clean and sanitize the rest of the room, picking up the plastic tarps that had been in place, and preparing it for the next client. He stripped off the gloves and apron and placed them into the bin, opened the door and headed to the east wing of the facility. 
 
        Once he arrived, he put the barrel on the hoist and lowered it into the incinerator. He watched as what was left of his father burned, along with the man’s clothing and belongings. When that was finished, he paid one of the cleaning crew to take his father’s car to a local chop shop. When he’d finished cleaning up, the club superintendent, Alexander Rhodes, a suave man in his sixties, approached the boy and patted him on the shoulder. 
 
        “So how are things this evening?” Alexander asked.
 
        “Oh great. Everything is going great tonight. A bit slow, but gives me time to catch up on some things.”
 
        “Good, good. Hey. I wanted to tell you, your idea for re-opening the Texas club… I took it to the board. They really like your idea. As long as all the precautions remain in place. That last one was disastrous, but they were extremely careless.”
 
        “Yes. They were. I read everything I could about it. But there are so many former members there. I get emails from them daily.”
 
        “They liked the all women club idea. Perhaps the ladies will be more cautious. I wasn’t sold on it at first, but the board loved your proposal.  So we’ve found a location and will get started on it. In the meantime, there is another expansion project they want to put you on.”
 
        “Oh?”
 
        “Yes. This is a website. They are calling it the Suicide Hotline. But it’s so much more than that. Come by my office later, and I’ll brief you. Oh, and your name, we can’t have you out and about using your family name. This new project requires total anonymity. So from now on, you are Mr. Black.” 
 
        “Mr. Black. I like it. Thank you, sir. I like it a lot.”
 
        “Good. Good. I think you’ll do great.”
 
        The SUV drove through a large steel gate onto the ranch, completely surrounded by an eight-foot concrete fence with electric wiring running along the top. They drove up the long, winding lane to the compound. He climbed out of the car and stepped inside. Standing in the waiting room was Melissa, the concierge. He had picked her for this position, and so far she’d handled it flawlessly. She stood wearing a white, sparkling gown that hugged her every curve. She looked up at him and smiled.
 
        “Welcome to the Country Club, Mr. Black,” she said with a crooked smile. “Anything I can do to make you more comfortable?”
 
        Mr. Black removed his jacket and smiled back. 
 
        “Why yes. Yes you can.”
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   Chapter 1
 
    
 
        Derek sat in the waiting room for almost an hour. It was an office in downtown Dallas. The job wasn’t an office job, however. The job was for a private security gig. He was amazed they’d granted him an interview. Since he’d gotten back from Iraq, he’d had more than a few legal problems. 
 
        His wife had divorced him while he was deployed. During his time in the Marines he’d seen more than his share of death and carnage. Some of that came home with him. The nightmares never ended, nor did the flashbacks. Like many veterans, he sought comfort at the bottom of the bottle. After a few DUI’s and an assault charge, he was nearly unemployable. 
 
        Originally upon discharge, he’d wanted to be a police officer, but his personal problems had quickly eliminated that possibility. Then he found this ad on Craigslist. Didn’t even have much listed. It simply said a private company in need of security. Discretion a must. He’d gone to the website, filled out the application, and here he was. 
 
        Finally, the door opened and a tall Latina woman stepped inside. She was wearing a pair of black slacks and a blazer. Her long black hair hung down over her shoulders as she sat behind her desk. 
 
       “Good afternoon, Mr. Davis. I looked over your resume. Pretty impressive.”
 
       “Thank you umm…Miss….”
 
       “Gonzalez. Camila Gonzalez.”
 
       “Thank you Miss Gonzalez.”
 
       “Let me tell you about our organization,” she continued. “It’s not located here. It’s a private facility. Very exclusive, and our members are women only. What goes on in there is incredibly private.”
 
       Derek’s first thought was this was some kind of kinky sex club. He supposed that wouldn’t be the worst thing. He didn’t really care. A job was a job.
 
        “There are harsh consequences for breaking any confidentiality agreement. But I reviewed your resume and your record. It sounds like you’ve run out of places to go. Am I right?”
 
        The question caught him off guard. What all did she find out?
 
       “Yeah. In a way. I’ve had some troubles.”
 
       “But you’ve been sober for almost a year. Correct?”
 
        What the fuck?
 
        “Um yes. Is that a normal question?”
 
        “It is for us. Look, Mr. Davis. I’m not going to bullshit you. This is a tough job. These women are very wealthy and powerful and when they ask for something, it needs to be done yesterday. Do you understand?”
 
       “Yeah. Totally.” Great, a bunch of rich chicks on power trips. Then again, it sounds like glorified babysitting. 
 
        “Ok. Good. The job pays $100,000 a year, starting out, plus bonuses. Any breach of confidentiality or poor performance and there are harsh consequences.” 
 
       “Um. Ok wow. That’s a lot.”
 
        “Is that a problem?”
 
        “No. Not at all. I just. Wow. Yeah it’s great.”
 
       “Good. Can you start tonight? We’re rather short staffed.”
 
       “Yeah. Of course.” 
 
       “Good. You’ll come back here and ring the buzzer downstairs. A shuttle will pick you up and take you to the location. This will be where you report for work daily. I’m sorry, but like I said, discretion is very important. A similar club existed several years ago and they had some issues, let’s say.”
 
        “Ok. I get it.”
 
        “Good. Now I assume in Iraq you saw some pretty awful things?”
 
        God, this lady doesn’t pull any punches.
 
       “Yeah. I saw some really bad stuff. Really bad.”
 
       “Ok. Then nothing you see here should shock you.”
 
       “Like what?”
 
       “You’ll see, tonight. Would you like the job?”
 
       “I guess so. I mean can you tell me more of what I’ll be doing?”
 
       “I’m afraid not. You’ll learn on the job. You won’t make this kind of money anywhere else. That is, if anyone will even talk to you.”
 
       “Right. Yes. I’ll take it.”
 
       “Good. Be here at 7 p.m. Suit and tie.” She stood and shook his hand, then stepped out of the office. Derek left, grabbed something to eat, and returned a few hours later as he’d been instructed. Once he rang the buzzer, a dark-colored van pulled up. He climbed in the back where there were four other men in suits. 
 
        “So you guys security too?” Derek asked. No one answered, they all looked at each other. The driver was an older black man who looked up at them in the rearview mirror. 
 
        “Hey new guy! Shut the fuck up!”
 
       “I’m sorry?”
 
        “No talking! That’s the rules! Now shut up!” the man yelled. 
 
        Derek looked at the others, who shrugged. An hour later, they pulled through an iron gate into a large compound. The area was surrounded by eight-foot concrete walls. The van came to a stop as the driver put it in park. 
 
       “All right. Everyone out! Miss Camila is waiting on you guys!” he yelled. Derek climbed out along with the others, and they filed into the front door. Miss Gonzalez was inside, this time wearing a black sequined gown. There were other women standing around. By the way they were dressed, Derek thought he’d arrived at the Oscars. 
 
        “Good evening, gentlemen. Glad you all could make it. Derek. You come with me. The rest of you know your posts. Get in position. Our first guests will be arriving shortly.”
 
        She turned and walked down a long hallway. Derek followed along as a lovely blonde walked past them. 
 
        “Good evening, Melissa, is everything ready?” Camila asked. 
 
        “It is. Everyone is in place.”
 
       “Good. This is Derek. He’s one of our new security team.”
 
       “Nice to meet you!” Melissa held out her hand. Derek shook it gently and continued following Camila. They went through a set of double doors and through what looked like a warehouse. This part of the building wasn’t as clean and fancy as the other parts of the house. It was dark and filthy. They reached another set of doors where Camila dug into her purse and took out a set of keys. She opened the next door and into a room where Derek froze before going in.
 
        “What’s wrong?” Camila asked. 
 
        “This? What the hell is this?”
 
        Against the wall was a group of large dog cages with several men and women locked inside each one. Each cage had a tag with a number on it. 
 
        “This is your job. I told you this was a private club and you’re being paid quite well. On the wall is a cattle prod in case any of them gives you a problem. You check the number on each tag and take that asset to the corresponding room. If they give you shit, zap them with the cattle prod. There are zip ties in the drawer. Make sure they are secure before taking them out.”
 
       “For what? Why? Is this some weird kink club or something?”
 
       “No, honey. This is the Country Club, where every night is ladies’ night.”
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