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Foreword

This is one third of the first real book I ever wrote. Putting this together has been a labor of love. Written over ten years ago, I’ve grown as a person, as a writer, and as an artist. What do I change? How far from the original vision should I stray?

I hope I have come to a decent compromise. It is a dark work, but there are flickers of light if you pay attention. I tried to temper the darkness and remain true to the original vision. While this book will be better than it was, it will keep the intent of the artist I was as I turned 30 years old.

As a self-published work, I submit it, with all its faults, for posterity and the enjoyment of a few.

Peace.

M.B. Mooney





Dedication

This book is dedicated to my parents, Mary K. and Gregg, who both passed on one of the greatest treasures in the world to me: the love of reading.





Prologue

It is both a blessing and a curse to leave Paradise for Earth. The Master shows honor to send us as messengers, our mission to affect the world for good, and that is a blessing. The curse is to be made mortal, and while Earth is the most beautiful place in all Creation, Man has left a dark stain upon it. Creation longs to be clean again.

Also, can you ever be truly content to leave Paradise? Human language cannot even express the sights and sounds and feelings of that place.

Looking around, I was back on Earth again. The temporary disorientation left me, and I became more aware.  I was in a city. The buildings in the city were tall and imposing.  The sun warmed my skin, but the stone and metal surroundings made me feel cold.  I longed for the life of a forest or field, some semblance of Divine Creation, not that of Man.  But this is the mark of this time, I reminded myself.  The Mark of Man.

In my current position, the only way to see the sky was to gaze straight upwards into the beautiful blue.  I did this for a moment, basking there in the light of the sun, the light that gave life to everything on Earth.  The street lay before me, and I began to walk towards that light.  It was brighter from the middle of the street.  I raised my arms and felt the weakness of this body, this human form.  Gazing down at myself, I saw the body of a male, of a man, with wonderful dark skin and well-shaped features.  It was a beautiful body, and I was thankful for it.

That is when I heard the scream.

She was an older woman, very unhealthy in appearance, with sallow skin and patches of baldness in her thin hair.  Her shoulders were stooped and there was an odd twist to her spine.  Clutching a small paper bag to her breast, she seemed frightened, and she peered at me, pointing with a long bony finger.

I was confused about her fear for a moment until I looked down at my body again.  I was naked.  I had forgotten about the preoccupation with the nude body here in this time and place.  She apparently had not.  Extending my arms in friendship to her, I began to walk in her direction. She took exception to this and began to run away, very quickly in spite of her failing health.  I felt helpless as I watched her go.

The horrible sound that I heard next caused me to grab my ears in a reflex to protect my frail human body.  It was such a sound of screeching, that I thought it might hurt me.  Turning around to face this noise, and I noticed a large metal vehicle had stopped not far from me.

This vehicle, rumbling with thunder and made of some strange materials, began to move around me.  Yes, I reminded myself, a car. A man sat inside of this object, a chariot-type vehicle rolling alone on four black wheels, and he spoke to me.

“You pervert!  Get the hell outta the road!”

He also pointed a finger at me, but a different finger than the one the older woman had shown me.  I watched the man in the car roll away, faster and faster. The car made a noise not unlike a roar.

I walked back away from the street, thinking about this strange land in which I had been placed, and tried to remember what it was I was here to do.

Oh, yes. The boy.  The Master is giving me a chance to save the boy.

I did not know exactly how to find him, but I knew he was here, somewhere. The Master always helps his servants find a way. But first I must find some clothes.

“Hey, buddy, why don’t you come with me.”

I turned to see a man dressed in blue walk cautiously towards me.  Something on his chest reflected the sunlight.  He held something on his hip.  I smiled at him, hoping to put him at ease. “Your invitation flatters me, but I have much to do today.  Much to do.”

The man stopped a few feet in front of me.  “It wasn’t an invitation.”

“You seem very agitated, how …”

But I did not have time to say much else.  This man rushed me and threw me to the ground, placing thin shackles upon my wrists behind my back, and he pressed my face to the cold concrete sidewalk. “Oh, I understand now,” I told this man.  “You are an authority of some kind.  Are you detaining me?”

“I’m arresting you, you friggin’ fruit, now shut up and walk with me.  Don’t give me any shit.”

“I shall do my best not to.  I assume that would be rather rude.  But you see, I can explain everything.”

“I’ll bet you can.”

“My name is Kalil, and I am an Angel. I have come to save you. All of you.”
 






Chapter 1

The first time Matthew Walker remembered his dream, he didn’t ever want to dream again.

Awaking with a start, he heaved for breath. He was soaked through with sweat, the bed damp.  Matthew sat up and lifted his arms. Wiping the moisture from his face, he dangled his feet over the side of the bed, and peered at the digital clock on the nightstand: 3:43a.m.

Groaning, Matt stood next to his bed, and found himself hopping in surprise, as if he didn’t expect his leg to be there.

Odd. Something from the dream.

He stumbled in the darkness to the small bathroom in the hall. When his fingers found the lightswitch, he pulled a forearm over his face to hide his eyes. Slowly they adjusted to the light.

Matt was seventeen years old and small for his age. Even his peers assumed he was a freshman, although he was in all their senior classes. Matt rubbed a hand through his short dark hair. His skin was paler than usual, and he grimaced, splashing water on his face.

He gasped at the cold water, and it forced him to remember details of the dream. A man in a long tunnel of some sort, but white and clean. Another person was suddenly in the tunnel, threatening and ominous, a killer. Matt tried to cry out and warn the first man, but his lips made no sound. The killer pointed at the man in the tunnel, and a strong silent wind blew through the tunnel, tossing the man about like a lizard in the jaws of a rabid dog. The man in the dream screamed, and Matt knew he was dying. Fear gripped Matt, fear not only for the man in the dream but for his own life.

That’s when he woke up.

It was just a dream, he thought, trying to convince himself. But he failed. It had seemed so real. Matt staggered back to his bed, removing his wet clothes, changing into dry ones, and stripped the bed of the damp sheets. Laying on top of the mattress, he wondered if he would get any sleep the rest of the night. School started in four hours.

 

Slamming the door to his looker, Matt hooked his Bio book under his arm as he moved toward his first period class. The crowd of hurried teens shuffled themselves around him. It was the first day of the second semester at Oak Ridge High School of his senior year. Matt was the new kid. He had spent the last month before Christmas catching up, and he was ready to start over in a new school with new friends, learning a new place and how things worked.

He felt horrible, exhausted from sleeping in fits the last few hours before he had to rise for school. Matt was small and easily lost in a sea of people, and most of the time, Matt considered this a blessing.  He didn’t necessarily want attention of any kind, especially since he had only been going to this high school for a few months. Moving around as often as his family did, he found it difficult to try and invest in new relationships, however much he longed for them.

He merged with a line of people that seemed to be going in his general direction. A hand slapped his back.  “You look like hell, dude.”

He turned to see Richard, his new friend, his only friend, behind him. Richard’s tall frame seemed to float behind Matt as they walked down the hall. “Well, that’s nice of you to say.”

“Just trying to help,” Richard said.

“Speaking of help,” Matt said, looking back at him, “did you do your History homework?”

Richard frowned at him. “What do you think?”

Matt shook his head. “Sorry. Stupid question. You never do your homework.”

“Of course not, and neither should you.”

“Why would I want to pick up any of your bad habits?”

Richard laughed. “Bad habits? I’m offended. Not doing my homework is one of the few things I do well.”

Matt smiled as he walked. “I have something to ask you,” Matt said, his voice lowering in volume.

Richard seemed to get the hint and became serious as well. “All right. Go ahead.”

“Do you know Vikki Wagner?”

There was a short pause from Matt’s friend. “Who?”

“Vikki Wagner.”  Matt looked around as if someone were spying on them.  “She seems to be really popular.” Matt snorted and raised his shoulders.  “She’s probably the hottest girl in the school.”

“Yeah, okay, I know her. What about her?”

“Well, you see, she’s in my homeroom and my Biology class this semester. And we’ve been talking ...”

“And ...”

“I thought about asking her out. You know, on a date.”

“I know what it means.  What’s your point?”

“I just thought you might know her.  Maybe give me some advice on what to do.”

Again Richard paused.  “I don’t really know her that well.  I couldn’t really tell you what to do.”

Matt stopped just in front of his Biology class. He turned to Richard, craning his neck to get his friend in full view. “Is there something you’re not telling me?”

Richard ran his hand through his long, light brown hair, almost blond, pulling it away from his face, his arm rising high above Matt. His smile faltered as he answered. “No. Not at all.”

Matt didn’t believe him. “Okay, well, see you after school?”

Richard nodded absently, not meeting his gaze, and began to walk towards his own class.

Just as Matt turned to his Bio class, thinking of how strange Richard was sometimes, he collided with another person.  He almost dropped his books and crouched to catch them. Looking up, he saw another student, Marcus Brooks, standing over him.

“Get out of my way, you little shit,” Marcus said.

Marcus one of the few blacks in the rural area school. He was the local basketball and football star and demanded a lot of leeway for that fact and many others, most of which were unknown to Matt.

As he stood, Matt raised his arms in an apologetic nature. “Sorry,” Matt said.

“Don’t talk to me, either,” Marcus said, and proceeded to push Matt against the wall.

Before Matt could react, he saw Marcus move, against his will, past him and onto the floor. Marcus gave a little cry as he hit the tile, and Matt looked up and saw Richard advancing. Marcus stood angrily to meet Richard’s step but was caught off balance by Richard’s leverage and momentum. Grabbing him by the shirt, Richard pressed Marcus against the wall. Matt felt the thud next to him. Richard peered into Marcus’s eyes.

“Apologize,” Richard said.

“Screw you,” Marcus said.

Richard picked Marcus up by the shirt, ripping sounds apparent, and threw him against the opposite wall of the hall in the school.  Marcus tried a swinging right aimed at Richard’s head, but the clumsy attempt was successfully shrugged off.  Richard hit Marcus twice, once in the groin and once dead in the face, both deliberate, calculated blows.  Marcus dropped to the floor in a heap.

Leaning down to speak in Marcus’ ear, Richard said, “Stop being such an ass and leave him alone.”

And with that, Matt watched his friend walk down the hall alone.

-----

Russell Person moved his groggy head around on his neck, the pops and crackles in the bones reminding him of his increasing distance from youth.  Parts of his body ached where he didn’t realize aches could occur.  It had been a long day, and it would only get longer.  He should have been home a couple hours ago. A digital 45” flatscreen television sat across the room, the volume low, the channel always tuned to 42, WPXT, the station that he worked for.  Russell stared blankly at the large mahogany desk in front of him, filled to overflowing with two or three trees worth of paper containing statistics and spreadsheets full of numbers telling him the latest ratings and polls of the station.

He held a cell phone to his ear. “Prime time is staying miraculously competitive, but the news dropped a point or two,” he told his boss.

“How is daytime looking?”

“Terrible. We’re losing our audience in the afternoon,” Russell answered.

His boss sighed through the phone. That was not a happy sigh. “Those are prime commercial spots. Those people spend a lot of money. What are you going to do about it?”

Russell rubbed his eyes. “There’s a new talk show, even raunchier than the rest of them out there. None of the other stations will touch it, though.”

“Do you think it will boost the ratings?”

“Probably, especially at first, but some of our more conservative sponsors might shy away from it.”

A pause on the other end. “Let’s grab it before someone else does.”

“Yes, sir.” Which means I’ll take the fall if it explodes in our faces, Russell thought.

Russell hung up the phone and put it on his desk. He took a deep breath and leaned over the spreadsheets again.

“Good night, Mr. Person. I’m leaving,” the voice came from the door to his office, and Russell opened his eyes just long enough to see his “executive assistant” bob her ugly little head at him and walk down the hall. Russell smiled politely while in her view - you never knew when that woman could see things - and frowned at her when he heard the front door to the office lock behind her.

He thought briefly about how great it would be to have a nice, sexy secretary that would render certain “services” at times like these to move up the corporate ladder, so to speak.  But of course, that was not the case.  With his luck shining through again, it was commonly known that he had the butt-ugliest secretary in the office, if not the world in general.  Russell knew gay men who were more attractive, and he hated fags.

He spent the next two hours going over things, reorganizing materials, going over notes and notes of ideas about what to do with the daytime line-up and the myriad of rescheduling options available. Where could he put the new show that would have the most impact and do the least amount of damage?

And when he couldn’t take any more, when his head pounded unbearably, when his rear end had been asleep in the chair for a half hour, when the cramps in his right hand came every two or three minutes instead of every ten or fifteen, he decided to go back to his lonely house and get that drink.

Russell put his jacket on.  Standing, he considered what to do with the mess on his desk, and decisively left it for the morning.  He turned out lights as he went down the narrow hall towards the main door of the office, dark now except for the one lamp in the corner.  He made sure that the security system wouldn’t deafen him as he walked out the door and reset it again as he entered the main hall on the fifteenth floor of the building. After double-checking the lock out of pure habit, he walked alone down another long, dark hallway towards the elevator.  Pushing the call button for the elevator, he closed his tired eyes and waited.

The elevator door opened, a smooth metallic sound with a rush of air, so the light from inside brightened the dark hall.

Russell opened his eyes.

A man stood in front of him, a tall man wearing a long overcoat and staring fiercely into Russell’s eyes.

“Who the hell are you?” Russell asked.  He couldn’t see the man’s face very well from underneath the baseball cap, pulled down over his face.  “How did you get past security downstairs?”  Russell took a cautious step towards the man.

The long overcoat parted, flapping on both sides, and revealed a shotgun in the hands of the man in the elevator.  Russell froze.  The shotgun seemed to raise itself slowly, pointing at Russell.

Russell turned quickly and ran, although not quite as quickly as he wanted to, screaming at the top of his lungs down the hall back towards his office.  His old body slowed him down.  His half-asleep ass slowed him down.

The first shot Russell heard blew a large chunk out of the wall beside him.  His screams rose an octave, tearing at his throat.  A clicking sound, the cocking of the gun, pierced his panic.  Russell didn’t see what happened to the second shot, but his lower body seemed to stop from under him, as if something tugged violently on his leg.  He tumbled head first to the floor.

He lay on his back for a moment, writhing and slowly succumbing to shock, before he tried to sit up.  Looking down, he saw that his right leg stopped just at the knee, a fountain of blood where the rest of his limb used to be.  He started to scream again, but the sound was a weak choke.  He saw the man in the long overcoat walking from the elevator towards him, holding the shotgun waist-high and aiming it at Russell’s head.  The man pumped the shotgun again.

Please, God, let me pass out before … before … before … Russell thought.

But he didn’t pass out.  The man in the overcoat stood above him now, waiting for something, looking into Russell’s eyes.  Russell raised his arms as the barrel of the shotgun moved within inches of his grimacing face.  He tried to speak, to plead with the man.

“I - I’ll give you ... anything.  Just don’t … don’t kill me.  I swear.  Money. Anything.”  Russell could smell the powder, feel the heat of the gun near his face.

The man in the long overcoat said only one word, a name, in fact. Russell recognized the name immediately, but wasn’t sure from where.  The man in the overcoat waited and watched. Russell’s memory finally fought through the fear and pain, identifying that name.

He groaned, “No …”

Russell didn’t hear the third shot.





Chapter 2

Standing over the dead body, Detective Valerie Mann felt like she was going to vomit. Clenching her teeth, she tried not to puke the first minute on the job this morning.

Trying to hold her breath at the scent of blood, she noticed her skirt might be a little too short. The shape of her legs cried for exercise, not exposure, but she had rushed out of her apartment this morning without much time for these considerations.

The call had come just a few minutes before the alarm was to go off.  God, she hated that.  Of course, the crime scene couldn’t wait one minute for perusal, she knew that as well as anyone, but she wished that they didn’t find dead bodies so early in the morning.  Valerie heard who they were making her work with on this case, and that only exacerbated her frustration. Now here she stood, over this bloody mess of a human being, of a man. She watched the sticky crimson mess on the floor, the splattering of it on the wall.

As she leaned over for a better look at the body, Valerie wasn’t necessarily as new to the violent sight of blood as the other detective on the scene, Bill Young, thought she was. She just hated that smell. The smell clung to everything there in the hall on the fifteenth floor like The Blob in that old movie she saw on TV at her grandma’s house.  The dead body hadn’t started to decompose yet, but the drying, slippery blood everywhere made her stomach churn.  She kept holding the handkerchief over her short nose and full mouth, and that helped a little.  But Detective Young’s mouth caused her even more nausea than the smell.  She wished she had another pair of hands to put hands over her ears, as well.

“All right, darlin’,” Bill said as he walked around her with one of the officers there at the scene.  “You’re gonna have to stop starin’ at Mr. Dead Head, here, and start workin’, okay?”

Valerie regarded her partner with more than a little disdain.  She didn’t necessarily hate him, but it was close.  She was sure he was a nice guy, for Victorian England, but he had no clue as to her abilities and treated her like a Hooters waitress.  He treated every woman like that, though. She knelt down cautiously next to the area of the body that once resembled a head.

“My God, this is a mess,” she said.  “He must have been shot by a forty-ought six at point-blank range.”

Bill grinned at her, the wrinkled forehead pushing a little at the cropped gray hair above his droopy eyes.

“We got a regular Matlock here.”

His sarcasm bit at her, almost causing her to lose control of her stomach.  She kept swallowing hard to calm herself, taking her concentration away from coming up with a proper retort. Instead, she allowed Bill to attempt his version of investigation, and she watched his grossly out of shape body lead the young officer in blue to the other side of the corpse.

The extra skin on his jaw and the double chin wobbled while he spoke. He knelt over the dead body but spoke to the young man in blue nearby.  “Officer, what would you say the weapon was?”

The young officer’s eyes danced quickly from Valerie to Bill. “Looks more like a twelve gauge to me.”

“Very good,” Bill said, nodding to him.  “Do you do much hunting?”

“No, sir, not too much.”

“Well, I guess men just naturally know more about these things.”  Bill Young looked up from the mangled corpse into Valerie’s eyes.  “Wouldn’t you agree, Mann?”

Valerie just shook her head at him.  “You’re an asshole.”

Bill nodded, smirking.  “A term both of my ex-wives use a lot.”

He took a long moment to survey the wreckage of this man’s body.  The victim’s name had been Russell Person, and he currently had neither much of a leg or head.  “Did anyone find any shells?”

The young officer shook his head.  “No. He must have picked them up on his way out.”

Bill nodded. “What’s the time of death?”

Valerie’s voice was muffled through the handkerchief. “The station owner talked to him around seven, so sometime after that. Doctor said around ten-thirty.”

“Around ten-thirty?  I want something more concrete than that.  Anyone talk to the security, yet?”

The young officer piped up proudly. “They’re going through the surveillance tapes right now.”

“I know that, but how did the piece of shit get past the guy downstairs?”

“They don’t know,” Valerie said.  “That’s why they’re checking the tapes.”

“Thanks, Matlock,” Bill said, standing up, holding on to the belt of his pants, and situating himself under the roundness of his torso.  “All this blood is making me hungry.  I’m going to get breakfast.”

 

Valerie sat with Bill, by necessity not choice, at a nearby diner. It was a busy place, even for a late breakfast.

She didn’t know Bill well, but his reputation preceded him. He was a man who broke the rules on a regular basis, little rules that superiors would never bother with unless severely anal, but it was evidence to Valerie of a man who either had a problem with authority or was so close to retirement that he didn’t think the rules applied to him anymore.  It was more likely both.  Bill’s harassment of female and other minority officers was also legendary.  And although Valerie always attempted to look beyond preconceived notions, nothing he did contradicted them.

Valerie sipped at her water and watched Bill eat a plate full of scrambled eggs covered with ketchup. “How can you eat that?” she asked him.

Bill smiled at her again. God, she hated when he smiled at her like that. “With a fork,” he said and proceeded to lift it inches in front of her face.

“Now I’m really going to be sick,” she told him with a grimace.

“How long have you been on the force?” Bill asked her as he settled in to eat.

“Seven years.”

“You’ve never seen anything like that before, have you.”

It wasn’t really a question, more of a statement. “Sure I have. I just hate the smell of blood like that. It makes me sick. It’s always made me sick.”

“Well, I guess some people never grow up and get used to it.”

They sat in silence for a moment, the clinking of his fork more and more annoying as Bill neared the end of his meal, mopping up the residue with a triangle of buttered white toast.

“Let me ask you a question,” Valerie said.

“Sure,” Bill said through a mouth full of toast.

“How long have you been an asshole?”

After Bill caught his breath and swallowed successfully, he turned his attention to her.  “Much longer than you’ve been on the rag every month, that’s for sure.  So just humor the old bastard, and you’ll do okay, I promise.”

Bill raised his hand at the waitress, calling for his check.  “They’ll promote you soon because you’re a woman, and they like to see that down here.  Gives them a better image.  It’ll take a little longer, since you’re not black, but you’ll get there in a couple years.  Thankfully, I’ll be retired by then.”

“Why don’t you retire now? You’re old enough, aren’t you?”

He scoffed at her. “There’s something you should understand, Mann. We weren’t put on this case together because we like each other, or should.”

“Why were we, then?”

“Not sure. I don’t make those decisions. Just realize that this case takes precedence over your feminist BS. I’m not here to make you feel better about yourself or your gender or stroke your self-esteem. I’m here to solve this case. To find the guy who did this today.”

“Okay, let’s solve it, then.”  She was ready to get to business, her disgust of his personality eclipsed by excitement over the job she loved.  “What’s the motive?  Nothing was stolen.  It was ... personal, somehow.”

Bill took a long drink of his juice and sighed as he set it down.  “All the evidence we have so far, yeah, maybe it’s personal, but we don’t know exactly what or why, so it’s useless to discuss it.  But you’re right, it wasn’t just some random killing.”

“I agree,” she said. “Continue.”

“He got past security downstairs, okay?  No telling how with those morons that work those desks.  We’re not going to find anything on those surveillance films, if they were even on.  It was late and dark.  I don’t think we’ll be able to really see anything.”

“What’s your point?”

“We’re going to check out this guy, this Russell, and see what his friends in the TV business know, see if he made any enemies or had the opportunity to make enemies.  But the entertainment industry isn’t much better than the mob, so we’ll probably get an earful of possibilities and names.  But we won’t come up with anything.”

Valerie shook her head at him.  “That’s positive.”

“It’s pretty freakin’ realistic.  Just wait and see.  We might get lucky, but this case will just die on the vine.  Most of them do around here.  Order something to eat.  With all the useless research you’re going to be doing today, you’ll need the energy.”

Valerie peered at Bill Young. She realized she was wrong before. She really did hate him.

-----

Marcus slammed the door behind him as he walked into his house. Basketball practice had been a bitch. The coach yelled at him for ten minutes, in front of the whole team, about getting into a fight with that hippie boy. Then he made Marcus run thirty suicides.

He cursed his coach, that Richard asshole, and threw his books down on the first available blank space on the floor in the living room.

He felt like he could kill someone.

Walking into the kitchen, he saw his mother standing over the sink rinsing dishes. “Hey, baby,” she said.

“Hey, momma,” he spent a moment to admire his mother. She was still a beautiful black woman, even after the years of working her butt off as a single mom. He missed those days. He didn’t know why she had to marry such a jerk and move them away from his friends and out to honky-ville.

Marcus also hated his stepfather. There were several reasons for this. First, Steven Richter was a complete asshole. Marcus didn’t know whether the man was born like that or learned it in the Army or both, but it was reality just the same. Steven spoke in lectures, yelling about anything and everything. He had been an Army sergeant, Ranger memorabilia was all over the house, and he seemed to feel Marcus was one of his recruits.

Second, Steven thought he could act like a father and get away with it. Marcus’ father lived across the world in L.A., and Marcus didn’t get to see much of him. A phone call or letter here or there, maybe. Steven was a sanctimonious, hypocritical bastard that Marcus only tolerated because his mother, for some reason or another, loved the man and this house out here in east bumble.

Finally, Marcus couldn’t understand how an attractive, intelligent, strong, and loving African-American woman could marry a white man. Marcus was realistic enough to understand that it was hard to find a good black man these days, but he would rather his mother be single than with a white asshole like this. He wasn’t even a Democrat.

And so here he was, one of the few black kids in a white school. All the coaches introduced themselves to him and then asked about his grades. Marcus knew what they wanted from him: someone “athletic” on their team, dunk the ball or get a touchdown, win some games and get more money from the boosters.

Even though they all cheered, he felt used. Buzzwords like self-esteem or opportunity were foreign to him. He performed for the white establishment, and he hated it.

His mother, Marilyn, was being used, too. The white man had a pretty black girl to take to parties so they could celebrate diversity and feel better when they passed the poor black homeless man on the street or the poor black woman cleaning their office at barely minimum wage. He could imagine they made nigger jokes in the bathroom, but they could claim Marilyn Richter as their friend - weren’t they progressive?

Marcus and his mother were not people here. They were tokens to be tolerated, and he despised it all.

“Is Steven gonna be working late tonight?” he asked. He hoped.

Marilyn looked over her shoulder at the oven clock. “He should be home any minute now. Go get ready for dinner. Don’t forget your books.” He sighed and strode back through the living room, grabbing his bag before ascending the stairs.

He had his headphones on, listening to his music ten minutes later, when the door to his room burst open without any notice, and Steven stood there in the doorway. Steven motioned for him to take off the headphones. Marcus ignored him, so his stepfather strolled over and yanked the headphones off his head.

“Get that shit off when I’m talking to you,” Steven said when Marcus could finally hear him. “Now what the hell is wrong with you?”

Marcus only shrugged and glared at the man.

“Your coach calls me – at work, mind you – and tells me you got in a fight today, and you’ll probably get suspended. Suspended!” Steven threw the headphones to the ground.

“Careful! You’ll break ...”

“You see, that’s your problem. You only care about your ghetto music and your Xbox. That shit will all rot your brain. Dammit, Marcus, you might not be able to play in the next game!” Steven sighed. “You got opportunities you’re wasting, son, and you need to get it all together.”

Marcus scowled but didn’t answer.

“Come on downstairs. Your momma says dinner is ready.” He spun on a heel and left.

After watching his stepfather go, Marcus took his time changing into a clean shirt. His momma liked for him to come to dinner with a clean shirt. Before he went downstairs, however, he wondered how upset he would be if his stepfather were ever killed, shot in the head a couple times. He didn’t think he would feel too bad. He could imagine doing it, in fact.





Chapter 3

Matt’s voice was gone, and he was soaked with sweat again, now with chills causing his body to shudder. The covers spilled around his waist in a damp heap. The room was dark, but it was his room, the middle of the night.

Another dream. What is happening to me?

An image filled his head in a flash, an image of a woman, a naked woman. She swayed to music he couldn’t hear. Then the man reappeared, the killer. She was in danger, Matt knew. Both aroused and horrified, he couldn’t breathe for a moment in the dream, or was it a nightmare? This dream made two nights in a row. He was officially scared, remembering color in the dream. Who dreamt in color?

Matt walked to the bathroom again but this time spun the knob in the shower. The water heated up, and he adjusted the temperature. He stripped down and stepped in the shower, trying to get warm. After a few minutes, the chills subsided, weakening, but the image of the woman stayed with him. She was in danger. He didn’t know how he knew. But she was. That thought haunted him the next few hours until he went down for breakfast.

 

He could not imagine a more caring mother than Alice Walker. She woke early and made him a hot breakfast every day. She was there at the house when he left for school and there when he returned. Every evening she prepared an elaborate meal for Matt and his father, Jim, and they would all sit and eat. Sometimes his mother would wonder aloud why Matt was so small and thin, but she always laughed it off and told him that one day he would still look young while all his friends grew old and flabby.

Matt did not have many friends, however. His father always changed jobs or was transferred by the time Matt could get comfortable. The family never stayed in a place for more than a year, and it was difficult to make friends.

He sat down at the table, his eyes heavy, and his mother placed hot scrambled eggs, toast, and a bowl of fruit in front of him. He took a deep breath and began to eat.

“I need to talk to you for a second about something, buddy,” his mother said.

“Huh?” He stabbed a strawberry and put it in his mouth.

“Well, I heard yesterday about a fight down at school.” His mother dried her hands on her apron. “And I heard it was that friend of yours.”

“Oh, that. You mean Richard?”

She nodded. “I heard he got suspended for a day or something.”

“Yeah, that’s what happens when you get in a fight at school. What’s the deal?”

His mother sat across from him. “I’m worried about you, that’s the deal. I’m worried about who you’re hanging out with.”

“Richard is a weird dude, yeah, but he’s my friend. I’m going over to see him this afternoon.”

“Where does he live?”

“In an apartment over by the school. I’m gonna walk there.”

“You think that’s wise?” she asked, sitting back.

“Come on, Mom, he’s not your traditional student, but he’s a smart guy, loves to read and do art stuff. He’s harmless.” A picture of Richard throttling the best athlete in the school roused in his memory, however. “Well, harmless enough to me.”

“Be careful who you choose as your friends, Matt,” she said after a pause. “We all need good influences in our life.”

“Okay, Mom,” Matt said.

He wondered what his mother would think if he asked out a girl.

 

Vikki Wagner was truly a vision.  Her long, straight blond hair fanning along her dainty shoulders, her striking, crystal green eyes, her hips and the curves to her perfect body, they all mesmerized Matt like nothing he had ever seen.  What could be more beautiful?  He watched her every time she was near, his heart beating a little faster, his palms a little damper, his stare a little less in his control.  He tried to pay attention when she talked, when anyone spoke if she was near, but it seemed to be beyond his control. Although he had always been good at school, even with all the moving around from city to city, his grade in Bio class was beginning to suffer. She spoke to him now as their morning Bio class began to wind down.

“Could you, Matt?”

Her voice, ah, the voice of an angel. Vikki had somehow dodged the redneck Spackle of speech that most of the girls in the school possessed. She spoke intelligently, and Matt was sure she had a lot to talk about, if he could only pay attention.

“I’m sorry, Vikki,” Matt stammered. “What was that again?”

“Are you okay?” Vikki asked, suddenly breaking from her own focus, concentrating instead on Matt. Her brows came together with a concerned look.

God, she is cute, Matt thought. “What do you mean?”

“You look a little ... tired and pale.  Are you feeling okay?”

“Sure.  Yeah, just haven't been getting a lot of sleep lately.  Don't worry about me.  What was it you wanted to ask me?”

Vikki looked down, holding her hands together in her lap. “Well, we're going to be dissecting this cat next week,” he saw the disgust in her eyes as she frowned, “and I wondered whether or not you would like to do it together, you know, as partners or whatever.”

Was she nervous? Why would she be nervous?

“Sure. Yeah, sure. I’d love to. I mean, that would be great.”

Vikki looked up at him and smiled. “Good.”

Matt watched her turn her attention back to her books, and he saw the pleased look on her face. Had it been more than academic curiosity? he thought. Continuing to gaze at her, he tortured himself with his hormonal imagination. Why would she want Matt when she could have any guy in the school? Surely there were better looking guys than he.

“Vikki?” Matt said, his voice cracking as he said her name.

She looked up from her studies, giving him her full attention, her eyebrows raised.

Matt forced himself to speak. “I'd like to ask you a question. But I don't want you to think that I'm … weird or anything.”

“Too late,” Vikki commented with a grin, then straightened her mouth when Matt didn’t laugh. “Sorry. Ask away.”

“Okay. I was just wondering, you know, if you'd like to, if you weren't busy or anything, you know, go and ... um ... do something sometime?”

Vikki smiled at him. “Matthew Walker, are you trying to ask me out?”

Matt nodded, smiling sadly at his clumsy attempt.

She reached out and touched his hand.  “I’d love to.”

-----

Andrea grabbed the pole at the front of the stage on the run, spinning around it with one arm holding on for dear life, one hand raised in the air as if in victory, her head laying back, her long, sandy brown hair flowing behind her.  The hoots and hollers below her reached her on the stage. As she stopped spinning, she straddled the pole between her legs, feeling the bass of the blaring sound system shaking her body. She enjoyed the music at such a high volume; if only it were loud enough to drown out the men who paid to see her dance.  Wearing only a red thong bikini bottom and long, black gloves, she lifted and lowered herself on the pole.

The hands that held the dollar bills drew her to the edge of the stage, like leaves fluttering at her, and she welcomed the hands at her waist, pulling at the thong, inserting the bills.  She didn’t tarry, however, because she knew they wanted to see her dance, not accept more of their money.  Her greed did not turn them on.  Her naked body did.  They wanted to see her seduce them, and seduce them she did.  They all would want her after she was done.  They wanted her now.

She had done this for a long time – use men for their money.  It hadn’t always been this legal or this safe, but she had always done it with ease.  She didn't exactly know what it was about her that allowed her to separate herself from her surroundings, to let the men use her so she could have the money at the end of the night, but she possessed it, whatever it was.

There had been more than a few men in her life that called her “whore,” but most of them were dead or poor from dealing with her.  Not many of them ever knew her real name.  Andrea Gorman.  Oh, if they cared enough to check her out, they could have found it.  She did nothing to hide it from any of them.  She told them her name was Dee Dee or Bambi or some other slutty name, and they smiled, accepted it, and went on with their dismal little lives. But when she thought about it, was her life any better? For all her manipulation and deceit over the years, had she improved her life at all? Her present situation – living from week to week stripping in a second rate club – provided answer enough.

Her shift was almost over.  She bent over in front of them, shaking her buttocks in their face, making sure her hair fell straight down her back.  They always liked that.  The song ended, and her time on stage was over.  After a few more dances on the floor, she would be done.

She had tomorrow off work, and she wondered offhand what she should do. Maybe she would drive down to Savannah to see her brother; he did a show down there.  Andrea always tried to convince him that the gay and transvestite scene was much kinder and more diverse here in Atlanta than in Savannah.  Maybe this weekend he would believe her. Making her way offstage, Andrea thought, Yeah. Savannah sounds good.

It was a slow saunter to her favorite customer of the evening.  “Hello,” she said.  “Did you miss me?”

“I sure did,” he said, smiling at her.  “I’ve been waiting for one more dance.”  He handed her the money.

Beaming back at him, she knew her pleasure looked genuine, even though she felt nothing. “All right. Just this one, then I’m done, you hear?”

“Yes. This last dance before you're through.”

The next song started, and she danced for him. He said his name was Ray, but he probably lied about his name the same way she lied about her own. A lot of them did. She had been doing this type of thing for a while, and wasn’t easily fooled.

She didn't know why, but he was especially interested in her. He seemed genuine and sincere before. But as she danced for him now, his eyes took on an air that was different.  They were blank somehow, as if he wasn’t there anymore.  It could have been the alcohol, but she didn't remember him drinking all that much.  It wasn’t his face or his body language as much as his eyes, not drunk and glassy but hard eyes that had been so soft earlier in the evening.

As she continued to dance, Andrea became more and more uncomfortable.  She couldn’t wait for the song to end.  She prayed for the song to end.  His eyes kept peering at her, staring through her, as if he were focusing on something inside that she couldn’t see.

The song ended, and she grabbed her clothes and pulled them to her.

She said, “Well, goodnight,” then hurried away from him.

He didn’t give an answer, and she didn’t wait for one.

Andrea took her time dressing to go home. She stopped Big John as he walked by the back door. “Hey,” she said.  “Do you think you could walk me to my car?”

Big John looked at her curiously. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, just wondering if you could walk me to my car.”

“Sure. It’s just you never asked me, you know.”

“I know.” She put on her coat and walked out the back door in front of Big John.  “A little change of pace every now and then never hurt anyone.”

“I guess not.”

They walked quietly together through the parking lot until they arrived at her blue Honda. Heart still pounding, Andrea got out her keys.

“This one's mine.”

She turned to Big John and faked a smile through the anxiety. “Thanks.”

“No problem,” he said.

Andrea got into her car and waved to Big John as she left the parking lot.  It was a ten-minute drive to her house.  She made it in seven.

At the door of her apartment, she breathed a sigh, relieved.  She was home safe.  Undoing the first of three locks, she thought of the bath she would have, the warm water surrounding her body, the lather feeling good all around her.  She unlocked the second and third one, wondering what late movie would be on to help her unwind.  Maybe she would call her brother if it still wasn’t too late.

The apartment was dark as she entered it and closed the door behind her.  She locked all three again, carefully making sure the door was secure.  She took two or three steps into the apartment before she saw the shadow standing in the middle of her living room.  It was a tall, human shadow.  She froze.

“You've danced your last dance,” the shadow said, a man’s voice, a man’s figure, a man’s smell.

Andrea recognized the voice. The man in the shadows began to walk towards her.  “Ray?” she said, but she knew his name was not Ray.

He got closer to her, slowly, but she couldn't move. She could see his eyes now, and they were the same hard eyes she had seen earlier in the club. “You've danced your last dance,” he said again.

“Who are you?” she asked.

Keep him talking, she said to herself. There’s no way to outrun him. The locks to the door would take forever. 

“Ray?”

And when he said the name, she knew he wasn’t correcting her. She knew the name immediately.  It had been long ago, but she hadn’t forgotten it, no, not at all. He was two or three feet from her now. She could feel him breathe. She could see the long knife in his hand reflecting off the moonlight.

“One more dance?” she said.

He shook his head as he buried the knife into her abdomen. Andrea cried out in pain and sadness, mostly pain. She fell against him, trying desperately to catch her breath. Grabbing the knife, she felt the wetness there. Her own blood.

“I'm sorry,” she said, breathless, whispering.

He pulled the blade upwards, cutting through her abdomen and through the breastplate in the middle of her chest. She passed out as she began to spit up the blood.





Chapter 4

His mother named him George Washington Shade after the first president of the United States, but few people knew that fact. Most who ever knew were dead. He preferred the name Shade; however, every now and then someone would ask what G.W. stood for and when he explained, that person would laugh.

“A black man named after a white president who owned slaves? What a riot.”

He would laugh too, but if he felt the guy was being an asshole about it, especially if they were making fun of his mother, he would kill the guy a little slower, give him a little extra pain. But he never killed for fun. Shade saw what happened to those that killed for fun. He killed for money … or to survive.

Just past midnight, Shade could see his breath in the Italian cold. Under the dim light of the street just past midnight, Shade watched his boss, Mr. Smith, walk into the front door of the hotel.  Alone.  Shade had told his boss that this made him nervous.  There was no telling who was here, in this place, in this strange little city just north of Rome, Italy, and Mr. Smith was paying Shade to protect him.  Mr. Smith – not that Shade believed that was his real name - told him not to worry at all about him, speaking with that strange accent Shade couldn’t place.

But Shade had wired him for sound anyway, and without his boss’ knowledge. He used a little bug he placed in the boss’ suit jacket. Easy to do without notice, and it was state of the art equipment. Mr. Smith’s safety was a business concern: who would pay him if Mr. Smith died? Besides, Mr. Smith was up to something, and personally, Shade wanted to know what it was.

Shade sat in the front seat of the van, stuck the earpiece in his ear and listened. State of the art equipment.  He hated it with a passion and thought people relied too much on it.  Shade grew up learning that a good ass-kicking was what most people needed, if not to cease living, but this was indeed a different century.  I can’t get away from the technology, the computers, the crap, he thought. He swore for years he would never use it, didn’t need it, but he decided in the late nineties that he would rather live with the technology than to die without it.  Sometimes he regretted that decision.

Noise came through the bug. A man, no, two men greeted Mr. Smith.  One called him … what was that name?  Shade tried to adjust the digital pad in his palm for better reception, but he had missed it.  Maybe it would be on the recording.

“This way sir,” he heard one of the men say to Mr. Smith.

The three of them, including Mr. Smith, were on an elevator now.  Going up?  Down?  Shade couldn't tell.  No one spoke, only the sound of the moving elevator on the earpiece.

Shade thought in passing that it would be nice to see the city while he was here.  Rome was beautiful this time of the year, he heard.  He had never been able to take the time to see the sights in Rome before, and that grieved him, although the money and the nature of the work he usually did in Rome made his quick exit from the city a necessity.  Shade actually entertained the idea that Mr. Smith was Italian and somehow connected with international organized crime.  If true, Mr. Smith was one of the few men in the international mob that managed to keep out of the dossiers of G.W. Shade.

That was very difficult to do.

But Mr. Smith was not in the international mob.  He was some type of independent entity, a loner with a lot of cash and a definite plan, a big plan.  He never shared this plan with Shade, and Shade never really asked.  But it did make him curious.  Curiosity was never a characteristic that extended your life, especially in Shade’s line of work.  Shade had his suspicions, but Mr. Smith attended meetings in secret, invested heavily in different industries.

A mercenary for hire, Shade a personal bodyguard of a sort, although Mr. Smith enveloped himself in such seclusion that Shade almost never had to face a physical confrontation as a part of his job.  It had happened once in the past two years that he worked for Mr. Smith.  His superiors had trained Shade well, the best of the best, as an assassin, commando, and overall soldier … with some extra heartlessness thrown in.

His skin was dark, even for an African-American, and Shade’s eyes were the color of night, without any noticeable difference between the iris and the black of his eye.  His shaved head didn’t seem as long or narrow as it had when he was younger.  The past few years he had seen a slight change in his body, a settling, just the biological act of aging creeping up on him.  His abilities, speed, and strength had not changed, however.  His nose was wide, and his full lips could spread in a wide smile.  Only he never smiled.

The sound of the elevator moving was still in his ear, and Shade waited patiently for it to stop.  Shade heard the elevator door open, and listened carefully, the footsteps on a hard floor, maybe polished wood.  A door latch clicked.

“Right this way, sir.  The Assembly is ready.”  The same voice as before.  A little static as Mr. Smith seemed to be moving where his chaperone led him.  Shade surmised a high probability they were underground based on the weakness of the audio signal.

Shade heard the door close, a heavy door, and the two chaperones seemed to leave Mr. Smith alone in the room.

A woman’s voice, very far away, an echo in the earpiece.  Must be a big room.  “You have called this meeting,” she said.  “State your business.”  Her coldness translated well across the digital equipment.

“My business?”  Mr. Smith said.  “You mock me with your politeness.”

The woman. “You mock us with your presence, since you have done nothing but work against this Assembly since its inception. You are fortunate we agreed to meet with you at all.”

“You speak as if this Assembly is deserving of honor,” Mr. Smith said.  “When all present know that it is not.”

Bodies shuffling in seats, quiet murmurs.  The woman.  “What are you implying?”

Mr. Smith.  “This Assembly has a great amount of power, but they do not share it.  Of all the beings able to contribute, world decisions and directions are guided and influenced by you?  Eleven people picked by one man, one individual with flawed intentions …”

The woman. “Careful.  He is not here to defend himself.”

Mr. Smith chuckled.  “But is that not the point?  Gone.  Left on a mission that was too dangerous and irresponsible.  Did you not even tell him so?  I am sure all of you did.  But he did not listen.”

The woman.  “What is this to you?”

Mr. Smith.  “It is everything.  My plans, my wishes, my actions are sanctioned or condemned by a body with their own agenda.  After the destruction your founder caused, it has taken thirty years to build what I have come to enjoy, a lifestyle worthy of who I am, what I am.  There are thousands more without representation, without a voice, without a chance to speak freely.”

“You are speaking freely now,” the woman answered.  “We called this meeting per your request.  But do not bore me with talk of freedom or shared power.  When have you ever fought for freedom, for the individual rights of others? When have you ever shared power? You only think of yourself and the power that you may acquire.  You know our rules against what you seek, and that is why you have been an enemy of this body since the beginning.”  There was an anxious pause.  “You requested this meeting.  What is it you desire?”

Mr. Smith did not hesitate.  “I demand to be made a member of the Assembly.”

More voices filled the room, and two or three laughed at him.  A man’s voice, new, rose above the rest: “Quiet.  Quiet all of you.  He knows we will not accept him as part of the Assembly.  He only wishes to challenge us.  He wishes to make fools of us all.”

“You are already fools,” Mr. Smith retorted.  His words quieted them all.  “I have acquired power all my own over time, power apart from the Assembly.  You have, no doubt, been keeping track of my progress, much as I have yours.  One day I will bring you down myself.  Either join me now or be destroyed.”

The woman again, obviously some type of authority among them - a strong voice, smooth yet defiant.  “You think to convince us with threats? Your threats are useless, and we know your agenda.”

“What do you think you know?” Mr. Smith asked.

“This would be your greatest triumph over your enemy, would it not?  Step in his empty seat, to destroy his vision, to rule it and bastardize it.”

“Gaius was a fool.  We all know it.  I will rule it, as he was afraid to do, firmly and extensively.  With or without you.”

The woman raised her voice.  “Never.  The evil being that you are, you would bring shame to his legacy were you to have such power.  Do you truly think that we do not know all of what you do?  Do you consider us that stupid?”

Mr. Smith.  “What do you think you know?”

“We know it all.  We know of all your crimes against humanity.  Against God.  We will not overlook them,” she said. “We cannot.”

Mr. Smith scoffed. “Humanity?  What do I care for humanity?  They are all animals for our keeping.  And you speak of crimes against God.  We are all gods, cursed here to live among the dung of the universe.  We might as well rule!  I might as well rule.  What have I done that is so wrong?”

The woman spoke again. “You know the regulations. You cannot work among them as you do. You cannot use them, make them worship you.”

Mr. Smith shouted, “Regulations? Hypocrites! You make yourselves rich off their labor as well, manipulate their governments and condemn me for the same. You act as a god but will not let them worship you. You let Gaius blind you, cover your eyes with his deception.”

“Gaius was a true man.  We listened to him because of his compassion and generosity.”

“He was weak.”

“Yet he always found a way to defeat you.” She paused. “He was a great leader.”

Mr. Smith chuckled. “And where is he now? Where is this great hero, Gaius, who you regard with such loyalty? Is he part of this Assembly now? Where is his loyalty to you?”

“You know that he is not here. Why must you torture me with talk of him?”

“Because your lover abandoned you and he still clouds your judgment. Pathetic.” He dropped his sarcastic tone and raised his voice again. “There is an empty seat on the Assembly, and I demand it be given me.”

“Never,” the woman spit the word. “One is being prepared for the Assembly now, more powerful than you can imagine. We will call on him shortly.”

“Who is this? I demand to know.”

“You are not in a position to make demands.”

There was a long silence.  Mr. Smith finally spoke. “A boy. You choose a boy over me?  What does he know of the Assembly? Of what we are?”

Shade heard footsteps, Mr. Smith heading towards the door, turning the latch. “I will return with the head of this boy on a platter in my hands. You cannot protect him from me. When I return, hope that your sacred and ancient rules and regulations can save you then.”

Mr. Smith’s footsteps sounded quick on the floor to the elevator. The chaperones hurried to keep up with him. They were all quiet again in the elevator. Shade stashed the earpiece. Within a matter of minutes, his boss exited the hotel from the front door and walked towards the van.

Walking with a very calculated gait, Smith was not very tall, only five foot seven or eight at the most, very thin, and the close cropped lightly colored hair didn’t help the effect.  He had a flat narrow nose and wide mouth, dark eyes that hid underneath the shade of his protruding brow, a very unique appearance combined with the square jaw.  Mr. Smith looked thirty-five, but Shade believed he was far older.

The yellow streetlights cast a shadow on Mr. Smith as he rounded the van.  “Come, Mr. Shade,” Mr. Smith said.  “We have much work to do.”

“Yes sir,” Shade answered. He wouldn’t be seeing much of the city now, after all.

-----

Matt knocked the door to Richard’s apartment. It was just after school in the afternoon, and he waited for a full minute before Richard answered in sweats and a T-shirt. The apartment smelled like cigarettes and beer.

“Oh, hey,” Richard said. “Come on in.”

Matt stepped cautiously into the apartment, shutting the door behind him. Richard’s father, a mechanic, was at work, and he showed Matt around the small apartment. In his bedroom, several canvasses were piled against the wall, some of Richard’s paintings. Matt perused them.

“These are pretty good,” he said.

“Oh, those.” Richard shrugged. “Doodles.”

“No, really, these are good.”

“Thanks. You want anything to drink?”

They went into the kitchen for a soda. “Sorry you were suspended today,” Matt said. “That’s gotta suck.”

Richard scoffed as he sipped from the can. “I been suspended before. Not a big deal. Plus, I got to sleep in. Well, sleep in the bed instead of history class.”

“I heard that dude Marcus is pretty pissed.” Matt leaned against the counter. “You did kick his ass.”

“He deserved it.”

“Not arguing with that, but he probably disagrees.”

“Well, if he wants to be a bastard, I can live with that. He should meet my dad.”

Matt let that comment hang.

“Can I ask you a question?” Matt said.

“You just did.”

Matt grunted in frustration. “Very funny. I’m serious.”

“Go ahead.”

“Do you dream?” He had one again the night before, even more violent and disturbing – the killer cut up a man and moved the pieces around like a puzzle. Matt felt like something might be seriously wrong with him.

Richard stared at him for a moment. “What are you, my shrink?”

“No, I just wanted to know if you had dreams.”

“I guess so. What kind of dreams?”

“Dreams that you think might mean something.’

Richard thought for a moment, shaking his head. “There was this one dream, though, where I was sitting on a tree stump in the middle of the forest, and Fran Dresser came walking up in a string bikini.”

“You mean from that old show, The Nanny?”

“Yeah, the friggin’ Nanny comes walking up to me in a string bikini, and she wants to know if I’ll go and lay this floor with her in some penthouse. She’s talking in that voice that annoys the crap out of me, but I’m staring at her in this bikini.”

“Yeah, I hate her voice.”

Richard rolled his eyes. “I know, but she’s hot, right? So the next thing I know, we’re putting down this hardwood floor in Elton John’s house.”

“What? Where did that come from?”

“How should I know? It’s a dream. Then Elton John walks in and Fran Dresser is like, ‘He is so hot,’ and I’m telling her that he’s gay. But she’s hot for Elton John. Can’t explain it.”

“Then what happened?”

Richard frowned. “Dunno. Don’t remember.”

Matt shook his head at his friend. “You’re no help at all.”

“Sorry. Thought you wanted to talk about dreams.”

“I did.”

“Well, that’s the best I got.”





Chapter 5

Her cel phone told her it was 6:32pm, and the Georgia winter air was crisp as the sky turned a dark gray. Valerie took her time, breathing deeply before opening the door to the second floor apartment of the latest victim.  She stood behind Bill Young with her hands on her hips.  “Why the hell did you try to get me off of the case?”

Bill Young stood from his kneeling position and turned to face her. He cursed. “What are you doing here?”

Valerie pointed to the badge she wore on her hip next to her sidearm.  “My job.  The job that I started with you two days ago. What’s all this about me being off the Person case?”

Bill waved his arms in front of him, as if shooing a fly.  “You’re off the case.  Period.  No arguments.”

“Why?”  Her jaw was set, her right foot almost tapping with the angry energy surging through her body.

Bill Young shook his head.  “Did you read the paper yesterday?”

Her foot stopped its moving.  Valerie was quiet for a moment, her anger subsiding.  “Yes, but ...”

“Yeah, but nothing.  What were you thinking?”  He looked up at her.  “When you talk to the press about a case like this, you should give them nothing.  It can sound like something, but it’s really nothing. You don’t get creative and start a whole damn legend out of one murder.  What did you guys do, go out and have some coffee and have a nice little bloody chat?”  The incredibly fake British accent might have been funny had she not been so upset.

“Well …”

“I thought so,” he cut her off.  “Well, you've succeeded in making this guy an immortal story in the eyes of himself and the news.  The ‘Postman’?  What the hell were you thinking?”

“I wasn't. I didn't call him the Postman, I just said ...”

“You said that he seemed to be, let's see if I can get this quote right, ‘delivering his revenge.’  Is that about right?”

“Yes.”  Her face flushed with embarrassment now, not anger.

“The city of Atlanta doesn't pay you to be a paperback writer, Missy.”

Something finally woke up in her chest, and her anger caught up to her words.

“Don’t call me Missy, you bastard.  I don't care if I went to Tom Brokaw himself and gave him every detail, I didn't deserve to be taken off of the Person case!”

She felt defensive now. Why did she care what he thought of her?

“Well, you are,” he stated in an even tone.

“No, I'm not.”

“You’re not?”

“No.”  Valerie held her ground.

“Who says?”

“The Captain.”

“The Captain put you back on this case?”

“Yes, he did.”

“That stupid son of a bitch.  I ...”  But he faltered.  He just turned his back and walked farther into the apartment, stepping over the body.

That was the first chance Valerie had to look at Andrea Gorman.

Valerie turned and took a couple fast steps back out of the apartment, vomiting right there on the sidewalk for God and His mother to see. No amount of swallowing or clenching could have stopped it, and she didn’t try. As the nausea began to subside, she blinked, and a local streetlight that just came on left a flash in her vision. “Oh, my God,” she kept saying, over and over.

“Mann!” she heard Bill Young yell from inside the apartment.  “Mann! Are you all right?”

With her head down and her body slumped over, she nodded her head slowly.  Her eyes were still closed.  She stood carefully.  “I’m okay,” she said.

There is no way that could be a human corpse, she thought.  The body lay on its back.  She could make out the form of a naked woman, the limbs and face visible, but the whole front of the dead woman was red with one long, gaping wound that exposed things she tried to forget about college biology. The blue clad officers were still taking pictures of it.

There was blood everywhere.

“Holy Mary, Mother of God,” Valerie said, and she crossed herself right there over this poor woman's body.  She wasn’t even Catholic.  “Who found her?”

“Her brother came up to visit late last night.  He’s a cross dresser from Savannah.”  Bill stared a long time at the body.  “As if he’s not screwed up enough already.”

“Where is he now?”  Her dry throat cried out for satisfaction.

“Under heavy sedation at the hospital.”

She nodded.

“We should go talk to the people where she worked, see if they remember anything,” Bill said.  He was almost sensitive to the dead body lying before him.

“I already did that.” Valerie avoided Bill’s angry eyes by watching the officers going over the apartment inch by inch.

He cursed under his breath. “Tell me.”

Valerie took the short notebook out of her back pocket.  “I talked to John Edwards, bouncer at the club she worked at. Goes by the name ‘Big John.’”

Bill chuckled short.  “Cute.”

“He said she asked him to walk her to her car that night.”

“So?” he asked.

“She had never done that before.  In two years working there, she had never asked him to do that.  He said it seemed like something spooked her.”

“Ah, circumstantial.  It could have been anything.”  He dismissed her by turning away and pushing air away from him with his right hand.

“Yeah, but get a load of this, I talked to another girl who worked there.  A young girl, very upset, name of … Lucy Ames, but she said that there was this one guy that showed up at the start of her shift and sort of monopolized her time, if you know what I mean …”

“I know what you mean.”

“... and he left at the end of her shift.  She’s down at the station now giving the sketch artist a description.”

Bill Young knelt down again, staring at the body.  He muttered, almost too quiet to be heard.  “Damn.  He wants to get caught.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Nothing.”  Bill stuck his hand in his pocket and withdrew an envelope encased in a plastic bag.  “Since you’re here, put on a pair of gloves and look at this. You should be proud.”

She did her best to keep from heaving up whatever was left of her stomach, if anything at all, as she stepped over the mangled corpse to get the piece of evidence from her partner.  She did this successfully by concentrating on applying the gloves.  “What's this?” she asked as she took it from him.

“He left it in her mouth.”

She opened the Ziploc bag and extracted the envelope.  There was a single piece of paper inside.  She removed it from the envelope and unfolded the piece of paper.  It took her a moment to understand the implications as she read the note.  There were only three words in a man's handwriting.

The Postman Comes.

She had royally screwed up when talking to that reporter.  She knew it almost as soon as she did it.  The unprofessionalism she exhibited, especially in front of the old detective on testosterone overload, embarrassed her to no end. She should have known better. As the daughter of a very secretive government spook, she had learned long ago how to keep a tight lip from the best.

But her instinct about the Person case had proved correct, and even Bill Young saw that, now. This murderer was making it personal, as was more than evident with the note now in her hand. And it was now the kind of case that makes or breaks a career: a serial killer. Now he was challenging them, letting them know it was him. Call it pride or haughtiness or just an overinflated ego, but she was more than willing to take up the gauntlet.

“Bill?”

“Yeah,” he said, quiet and sounding a little tired.

“You still want me off this case?”

“Hell yeah I do.”

She put the paper back in the envelope and the envelope back in the plastic bag. She handed it to Bill.  “Tough shit.”

-----

Richard was back at school the next day. The last bell rung, and he closed his locker, his arms free of any and all schoolwork.  The halls were emptying quickly.  He could hardly believe the voice from behind him.

“Hi, Richard,” she said.

He turned to see her. His words caught in his throat for a split second. After considering the act of turning and walking the other way, propriety got the best of him, or maybe it was loyalty to the past they shared.

“Hi, Vikki,” he said.

They were both silent for a moment, and she broke first. “I saw your latest work in the lobby in the front of the school. It’s very good.”

“Thank you,” he said politely, his smile incredibly difficult to force. “Well, speaking of work,” he looked at a watch on his wrist he did not possess, “I have a lot to do. So, we’ll see you.”

He started to walk away.  “I’m not doing this on purpose,” she said, and it stopped him in his stride.

“Oh, really?  And what exactly is that?”  He didn’t turn, but his head twisted just a bit to aim his words at her.

“You know what I mean.  Don't be such a jerk.”

Then he did turn on her, his eyes narrowing. “Don't treat me like an idiot. What would you have me believe?”

“That I like him.” Her arms extended to plead with him. “I want to go out with him. Surely you understand how I could like him so much.”

“He’s a great guy, I agree, but that doesn’t explain everything.”

“There’s nothing to explain, I swear. I’m not doing any of this on purpose, not at all. I didn’t know you were friends with him until the other day, when you fought with Marcus.”

“You saw that?” He looked down now, at the ground near his feet.

“Yes. And that was very … good of you.”

Richard shook his head. “But not good enough for you?”

She winced. “Come on, don't be this way …”

“What way is that?”

“I want to be your friend.” She cocked her head at him, just a little, to the right.  “We’ve been friends for so long. We were friends before anything else. Why do we have to just give all that up?”

“I don’t know what we are, necessarily. You asked for some space, and I gave it to you.”

Vikki nodded her gaze away from him. “You know, it’s kind of ironic. The first guy I meet that I really like, and it happens to be your new best friend.”

He chuckled only because he did not want to cry. “No. What’s ironic is that I’ll never be good enough for you, and no one else will ever be good enough for me.”

And Richard walked away, leaving her alone.





Chapter 6

David Farley spent most of his time walking.  In the cold months, it was what you had to do, especially if you were homeless.  Plus, walking around a lot helped with the money and food he could get from the people he passed.  Some of them ignored him.  He expected that, although he made sure they felt plenty guilty about it.

He wasn’t as belligerent as some of his friends.  They would stroll right on up to someone and just demand money.  “I need some food!” they would say.  Most times, people just ran away, or cussed them out.  Sometimes people would be scared that they would get mugged or robbed, and they would actually give the belligerent ones a lot of money in order not to be bothered anymore.  It was smart to pick your battles, know what you were going to do. Being a jerk got a big payoff every now and then, but being a little nicer brought a steadier money flow.

David chose the latter. He had a little route that he walked almost every day.  He would start out at the missions for some breakfast, if any were left.  Sometimes there would be.  Most times there wasn’t.  Then he would cross over the interstate and make his way down Peachtree Street, pretty much just wandering around.  Around lunchtime he would make his way down to the college and walk around for a few hours.  Usually some little student would feel sorry for him and give him some money.  Ironic how those little liberal jerks could protest for welfare one day and not give him any money the next.  But David could get lucky anyway, and he would buy some lunch.

Sometimes he didn’t eat at all.

Those days didn’t happen as often, though, and that was good.  The hardest times were in the winter, of course.  Thanksgiving and Christmas were usually pretty good.  He got more food on those two days than he would probably see all year long, unless he were to win the lottery or something.  But that never happened, and food usually came before a lottery ticket, anyway.

In the summer, David liked being homeless, and he couldn’t wait for those times to come again.  The warm, city air felt good at night when you slept on a bench or in an alley, or if you were lucky, on the soft grass on a blanket in the park.  That was the best.  Sometimes someone would come by and beat you up, but that was rare.  Yeah, summers were pretty good.  The homeless girls were more likely to let you lay with them and maybe even have sex with them.  That was nice.

Around noon, a nice young student, a girl, gave him a few coins so he could get a burger, and he was feeling pretty damn good with a little food in his stomach.  David started to walk from the college back across to Peachtree Street in the bright sun of late afternoon when he heard a voice from behind him.  “Hey, man, you want this?”

Turning, David saw a tall man with a cheeseburger in his hand. The man’s eyes were kind.

“I just bought more food than I could really eat,” the man holding the burger spoke again.  “My eyes are bigger than my stomach.  Happens all the time.”

Although he had just eaten, David couldn’t pass up a rare opportunity like this one.  He reached out and took the burger.  “Sure.  Thanks.”

The tall man smiled at him warmly.  “No problem.  See you later.”

Turning to walk home, David opened the burger.  Might as well eat it now, he thought.  He let the wrapper fall to the ground.  He noticed the wind pick it up and take it a few feet behind him.  He began to eat, taking big bites.  Half of the burger was gone before he knew it.  A few seconds later he licked his fingers to get the ketchup and mustard taste off of them.

He thought what a good day it had been today, and he even felt hopeful about finding a bed at the mission tonight.  At first, he hardly noticed the way his body started to tingle.  After a few minutes, he thought it strange, but he kept walking.  Soon he found it hard to keep moving.  He almost tripped twice over his own feet.  David stopped walking.  He found himself on his knees, dizzy and falling over.  He mumbled something, but even he didn’t know what he was trying to say.  And when he passed out, he barely felt the cold of the sidewalk underneath him.

 

David opened his eyes to a very dimly lit room.  His face was cold, but the rest of him felt … well … he couldn’t exactly feel the rest of his body.  As his eyes adjusted to the light, he peered curiously at his body.  He sat in a chair, a metal chair, with his arms and legs laid out directly in front of him on straight metal platforms connected to the chair.  It was a strange chair, not one he had ever seen before.  His arms and legs were secured onto the platforms by leather straps.  David was dressed only in his underwear, the same pair he wore for the past four months: Fruit of the Loom briefs.

There were no windows. Was it day or night? He had no idea of the passage of time, recognizing the effect of a strong drug, or several drugs, in his system.

He could smell his own stink, and his throat was too dry to talk..  All he could produce was a sad choking sound.

But the little noise he made stirred something at the other end of the room.  David looked above him to see the small, yellow light bulb covered with dust and grime.  The room was bare except for David and his strange chair, as far as he could see.  The shadow came into the light.

It was the man who had given him the burger.

“Who?”

The tall man spoke to him.  “Don’t you worry about who I am.”

David heard a clanking sound, but he couldn’t see what was in the man’s hand.  “What are you … what the hell is this thing?”

The smile from the man frightened David, evil and knowing.  “Something I devised just for you.  You should feel honored.  I went through a lot of trouble for this.”

David peeked to his left and his right, then back at the man, a chill on the back of his neck.  “I ... can’t feel anything.”

“Yes.  I know.  You’re paralyzed from the neck down.”

A choking gasp from David's throat accompanied the dizziness he felt.

The man nodded.  “Not permanently, you see.  Did you ever go to high school, David?”

“How did you know …”

“Your name?  I know a lot about you.  Now just answer the question.  High school.  Are you familiar with the place?”

David swallowed hard.  “Yes.”

“Did you ever take biology?”

“I ... think so.  It was a long time ago.”

The man laughed, easily, calmly.  “Yes. For me too.  But do you remember dissecting frogs?”

“I ... don't remember.”  He couldn’t move, and it maddened him.  A million questions scrolled through his mind at racing speeds, all of them silenced by the horror, all wrapped up into one thought: what is going on?

“Well, when I was in high school,” the man said, looking down at something David could not see, “we dissected frogs, and I remember some of the students figured out a way to take a live frog, pinch his neck, paralyze him, and dissect him while he was alive.  Pretty amazing, huh?”

David’s mind went blank, cold.  “What are you talking about?”

“Well, that’s what you are.  You’re the frog.  And I’m back in high school again.”

“Oh, my God.”  He could barely hear his own voice, only the whisper that reverberated in his head.

“No, praying won’t help you. Not in your position.”

“P- position?”

“A bad one.  A very, very bad one.”  The man moved closer, within a few feet, but he kept whatever was in his hands underneath his long coat and out of David's sight.  “Don’t concern yourself with what’s in my hand.  That’s part of the game.”

“Game?”

“Yes.  We’re going to play a game.  It’s a little game I devised, also in your honor, so I know the right answers and I know the rules.”

“What are the rules?”

The man hesitated before answering.  He shrugged.  “It’s pretty simple, really.  You do exactly as I say.”

There was sweat on David’s brow, one of the few physical sensations he possessed.  “What do you want me to do?” he managed to ask.

“I want you to answer some questions, and I want you to tell the truth.  Because if you don’t, you won’t like it very much.  Okay?”

“Do I have a choice?”

The man chuckled, grinning at him again and shaking his head.  “No, you don’t.  Not really.  Are you ready for the first question?”

David nodded as best he could.

“Are you guilty of any crimes?”

“What?”

“Crimes.  Have you ever done anything that would be considered a crime?”

“What type of crimes?” David asked.

“Any type of crime, any type at all.”

David hesitated for just a moment before lying.  “No.”

The slight flash of light was all the warning David had before he heard the cleaver come down against metal, and he saw his right hand drop down to the floor.  David began to scream.  He hadn’t felt a thing, his whole body still numb, but the sight of his own hand being separated from his arm at the wrist was a little too much to handle.  Continuing to scream, all his reason left him, saying incoherent things aloud, closing his eyes and praying to any god or force available that he was dreaming.

But he was not dreaming.  The man pulled out a small acetylene torch.  The man lit the torch, further illuminating the hacked flesh and spewing blood, and he cauterized the wound.  “Wouldn’t want this to get infected,” the man said.

But David continued to scream, although he didn’t feel a thing.  He screamed because he couldn’t feel a thing.

It took a minute or so before the man was satisfied with the job.  “David,” the man said.  “David, calm down.”  David did stop screaming, but he wept now, feeling the tears flow down his cheeks.  He could smell his own burning flesh, the stench of it filling his nostrils.  The smell of charred skin and muscle mixed with his own body stench repulsed him.

“I’m sorry I had to do that.” The man did not sound sorry. “I know it will be harder to take handouts, now, but I had to punish you for a wrong answer.  I told you that I knew a lot about you.  Now tell me what I want to hear.  Have you ever done anything that would be considered a crime?”

David wept, sobbed.  How could this be happening?  What had he done to deserve this?  Please, God, he cried in his thoughts, please help me.  I don’t want to die …

“Don’t make me put a time limit on you, because if you run out of time, that will be considered a wrong answer, and I don’t really know how much is left in this little torch thing, here, or how long it will last.  So just tell me.”

David’s breath became heavy, the air drawn into him in great heaps.  “Yes.”

“Yes, what?”  The man’s tone belied his frustration.

“Yes, I have ... committed a crime.”  David’s voice was hoarse and strained.

“Very good.  Was that so hard?  Sometimes people just have to do things the hard way.  Are you ready for the next question?”

David just sobbed.

“I’ll take that as a yes. Have you ever committed murder?”

“What?”  David’s head spun, his eyes rolling a little to the ceiling.

“Murder.  Killing another human being.  Taking an innocent life.”  The man said the word again underneath his breath, in a whisper.  “Murder.”

“No.”

David saw the cleaver rise this time, just as quickly as before, and sever his left hand.  David screamed again, a more desperate squeal.  The man cauterized the wound the same way as before.  He stopped screaming after the man was done this time, his eyes staying closed throughout the process, although he could hear the torch burning the flesh at the end of his arm, hear the crackling of the tiny flames.  The smell of burning flesh became stronger.

“You’re running out of limbs.  I have to admit that you’re disappointing me.  I thought you would be smarter than this, although you were never the smart one in the group.  I only want you to tell me the truth.  Is that so hard?  Answer the question.  Tell me the truth.”

“Yes,” David said.

“Yes.  You did take an innocent life, didn’t you?”

David opened his eyes now, focusing on the man’s features, the strong jaw and cheekbones.  He found it difficult to speak, the memories coming back to him, the beating, the sound of screaming, the silence at the end even more terrible …  “I didn’t ... I ...”

“You what?”

“I tried to stop him.  I tried to stop it.”  His brows met high on his forehead.

“Ah, but you didn’t, did you.  Do you remember the boy’s name?”

“Only ... only his first … name.”

“And what was that?”

David hesitated through a sob.  “Kevin.”

“Do you remember how old he was?”

His words came slow.  He found it difficult to stay conscious.  “He was young.  Fourteen.  Fifteen, maybe.”

“Good guess.  He was fifteen.  Not very old.  What did he do to deserve to die?  Tell me that.  What was his crime?”

“No crime. No crime at all …”

“Wrong answer, but I’ll let that one pass since he was technically innocent.  His crime was that his father was getting too close, right?  Isn’t that why you couldn’t stop it?  You had to kill him.  It was orders, wasn't it?”

“Yes.”

“Orders from Franklin?”

David frowned at him.  “No. He just wanted us to scare him. Not kill …”

“From who, then?”

“From Doss, he ordered it.  We all just ...”

“Carried it out.  What a freaking waste.  You couldn’t just stand up to him, could you?  Tell him you wouldn’t kill a kid, a kid?”

David’s eyes closed again.  “I ... tried ... but he ...”

“But he what?”

“He threatened to kill me, too.”

“Open your eyes, David.  I want you to look in my eyes while I tell you this.”

Opening them, David saw the man lean in close to him.  “You’re going to die today.  But first I want to hear you say it.”

“Say what?”

He could smell the man’s breath, the hotness of it, the oldness of it.  “Say you’re sorry.”

“I’m sorry.”

And he meant it.

David saw the flash of the knife and watched the blade being buried into his chest.  The man worked with the quickness and deftness of a surgeon. David couldn’t scream, but he opened his mouth as if he could.

He tasted his own heart before he died.

-----

Walking quickly down the hall on the first floor, Valerie cursed under her breath. She had work to do today, and she was going to start her period soon.  This pissed her off for the requisite five minutes before resigning herself to the inevitable.  She was about to be an even bigger bitch than usual.  It was now late in the afternoon, and Bill Young could not be found.  Strange, she thought, for he always seemed to hang out down here with his old friends, his buddies, making sexist or dirty jokes, mostly both.  She did his legwork all day while he probably sat at some seedy bar or strip club in town, which was not hard to find in Atlanta.  This pissed her off even more, and she felt no responsibility to let this grudge go.

A voice came from behind her.  “Detective Mann!” said a man’s voice, very urgent, and she turned to see a man chasing her down the poorly lit, government-funded hall.

He was a handsome man, tall, dark, in great shape, a little too perfect for her tastes, though, with his dark suit and immovable hair.  “You found me,” she said, not sure why anyone would want to find her.

The man caught up to her and extended his hand.  “Detective Mann.  I am Agent Lawrence, FBI.”

She shook his hand but raised her eyebrows.  “FBI?”  Her hands rested on her hips after releasing the grip.  “Why would you be talking to me, Agent Lawrence?”

“I just had some questions concerning the Person and Gorman cases.”

“All right.”

Agent Lawrence looked around.  “Is your partner around anywhere?”

“No.  I’m looking for him, actually.”

Agent Lawrence seemed rather curious, still checking the area, not wanting to look her squarely in the eye.  “I have some questions that concern him,” he said, almost a dismissal.

“Maybe I can answer them,” she offered.

“Well, you see,” he began.  “We have some information that this is a serial murder.”

“Really? You’re kidding.”

He nodded. Did he catch her sarcasm or was he only ignoring it? “And it might have something to do with a former case of Sergeant Young’s.  Did he tell you anything about it?”

She shook her head, feeling flustered.  Was she as red as she imagined?  “No, but I’ll talk to him.”

He finally focused on her, extending his hand again, the smooth operator coming out of him again.  “Wonderful.  Hopefully we can work well together on this.”

On what?  “Oh, I’m sure.”





Chapter 7

Shade drove northwest out of West End, Washington on Highway 16. He had tracked his target south from Seattle. Now successful, he gunned the car – a BMW bought with cash yesterday – across the bridge and out to meet Mr. Smith. The GPS led Shade up the highway for another six miles. He took an exit on the way to Bethel, but a side road wound out to a vast field of high grass. An old farmhouse was nestled on the far side of the field.

The weather was cold and wet with a lazy drizzle, and the moon bright in the clear sky. The dirt road that made its way through the field was barely used, and Shade worried that the BMW would get stuck in the muddy ruts, but it didn’t. The farmhouse was dark as Shade stopped the car in front. The sky loomed black and large beyond the house. He left the car running while he got out of the car and walked back to the trunk.

Shade pulled his heavy coat tighter around him. Mr. Smith appeared from the front door of the farmhouse and stood on the porch, still wearing a nice suit. The cold wind rustled the grasses behind Shade.

“Bring her inside, Mr. Shade,” Mr. Smith said. He turned and went inside the house, leaving the door open.

Shade grunted and opened the trunk.

The woman inside was bound and gagged, her eyes wide and fearful. She was just over sixty years old with graying dark hair. Shade reached in and grabbed the woman, lifting and throwing her over his shoulder. She did not fight him. He had taught her earlier the foolishness of that when he abducted her from her home.

Shade brought her up to the porch and through the open door. His eyes adjusted to the shadows inside. The house was vacant of any furniture or decoration and smelled of must, the floors covered in thick dust.

“Was there any trouble?” Mr. Smith asked, standing in a room to the left with a large hearth on the outside wall.

“No,” Shade said. “She was alone when she came home.”

“Set her down here,” Mr. Smith said, waving to the floor just in front of the hearth. Setting the woman down, he took an opportunity to place another small bug on Mr. Smith’s suit jacket as he stood again.

He didn’t know this woman or why Mr. Smith wanted her. It had something to do with the conversation with those people in Rome, that he knew. He was being left out of the loop more and more, and he didn’t like it. He understood his curiosity to be dangerous, but ignorance could be just as deadly.

The woman’s eyes bulged further when she saw Mr. Smith standing over her.

“Hello, Assandra,” Mr. Smith said. He knelt down and pulled the gag from her mouth. She gasped and coughed.

“What are you doing?” she asked. “You will not get away with this …”

Mr. Smith grinned at her. “Perhaps I do not wish to. What I desire, however, is to know the location of the boy.”

Her eyes narrowed quickly, and her lips pursed. “What are you talking about?”

Shade was impressed with her defiance despite her fear.

“You know of whom I speak,” Mr. Smith said. “And you can simply tell me, saving yourself an incredible amount of pain, or we can do this the hard way. You know you are too weak to stop me.”

Assandra set her jaw. “I don’t know who you’re talking about,” she said.

Mr. Smith sighed. “Very well,” he said. He rose. “Mr. Shade, please wait for me in the car.”

Shade bristled at being dismissed, but he had expected it.

“Oh, and please take this for me,” Mr. Smith said, removing his jacket and handing it to Shade. “I will not be needing it.”

He hesitated before taking the jacket. Laying the jacked over his forearm, Shade turned and walked out of the house.

“And close the door behind you,” Mr. Smith said. “Let’s not let in a draft.”

Closing the door, Shade set his jaw as he walked outside and stood near the car, leaning against the fender. He took his bug from the jacket and placed it in his pocket.

He heard the screams from within, shrieks of pain and fear from the woman. Shade’s face remained blank. Ten minutes later, Mr. Smith emerged from the house alone. The door shut with a soft sound. He descended the stairs and reached for his jacket.

“We are off to Atlanta, Mr. Shade,” he said, wearing his jacket again. “Warmer climates, eh?” Mr. Smith rounded the car to the passenger side.

“The woman?”

Mr. Smith shook his head. “She put up quite the fight. But unfortunately, she was not strong enough, and she gave me the information I desired. But she did not survive the questioning. She is now at peace, and we will leave her here.”

Shade nodded and sat in the driver’s seat. He drove them back to the airport where they would soon be on a plane to Atlanta.

-----

Richard didn’t know how long the phone rang before he finally woke up and answered it. “Hello?” he mumbled.

“Richard?”  It was a low voice on the other end, noises of talking and music behind it.  “Hey, sorry to wake you.”

Richard sat up in the bed.  “Hey, Buddy.  Is he down there, still?”

A sigh released into the phone.  “Yeah, you’d better come down and get him.”

Richard rubbed his hand over his eyes.  “Okay.  Be there in a few.  Watch him until I get there.”

“I will.”

Richard ended the call on his phone and slowly got dressed, dirty jeans and T-shirt with his heavy coat to protect him from the cold.  He grabbed the keys to his car from the kitchen table on his way out of the apartment.  The old Pontiac grumbled at him, and he let it warm for a few minutes after he started it, appeasing the old car.

A short time later, he pulled into the parking lot of the nearby Buddy’s, a local bar, positioning the car right outside the door in a handicapped spot.  He wouldn’t be long.  He stepped out of the car and made his way in.

Richard saw him immediately, sitting at the same place he always did on a stool at the bar.  He was a big man, an inch or two shorter than Richard but quite a few pounds heavier.  There were others there at the bar, and Richard excused himself as he made his way.  Buddy tipped his head from behind the bar.  “Hey, Richard.”

Nodding back in return, Richard silently approached the large man.  Richard tapped him on the shoulder.  “Come on, Dad.  Let’s go.”

Eddie Albright looked up from his beer, still slouching at the bar, and peered at his son.  Richard noticed the hands, the big hands motioning towards him, hands with fingernails containing a chronic amount of dirt and grime that could never be washed away, even with the strongest of soaps, grease that came from the cars his father worked on every day, changing oil, replacing parts at a local garage, the only one that would tolerate his drinking.

“Hey, Richie.  Have a beer with me.”  His speech was slurred, his eyes tired of opening.

“C’mon, Dad.  It’s time to go.”

“But I’m not done, yet.”  Eddie swung his head around and found his target.  “Buddy!  Get me another round!”

Buddy shook his head at Richard’s father, grinning slightly at him.  “You’ve had enough, Eddie.  Why don’t you just go on home with Richard, here.”

But tonight Eddie was very drunk, more than usual, and not willing to be coaxed into something he did not want to do. Richard hadn’t seen him this bad in a long time.  He pressed forward a little, able to ignore the embarrassment from years of practice, even though the bar rustled with customers, at this late hour, and country music moaned over the sound system.

Richard hated country music.

“Come on, Dad,” he said again, putting his hands on his father’s shoulders, trying to coax him into following.  Eddie shrugged his son off of him.

“Go away if you're not gonna drink with me.”

The anger rose in him quickly, mad at the fact that he had to be here, that his father couldn’t seem to control himself and then wouldn’t cooperate with his son.  Richard was tired, and he had to go to school in the morning.  “Dad, I’m not screwing around, here.  Let’s go, all right?”

Then a man on the opposite side of Eddie, sitting next to him on the bar, leaned into Richard’s view.  “You know, your dad’s an asshole.”  He was probably thirty years old, and his whole face was red from drinking and talking loudly.

Richard found himself reacting, not thinking.  “Why don’t you shut your mouth?”

“Look, shithead, you'd better watch your mouth.”  The man, almost as drunk as Eddie, stood up and began to move around his father towards Richard.

“Richard ...” a warning from Buddy.

Eddie stumbled to his feet.  “Don’t talk to my son that way.”

The man looked up to Eddie, his face an accusing scowl.  He put his finger in Eddie’s chest.  “You’re drunk.”

Eddie’s shoulders rose and fell.  “Well, it has to do something about your ugly ass wife.  I can’t get that frigid bitch out of my mind after she did me last night.”

The man stewed for a split second, as if his mind had to assemble the words into an insult, and moved to hit Eddie, but his swing was low.  Eddie raised a shoulder to absorb it and tried desperately to swing back, but his own attempt was very slow.  A few hours ago, this man would’ve been a mass of cells on the floor, but Richard knew his father was in no condition to fight.  The man dodged Eddie’s swing, and his father’s momentum placed his large body on the floor.

Without a moment’s hesitation, Richard picked up a random bottle of beer by the neck and placed it as firmly as he could squarely between the man’s eyes.  The bottle shattered, beer splattering everywhere, and Richard dropped it.  The man lay sprawled out on the floor after falling backwards, grasping at his nose, bleeding from the right nostril.  The bar became quiet all of a sudden, all eyes their way.  “Aw, hell,” Richard heard Buddy say from behind him.

Richard turned to Buddy as he began to pick up his father.  “Sorry,” he said.

“Just get him outta here,” Buddy answered.

Richard swore every time he had to go save his father from a drunken night at Buddy's that he would force Eddie Albright to get an apartment on the ground floor, but he never did.  Most of the time Richard had to help him with his balance as they climbed the stairs.  Tonight he literally drug his father, a six-foot-one, two-hundred and seventy-five pound man, up sixteen stairs, and yes, he did count them.

He leaned his father up against the wall as he opened the door to the apartment.  Looking around for a moment, he caught a glimpse of the high school not half a mile away, maybe more.  It was in plain sight here on the landing on the second floor, not quite as well from below, not at all from the parking lot or the narrow country road leading over to the apartment building.

With one of his father’s arms around Richard’s neck and one of Richard’s hands pulling hard on his father’s belt, Richard drug his father the rest of the way to his bed, laying him there face down, his mouth hanging slightly over the edge of the bed.

“Night, Dad,” Richard said, and he went to bed himself.

-----

The blue and black screen began to test her eyes, and Valerie rubbed them hesitantly, not wanting to exacerbate the signs of strain.  She found Russell Person’s file and printed it out.  She shook her head.  He must have lied at every interview along the way to bury a rap sheet like that one.  There must have been a dozen arrests, maybe more, but no convictions.

Andrea Gorman and her aliases showed up eighteen minutes later, and she tallied twice the arrests and three convictions for prostitution.

The FBI was involved how, and that concerned her. What did they know? Why was she being marginalized so quickly?

Sitting there at the computer, she ran over the sheets.  Person was a petty criminal, little stuff when he was younger, the charges not more than burglary and theft.  And Gorman’s, well, she obviously learned early on that you could trade your body to get anything, especially money.  Nothing special on hers either, except, wait ….

One of the dates of arrest matched on both sheets.  She pulled up the arrest report and found three more names.

David Farley.

Andrew Franklin.

Samuel Doss.

None of those names meant anything to her, but she started looking at those names as well.  Under Samuel Doss, no arrests or convictions were found, but there was some evidence still logged from ten years ago on a specific case.  A murder case.  The name of the victim showed on the evidence file.

Kevin Stuart.

She went to records and had a very nice woman, although old and hard of hearing, help her to find the case file.

All five names appeared again as possible suspects.  She took the file with her upstairs to her desk, reading it and mumbling to herself on the way. A certain detective’s name kept popping up throughout the file … Holy shit, she thought. Why is this the first she’s seeing Bill Young’s involvement? Why did he keep it from her? What the hell is he hiding?

In the elevator, she must have muttered to herself, for one of the coroners eyed her strangely.

“I’m sorry,” Valerie said.

“No, it’s all right,” said the coroner, a middle-aged black man with thick glasses and a high metabolism, for he seemed to be skin and bones.  “I just thought I heard you say a name, but it must’ve just been running through my head.”

Valerie’s eyes flared at him.  “What name?”

“David Farley,” he said, brushing it aside.

“What did you say?”  She almost couldn’t speak.

“David Farley,” he spoke more clearly this time, meeting her gaze.

“Do you know him?”

“No,” he said, chuckling.  “But I just got his identification off of his dental records.  It took me all damn day.”  He smiled.  “Pardon my French.”

“No problem,” she said absently.  “Are you telling me you just worked on David Farley?”

“Some guy burned to hell and back, cut up like a Christmas tree on New Year’s Day. Awful, really.  Had to get dental records to identify him.  He’s downstairs.  The name is David Farley.  Yep, that was the name.  Do you know him?”

Valerie shook her head.  “No.  Just a name in a file.”

“Don’t know if it’s the same guy, but it’d be pretty freaky if it was.”

“Yeah,” Valerie agreed. “Freaky.” She spotted the file folder in his hand.  “Are those the records?” she asked.

“Yep.”

She snatched them from him and compared the dental records with the arrest file.

A match.  It was the same guy.

“Well I’ll be damned,” she said and looked at the coroner.  “Pardon my French.”

-----

Because of his lack of sleep, Richard didn’t hear the girl at first, but he definitely heard his name the second time as he put the last touches on his painting after school.  He had thought he was alone in the art room. Miss Dana, the Art teacher, let him hang out here after school to paint, especially on days he didn’t want to go home. And he didn’t want to go home today.

“Yes,” he answered quickly, surprised that his focus had tuned out her voice. He turned to see who had called him.

“Hi,” she said, pushing her glasses up into a more comfortable position on the bridge of her nose.  Her straight, red hair caught his attention first, but her pale skin was also attractive, the slight freckles on her round cheeks. Her nice, warm smile eased him into a grin.  She put out her hand.  “We haven’t officially met.  My name is Heather. Heather Williams.”

He switched his brush into his left hand, reaching across himself to shake her soft hand.  “Hi,” he said.  “Nice to meet you.”

“I have independent study sixth period, right after you do, but I guess that really doesn’t matter.  I just wanted to meet you, you know.  The great Richard Albright.”  She seemed anxious and just a little giddy.  On other girls it might have been annoying, but on Heather it was cute.

“Great? I’ve never thought myself as great.”  He put the brush back into his right hand and touched up the corner, fixing a vague detail.

She huffed at him, putting her hands on her hips.  “You win all the awards and everything.  Miss Dana talks about you all the time.”

Richard nodded. “Is there some particular reason you’re making my head swell?  Or do you just do this for fun?”

“No particular reason.  We had just never met.”

“Well, what is it that you’ve done that I would have seen?”

She smiled, infectious and energetic.  “That sculpture of the angel beside your painting out in the lobby.”  She squinted at him.  Her chest expanded.  “I got second prize last year at state.”

“Really?” he asked, his mind still on his painting.

“You didn’t know?” Heather said.

“Well, I remember the sculpture, but I don't look at people’s names too often.”  He pointed at his painting.  “You ever ... paint any?”

“A little,” she said.  Then her face soured.  “But I’m not too good at it.”

“Why do you say that?”

Heather shrugged.  “I’m just better with my hands.”

Richard fought back a chuckle.  “I bet you are.  You should show me some of your stuff sometime.  I’d really like to see it.”

“I’d really like that, too,” Heather said.

-----

Marcus slammed the door and cursed loudly for the entire world to hear, shaking the house with his anger.  He threw down his things.  They had lost the game, but he didn’t play. The coach kept eyeing him accusingly as the other team ran up the score. Marcus cursed his coach for being a moron.  He cursed his fellow players for being white and slow and so damned uncoordinated and clumsy. He cursed himself for getting in the fight. He cursed the school for suspending him.

And he cursed Richard Albright.  He saw that loser watching him today, looking at him from across the hall as if he was some type of damn criminal.  Marcus hated him.  Ever since that day when that little shit got in his way, Marcus had hated him.

The more Marcus thought and cursed, the angrier he became, the more the rancor inside of him shuddered his muscles and his fists clenched.  He barely heard his mother walking up behind him from the kitchen,

“What’s wrong, baby?” she asked.

Marcus spun on her. He swung his fist and hit her in the mouth.  She fell back into the kitchen, gasping and clutching her mouth.  “You whore!” Marcus said.  “You whore!  Why can’t you just shut your mouth?”

His mother was crying, and she sobbed through her words.  “I- I was just asking …”

“I know what you were asking!” he screamed at her.  She began to sit up, lifting herself by her hands.  Marcus glared at her, his eyes full of hate and anger.  He towered over her, stepping forward again.  She felt so small to him, so weak.  Marilyn cowered away from him, afraid.  “Cry, cry, that’s all you ever do is cry.  Can’t you be a mother like everyone else?  Can’t you do anything without screwing it up?”

She was down on the floor, collapsed in a heap, weeping.

“I hate you,” he said to her as he went up the stairs towards his room.  He closed the door behind him to be alone.

Why did she always make him do that to her?





Chapter 8

Valerie knocked on the door to Bill Young’s apartment.

There was no response.

She knocked a little louder.

Still no response.

Valerie commenced to bang on the door and ring the doorbell continuously.  She called his cell earlier, left several messages, even texts, but he had not replied. After checking at the station, she decided to come and look for him here.

It was late, and she had skipped dinner. After a long day of unearthing information that only begged more questions, she wanted answers. She needed answers.

And Bill had them.

The door opened and he stood in front of her, fully dressed, with a small glass in his hand.  The glass was mostly empty.

“Why, Miss Mann, how nice of you to drop by.”

She pushed past him into his apartment, a cold, stoic place with no carpeting and very little furniture.  The scent of liquor hit her as the door had opened, but his breath was rancid.  “You’re drunk?”

He followed her into the apartment.  “Come in, come in.  Make yourself at home.”

She stood in front of him.  “You’re drunk.”

“Not yet,” he said.  “But I’m pretty close.  Why are you here?”

“Why didn’t you tell me about Kevin Stuart?”

She watched as the pain closed his eyes, slowly.  “Where did you hear that name?”

Valerie pulled the old manila folder out of her coat.  “In his file.  This case file, which has your name all over it.”

Bill Young turned back towards the door and closed it.  The latch clicked with a lonely sound.  “You shouldn’t have done that.”

“Done what?” she said.  “Look for the truth? That’s my job.”

He walked past her without talking, moving as if he waded through a rushing river and staggered into the living room, furnished with only an old couch, a dim lamp, and a small television set.  Falling on the couch in a heap, he sank himself into a sitting position.  “What is it you think you’ve found?”

He did not look at her, only took a sip from the glass.
             She followed him into the empty room, throwing the file on the floor at his feet.  It made a smacking noise as it landed.  “You’ve been holding out on me.”

“How’s that?”  Bill Young looked once at the remainder of his glass and, abandoning it, set it down.  He picked up the half-empty bottle of tequila from the floor.

“You knew.  You knew he would be coming for these people.  Ever since the Person case, you knew what was going on, and maybe before.  And you didn’t tell me.  You didn’t tell anyone.”  She said it softly, because, as much as she hated him, despite her low opinion of him, she didn’t believe he was capable of this, of such …

“And what would I have told you?”  He filled the small glass from the bottle, lifted it again, and took a sip.

“Russell Person, Andrea Gorman.  They were connected.  And there’s more, isn’t there?”

“More?”

“Yes.  They found the remains of a certain David Farley this morning in an old warehouse on the north side of town.  They found him after they put out the fire.  It took them a while to match the dental records, but they did it.”

“And?”

“His name’s in that file, too.  There are two more names.  Two more connected to Kevin Stuart.”  She stared at him, tilted her head and pointed at him.  “You could have saved them.  You could have warned them.  You knew.”  She waited, hoping for some type of explanation, but it never came.  Bill sat there, quiet, gazing away from her.

“The other two.  Are they next?”

“How the hell should I know?” he twisted his head, looking up at her.

Valerie knelt down in front of Bill Young.  His eyes were so sad, and they followed her, his brow casting a shadow over his glare.  He looked so old here in the dark, empty apartment.  “Because you investigated this case for years.  This case is ten years old, Bill.  What are you hiding?”

“Nothing.”  He looked away, took another sip.

“Nothing?”

“No, dammit, I said nothing.”

She shook her head.  “The FBI came to see me today.”

His eyes narrowed, still away from her.  “The FBI?”

“Yeah, it seems they know some things that they don’t necessarily want to tell me.  They said this was their case, now.  It’s a serial murder.  They looked at me like I was some backwoods police chief who didn’t know what the hell I was doing, like we were the Dukes of Hazard.  What do they know that I don’t know?  It’s got something to do with you, though.  I could tell in the tone of their voice when they asked to talk to you, when you might be in.  I looked like a big moron standing there with no answers for them.  Can you tell me what’s going on? You need to tell me what’s going on.”

Bill looked at Valerie, and she thought that he might cry.  She thought he might actually weep.  “Go get yourself a glass, Valerie.”

“What?”

“Go get yourself a freakin’ glass.”  He practically yelled at her.  Then his voice lowered again.  “You’re going to need it.”

“No.  Tell me.”

He finished his drink before speaking again.  “Okay, but I warned you.”

He sighed as he stood, groaning and grasping for air that couldn’t help him up, and walked into the kitchen.  She stood with him and watched as he opened a drawer and took out an old folder of his own.  He made his way back to the couch and sat back down.  He offered the folder to Valerie, who took it from him cautiously and opened it.

Inside was a stack of pictures. She fingered them one by one.

Valerie closed the folder and put it on the floor next to the file that she had brought with her.  She walked into the kitchen.

“Where are the glasses?” she asked.

“In the cabinet over the stove,” he said.

She took a glass, a tall drinking glass, out of the cabinet and took it with her back to the couch where Bill still sat.  He held up the tequila.  She grabbed it from him and poured her glass full of it, and she drank half of it before hacking for breath.

“Easy,” he said.  “You could hurt yourself.”

“My God, Bill.  Did they do that to him?”

Bill Young patted the couch beside him.  “Have a little seat, darlin’.”  She sat beside him, taking another sip of her glass.

Bill closed his eyes.  “We found him in a dumpster on the south side of town, near the airport,” he began.  “It was the hardest day of my life.  I had been up for promotion for a couple of years, but this case … this case made me rethink my position.  I couldn’t just leave this case for the next gumshoe that came along.  I had to investigate.  I had to prove that what they had done ... that they should be punished for it.”

“Were you assigned?”

“Not initially, no.”  He turned towards her now, staring.  “But Valerie, you can’t understand how much I hated them for what they had done.”

“Who?”

Bill took a deep breath.  “They were a clique, if you will, of criminals.  A small gang that ... did things together.  We could never get anything on them, but they mostly did small stuff.  There were five of them.  Russell Person was the brain.  He usually had the plan.  David Farley was the runner, the driver, the guy who would do whatever little crap jobs they had for him.  The leader was Samuel Doss, a local pusher who decided to use his influence to do other things, but he ended up owing a large sum of money to the local mob.  So he had his gang, and they did things for the local family to pay up.”

“The other two?” Valerie asked.

“Andrew Franklin and Andrea Gorman were a couple, a very poor substitute for Bonnie and Clyde.  They were inseparable - young, stupid, and crazy.  Andrew was the grandson of the head of the mob here in Atlanta.  He got special treatment from Doss, of course, but he wasn’t the leader that Doss was.”

“How connected is this family?” she asked.

“Locally, very connected.”  Bill shook his head.  “Otherwise, I don’t know.  I’ve lived here most of my life, and this I can tell you: nobody messes with the Franklins, never have.  They started out running moonshine back in the thirties, mostly consolidating locals into an organization to sell up north to Chicago, New York, Philadelphia, and some places in the Midwest.  Of course, over the years they made their way into the city officials, government, that sort of thing, but some of that’s changed within the past few years.

“Starting in the seventies, the minority population became the majority population here in Atlanta, and now the Franklins deal mostly with the gangs.  And that gets kind of messy sometimes.  That’s why Doss and his group were hired, you know, to take care of those kind of contingencies.”

“And they did … this?”  She pointed to the folder on the floor.

“Kevin Stuart was a ... street kid.  He had run away from home when he was fourteen and ended up on the street.  His parents had been looking for him when he was found in a dumpster.”  Bill took another sip.  “Yeah, they did that to him.”

“But ... why?  I mean, what did he ever do?  Did he owe them money?”

“I don’t know.”

“But you’re sure it was them.  You’re sure they did it?”

Bill blew out a breath of air.  “Yeah, it was them.  The Franklin family used their influence with the local authorities to cover it up.  Then they split up the group.  The word was that Doss had made a mistake, let things get out of hand.  Poppa Franklin didn’t exactly appreciate such a costly mistake.  His grandson could’ve gone to jail.  Doss was found in the same dumpster, chopped up in four or five pieces, like that made it okay.”

“But it didn’t.”

“No,” Bill said, his tone low.  “Not with me it didn’t.”

“So there’s just Franklin left, right?” Valerie asked.

“Yeah.”

“So let’s go talk to him,” she said.  Bill chuckled at her.  Valerie stuck to her resolve.  “We can get him to confess for ... protection.  We can kill two birds with one stone.  We can get him to confess to the murder and ...”

“No can do, Mann.  It’s over.”

“What’s over?” she asked.

“Franklin will never agree.  He knows too much.  His old man is probably getting him out of the state, hell, out of the country right now if he’s smart.  The Franklins can protect him much better than we ever could.”

Valerie took a sip of her own neglected drink.  She froze for a moment, set the drink down again.  “Wait a minute,” she said.  “You don’t want to stop him.”

“Who?”

“The Postman.”  She pointed at him again, closer this time.  “You want him to succeed.  You know who he is.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Bill frowned at her.  “I have no idea who he is.”

“I don’t believe you.  Why would you have tried to get me off of this case if you didn’t know who he is?  So you could handle it yourself. You could have saved those others, after Person, but you didn’t.  You know who it is.”

“Saved them?”

“Yeah, saved Andrea Gorman and David Farley.  You could have warned them or put them in protective custody.”

Bill shook his head at her.  “Russell Person had a long history working in crime.  As far as I knew, he was still associated with them.  His murder could have been connected to a million different reasons.  And Gorman and Farley?  Gorman lived under an alias, as you know, probably given to her by the Franklins.  Andrew protected her still, even after they were no longer an item.  Not out of the goodness of his heart, mind you, more out of the fact that she could run and tell a whole host of things.

“After Person, it could have been Andrew himself that decided she was too risky, especially if they were still connected somehow.  I’m sure Andrew Franklin reads the papers, and you gave him the perfect opportunity to make it seem like a series of murders and get rid of a long standing liability. So how could we be sure it’s the same guy?  And Farley was out in the middle of nowhere as far as anyone was concerned.  How you gonna find a homeless guy?  I could no more have saved either one of those than you could piss up a tree.”

“You’re lying,” she said, her voice rising in the apartment.  “You’re trying to explain this away like you have nothing to do with it.  But you do.  Gorman’s death was personal.  Nobody kills like that just to shut them up.”

“You don’t know Andrew Franklin.”

“And what about the note, stuffed in her mouth?”

“I told you, put there to throw us off track.”

“But why?  If the Franklins have that much influence and power, why throw us off track?”  Valerie stood and turned, facing Bill.  “No, this is personal, all personal somehow.  I don’t have time to sit here and argue with you, let you lie to me even more.”

“What are you gonna do?”

“Find him myself, whoever this guy is.”

“And how do you plan to do that?”

She turned her head away from him, pausing to think.  “I’m going to have a conversation with Andrew Franklin.”

Bill gave a smirk that didn’t reach his eyes.  “Good luck.”

“You don’t think I can do it?  Don’t underestimate me, you son of a bitch.  I’ll find him.  I swear it.”

“What about the FBI?”

“Screw the FBI.  I can do this on my own.  Alone.”  She finished off her drink and threw the glass against the wall, hearing it shatter behind Bill.  “It looks like that’s the way it’s been all along, anyway.”  She walked past the couch, past Bill, towards the door.

She heard his voice behind her, strained, soft, hurt.  “Valerie?”

It made her stop.

“What if you’re right?  Let’s just say that I do want this … killer to succeed.  Would that make me a bad person?”

She looked at the man on the couch, at the back of his head, bowed slightly in reverence to his own sadness.  She didn’t answer him.

“They started out by raping him, you know,” Bill said, and Valerie cringed.  “The autopsy wasn’t clear on exactly how much or how many times, but he was raped.”  Bill spoke slowly, as if every word hurt him, as if every mention of it reminded him of a failure in his own soul.

“Then they beat him to death.  They beat him with their fists.  Do you know how long it takes to die when you’re a boy and grown men are beating you with their fists?  I have nightmares about it sometimes.  It’s amazing what the human body can take, especially a young, healthy teenage boy.  They beat him until he died.  Did they mean to do it?  I don’t know.  But it was done.  And I think sometimes two wrongs do make a right.  I think sometimes justice comes in a number of different ways, and we should be thankful for it when it does.  Isn’t that our job?  Justice?”

“No,” Valerie said.  “To protect and to serve, that’s our job.”

“Oh, yeah,” Bill murmured.  “But, you see, no one was there to protect Kevin that night.  No one came to his rescue as he screamed while they raped him or cried out for his mother as they beat him.  No one saved him or served him then.”

“But that doesn’t make this right, Bill.  It can’t make this right.”

Bill took a deep breath, and Valerie watched his old body heave with the fullness of it.  “I don’t know if I believe in right or wrong anymore, my dear.  And if this makes me the same as this killer, then I accept it.  Don’t run out of here wondering if I would do the same.  If I had the ability or the courage, I would kill them all myself.  And I would feel better for it, for them being dead and gone.”

“What this man is doing is not courage or justice,” Valerie said, reaching out and opening the door in front of her.  “It’s madness.  And he has to be stopped.”

“But isn’t justice really madness, after all?  The concept that somehow we can change things or make things right?  It seems like madness to me.”

“We have to do what we can,” she said.

“It won’t be enough,” he said, barely audible now as she dashed out of the apartment, leaving him alone and off to find Andrew Franklin.





Chapter 9

He was dreaming again.

It began with darkness as they all did, as Matt always remembered them, with a sparkle and smattering of color, blotches of them randomly filling his vision.  Then the images would come, in color as well, this time objects around a home, a large home, but nothing that would cause him alarm. However, he felt a latent foreboding within him just the same.

The house was radiant, a big house with cream colored walls and elaborate paintings, art from around the world, and rugs that covered the bottoms of your feet with soft elegance.

You feel like a prince here, he thought.

Two children, a little boy and a little girl, played on the winding staircase up to a fathomless hall with doors to room after room of games and toys. It was as if the house were a mansion waiting for a saint or some deserving individual in the mantle of heaven.  Brightness filled the house, making the children laugh a little louder as they brought the light into their lungs, moving their hands through it, sometimes quickly, sometimes slowly, waiting wide-eyed and in wonder what this heaven could be.  And it was heaven to them, and their nights were filled with only good dreams. But not this night.

He didn’t recognize the children, but he liked to watch them, because with children you could forget all the things that made the world a horrible place.  The delight of the children filled his own heart as he looked at them and followed them through the great house.

And the children finally saw him, this stranger in their house who had been following them.  He walked towards them, extending his hand, smiling at them.

“I will not hurt you,” he said to them, his words coming as a surprise to him in his own dream. He hadn’t been able to talk to people in the dreams before.

The children watched cautiously as he approached, but they both smiled at him, both beautiful young ones at the end of the hall, waiting for him. Suddenly, they looked past him and their smiles distorted into masks of horror. Pointing over his shoulder, the children began to scream, and they clutched at each other in fear.

Matt turned around and recognized the man in the dark coat, a cap over his eyes, the killer again. His heart racing, Matt took a step towards the children. The man followed, slow and steady, like death. Darkness from the man pushed back the light, and as the brightness melted away, they were all in shadow.

The children continued to scream, and Matt turned to them. “I’ll protect you,” he said, although he had no idea how.

Shaking their heads at him, the children shrunk away. “No,” they screamed. “You brought him! You brought the darkness!” They cowered together and tried to move further down the hall, but the darkness caught them. Matt turned to see how close the killer was now, but he was gone. Only a thick darkness advanced.

They screamed at Matt now, pointing at him.  “It is you! You’re the darkness!” they cried again and again until he couldn’t take anymore, covering his ears with his hands, his folded arms as he knelt against his chest.  The children looked up at the walls with terrified eyes where once innocence held them close.

The walls of the hall started to bleed, dark, sticky redness dripping slowly at first, but eventually flowing down the walls all around them.

The darkness and the blood never touched him.

“You’ve killed us,” they said, calm now.  “You’ve killed us,” again and again and again. Drowning in blood and covered by the darkness, everything went silent.

“No!” he cried back at them, as if to call them out from the darkness and to save them from drowning, but it was too late.

And he felt the failure.

Matt awoke in pain.  Not just an aching of it, but pure and total agony.  His whole body was wracked in the thrall of a toughening, a hardening, as if every muscle constricted into a cramp.  His teeth clenched and his eyes rolled back under their lids.  As his heart raced, he tried to yell or scream for his mother, but all that escaped him was a moan, low and desperate.  And just when he couldn’t take any more, when he thought the pain would get the better of him, it began to subside.  His muscles slowly relaxed.  His mouth opened wider for a better gulp of air.  His fists unclenched and rested on the sheets at his side.

Although his heart still pounded within his chest, his mind stepped a little further away from panic and instability.  He moaned again, but this time a relieved sound rumbled in his chest.  The sweat had soaked him again, he noticed as he began to sit up, but he wasn’t as cold as before, no shivering or shaking.

Rubbing his face before swinging his short legs over the side of the bed, Matt made his way into the bathroom, turning on the light in that windowless space. He looked into the long mirror, leaning against the counter over the sink.

“What’s happening to me?” he asked the peaked image he saw there.

“What am I?”

 

The small restaurant was really more like a glorified café.  The long windows, decorated with wire-guided green vines laced with random leaves, presented an image of importance that the limited menu enhanced.  He could see out into the clear and dark night sky. Their table within the restaurant was quaint and intimate, covered with a long, white tablecloth and a clear, glass top. The night winter sky created a deep backdrop to the steady flickering of candlelight in the middle of the table.  Outside, the night was cold, but inside the warmth of the café brought an ambience of comfort to their first date.

His first date.

It was very foreign for him to see Vikki, delicate and beautiful, sitting across from him.  He only saw the details of the café peripherally next to her long hair, golden here in the dim candlelight, and her sweet features, poised and polite as a lady should be.  Distantly, he heard the sound of Stairway to Heaven being played on the radio in a very annoying “elevator music” fashion.

“You know,” Matt said.  “I don’t understand the whole concept of ‘elevator music.’”

“Really?” she said, her sweet voice in delicate tones.

“Yeah.  You see, the people who enjoy the songs they play, generally don’t like this style of music, and the people who like this kind of music, usually won’t recognize the songs.  It’s really kind of stupid.”

She nodded and managed a smile.  “Oh, I ... never really thought about it very much.”

Matt nodded back at her, cursing himself for a failed attempt at humor.

The waiter returned to take their order, and Matt did his best to keep a straight face.  Their waiter, a very effeminate man, spoke with grand gestures, using his hands and eyebrows to punctuate every enthusiastic emotion.  When Vikki ordered the special, something the waiter badgered them about for a long minute or two, he threw up his arms in a victorious gesture.

“Yes!” he said, projecting his voice.  “Tell the midgets to rope a cowboy, I’m coming home!”  And with that, he turned and left them, promising to have their order as soon as it was out.

“It looks like he’s been out for a while,” Matt said the moment he was sure the waiter was out of earshot.

Vikki thought this was especially funny, and they both laughed together.  Matt liked it when she laughed.  He enjoyed seeing her smile and hearing the breath escape her lips when she giggled.  It was a girlish laugh with a woman’s charm, almost as infectious as her smile, and he filed it away as one of his favorite sounds in the world.

The laughter faded naturally, and the two of them sat in silence.  Matt looked out the window once or twice, as if he could picture someone just outside peering in at him, but he dismissed it at once as his own paranoia, turning back to Vikki, who seemed suddenly thoughtful.

“I ... see that you and Richard Albright have become good friends,” she said, folding her napkin in her lap.

“Yeah, he’s a good guy,” Matt answered.

She nodded.

“Why?” Matt said.  “You know him?”

“Yeah,” she said, looking up at Matt with a sharp grin.  “We’ve gone to school together since the first grade.”

Matt’s eyes widened.  “Really?”

“Yeah.  There’s only a handful of us who went to school together back then that are in the same high school now.  But Richard and I were both one of them.”

“Wow,” Matt said, his voice low.  “That’s weird.”

“Why do you say that?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” he shrugged, “it’s just that when I asked him about you, he seemed as if he didn’t know you that well.”

“You asked him about me?”

He knew the redness could be seen in his face.  He could feel it.  “Well, yeah, I thought he might know something about you, since you and I had just met, and I wanted to get to know you a little better ...”  God, he was rambling, and he had to stop himself before the walls started closing in on him.

She smiled, a little more sincere.  “What did he say about me?”

“He just blew it off like he does most everything else.”

She nodded, looking away.  “Yeah, I know.”

His head tilted.  “Were you guys close?”

“We were good friends for a long time.”

“What about now?  You two still friends?”

She shook her head.  “No.  We don’t talk too much anymore.”

His next question was tentative; he held back a wince as he asked it.  “What happened?”

She lifted her shoulders.  “Richard doesn’t have very many friends anymore.  He’s kinda pushed them all away.”

Matt waited for her to continue, his forehead creasing.  He leaned in a little closer.

She noticed his attention and interest and sighed before speaking again.  “You see, about two, no …” she looked up as she thought, stirring the straw in her soda, “three years ago, Richard’s mother died.  It was pretty hard on him.  His father always drank a lot, anyway, but even he got worse after she died.  Richard had to grow up a little faster than the rest of us.  And then he just stopped.”

Matt frowned at her.  “Stopped what?”

She pursed her lips.  “Caring.  The only thing that he kept on with was his artwork.”

“He’s good at it.”

“Yeah, well, he used to be good at school and sports and lots of things.  He used to make straight A’s, play football, and he always did well.”

Some things became a little clearer to Matt as he looked into her sad eyes, her sad expression as she spoke about Richard.  How close had they been?  Matt became a little jealous of Richard as he wondered what it would be like to have a history with someone as wonderful as she.  “I never knew,” he said.

“Well, he’ll probably hate me a little more for telling you all of this.”

“Hate you?  How could anyone ...”  And he stopped himself before the final blow, but it had been too late.

She smiled at him, amused.  “That’s very sweet of you to say.  But he will, believe me.”

He caught himself looking out of the window again, peering at it like he would see a face staring back at him, but nothing was there.

“Enough about Richard,” she said, bringing his attention back to her.  “Why don’t you tell me about you?”

Matt chuckled.  “What’s to tell?  I’m pretty boring.”

“Oh, come on, you’ve got to have at least one or two stories about old girlfriends.”

“I don’t have any.”

“Stories?”

“Old girlfriends.”

This time Vikki’s eyebrows took to rising, and she rested on her elbows, leaning in close to Matt.  “You mean, you’ve never had a girlfriend?”  She said it with hesitation, as if she were trying not to insult him.

“Nope.  And you wanna hear something else that’s funny?”  He leaned back now, crossing his arms defensively across his chest, his chin pointed innocently down towards the floor.  “This is my first date.”

Her eyes squinted, a long pause before she spoke again.  “Your first date,” she repeated, like she had trouble believing it.  “But I don’t understand.  You’re so ...”

“So what?”

“Cute.”  And the amazing thing was, she said it without being embarrassed at all.  “And a nice guy.  How many girls have you asked?”

Matt grinned at her.  “You’re the first.”

“But ... why me?”

“What do you mean?”  He wanted to tell her the depth to which he liked her, admired her every feature, but he didn’t have the courage.

“There must have been others, other girls you wanted to ask out.”

“Sure.”

“So why not any of them?  Why me?”

He shrugged.  “I knew you’d say yes.”

They ate their meal in silence, speaking a little more to each other as they left the restaurant and caught a movie.  Then they sat through the movie without a word.  Matt spent the whole of it wrapped in nervousness, wondering if he had told her too much, been too open with her about what little past experience he possessed.  He drove her home and walked her to her door.  She didn’t look at him on the way, and as they reached the landing to the front porch, Matt prepared himself to just say goodnight and walk back to his car.  Maybe he would be lucky and get a handshake.

She stopped just before the door and turned to face him.  Matt smiled at her, looking into her eyes.

Reaching up behind his head, she pulled him towards her and pressed her lips against his in one grand motion.  Matt’s lips firmed against the strength of her, and it was over before he realized he had forgotten to close his eyes.  It was his first kiss, after all.

“You waited too long to go out with girls, Matt.” Her eyes brightened.  “You’re a good date.”

“I am?”

She giggled.  “Yeah.  I hope we get to do this again sometime.”

“Sure.”

“Goodnight.”  She turned and started inside, still smiling.

“Goodnight.”

And she was gone.

Matt couldn’t move.  His first date and first kiss all in one night.  Vikki was right, he waited much too long to do this.  His body seemed a little lighter as he somehow made it down the stairs toward his car.  He drove home a little dizzy, wondering if he would get pulled over from swerving.  It took a while to sink in, the kiss, the whole thing, the way she said she would like to do it again, as if she actually meant it.

And as he pulled the covers over himself that night, he wondered if he would dream of her or something else. He hoped he would dream of her.

He prayed he wouldn’t dream at all.





Chapter 10

The entry from the street was a narrow door between a shoe store and a Thai restaurant in downtown Atlanta.  Shade didn’t much like the Thai food.  He was a more collard greens and chicken type of guy, but he had eaten a lot worse than Thai food in his life, purely out of necessity.  He scanned the area nearby before touching the door. Just after dark, the city was lit by weak yellow streetlights and old backlit signs of stores and small markets. Although he didn’t have a reason to worry, due diligence was a habit Shade cherished more than anything.  It had saved his life more than once.

Wearing his favorite gray pinstripe suit and white T-shirt, he jiggled the key in the old door, and it opened for him.  He made his way up the narrow staircase to the small apartment above the Thai place, the familiar smell of Asian delicacies penetrating the floor from below.  Shade used another key to open the door to the office, seeing at once that Mr. Smith wasn’t there.

Shade thought this curious.  Every time he had been summoned to one of the offices by his boss, Mr. Smith smiled at him from his desk in the room down the hall.  The area that had been meant for a living room lay before him as a type of reception area, bathed in simple furniture in dark colors on the hardwood floor.  Walking down the hall and into the office beyond, his eyes roamed around him, noticing every detail, and Shade could see no signs of foul play or intrusion. Everything was in its place as it should be, no reason to be so nervous.  But where could the man be?

He could feel the heat from the computer in front of him, hear the high-pitched rumbling. The computer was on.  This was not particularly strange, but Shade thought it out of character for Mr. Smith to leave something unattended and available, especially to someone with Shade’s background.

As he made his way around the desk, the voice inside his head told him not to do it, to just sit down at a chair in front of the desk or sit in the other room and wait. But Shade didn’t listen to this voice.  He sat down behind the desk.  The large monitor showed an old-school screen saver, moving stars on a black sky, rushing past him on the thirty-five inch screen.  Shade put his hand on the mouse, moving it ever so slightly, and the stars and the black sky vanished, giving him a view of what Mr. Smith had been working on.

Now, computers were something of a mystery to Shade, still, but he had picked up enough here and there doing work over the past few years to understand the basics.  He had heard the term “real time” once or twice, still a little uncertain what exactly it meant, but he could browse Internet sites and do whatever research necessary to do his job.

Mr. Smith was still connected to something. He wasn’t sure exactly what it was, but he could tell it was some type of online financial program, an extensive spreadsheet with the numbers of banks, account numbers, and amounts of capital in these accounts.  Just quickly skimming the screen before him, Shade added a few numbers from banks around the world, Switzerland, Hong Kong, Tokyo, London, New York, Los Angeles, Atlanta, Paris.

Rome.

And as Shade looked at the numbers, eyeing the endless zeros in twenty or so accounts, one or two in the name of Robert Smith, one or two in other such names as William Jones or John Johnson, he slowly realized something.

He was getting screwed.

Or maybe screwed up the ass was a better term, he wasn’t sure.  There must be billions of dollars in these accounts, and this was just the first screen of what appeared to be a few more.  At the bottom of the screen, a bar gave you information about the file, and this seemed to be page one of seven.  “Shit,” he said aloud without thinking.

What is Mr. Smith up to? he asked himself.

That’s when he heard his boss walking up the stairs.

He could recognize the short steps, quicker than a taller man’s would be, one at a time, evenly and methodically, as Mr. Smith walked, as if he had walked for a million years, and it had become a thoughtless, mechanical art.

Making sure that he didn’t touch anything, Shade practically leapt from the chair behind the desk, pushing it in a bit like he remembered it had been in the first place, and moved around the desk to sit in one of the plush chairs in front of Mr. Smith’s desk.  Then he prayed for time.

He heard Mr. Smith work the lock to the door of the apartment, even though Shade didn’t remember especially locking it when he came up, and Mr. Smith walked in the door.

“Shade.  You are here,” he heard the voice from behind him as Mr. Smith walked down the hall, that droning, perfect step nearing him in the office.  Shade cast his gaze around the room, and he almost cursed.

The screen was still on, throwing a light blue haze against the back of Mr. Smith’s leather chair.  Shade felt the need to fidget, to bounce his knee to some unknown rhythm, but he controlled himself.

“Yeah, I’ve been waiting for you,” Shade said, almost a little too loud; was it only his own nervousness that gave his voice that twinge of anxiety?  “I got here just a few minutes ago.”

“Good.”  Mr. Smith was standing beside him now, holding a newspaper in his hand, the smell of ink and the gray paper filling the air beside him.

Just don’t notice the screen, Shade thought.

“I apologize for my tardiness.  I have a job for you.”

Shade watched as Mr. Smith began to walk around his desk, still gazing intently at the paper in his hands.

“What would that be?” Shade asked.

And just as Mr. Smith rounded the desk, the back of the leather chair behind the desk faded from a dark blue hue to black once again.  Shade wanted to whoop in victory but kept a straight face, intent on Mr. Smith’s wishes.

Mr. Smith threw the newspaper down on the desk beside the computer in the direction of Shade, and Shade could see the headline very clearly: Serial Killer Strikes Again: FBI confident about leads.

“Bring me the Postman,” Mr. Smith said.

“Who?”

Mr. Smith glanced at him with disapproval.  “Do you not read the news, my boy?  The Postman is the media name of a certain serial killer here in Atlanta.  A very appropriate one, I might add, and timely.  But do not concern yourself with this, Mr. Shade.  I just need you to bring me this man.”

Shade inwardly bristled at “my boy.”

“You want me to bring you a serial killer?”  Shade picked up the paper, the Atlanta Journal and Constitution, and began to skim the article, complete with a picture of a wasted storage facility, burned to the ground.

Mr. Smith sat down in his chair, leaned back and folded his hands in front of his face with his elbows resting on the leather arms.  His hands were long and thin, abnormally so for someone as short as he.

“There are many things you have to learn about the human race.  Revenge can be a useful thing. It will burn hot with little effort.  Hate and anger, if fed, can drive a man to do amazing things. He will begin to love the violence and find ways to feed it. Emotions such as these can be used to control people and situations.  There is an errand I need done.  I believe this Postman can handle it for me.”

“Isn’t that why you pay me?”

Mr. Smith smiled at him.  “No need to feel any degree of insult.  This ... thing I need done needs a certain flair you do not have, namely a desire for vengeance; you’ll simply try to blow things up, and besides,” Mr. Smith’s hands waved in surrender, “some opportunities are too enticing to pass up.  Just bring him in, Shade.  You will understand in time.”

“And how the hell am I supposed to do that?  You’re not giving me a whole lot of information here to work with.”  Shade frowned at the article.  Sensationalism at its best.  “How soon do you want him?”

“His mission is almost over.  I’ve been doing some research. You can find anything on this wonderful computer here, if you know where to look and how. Andrew Franklin will be his next target.”

Shade looked up at Mr. Smith.  “The son of Daddy Franklin?  How can you know that?”

“I just do.”

Shade shook his head.  “This isn’t going to be easy.  Getting close to the Franklins has always been difficult.”

Mr. Smith leaned in towards him, moving closer to the computer.  “You can surely solve these little problems.  I know your past, what your abilities are.  Is killing so much easier than accosting a madman?  You are well paid.”

Hell if I am, Shade thought.

And Mr. Smith’s eyes darted at him suddenly, knowingly, and then they squinted, peering as if, as if ...

As if he had read Shade's thoughts.

But he couldn’t have.  Not really, right?  Despite his training, Shade must have given something away with his eyes.

Shade thought quickly of how to take this man, where to hit and what blows would be most efficient to put Mr. Smith to death.  He would have to kill him to escape.  Who knew how connected Mr. Smith was?  But something told Shade that killing Mr. Smith would be more difficult than killing any other man had ever been, and it wasn’t Mr. Smith’s size or weight or the way he handled himself or a thousand other things that made a man dangerous.

Mr. Smith blinked and sat back in his chair, leaning back again in a relaxing pose. “What makes you loyal to me, Mr. Shade?” Mr. Smith asked, quietly, calmly.

Eerily.

“Excuse me?”  Shade did not relax at all.

“You heard me.  What exactly makes you loyal to me?”

“I don’t really understand the question.”

Mr. Smith’s hands folded in front of his face, his elbows on the arms of his leather chair, almost as if in prayer.  “Money.  Money makes you loyal, does it not?  Do you ever think that I cannot keep your loyalty, Mr. Shade?”

“I guess not.”

“No.  You are right.  As I said before, there are many things about humanity you have yet to understand.”  Mr. Smith waved his right hand dismissively.  “It is a simple thing to give people what they want.  Like animals, they do your bidding, and they do so with thankfulness in their heart and joy in their souls.  Even the most evil of men do this.  I will give the Postman the desire of his heart, and the very depths of who he is will accomplish my goal.  You are a foolish man to question me, Mr. Shade.  Many have done it and failed, men more powerful than you can even begin to imagine.  See that you remember that.”

And these were not threats.  Mr. Smith spoke slowly and methodically, like the way he walked, just speaking the truth.

And Shade believed it.

“All right,” Shade said.

“Good.  Now bring me the Postman.”

-----

The bar was warm and dark as Valerie entered it.  It was set up like any other bar, a square service counter in the middle of the establishment, with small, cheap tables and chairs cluttered with beer bottles and mixed drink glasses all around it.  There were small neon signs advertising various types of beer and alcohol decorating the walls. A local band - a very bad one - played loudly on a short stage under a low ceiling, singing modern covers of various songs.  Valerie cringed at the bad music.

But it was warm, contrasted with the night air. After leaving Bill in a huff, she dug a little more to find the name of one of the main informants. The drug cop didn’t appreciate the late night phone call, but he cooperated as she called in a favor from last year when he had asked for info on one of her homicide cases. It had helped them close down a drug ring in Dunwoody, after all, with commendations for their whole department.

She found her man in the corner on the other side of the bar.  She walked slowly in his direction and sat across from him at the small, round table.

“Skippy?” she asked.

“You're supposed to say the password.”

Skippy was a man of medium height, but incredibly thin, his sunken eyes obvious evidence of his heroin habit.  Why was it heroin again these days with these guys?  His hair was unkempt and shaggy and in his face.  It had to be him, although the description Detective Barnaby had given her didn’t fully express the strung out look in his gaze.

Valerie rolled her eyes at him.  “ ‘The band is hot, man, would you like a drink?’”

He raised his hands to the sky.  “Damn.  Was that so hard?”

She moved her chair closer to the table.  “You are Skippy, right?”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m Skippy.  Are you gonna buy me a drink or not?”

She looked around.  “I’ll wait ‘til the waitress comes back.”

Skippy pointed his finger at her.  “Well, I’m not sayin’ another word, not one hooked on phonics syllable until I get that beer.”

She rolled her eyes at him again to keep from killing him, and adjusted her coat as she got up and walked over to the bar.  Back with his beer, she set it in front of him, the wet glass sliding a bit on the cheap plastic surface.

“There, you happy?”

He took a sip.  “That’s better.”

“You need me to do anything else for you before we get on with this?”

He wiped a small dab of foam from his lip, keeping one eye on the band.  My God, he actually likes this crap, she thought.  “Sure.  I’m ready.  What you want?”

Valerie leaned in close, keeping her voice low.  “I want to know how I can get in touch with Andrew Franklin.”

Skippy just stared at her blankly for a moment, then burst into hearty laughter.  He came to an abrupt stop. “You're serious, aren’t you?”

“Very.”

“You’re crazy, bitch, that’s what you are.  Andrew Franklin doesn’t talk to no one.  Not now, not ever.”  His eyebrows rose.  “Especially not now.”

“Why is that?”

Skippy shrugged quickly, his eyes looking around the room, darting from corner to corner.  “I don't know, but no one, and I mean not even the CSI jokers have seen that mother for a week or two.  He’s the hell outta Dodge is what he is, lady, and you’d better find some other little hobby to do, cause he ain’t talkin’ to nothin’ but his family and his plants.”

“And where would his family be?”

Skippy guzzled his beer, half gone now.  He barely paused to swallow.  “How the hell should I know?”

“Because you’re an informant, and informants always know these types of things.  Don't you ever watch TV?”

Skippy smiled at her, shaking his head.  “Miami Vice every damn week on the Internet.  But that shit don’t happen, see, and I don’t got no information about Andrew Franklin.  Why you wanna talk to him, anyway?  He not gonna cooperate with a pig.”

“I have reason to believe that his life is in danger, and I want to offer him protective custody.”

He chuckled. “He know his life is in danger. Why the hell do you think he’s hidin’ out? You think you can protect his ass better than his daddy can?” his voice rose again.

“Yes,” she said.  “I do.”

“You are one crazy bitch.”

With one motion, Valerie reached into her coat, pulled out her .38, knocked the light, cheap table out of the way, picked little Skippy up, slammed him against the wall, and put the nose of the gun under his chin.

“I don’t think you understand just how much I need to talk to Mr. Franklin.”  She could smell him now, even above the dank odor of the bar, and he stank.

“God, lady, what the …”

“Shut up!” Valerie screamed at him.  Heads began to turn in her direction.  “Now, tell me where I can find Mr. Franklin.  And I suggest you do it quickly before this crazy bitch has to tell her Captain some sob story about a junkie informant who was too high on smack and pulled a knife out on her, and she had to blow him away.”

“I don’t know nuthin’,” he slobbered at her.  “And I ain’t got no …”

A switchblade dropped from her coat pocket.  “Look at that,” she said, hearing it clatter as it hit the floor beside Skippy.  “There’s the suspect’s weapon.  Proof right there.  Bought out of a pawnshop this afternoon.  Still had the receipt and everything.  And there’s a certain pawnshop owner, who happens to be a very good friend of the poor officer who had to blow his ass away, who will be more than happy to give the police your description in relation to that knife that just hit the floor.

“And your fingerprints will be on it.  We’ll just lift them off that beer bottle there, of course, but a judge will never see the case because nobody much cares about people like you.  There was this guy in high school who could never keep a secret, and nobody much cared for him.  Even I wanted to kick his ass.  I expect you’re pretty much the same.”

She pressed the end of the gun against his chin with a little more force, cocking the hammer on her pistol.  “Now tell me what I want to know, or you’ll have a hell of a time selling information to anyone else.”

The sweat dropped from his forehead.  Skippy breathed quickly, close to hyperventilating.  “B-but they’ll kill me if I tell.”

“And I’ll kill you if you don’t.  You decide, you son of a bitch, and decide quick.  I’ll give you until the count of three.  One, two ...”

“Okay, dammit, he’s in a house in Dunwoody.”  He laughed at her through his words.  “You’ll never get to him, though.  They’ve got him holed up there with more security than I’ve ever seen.”

“Address,” she demanded.

“3350 Pauper Way.”

Valerie uncocked her gun and let Skippy go.  He dropped to the floor, to his knees.  “Now, was that so hard?”  She withdrew the wad of bills and dumped them on the ground.  Skippy snatched them up.  As she turned to go, the bartender watched her.  Valerie pulled her badge out of her coat and showed it to him as she walked by.  “I’m a cop, asshole.”

The bartender raised his hands in surrender.  “Hey,” he said.  “That’s cool.  Real cool.”





Chapter 11

Matt sat in a deserted corner of the lunchroom, setting his tray in front of him.  He noticed Vikki sitting with her friends only a couple tables away, and he watched her, holding his utensils in his hands.  She noticed him as well, smiling and raising her hand in a friendly gesture.  He smiled back at her, raising a fork in a nervous, clenched hand.  One of her friends whispered something in her ear, and she laughed, keeping her eyes on him.  She was surrounded by some of the more popular people in the school, joking and cutting up, making good use of their time away from the classroom.  Matt nodded and turned his attention towards his food.

A minute later, he heard the sound of the tray slide onto the table.

“Hey,” Vikki said as he looked up from his own meal.  “Is anyone sitting here?”

Matt shook his head.  “No,” he said before realizing that she had been joking.

She sat down across from him.  “So, are we still on for Friday?” she asked.

“Yeah, sure,” he stammered, pulling his tray closer to his body, as if she needed more room to exist.  He looked at her, this beautiful girl, and then his eyes moved over to the table where she had been sitting with her friends.  “You know,” he said.  “You don’t have to sit here with me.  I’ve been eating lunch by myself for a long time.  I think I can handle it.”

“You also didn’t go out with girls for a long time,” she answered him.  “And that’s changed.  Things are changing. Don’t be so uptight.”

He could feel himself blushing again, wondering if she noticed.  “I just thought you might want to sit with your friends.”

Vikki frowned at him.  “Aren’t we friends?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“So don’t be silly.”  She reached out her hand and touched his arm.  “I wanted to sit here with you today.  We haven’t gotten to talk a lot since the other day.  Just a little conversation in homeroom or in Biology.”

“Your friends don’t mind that you’re sitting here?”

“Why should they care?”

Matt’s shoulders lifted as he sat back.  “I don’t know, I just thought …”

Vikki smiled at him now, a knowing glare that infected him.  “I know what you thought.  I’ve been telling them about you for weeks now.”

Matt took a moment to breathe, and then swallow.  “You have?”

“Sure.  You don’t believe me?  You could’ve come to sit with me over there anytime you wanted, but I knew you were too shy to do that, so today I came to sit with you.” She sniffed. “You want me to have them come over and tell you …”

“No! Okay, okay,” Matt said.  “I … believe you.”

“Good,” she said, crunching on a small, red apple.  “That’s good.”

Matt’s attention turned to a class walking into the lunchroom, a little late, and he knew the class.  Richard walked in last, his tall frame moving through the double doors.  Matt watched him, and Vikki turned her head to see.

“Oh,” she said.  “Yeah, I forgot.”

Matt shrugged in hope.  “Maybe he’ll still sit over here with us.”

Vikki shook her head, peering down at the table.  “He won’t.”

“Damn,” Matt said and kept his eyes on Richard for a long moment.  Richard had noticed them sitting together, of course; Matt had met his gaze the moment Richard came into view.  Vikki was correct.  He would not sit with them.

Matt stood up.

“Where are you going?” she asked him.

“To talk to him for a minute,” he said, and he walked around the end of the table towards Richard, who was just at the end of a forming line.

The first time Richard and Matt spoke some four months ago, Matt had been reading in class.  Not the material relevant to the subject, but a book that he particularly appreciated.  Richard sat behind him in the desk right against the wall.

“Hemmingway,” Matt heard the voice from behind him, not too deep, not too mature, but well spoken.  “That’s a good book”

Matt had turned around and held the front cover of the hardback for Richard’s perusal.  For Whom the Bell Tolls.  “I’ve read it a few times,” Matt mentioned, seeing the approval in Richard’s eyes.  “I think it’s pretty good.”

“Have you read any of his others?” Richard asked, leaning back against the wall, his long arms stretched out in front of him on the desk.

“Just A Farewell to Arms.”  Matt sat sideways in his seat to see this person more clearly, the long hair, the thin limbs, the intelligent gray eyes.

Richard nodded.  “Good book.”

“This one’s still my favorite,” Matt said.

“That’s your favorite book?”

Matt shook his head.  “No, just my favorite of Hemmingway’s.”

“What’s your favorite book?” Richard asked.

Matt paused to think.  “I … don’t know that I have one.”

“But you read a lot?”

He nodded back at Richard.  “Almost all the time.  What about you?”

“What about me?”

“You read a lot?”

“Yeah, here and there.”

“You have a favorite book?” Matt asked.

“I guess if I would have to choose one, it would be As I Lay Dying.”

Matt had been impressed.  “Faulkner was a strange person,” Matt said.

Richard smiled at him.  “So am I.”

And that’s how it began, with the usual questions about names and families and things that people asked as they got to know each other.  Matt wondered at the ease with which he had spoken with Richard.  Richard seemed intent on hearing about all the cities where Matt had been, as if picking up and moving at a moment’s notice was something of an adventure.  Richard admitted to dreaming of a time when he could go to different places and travel the world, painting and writing about what he saw like some Renaissance man from a forgotten time and place.  Matt told Richard how he wished that he could just live in one place for a while, just be a regular person living in the same town his parents had lived in.

They became fast friends.

And the more that they talked, the more the differences arose, the more they found in common, mostly just a deep respect for one another.

But over the past week or so, especially the last two days, Richard had been even more distant than before, quiet and subdued, aloof, and Matt understood this more after his date with Vikki.  He approached Richard at the back of the line.  Richard turned his head to see him.

“You still hungry?” Richard asked.

“I haven’t finished eating yet.”

“Well, don’t let me keep you.”

“Hey, I just ...” Matt began.

“Just what?”

“Just wanted to see if you would come sit with us.”

Richard hesitated, passing his squinting eyes over Matt, before picking up a tray and placing it on the aluminum runway in front of the food.  “You’ve got to be kidding.”

“No, I’m pretty serious.  Come on, what would it hurt?”

“I don’t know, but I’m not willing to take the chance to find out.”

“Look, I ...” Matt shifted his weight around from one foot to the other, his hands finding their way into his jeans pockets “... know about you and Vikki.”

Richard froze.  “You do?”

“Yeah, I know you guys used to be kinda good friends, and I’d hate for you two not to be friends because of me.”

Richard continued on acquiring food, Matt following a couple steps behind.  “Look, whatever she told you, it has nothing to do with you.  None of it’s your fault.  You can’t know ...” Richard took a moment to pause. “Just what did she tell you?”

Matt watched his friend, gazing up at him.  “Pretty much that you guys used to be friends, you know, before ... your mom and all.”

Richard spun on one heel to face Matt, who recoiled a step.  For a moment, Matthew was actually afraid.  “She told you about my mother?”  Richard’s eyes flashed at Vikki, and Matt saw her sadly look away when she noticed their sudden attention.  Richard turned back to his lunch, slowly.  “She shouldn’t have told you that.”

Matt sighed.  “Why?  You could have told me.  What does it matter?”

“What does it matter?  It’s a private thing, Matt.”  Richard took a deep breath.  “You don’t understand.  You can’t understand.  Dammit, she can’t really understand.  Do you know what it’s like to have all your friends look at you with these faces, like something’s deathly wrong with you, and they have to watch you, watch to see when you’ll crack?”

“I don’t know.  I’ve never really had many friends.”  And a long moment between them passed.  “Maybe they’re just concerned.  Maybe they like you, and they care about you.”

Richard shook his head.  “You have too much faith in the human race.  I was a charity case.  I’m not gonna be a charity case, man.  I don’t need some stupid hand to hold onto.”

Matt grunted.  “Fine.  We won’t hold your hand.  We won’t even hold it out to you.  I’m not asking to buy you dinner or pick out curtains or sit you on a couch and make you tell me your deepest, darkest secrets.”  Matt watched as Richard set his tray on the counter and pay the minimal fee for his lunch.  “I’m asking you to come over and sit with us and eat.  And you can talk if you want to or you can not talk if you want, or whatever, man.  I’m asking you to be my friend.”

He stood there, just looking at Matt, this tall, towering, ominous figure holding a tray in the middle of the lunchroom at a high school in the middle of nowhere, and Matt pushed with his heart.  He had said all that he would say, all the words that he could have possibly spoken to his friend in the limited amount of bravery that Matt could have held.

“All right,” Richard said.

Matt smiled, his heart lifting.  “Good.”

-----

Richard carried his tray lightly, holding on to it like an anchor, and he followed Matt to the table where Vikki sat, watching him.  No, she hadn’t told Matt very much; she couldn’t have.  Matt wouldn’t have asked him to come over and sit with them.  Matt’s sentiments centered around some tragic event in Richard’s past that explained his actions.

Oh, if only it were that simple, Richard thought, laying his tray beside Matt and across from Vikki, who smiled at him anxiously, knowingly, and Richard understood that she had told Matt very little.

He glanced over at Matt and saw his pleasant smile turn into a face of horror.

“Richard — ”  Only his name escaped Matt’s lips as he felt a weight bear on him from behind, and he fell, tumbling over the edge of the table, a sharp pain in his upper thigh rising as he hit the floor of the lunchroom.

-----

Marcus stood over Richard, his fists clenched.  “Now it’s your turn, bitch!” he yelled, and Marcus heard the rumbling of movement around him in the lunchroom, the usual rustle of commotion as teens breathed in the fumes indicating that there would be a fight.  He had been waiting for this for a long time.  When he saw Richard, the long-haired, faggoty-looking bastard, moving across the large room all distracted and slow, he knew this would be his chance, his chance to finally give this hippie a good ass-kicking.

“Get up!”

-----

Through the gathering crowd, Matt saw Richard begin to get up from the floor, slow but deliberate, his gray eyes staring straight at Marcus.  Richard’s hair fell across his face, and Richard brushed it back with long fingers. And there was something about Richard’s eyes that impressed upon Matt a mysterious and vague feeling, one that Matt wished he could forget.

Richard’s eyes did not give off an air of anger or sadness or fear or even excitement.  They were suddenly bright and even more aware than usual, but they held with them a wave of ... of ... well?

Coldness.

Yes, that’s what it was, a cold, mechanical vibe coming from Richard.  It permeated the room, filled Matt’s heart the more he looked at him.  There was a complete absence of feeling, of emotion, of … humanity. Even more frightening, those eyes reminded him of the killer from his dreams.

A chill passed over Matt as he watched Richard’s full, six-foot-two figure rise to meet Marcus Brooks.

-----

“I’m waiting,” the hippie bastard said to Marcus, and, what had that been, a smile?  At least the hint of one, and that pissed Marcus off even more.  He rushed Richard with a swinging right hook, a swing that carried with it all his confidence and strength and hate and anger, and immediately regretted it.

His fist met only air, carrying him past his target and opening him up for the left jab that knocked Marcus a little off balance, enough that he couldn’t recover in time to avoid the straight right hand that connected with the space between Marcus’ eyes.  His vision went blurry for a moment, but he could feel the hands on his back, hands of the crowd that had gathered, leaving a somewhat round and fluid area for these two individuals to work in.  He could hear the mumbling, the laughter, the yelling, the encouragements, the insults that all surrounded him in one large sound that carried with it all the noise and anticipation that high school crowds could muster, but all he could think was: Get up, dammit, hurry!

But he felt himself grabbed by fierce, strong hands and lifted off of the ground.  His head spun, his body momentarily out of his control, and he only knew where he was when the hard lunchroom floor pounded on his back.  The punches came immediately, one after the other, too fast and effective to count, one hand choking the collar of his shirt, the other meeting his face violently, and his mind clouded, clearing, clouded, clearing, clouded ...

Marcus heard the screams of the teachers, and he prayed for their intercession.

Stop him, he thought.

Stop him before he kills me.

-----

All Richard knew was violent thought, perfect as if guided by an unseen hand.  Every punch aimed and intended, no flailing or desperate act, all of it done with calm vision and control.  He heard all the yelling and screams in the distance; it didn’t really matter to him, his focus was too great, but he also knew all that happened around him. It was distant but clear.

His right forearm was grabbed suddenly, and he turned to this enemy, another stupid adversary. But the face stopped him.

“That’s enough,” Vikki said. Her voice was quiet and calm.  “That’s enough, Richard.”  She held his arm firmly, raised high over him, his other hand grabbing at the front of Marcus’ shirt, the limp form swaying as Richard held him only a few inches off of the ground.

His attention turned to Marcus.

Marcus’ face was bloody, one nasty cut above his left eye, another over the right cheek and his nose was broken, if not completely crushed, the wounds already gushing crimson against the white of the lunchroom floor.  Richard let go of Marcus, watching the body lamely bounce.  He stood, shaking.  His eyes began to tear.  His vision blurred.

“Oh, my God,” he whispered.  “I could have ...  I could have ...”

He felt Vikki's hands on his waist, his back, those familiar hands, that touch that sparked more than memories, but he dismissed them. He saw only the battered and moaning human being laying at his feet in a crumpled mess.

He could have …

Then other hands grabbed him, screaming at him, but he didn’t hear them well.  Both of his palms raised and covered his eyes, feeling the dampness of tears, hearing the fearful silence of the crowd, the students who had witnessed this spectacle.  They tore at his arms and shoulders, tearing him away from Vikki and ... where was Matt?  They led him out of the lunchroom and down to the front office.  Although he didn’t resist them, he couldn’t register what was happening. All he could think was, my God, my God ...

I could have killed him.





Chapter 12

Stepping out onto his front lawn, Andrew Franklin surveyed the house and the grounds a few hours after dark.  He was a man of average height, and his athletic build moved easily underneath the designer jeans and the cashmere sweater.  He loved cashmere, the way it moved against his bare chest, even here in the cold.  Maybe it would snow tonight or over the next couple days.  The slight breeze ruffled his black hair, a little too long and flapping around on his forehead, the long forehead he had inherited from his father and his father before him.

But that was not all he had inherited.

This house, for instance, filled him with pride for what his family had done over the years in this city.  His father withheld responsibility of the business for so long, but his grandfather had died last year, giving the father no choice. Andrew was his father’s only son, the only legitimate heir to the fortune and the business.  And although his father complained and made more out of past mistakes than they deserved, he couldn’t deny his son this chance, this ability to be who he was born to be. Andrew wanted that chance more than anything.

And here he was, a man in his mid-thirties, with a family and a legitimate business to his name. Now his father had given him this house.

There were three or four acres to the property, and the house took up at least a third of that.  It was huge and white, more in the style of a beach house than the traditional homes that surrounded it.  In the early seventies, his father had modeled it after the larger homes and mansions in California, the homes of the stars he had seen on a vacation while he was young, houses with large windows and long porches.  Parts of it were dated, of course, but Andrew didn’t much mind.  It sure beat his penthouse in the city.  That place was a dump compared with this mansion, this castle.

And Andrew felt like a king, here looking over the green lawn, deeply green even here in the winter, and the high walls, also white and very thick, that surrounded the property.  They had been made to withstand just about anything that criminals could get their hands on in the early seventies.  Of course, crime had come a long way since then.  Only one gate gave entry to the property, a black, iron gate reinforced with steel, the best money could buy, with a computerized security system to support it, a security system meant to keep out anything and everything, designed by the best criminals money could buy.

Couple that with ten men guarding important posts all around his house, and Andrew felt safe.  He had argued with his father about the ten men, the fact that there would be only ten, but his father had explained that these ten men were ten of the most dangerous men in town, expensive men that owed the Franklin family a favor or two.  There weren’t many successful businessmen in Atlanta that didn’t owe the Franklin family a favor or two.  Andrew’s daddy had seen to that.

Two men sat in perfect position at the front gate, both heavily armed with enough weaponry to take out a tank, one at each of the four entrances to the house, and the other four roamed the grounds, watching the wall and checking for any glitches in the security system.

Andrew smiled and walked back into his house.  The interior was flooded with light, bright light to showcase the art on the walls, mostly created by successful local artists who had made their way with some scholarship money from the Franklin Artist’s Foundation.  Andrew thought it all looked like crap, all shapes and symbols – what happened to just painting a frickin’ mountain or something? - but it was worth money, so he liked it pretty well.  He nodded to the man at the front door - he forgot his name - and sauntered up the wide, winding staircase that led to the next floor.  Striding down the hall, he appreciated the softness of the carpet as it floated underneath his Italian leather shoes.

He heard the noises from the bedroom, his daughter’s, and he pushed the door a little, looking at his wife brushing his daughter’s long, dark hair while sitting on the child’s elaborate bed. It was past time for them to sleep, but with all that had been going on and the armed men in the house, it took his wife longer to get the children tucked in.

His wife, Bonnie, noticed him first, grinning at him, her hands lovingly extending the child’s hair and then brushing it, extending, brushing, on and on with the greatest care.  Bonnie was an attractive woman, tall and voluptuous with bleached hair and sculpted eyes.  His daughter, Ann, sat still and patient, six years-old and used to this nightly regimen.  Her head turned slightly, her eyes brightening when she saw her father.

“Hi, Daddy,” she said, that cute voice filling his ears with wonder.

“Hey, Punkin’,” he said, smiling at her.

He felt hands at his pants, and his heart jumped in surprise.  But it was only Tommy.  He turned quickly and picked up his four-year-old son in one swoop of motion, his hands grabbing his son underneath the arms.  Tommy squealed in delight, and Andrew rested his son on his hip.  Andrew stepped further into Ann’s bedroom, filled to the brim with stuffed toys and expensive dolls, the door behind him halfway open.

Then the lights went out.

The whole house was suddenly dark, and he heard Ann scream before his eyes adjusted to the dark, to the cold moonlight now streaming in from his daughter’s only window.  He could feel his son’s body tense with anxiety.  Could he sense his father’s fear?  Andrew held Tommy, the youngest male heir to the Franklin fortune and business, a little closer, patting the boy’s back to comfort him.  “Everything’s okay,” Andrew said, and he hoped he was the only one who heard the slight strain in his voice.  He looked at Bonnie and Ann, who had moved closer together into each other’s arms.  “I’m sure it’s just ...”

But the explosion didn’t allow him to finish.  The sound of wrenching metal accompanied the deep rattling of the entire house, shaking the ground underneath Andrew, who came close to losing his balance.  The explosion seemed to last forever, his son pressing hard against his neck and shoulder, his free hand reaching out for something to hold onto as the thunderous noise died down.  He lost sight of his wife and daughter for a moment.  He searched and found them immediately, clutching each other almost as tightly as Tommy choked his father.  Ann began to cry.  “Come on,” Andrew snapped in a whisper as if someone were listening just outside the door.  “Let’s go.”

His wife picked Ann up as she stood, rushing to follow Andrew as he led her down the hall.  He heard his low footsteps pounding on the floor, his wife’s shuffling feet rustling on the carpet behind him.  The sound of gunfire erupted somewhere outside, not in the house yet, and Andrew prayed that those men were worth the money as he heard his wife begin to sob.

Andrew led them into the master bedroom and sat his whimpering son on the bed.  His wife stopped at the door, then walked towards Tommy, sitting on the bed herself and holding both of her children as Andrew fumbled around in the dark underneath his bed.  He found his 9mm automatic pistol after a mad panic passed.  Standing to his feet, he pulled back on the pistol to make sure a round was in the chamber, then checking the safety.  It was loaded.

Walking around to the foot of the bed, his family watched him with frightened eyes.  “Stay here,” he said.  “And lock the door after I leave.”

His wife shook her head.  “Don’t go, please,” she said.  “Stay.”  And he heard his wife’s pleading, knew she needed him for comfort, but he had made his decision.

“It’ll be all right,” Andrew said.  “Just stay here and lock the door.  You’ll be fine, I promise.”  And without a kiss or touch or any show of emotion, he left his family in the master bedroom, closing the door behind him, waiting for the sound of the lock, and he cautiously trotted down the hall.

He heard more shots, somewhere in the house now, and he crouched low, listening, his eyes darting while the sounds of his own nervous, haggard breathing became the only noises breaking the silence.  The multitude of shots began again, a powerful pistol repeating after the rattle of a submachine gun.  Andrew moved against the wall, cursing himself for making too much noise as he did, and walked soundlessly to the top of the winding staircase.  He forced himself to peer around the corner, holding the 9mm up close to the side of his face with both hands.

He felt a cold tensing of his knees, something to do with the fear, he thought, and he stepped into the open at the head of the stairway, keeping close to the wall, ready for any movement below him.  As he ascended the stairs without much noise, he held the pistol high, his eyes focusing with all his strength.  Reaching the bottom of the stairway, he was anxious at his position, so he sprinted to the front doorway.

It was open, and just outside he saw a body, bleeding all over the immaculate green grass just outside the door.  The man covering this position was dead or dying.  Oh well, Andrew thought, screw him if he can’t do his job.  Past the dead mercenary, Andrew could clearly see the front gate, all in shambles, twisted and tortured metal ripped and leaving enough room for a vehicle to move through the gate.

Who was this asshole attacking his house his family? Not for the first time he asked himself who would have the balls to do this. But as heard about the dead bodies piling up in town, he knew what it had to do with. He knew who it had to do with. Doss was long gone, but Russell, Andrea, and then David. One crazy, ridiculous, and tragic night. Even now he remembered looking down and saying, Guys, he ain’t breathin.’ What are we gonna do? Doss hadn’t cared. Andrew was so glad he was dead.

That cop had been obsessed over the case, and rightfully so. But that wasn’t the first tragic mistake that the Franklins had been able to cover up and erase. Daddy Franklin thought the cop was behind this somehow, but they had watched that cop. He wasn’t doing this. But whoever was, they were freakin’ serious, and they had the vengeance of hell behind them.

Here in the dark and with fear in his heart, Andrew thought about leaving.  He pictured himself just running, dashing across the front lawn as fast as he could and getting to the gate, not twenty yards away.  The man was in the house, obviously, and maybe the way out and beyond that wall was open and free.  There would be plenty of places to hide and wait until the police and ambulances came.  Then he could show himself, somehow getting to his father and getting the hell out of the country.

He thought about his family, upstairs alone and upset and vulnerable.  But surely this man wouldn’t hurt them.  He wanted Andrew.  And Andrew would be gone.

Maybe he would hurt them instead, taking what revenge he could get in Andrew’s absence, but Andrew didn’t think this man would settle for that.  Andrew thought maybe his family was worth the sacrifice anyway, to allow him to survive.

But he couldn’t leave them, couldn’t leave his little boy, his little girl.

He turned and the club came swinging from around the corner and caught his right arm in the upright position, slamming it against the wall.  His arm broke immediately, and he knew it, hearing the snap of both bones in his forearm as the 9mm clattered to the ground.  The tall figure rushed at him from his blind side, a shadow here in the cold, dark house, and he felt the club glance across the top of his head while trying to avoid the blow.

He fell to the ground, blacking out for a moment, his arm bending at an angle that wasn’t natural.  The pain from his arm hit him, bringing him somewhat out of the blackness, but replaced it with nausea at his flopping limb.  He held it close to him and curled up in the fetal position.  The man grabbed the collar of the sweater and began to drag Andrew out of the doorway, across the floor, and up the stairs.  The sweater ripped a little at the collar while every step evinced a moaning, desperate sound from him.

His head began to clear halfway down the hall, and he struggled, only to be met with the club on the top of the head again, dizzying and clouding his vision, debilitating his movement along with the pain in his right arm.  He was thrown against the wall, and he looked up to see he was at the master bedroom. It was dark still in the house, so the man’s face was draped in shadow as Andrew attempted to see who this was.

The man pulled a pistol of his own out of his coat pocket, a 9mm model Andrew wasn’t familiar with.  The shots ripped through the door around the doorknob, and Andrew could still hear his family scream in the distance even though the pistol had been at his ear, deafening him.

He couldn’t move his left hand from clutching his right arm, however, and just turned his head to protect his ears as best he could.  The man kicked in the door, the screams coming again, with more intensity and renewed vigor.  Andrew was picked up again, this time by his left arm and thrown forcefully into the room.

Looking over to the bed, he groggily noticed his family crying and weeping, his wife gazing fearfully into his eyes with a touch of anger and hate in her face.  The man standing over him spoke.  “I think I found something you lost, Mrs. Franklin,” he said.

“Don’t ...” Andrew began to speak himself, but the energy was draining from him.  He held on to his own consciousness the best that he could.

The man bent down to look into his face.  “Don’t what?  You have to speak up, Andrew.  I can’t hear you.”  The man shook his head, standing and looking over at Bonnie.  “Communication problems are at the core of every relationship, wouldn’t you say, Mrs. Franklin?”  Andrew stared at his wife.  She nodded her head slowly, confused at the man who threatened them.  “I’m sorry about the mess.  I truly like what you’ve done with the place.”  He looked at a watch on his wrist.  “The lights will be back on soon. We don’t have much time.”

And just as he said it, the lights came on, blinding all of them in the room.  “Who are you?” Andrew mustered to speak, his eyes squinting against the light.

“I’m the Postman,” the man said lightly.  “Don’t people read the newspapers anymore? Just news on the internet, I suppose.”

“Don’t ... don’t hurt the children,” Andrew managed to say.  “Please.”

“Oh, I can’t promise that.  I’ve been waiting for this day for a long time.  But I can promise there will be pain. A lot of it.”

His family was quiet, sobbing and shaking in fear and shock.  The Postman still held the pistol in his right hand.  How many shots had he fired at the door?  How many shots did he have left?  “What do you want?” Andrew asked of the Postman. He could see the man now, about thirty and tall, and he didn’t recognize him.

The Postman grinned at him, an eerie countenance.  “Revenge.  Pure and simple.  The ancients were right. It is sweet, you know, so very sweet.  But first, I want you to tell your wife why I’m here.  She seems a bit confused.”

“I don’t know.”

“Yes, you do.  You wouldn’t have had all that protection if you didn’t know why I was here.  Now, tell your wife.”

Andrew was quiet, looking into the Postman’s eyes with as much defiance as he could envoke.  How could he tell his wife about these things?  He was having trouble keeping his eyes open, much less begin to explain something that happened ten years ago.  “I don’t know.”

The Postman sighed and strode over to the bed.  Andrew watched his family squirm and struggle to get away from him, this madman in the long coat with his taste for revenge.  The Postman reached out and grabbed Ann, Andrew’s daughter, and picked her up with his left arm, walking back over into Andrew’s view.  The Postman put the pistol to her head, against the long, straight, silken dark hair.  “Kevin Stuart, Andrew.  Tell her what you did.”

Bonnie began to cry uncontrollably, holding on to Tommy, who was strangely silent.  Ann was sobbing, too, her face constricted in fear.  “Do it, damn you!” she screamed at Andrew, clasping her arms around the four-year-old boy.  “Tell me.”

Andrew began.  “We ... had been drinking that night, and ... we’d had a little bit of coke, too.  Actually, we’d had a lot of coke.  We picked this kid up because my dad said he needed a good scare, just to get to him and scare him, you know.  His dad was a cop, you see, and had been getting way too close, snoopin’ around.  We picked him up around nine o’clock.  He was a little guy, probably thirteen or fourteen, and we took him to a warehouse on the north side of town.  It was a place where we loaded drugs, smuggled goods, that kind of shit.”  Andrew spoke, once or twice finding the words coming without his command, rambling.  “We started roughing him around a little bit, you know, but then things got out of hand.  Doss started getting a little too rough, but we didn’t care.  We were pretty high and out of it, you know, and we … killed him.”

“Ah, Andrew!” the Postman cried, spinning in anger with Ann in his arms, the pistol close to her right temple.  “You’re leaving out the best part, aren’t you?  Did you forget the most fun that Kevin gave you?  Did you?  And be honest, Andrew. Children can bleed endlessly.  Oh, yes, I forgot, you know exactly how much children can bleed, don’t you?”  The Postman rolled his eyes, crazy eyes wide and alert.  “Now tell her.”

“Kevin was a ... street kid.  He got ... paid to have sex with men.  Doss thought this was kind of funny, and he ... raped him.”

“But Doss wasn’t the only one, correct?”

“No.”

“Who else raped him?”

Bonnie looked at Andrew.  She had asked him, time and time again she had pressed him with what this was about, why is this person after you, what did you do to deserve this?  She asked him in bed, at the dinner table, pressing and pushing until he had hit her, slapping her and demanding that she shut up, shut the hell up, everything would be okay.

The disgust and fear in her eyes bore down on him.  He wanted to die right then and there, but he succumbed instead, hoping that he could talk this Postman out of killing his family.  He wasn’t ready to die.

“We all did.  Everyone but David and Andrea.  They wouldn’t do it.  Before we knew it, the kid was dead, and we hadn’t meant to. I swear it, it was an accident.  We put him in the dumpster about two in the morning.”

The Postman’s eyes were closed, as if in pleasure.  “Yes.  Very good, Andrew, very well done.”  And then, without opening his eyes, the Postman pulled the trigger on the pistol, and Andrew saw his daughter’s head explode in a rush of red and black hair.

The Postman dropped the dead child and turned his opening eyes on a screeching Bonnie.

“Daddy?” Tommy said.

The Postman emptied the clip into Andrew’s family, the bed a mess of blood.

“No!” Andrew cried, seeing the bullets riddle through his son, his only son, and his wife.  Andrew began to weep, the tears rolling down his cheeks.  “No!”  His eyes closed, turning his face away from his dead family.

The Postman began to yell.  “He was just a kid, you bastard! He was just a kid! A goddamn kid.”

Andrew’s eyelids parted, and he stared into the Postman’s face.  The Postman stood over him, crying as well, shoving the pistol into Andrew’s face.

“And he was my brother, damn you,” the Postman said.

-----

“I’m not gonna tell you again, lady,” the man said at the gate to the Franklin estate, the sun setting behind him. “Get the hell out of here.”

She looked the man over again. He was dressed in black, layers of clothing hiding more weapons than even the submachine gun he held in his hand.

“But I’m a cop,” she said. She had shown him her badge several times already today. Could once more hurt? “I need to talk to Andrew.”

“I don’t friggin’ care who you are and I don’t know who you’re talkin’ about,” the man said as he pushed her back and closed the gate in her face, the submachine gun leveled in her general direction. “You ain’t got a warrant, get the hell out of here.” He glared at her before walking away.

She gaped for a moment before she cursed loudly, mostly in frustration. Most of her day was spent trying to get a warrant from her Captain, to no avail. No judge would even talk to her. All her Captain would say is, “The FBI is on this now. Let them take care of this.” But where was the FBI now? She hadn’t been able to get a hold of them, either, and Bill Young had disappeared. She was being removed from the equation, and it pissed her off. So she decided to come to the Franklin house herself and damn the consequences at this point.

Valerie was on dangerous ground. She had probable cause, sure, but after orders from a superior, a tip that she had bent – broken? – a few rules to get, and armed mobsters surrounding her target, she should go home.

She should.

Her car was parked down the street, two houses down, which in a normal neighborhood wouldn’t be that far, but these were mansions, and so it was a long walk back to her Toyota. With the naked eye, she couldn’t see them with any detail at all from this distance, and she broke out the binoculars to keep the gate in sight.

The hours passed, and Valerie’s eyes began to ache as the sky began to turn from gray to black.  She had to pause more often to rub her eyes until she only looked through the binoculars once in a while.

She wanted sleep now, but she knew that her second wind would kick in pretty soon.  She tried her best to bear it until then.  Valerie realized, in what should have been a moment of clarity, that she had become one of those obsessed cops that you see on television or the movies, where it becomes the most important thing they would ever do.  What the TV and movie writers would never understand about her was that she always felt that way.

Noticing some type of movement down the street, she pressed the binoculars against her sore eyes. After orienting herself to this new perspective, it seemed to be a vehicle that was parking itself near the gates of the Franklin home.  She picked up her cell phone with a free hand, trying to dial the station with her thumb.  It was hard to tell the type of vehicle ... some type of pickup …

Then the lights in the neighborhood went out.  But it was more than just a regular power shortage, and she knew it, turning off the Toyota and stepping out of the car while calling the station on her cell.  She stood beside her car now, in the cold, looking for movement in the dark that she couldn’t see.  Making sure her sidearm was under her arm, she began to run down the street.

“Hello?” the Detective at the station said …

She saw the explosion before she heard it, and the wave of heat reached her as the sound thundered in her ears.  Crying out helplessly, she turned and fell on the ground to protect herself from the blast.  The street was lit for a moment by the fireball, but she buried her face in the street and between her folded arms.  Valerie sat up, realizing that in the foray, she had lost her phone, and looked around for it aimlessly, seeing it finally a few feet down the street from her.

Rising, she went to pick it up.  It was broken, the power off and the phone unresponsive.  She turned and threw the phone angrily, hearing it crash against a nearby tree in the front lawn of a house.  Walking back to her car, she thought she should just get in her car and leave, go to another phone and get help, backup, a whole SWAT team if she had to, anything to get this guy, because he was here. Here and killing people.

The sounds of gunfire reached her.

She opened the trunk of the Corolla and pulled out her vest, strapping it around the back and through her legs as quickly as possible.  They would know to come.  Some of the neighbors were probably calling the police as she stood there.

Meanwhile, people were dying.

She heard more shots, put on her coat over her vest, and ran down the street.

It was reckless, stupid, she should wait until more units and backup arrived; it was just too dangerous.

But she had to stop him.  Her tennis shoes slapped the pavement as she sprinted from her car to the front gates of the Franklin home, and when she stopped in front of them, her breath was short, coughing in the cold.  She withdrew her .38, straightening her arms away from her, holding the revolver with both hands.  More shots echoed from the house, an exchange of gunfire.  Valerie could see flashes of yellow and white in the house through the windows.  She walked quick and alert through the front gates, a mess of destruction and twisted metal and hanging white bricks.  Moving, she looked for the security men who had been there earlier today, and she saw no signs of them.  But it had been a big explosion, if they had been standing here when it went off …

No telling where they were, and she didn’t worry about it.  She had to get to the house, get inside, that’s where he would be, would want to be, where Andrew Franklin and his family would be.  How much time had passed?  A minute?  Two minutes?  Enough time for a unit or two to get here, she thought.  She crossed the open space of the lawn, slowing to look around her.  She saw a figure lying in the grass not far away from the front door.  She went up to the body and leaned down, her left hand feeling for the pulse.  My God, there was a lot of blood.

She touched his neck and immediately slid her fingers over a deep cut on his throat.  Pulling her hand away in disgust, she wiped the blood on her hand on the thigh of her jeans.  He was dead.

Swallowing back the nausea through clenched teeth, she rushed into the front door, waiting there in the doorway.  She looked around the corner and then up the staircase.  Did the Postman have enough time to get upstairs?  She didn’t know, but she decided on instinct to check the downstairs area first.  She took a right from the front door and made her way down the short hall to what became a nice dining area.  Aiming her revolver out in front of her, she opened the door into the kitchen.  Just past the kitchen, she could see an exit to the pool on the side of the house, another body, his throat cut, lying across the open door.

She didn’t check to see if he was dead.  She didn’t have to.

She heard movement behind her, back down the hall towards the front door, a small cry and a struggle.  The sounds of something on the stairs reached her next, and she moved back through the house, making sure she checked around the corner of the dining area, stepping lightly and quickly, the .38 exploring all space and the unknown before coming back to the front door.  She looked up the winding staircase.

There were more shots and screaming, children screaming, a door being kicked open.  Valerie took a few steps at a time, and she was halfway up when the lights kicked on.  She knelt, blinded for a moment, the light seeming to flood her every sense, and she almost cried out herself, close to losing her balance on the stairway.  But she righted herself and blinked repeatedly until her eyes adjusted to the light.  She took more stairs, this time a little cautious, slowly making her way, one step and then another.

The carpet was soft as she reached the landing, and her movement was a little quicker down the hall.  She heard whimpering, sobbing, talking, low and down at the very end of the hall.  Her eyes searched, preparing herself for anything.  He must have them in the room at the end, she thought.  Where are those damn units?  Where are the sirens?

Nearing the end of the hall, she immediately saw the door that had been kicked open, and she raised her sidearm, clearing her head of every thought she possibly could.

When she heard the shots, she knew she had been too late; she heard a woman scream, and she knew they were dying.  She reached the door, hearing the loud voices, the yelling, the crying, and she pushed the door in to see a tall man in a long coat standing over a man in jeans and a cashmere sweater.  In her peripheral vision she saw a bloody body of a child on the floor beside the tall man, and she could see bodies in the bed against the far wall.  The taller man held a gun to the injured man in the sweater, and for a moment she wondered, who was who?  Which one is the Postman?  The one in the sweater looked more like the pics of Franklin she had perused over the last day or so.

But she didn’t have time to think anymore because the taller man with the gun turned on her, noticing her immediately, and she aimed her pistol at him.

And she fired.

The slug hit the tall man in the shoulder, spinning him around.  He lost his balance and fell down, pointing his own pistol at her.  He pulled the trigger again and again, but nothing happened, only clicking sounds that made Valerie blink.  He fell back against the window and smiled at her.  “You’ve caught me, officer,” he said softly, reaching to grab his bleeding left shoulder.

The man in the cashmere sweater crawled past her and picked up the body of the dead child.  Valerie watched in horror as he held the little girl, all dressed in her little nightgown and ready for bed, and he rocked her with his left arm, sobbing softly.  “I’m sorry,” he said.  “I’m so, so sorry.”  He kissed her long, black hair, matted with blood and pieces of her skull.

Don’t look, Valerie thought to herself, don’t look at him and the dead child, don’t think that if you’d just checked the upstairs first, you could have stopped him, you could have saved them all, could have saved the little girl.  She sadly turned her attention back to the tall man, who was obviously now the Postman, and the anger raged inside of her.  “You son of a bitch,” she said.  “You’re gonna get the chair for this, I swear to God, you will.”

The Postman smiled at her, gazing at something behind her, past her, something …

“Oh, shit,” she said aloud, turning with her revolver in front of her and pointed at the door.

-----

The Postman watched with pleasure as the man in the doorway fired twice from his shotgun, one immediately and professionally after the other.  He wore dark pants tied at the ankle over his combat boots and a black sweatshirt, and the slugs from the shotgun lifted the policewoman with annoying bleached-blond hair and dropped her two feet from the Postman.  The Postman stood up, cringing in pain from the wound in his shoulder, and grabbed the .38 revolver from the unconscious cop.  He stumbled over to Andrew Franklin, still holding and rocking his dead daughter, and emptied the revolver into Andrew’s head.

When the fifth and final shot tore through the lower half of Andrew’s face, the Postman expected to feel a little better than he did.  He had killed them all dead by his hand and his wrath.  But it wasn’t enough.  Somehow, someway, it wasn't enough.

He wanted more.

He threw the empty pistol away from him and turned to the man who had stepped into the master bedroom of the Franklin home and held the shotgun, still with one shot left, pointed in the Postman's direction.  The man had dark skin, and his eyes were tight and locked on the Postman with spite.

“All right, my friend,” the Postman said.  “You may take my life, and take it quickly.”

The man shook his bald head.  “I didn’t come here to kill you or anyone,” he said, glancing over at the cop, lying face down on the expensive carpet.  “You’re coming with me.”

The Postman laughed.  “And what if I don’t want to go with you?”

“Then I will kill you.”

The Postman nodded, pausing to think.  “What if I want to die?”

“Then you'll get your wish.  But let me give you something to think about: your father’s already in the custody of the FBI.  Those geniuses finally figured it out.  If you die or stay here, then either way you’re screwed.  There’s no way you’re ever getting out.  But if you come with me, there might be more to do.”

“More?” the Postman asked.

“Yes, the jig isn’t up yet, asshole.  You’ve killed a lot of people today, but there are other survivors, people connected to those responsible for your brother’s death.”

“Other … survivors?”  He heard the sirens in the distance.  “Who?”

“If you come with me, I can help you, but I’m leaving right now.  I’m not waiting another second on your ass.”

The Postman massaged his shoulder, the blood smearing on his hand, and looked down at the dead father and daughter.  He gazed once more at the two dead on the bed.  He looked over at the man who held the shotgun on him.  “You have a car?”





Chapter 13

The Postman had a difficult time keeping up with the man as they raced down the hall and the winding stairs. They darted across the front lawn towards a car that the Postman hadn't seen when moving around the property earlier.  The man stopped at the car, hurriedly opening the car doors. “Get in,” he said to the Postman.

“Nice car,” the Postman said, rushing to the passenger side and ducking his head into the black BMW, his ass sliding a bit on the leather interior.

The engine roared to life and screeched on the concrete before the Postman got the door closed on his side.  “Don’t worry,” the Postman said.  “The policemen in this town can’t hurt us.”

The man shot a glance at him.  “Your father is in custody with the FBI.  You don’t have the pull you used to.”

“I never used my father's pull for any of it.”

The man huffed at him.  “You mean he never helped you, covering up the evidence and that kind of thing?”

The Postman shook his head.  “He was on the case, of course, but he didn’t help as much as you might think.”  The Postman looked out the window.  They rode north now, towards the perimeter of the city.

“Well, all that’s gone to shit, ‘cause they know who you are, now.”

“Are you sure of that?”

“I just saw you put your hands all over that dead kid in there, and your prints are all over that revolver you threw away.”

“Oh, that.  Well, I suppose they might be able to get some prints from something I left behind.  This time I was pretty careless.  I didn’t have time to worry about fingerprints.  I had to think about those hired guns from Daddy Franklin.”  The Postman looked over at him, and he continued to massage his shoulder.  It hurt like hell.

“Since you obviously know my name, I think it’s only fair that I know yours.”

“Shade.  G. W. Shade.”

The Postman nodded.  “Nice to meet you.”

“Watch it, asshole!  You're getting blood all over the seat!”

“Sorry.”

There was a long moment of silence.  Shade spoke finally.  “Where were you trained? What branch?”

“Army Rangers, huah. How did you know?”

“It’s my job to know. Any other training?”

“Well, after a few years in the Army, I decided I needed to learn some other skills. My specialty was computer hacking. But as usual, the government pays a lot of money to learn and teach two steps behind. I had to go do contract work to learn the new stuff.”

“So that’s how you did it with the power? Computers? Or did your dad help you pay off one of the workers.”

“I don’t have that much money, Mr. Shade.”

He grunted.  “Shade, just call me Shade.”

“Okay, fine, just Shade it is then.”  The Postman rolled his eyes and looked out the window.  “I didn’t pay anyone on the inside.  Computer viruses are cheap, if you know the right people, and they can be very specific. Local city systems are designed like crap.  A chimp in a tutu riding a bulldog could build more secure systems. You can get in and out of them as easy as screwing a whore.  And it actually costs less.”

“Are you serious?”

“No, there are some pretty cheap whores in this town.”

Shade shot him a sideways glance.  “Funny.  That took care of the security system, too?”

“There was a generator on property, but it took two minutes to turn on and kick in. Those friggin’ idiots didn’t know that is an eternity.”

“And no one expects you to shut a whole city down to infiltrate one house.”

This man is a pro, the Postman thought. He spread his right hand in front of him and lowered his head in a bow.  “Exactly.”

“And the explosion was a diversion.”

“It also took out two guards. Did you see it?”

“Yeah, I saw it.  I was down the street staking out that cop that almost blew your ass away.”

“Yeah, that damn cop.  Dad told me she was too nosy for her own good.  He was right.  I’m glad you killed her.”

Shade didn’t respond.

The Postman nodded. “Well, I’ll thank you after I find out what you need me for.”

“You killed all the guards. Impressive work.”

“In moments like that, chaos is your friend. I know a little about chaos.”

“Me too.”

After another moment of silence, the Postman could take no more, because not talking meant he had to think about the pain in his shoulder.

“Mind telling me where we’re going?”

“We’re going to an apartment on the south side of town.  Cops are gonna be crawling all over this side of town all night.  We have to get you away.  Plus you have to meet someone there.”

“Who?”

“You'll meet him soon enough.  We’ll get you something for that shoulder.  You have a busy week ahead of you.”

“I do?”

“If you're lucky enough to be alive, you do.”

“Are you going to kill me, Mr. Shade?”

“If I have to,” Shade said.  “I will.”

“That’s what I thought.  What does G. W. stand for?”

Shade frowned at him.  “It stands for George Washington.”

The Postman chuckled under his breath. Shade’s glare silenced him.

They pulled up to an old, rundown apartment complex on the south side of town, just as Shade had said.  The Postman had never come to this side of town, even when he lived in Atlanta, but he knew how dangerous this part of town was.  The Postman laughed at himself softly.

You just murdered fourteen people, and you’re worried about the safety of this neighborhood, he thought.

The apartment that Shade led him to sat on the corner of the main building on the back of the complex, fairly isolated and private.  Shade inserted the key from his pocket and opened the door wide, allowing the Postman to walk in before him.

The apartment was small and barely furnished, but a short, thin, middle-aged man stood from the couch facing the door, stepping around the small coffee table.  The short man extended his hand.  “Brian Stuart, I presume, how very pleasant to meet you.”

The Postman took his hand, feeling the strength held there, wondering if this short man could crush his hand with those abnormally long fingers.  “Hi, how are you?”

“I'm doing well.  How very nice of you to ask.  You may call me Mr. Smith.”

“Mr. Smith?  Is that your real name?”

“People genuinely ask me that, and I always tell them that it is.  So you understand that I must be consistent and tell you the same.”

“Sure.”

“Now, please sit with me.  We have much to discuss.”

The Postman nodded.  “Sure, but ... could I just take a few minutes to clean up?  I’m really hurting, here.”

Mr. Smith shook his head at him.  “We do not have time for that.”  The Postman turned his head at the sound of the door closing behind him.

“We don’t?”

Mr. Smith stepped even closer to the Postman.  “No,” he said, and then the short man reached out with both hands. The Postman momentarily cringed.

“I will not hurt you, Mr. Stuart.”

“Brian.  You can call me Brian.”

“Yes, Brian.  I will not hurt you, I assure you.”

The Postman's forehead creased as Mr. Smith’s hands grasped his injured shoulder.  He cried out in sudden pain, but then, just as suddenly, the pain was gone.

His shoulder was numb.  He could move his arm freely.  The wound was gone.  “Wha-“ the Postman stammered.  “How ...”

“Sit, Brian.”  The Postman sat.  Mr. Smith joined him on the small couch.  Shade remained standing.  “There are many unexplained things in this world that I could spend hours and days attempting to get you to comprehend, but there are better subjects to occupy our time, is there not?”

The Postman looked deep into Mr. Smith's eyes.  Were they blue?  They almost seemed violet.  A word came to his mind.

“Revenge.”

Mr. Smith smiled.  “Yes, revenge.  It is a sweet fruit for the tasting, is it not?”

The Postman nodded, still gazing into those violet eyes.

“Yes.  Shade said there were others.”

“Of a sort, yes.  Do you know the name ... Samuel Doss?”

“Yes, that was the bastard that started it all.  He killed my brother!”

“Of course.  A sweet child, your brother.  How old was he when he died, fifteen?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, fifteen years old, such a tender age, and such a sweet boy, no?”

“He never hurt anyone …”

“Of course not.  Of course not.  The devil himself would never have touched that boy, but Samuel Doss did, correct?”

“Yes, but he’s dead.”

“He is dead, and I hate that for you.  You have been robbed of your revenge, your true revenge, yes?”

“Yes, my true revenge.”

Mr. Smith took a manilla envelope off of the coffee table, old and ugly, that sat in front of the couch.  “But not really.”  He handed the envelope to the Postman.

“No?”  The Postman opened the envelope.  In it was a series of pictures.

They were pictures of a boy who looked about fifteen.

Mr. Smith spoke in a calm voice.  “That is Samuel Doss’s son.  What better vengeance than to take his son from him, as he took young Kevin away from his father?  What better way to hurt a man?  Even his soul will weep for his legacy, the only thing that holds him to this world.  Do you understand?”

The Postman looked up into those eyes, those deep-set violet eyes that peered at him as if he could really care.  “Yes, I understand completely.  But why are you helping me?”

“Do not ask silly questions, my friend.  Just know that we are helping each other.”

The Postman looked at the pictures of the young boy. The boy was on a date with a beautiful blond, eating. They looked happy. “What is his name?”

“Does it matter? He was adopted and very hard to find. His name is Matthew Walker.”

The Postman said the name aloud. “I know this area, the school.”

“There is an address, but he may be difficult to find.”

“I’ll find him,” he said. He thought he had an old buddy from the Rangers that lived nearby, one of the perks of being in the Band of Brothers.

The violet eyes flashed at him. Mr. Smith produced a sword in a scabbard and handed it to him. “When you kill him, you must not leave anything to chance. You must separate his head and limbs from his body.”

“With a sword?” It looked like one of those samurai swords out of a movie.

“An old keepsake of mine, if you will.”

The Postman gazed down at the pictures of the boy and the sword in his hand. It was a Japanese sword, a katana.

“If you do this for me, Brian, a new car and one million dollars will be waiting for you here at this apartment, as well as things such as new identification and passports that will get you into any country in the world.  You must leave the country after this is over.  I am afraid that your father is just too much of a liability at this time, and this action cannot be connected to me.”

“Yes, I understand.  When do you want me to do this?”

“Tomorrow night, and remember, you never saw me.”

“I ... never saw you.  But why not tonight?  Why can’t I take his life tonight?  He’s just a kid.  I can take him quickly tonight.”

Mr. Smith patted his numb shoulder.  “Not tonight.  Day is almost upon us. You must get cleaned up.  Come.”

Mr. Smith led the Postman to a standing position, and the Postman was immediately surprised at how much taller he was than this other man.

“There are towels in the other room, as well as a fresh change of clothes.  Do not worry, they are not mine.  I believe they will fit you.”  Mr. Smith smiled at him warmly.

The Postman began to walk past the shorter man and back to the bathroom, only feet away in this small apartment.  “All right,” he said.  “I am getting kind of tired.”

“Oh, and remember one more thing, Brian,” Mr. Smith said, and the Postman turned to face him.  “This young man is not ‘just a kid,’ as you prefer to say it.  In fact, he is very far from being so.  He will surprise you if you are not ready for him.”

The Postman glanced at the sword. “I’ll be ready.”

Mr. Smith smiled.  “Good.  That is very good.”

-----

Shade watched as the Postman, Brian Stuart, staggered in a daze back into the bathroom and started the shower.  Shade believed that the Postman had forgotten that he was in the room.  He watched Mr. Smith sigh softly and sit on the couch, closing his eyes, leaning back against the couch.

“So, Shade, do you now know why I did not ask you to perform this task for me?”

"You know how much I hate killing kids."

A pause before he replied.  “Yes, there is a definite sensitivity there.  You will learn to accept that death is a part of life, even in a child.  Or you will die.  Whichever comes first.”

“I’ve killed children before.”

“And you hate yourself for it.”

He didn’t answer Mr. Smith, because his boss was right, of course.  Even though it had been years ago, those images haunted him. A forgotten village with dead children strewn about among the huts. Forgotten to everyone but Shade. It was the moment he decided to work for himself instead of the whims of corrupt governments. But even working for himself, he found his life wrapped up in despicable situations, like the current one. Morals were not conducive to his line of work. But he wasn’t good at anything else.

Mr. Smith waved a hand in the air.  “It is of no consequence, Shade.  This serves my purpose greater than you ever could.  Think of it, the irony.  This man hates these people, is willing to dedicate his life to killing them, destroying them, because they killed a boy who had no family.  I just convinced him to do exactly the same.  Do you understand a little more about humanity now?”  Shade stayed quiet.  “Do not answer.  I know.  You think it is despicable.  This man disgusts you.”

“He killed a whole family, brutally, without question.  It was ... inhumane.”

“Careful how you use that word.  I have seen humanity in its many forms, and brutality is more humane than compassion.”

“All I know is this guy is beyond crazy.”

Mr. Smith grinned.  “Granted.  But I need someone who will go after this young man with more vigor than someone like you could muster, Shade.  You would meet resistance and flee because the fee is not great enough, or you will discover your conscience, such as it is.  This man will not stop until he is done, until his work is finished, until he has killed this young man, and maybe his family and friends as well.  He will not stop until he feeds the violence within him and it destroys him. That is what I wish to accomplish.”

“You’re afraid of a young kid?”

“He is an obstacle to be removed, nothing more. For the good of others, eh? And remember, he may seem a ‘young kid,’ but looks can be deceiving.  I am not as young as I seem.”

“I’ve always thought so.”

Mr. Smith nodded.  “I know.  Do not worry.  This Postman will not hurt us.  He cannot.  When he succeeds, there will be his reward here waiting for him, and maybe he will level his head enough to get out of the country.”

“And if he doesn’t?”

“Then you will kill him as quickly as ... humanly possible.”





Chapter 14

Someone moved her, gently, carefully, rolling her on her back, peeling off the torn coat.  Valerie heard voices, then her own moaning.  She opened her eyes.  Yes, here in the bedroom, the bedroom of this house, this mansion.  Her vision blurred, doubled, and she tried to sit up.  She felt hands on her shoulders.  “Just lie still, Detective,” a man’s voice, young and even.

“I have to ...” she began, feeling the confusion on her lips.

“You have to lie back down before I sedate you.”

She managed to sit up a little, resting on her elbows.  “I’m okay.  I … was wearing my vest.”

The young man, very handsome with square features and dark hair, just beginning to recede at the temples, reached down and applied just the slightest amount of pressure to her ribs.

She cried out with a loud voice, a mixture of a yell and a squeal, her eyes widening.  “Damn!  What was that for?”

“You have at least two or three broken ribs, Detective.  Where were you when you were shot?”

She looked past him.  “Over there.”

“And where was the shooter?”

“Standing in the doorway.”

“Yeah, you’re real lucky.  I’ve seen cops get killed from that range.”

“So, what are you saying?”

“That either this guy is a terrible shot, or the best in the world, because those two slugs hit you in the best possible places for such close range.”

“Are you saying he did it on purpose?”

The young paramedic shrugged.  “I don’t know.  You’re the detective.  Now lay back and ...”

She interrupted him, sitting up with agony just below her breasts, pushing the paramedic off balance and away from her.

“I’m sorry, but I think I’ll live,” she said, doing her best not to scream as she stood.  “The guy who did all this is still on the loose, and I saw him.  I have to get ...”  Then the smell of blood hit her.  She leaned over, resting her hands on her knees.  She kept swallowing, swallowing over and over.  Don’t vomit, she thought to herself.  The body of the little girl, still in her father’s dead arms, laid spread out right in front of her.  “My God,” she said.

The paramedic stood next to her now, holding her shoulders.  “Come on, let’s get you downstairs to an ambulance.  Go ahead and lay down on that stretcher there, and I’ll get someone to help me out, here.”

She righted herself, still more pain.  “No.  I’ll walk.”  She started to step out of the bedroom.  “Aren’t you guys supposed to cover that stuff up?”

“Sorry, didn’t think you’d be coming out of it so soon.”

He walked with her down the stairs and out the front door.  They had covered the dead man there on the front lawn with a plastic sheet.  Standing outside, the whole neighborhood was a chaotic mess.  The concrete drive through the spacious front lawn was littered with ambulances, four that she could see, and a multitude of police units.  The fire trucks were outside the property, just on the other side of the wall.  All of their lights were on, turning and spinning and making the scene even more dramatic.

They walked together towards the closest ambulance, and the paramedic opened the back door to the emergency vehicle for her.  She was about to step inside, clutching her ribs, when she heard a stern voice from behind her.

“Detective Valerie Mann!”  She turned to see a familiar face in a dark suit walking towards her.  “We need to talk.”

“Well, Mr. Lawrence, I see the great job the FBI has done so far, and I must say that I’d just rather get on this ambulance and have a safe ride to the hospital.”

Agent Doug Lawrence ignored her tired attempt at an insult.  “We need your description, your statement as soon as possible.  We’re working on a strict time schedule.”

“Or what?”

Agent Lawrence raised his eyebrows.  “Or what?  Or we press charges against you for interfering with a federal investigation, and we throw you in jail, which we might do anyway for all your interference.  This is our jurisdiction now, Detective.  You have no business ...”

“How many are dead?”

“I don’t think ...”

“How many are dead?”

Agent Lawrence sighed.  “Fourteen.  Fourteen dead that we can tell.  We can’t find the bodies of one of the gate guards, but we’re checking the brush right now.”

“Fourteen dead in a matter of two or three minutes?  And where were you, Agent Lawrence?  Where was the big, bad, throw your ass in jail FBI when those kids in there were getting killed!”

Agent Lawrence shot a glance in the paramedic’s direction.  “I think that’s enough, Detective.”

“Go to hell. It hasn’t begun to be enough.”

“There are still some things you don’t know.  While you were out saving the world and royally screwing the whole system, we have been working, as well.”

“Really?  How is that?”

“Well, for starters, we brought in your partner for questioning.”

“You did?”

“Yes.  It seems he is connected to all of this.”

“I could have told you that, Sherlock, but how connected?”

Agent Lawrence peered at the paramedic again.  “Let’s just say, very connected.”

She turned to the young paramedic.  He had been listening in to their conversation, even though it had been abundantly clear that Agent Lawrence was uncomfortable with it.  She began to like him.  “You have any tape on this ambulance?” she asked him.

“Tape?”

“Yes, wrapping gauze and tape, you have any?”

“Sure.”  He reached up into a cabinet and retrieved the items she requested and threw them down to her.

“Thanks,” she said, and proceeded to take off her bulletproof vest.  Then she took off her shirt, leaving her cold and only wearing her bra from the waist up.

“Please, Detective,” Agent Lawrence said, his eyes shooting away.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, pausing to look at her ribs, nasty black and blue bruises under her breasts.  “You never seen a woman’s tits before?”

She wrapped her torso with the gauze first, tight as she could, the softness feeling good against her skin.  The tape came next, not quite as tight, but firm enough to keep her midsection as stable as possible.  “I’m going with you,” she said, putting her shirt back on.  “I have to talk to Bill.”

“Out of the question,” Agent Lawrence said.  He looked a little more comfortable.  “We need your statement.”

Valerie turned to the paramedic.  “Hey, how about a coat or something.”

“How about a jacket?” he suggested.

“That’ll do, I guess.”  She took the jacket from the paramedic and put it on.  “Let’s go talk to Bill,” she said, staring into the agent’s eyes.

“He’s in our custody,” he said, his voice beginning to sound a little strained and desperate, less firm and forceful.  “We get your statement, and then you go home to get suspended by your superiors for messing with my operation!”

“And I’m not giving you anything until I talk to Bill, understand?  So you can throw my ass in jail or do whatever it is you’re threatening to do, but I’m not saying a damn thing unless I talk to Bill.”

“Well, maybe I can arrange it.”

“I thought so.”

She still wore the jacket and now a blanket around her shoulders when Bill walked into the room.  He looked tired and old, very old, older than she had ever seen him before, his eyes low and dull, his movement devoid of energy.  She sat at the table, and he sat across from her.  The door closed from behind him, and they were alone.  He wouldn’t allow his eyes to meet hers.

“Bill,” she said.

The room was a box, small and cramped with a mirror covering the wall to his right.  He nodded at it.  “They’re watching us.”

“I know. They’re not going to hear anything they don’t already know.”

He gestured towards the mirror again.  “They don’t know that.”

Neither spoke for a moment or two, she looking at him, searching for his gaze, and he avoiding hers.  “Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked again.

“Tell you what?  That I knew who it was?  That it was my son who was killing them, killing the scum of the Earth?  They killed my boy, don’t you understand that?  Kevin died because I was playing with fire.”

“You were doing your job.”

“Bull shit.  I knew the rules, the lines, where you could cross and where you couldn’t. And the Franklins were definitely off-limits. I just ignored them, you know.  I just went ahead, reckless and stupid, and Kevin paid the price for it, as if his life wasn’t messed up enough.”

“Why had he run away?”

“His mother and I were having problems communicating, if you will.”

“Were you still married?”

“No.  We had been divorced for a couple of years, but we were still seeing each other, off and on.  Brian, he was older, it didn’t affect him much, but Kevin still tried to get my attention.  It was drugs at first, and all I could do was yell at him, scream at him to stop.  But he didn’t listen to me.  Hell, I never listened to him.  So he ran away.  My ex-wife came home one day, and he was gone.  Just like that.  Well, I assured her that I would find him; I’d have every policeman out looking for him.”  Bill Young breathed deep, a raspy sound across the table.  “It was a couple months later, right after his birthday, when we found him in the dumpster.  In a freaking dumpster.”  His hands raised, connected by handcuffs, and rubbed his temples.  “Damn.”

“I’m sorry, Bill,” she said. And she was, truly, despite how much she thought he was wrong. “But why didn’t you fight it through the system?”

“They own the system, Mann.  Don’t you get it, yet?  You don’t win with people like this.  They always have the last word.  Always.  Even now, I’m the one who lost a son ten years ago, and I’m the one in jail.  Is it getting through?  Do you understand the concept of justice yet?”

“You’re in here because you broke the friggin’ rules. You could have gone to the FBI, anyone who would listen.”

“I did.  They wouldn’t do anything, either.  They took the information and the evidence that I gathered, all on my own time, away from the force, and weeks later they didn’t even know my name.  Why do you think that you were the only one staking out that house?  Do you think the FBI didn’t know about that house?”

“So, why didn’t they just take Andrew into custody?”

“For one of two reasons.  Either they wanted Brian to show up, without any hindrance from them, and kill them all so that they could come in later, swoop in and clean up the mess, hoping they would find something to use against the Franklins or whoever.   Or they owed Daddy Franklin a big ol’ favor, and he called it in, telling them to keep their distance, far away from the house and let his people handle it.  I’m not real sure which one.  The system is bigger than Atlanta, Georgia.”

She leaned in closer to him. “How big is it?”

“I don’t know.  I didn’t think that the Franklins were that connected, but I guess they are.”

“So you send your son after them, to kill them.”

“I had very little to do with it.  Brian loved his little brother, loved him a lot, looked after him, especially after the divorce.  I think Brian felt a little responsible for his brother’s death, too, but I don’t know.  Brian helped with the investigation when he got out of the Army, and he was good. But at some point, he gave up.  I gave him some names in Chicago and LA, and Brian disappeared for a couple years.  He called me from Los Angeles almost a year ago, and he told me what he was going to do.  He said that he had been working with some of the local drug traffickers, and that he was making some good money.  I told him he was crazy, but he just wanted to tell me, just so I would know who was doing it, when they died.  He thought it would give me some peace.”

“Did it?”

“No.  I told Brian that I didn’t want to trade one son for the other.  I told him it wasn’t worth it.”

“So why didn’t you stop him?”

He sneered at her. “Because another part of me, the part that can’t get the picture of my son in a dumpster out of my head, wanted him to do it.  I wanted him to kill them.  I wished I could do it myself.  But I’m too old.  Too damn old and useless.”

“But you helped him, you got assigned to the case.”

“I didn’t help him as much as you might think.  After the Army, he became a successful member of a smuggling ring and never got caught. You don’t do that by being an idiot. Brian’s a pretty smart man.” Was there pride in his voice?

“Who was he working with?”

“Working with?”

“Yeah, who was Brian working with?”

Bill shook his head, still gazing away from her.  “No one that I know of.  He told me he worked alone.”

“Someone saved his ass.  I had him in my sights, was holding him until the cavalry came, but someone sneaked up behind me and took me out.”

“What did he look like?”

“Black, medium build, round-type features.  I didn’t get a real good look at him, but I’d recognize him again if I saw him.”

“You were wearing your vest?”

“Yes.”

Bill sniffed. “Good girl.  They both got away?”

“Yes, dammit.  They both barely got away before the units arrived.  I can’t believe it.”

“Did you get any shots off at them?”

“I shot your son once, in the shoulder.  I wanted to take him alive, but then the guy came from behind me.”

Bill’s eyebrows rose. “You shot my son?”

“I didn’t know he was your son, Bill.”

“Would it have made a difference?”

She shook her head.  “No.  None at all.”

“But they got away?”

“Yeah, they got away.”

Bill nodded, smiling, but it was a sad smile.  “It’s over, it’s finally over.”

“Did he have a plan for getting away, if they found out who he was?”

“I don’t know.  He didn’t tell me if he did.  He didn’t tell me anything, you know, just in case they figured it out, and this kind of a situation arose.”

“So you have no idea where he would have gone or where I can find him?”

“None whatsoever.”

“You wouldn’t tell me if you did.”

“Nope.”

“That’s what I thought.”

Bill looked at her, finally, his eyes meeting hers.  “It’s not you that I’m worried about.”

Valerie stood, still holding his stare, clutching the blanket closer to her.  “Well, I have a statement to give to the FBI.”

“You just did,” he said, looking at the mirror.  He laughed at her, a sarcastic laugh, filled with bitterness.  “Tell them I said hello.”

“Will do,” she said, and she left the room without another word to Bill Young.

-----

Matt was home from school for only a minute or two, but he already felt like sleeping, like falling down onto the couch and closing his eyes, losing himself in something that wasn’t school.

The other day at school had been hell, seeing his friend dragged away by the police and Marcus wheeled away by an ambulance. Matt was questioned by teachers and the assistant principal for a few minutes. He skipped class for the rest of the day and finally went home tired and worried.

In some ways, the next two days had been worse.  Every person in the hall whispered and pointed when he walked down the hall, when Vikki sat with him at lunch again, and even though he knew the truth, the gossip deeply affected him.

The truth?  He was afraid of Richard Albright, his friend.

That look in his eyes, that look that spoke volumes of coldness to Matt, to his heart, the same heart that he had trusted, had learned from, had told him that Vikki would say yes and that Richard would sit with them when logic told him different, told him that there was something deeply wrong with Richard.  And Matt didn’t exactly want to hear it.

He had just lain down on the couch, his forearm lying across his forehead, his eyes staring up at the ceiling, wondering where his mother was today, and then the doorbell rang.

Matt first decided to ignore it. Maybe if he just ignored it, whoever it was would just go away and leave him alone, but the doorbell kept ringing, calmly, patiently, every minute or so, just when he thought maybe this person gave up.  It rang one last time, and Matt sat up quickly, angry, “All right, I’m coming.”

Moving to the door, he got that strange feeling again, that feeling that someone watched him, but not just watching him.  He felt that something waited just on the other side of the door, something that scared him, frightened him suddenly.  Reaching to open the door, he paused. He wanted to run, but not out of safety for himself, no, that wasn't it. Something waited for him just a few feet away, a presence or knowledge that would change the rest of his life. He heard the voice from the other side of the door, soft and gentle, patient and deep.

“Let me in, Matthew.  I will not hurt you.”

His hand withdrew quickly, closer to his body.  He looked at the doorknob, looked at his own hand, and back at the door itself finally, his eyes squinting, his brow creasing, his mouth contorting to a frown.  “Go away,” he said, but he had whispered it.  Could this person on the other side hear him?

“I’m sorry,” the voice, definitely a man’s timbre, came to him again.  Was it through the door or sounding in his head?  Or both?  “I cannot leave.  I must speak with you.  It is very urgent.”

“Go away,” he said, pushing this time with his heart, hoping he could convince this person with just the words.

“I am not a normal man, Matthew.  You cannot influence me as you do others.  Open the door. I will not hurt you.”

Matthew opened the door, slowly at first, turning the knob with the slightest bit of motion.  The white, wooden door swung past him, giving him a good glimpse of the man who stood before him.

He was a black man, of medium height and strong features.  His eyes brightened even in the winter light, reflecting in the darkness of his eyes.  There were no impurities in his smooth skin, no blemishes, no flaws to give this person even a hint of imperfection.  Matt wondered if the sun sang African praises just to get closer to skin such as that.  Smiling with perfect teeth, the man wore only a pair of jeans stained with white and black paint, a Nebraska University sweatshirt, and an old pair of Reebok tennis shoes.  He looked as if maybe he was homeless. But then again, he didn't exactly look real. Matt watched him for a long time, just letting his vision soak in this person, who was content with letting Matt only watch him.  Matt finally spoke.

“Are you a - what are you?”  He was about to say, ghost, are you a ghost, but thought better of it.

The man bowed at the waist.  “My name is Kalil.  I am an angel.  You and all you love are in terrible danger.”





Chapter 15

Matt took one step backwards and slammed the door in the man’s face.

But the man, undaunted, opened the door, for Matt hadn’t locked it again, and peered at Matt through the crack of an opening.  “Matthew,” he called, like a child, and Matt kept retreating, wide-eyed and wondering what he would do, why couldn’t he move faster, in more of a hurry back and away from this man?  This man, calling himself Kalil, opened the door wide enough so he could slip through, without any threatening movements whatsoever, with patience and sympathy in his gaze.  “I am sorry.  You were not ready for that.”

“Wha- … Who … what did you say?”

“My name is Kalil.  I am an angel.  You and all you love are in great danger.  Did you not hear me well the first time?” This wasn’t an insult, asked innocently.

“You, you’re a what?”

“An angel.  Surely you know of such things.  Are you unfamiliar with such beings?”

It took Matt a moment to respond.  Why was he so frightened?  This was just a crazy person, right?  He should call the police.  But the fact was a small part of him, a small but important part, believed him.  “Well, yeah, sure, but ... they aren’t real.”

Kalil smiled at him.  “Are you saying that I am not real?”  Kalil extended his hand towards Matt.  “You may touch me, if you wish.”

How did he know Matt wanted to touch him?  He reached out and pressed the ends of his fingers onto the skin of Kalil’s wrist.  It was real, human skin, stretching with the movement of Matt’s fingers. .

Matt looked up, into Kalil’s eyes and the face, yes, the face of an angel, part man and part perfection.  Reaching up, he touched the angelic face, the skin of the cheek, brushing it with his bent fingers.  He spoke without knowing it.  “You’re beautiful.”

Kalil smiled again.  “Thank you.”

“Why are you here?”  Matt pulled his hand away from Kalil, embarrassed.

“Why?  I told you why.  I have come to tell you that you are in great danger and must come with me.”

“Danger?”

“Yes, danger. Someone is out to kill you. Your fate hangs in the balance.”

“My fate?”

“Yes.  Have you not been told of these things?  Have you not been told by those who care for you what you must be prepared for?”

“My parents?”

“The ones who care for you.”  Then Kalil’s countenance soured.  “You believe these people to be your parents?”

“Jim and Alice Walker.  Yeah, my parents.”

“They have not told you,” Kalil said, more to himself than to Matt.  “Surely they were instructed … these things are tradition, have been going on for years and years, centuries.”

“Told me what?”  Matt stepped further away from Kalil.

“My dear Matthew,” Kalil said, staring into Matt with those dark angelic eyes.  “Do you not know what you are?”

He took a sharp breath in, and he touched the area of his chest just above his heart.  “What am I?”

“For one thing, you are not the son of James and Alice Walker.”

For a moment Matt thought that this was another dream, but it was real. It was happening. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“Those who care for you, those who you feel are your parents, I am afraid they have failed you, Matthew.  They have not properly prepared you for the things to come, and we must leave, leave soon.”

“We?”

“Yes, you must come with me, let me instruct you. We must hide.”

“What? I’m not going with you. You’re insane.”

“I am in full control of my senses, let me assure you. I know now that I have waited too long to come to you ... I ...”

“It was you, wasn’t it?  You who gave me the dreams.”

Kalil sighed.  “I do not have that ability.  I was, however, able to stir that within you that gave you those dreams.  I had no power over them.  They were your own, coming from your own heart and mind.  I only turned a lever inside of you, if you will, beginning a journey which you now must finish, as one of the Chosen.”

Matt shook his head, clearing the cobwebs of chaotic thought.  “You use these words like ‘Chosen’ and ‘Angel,’ and you sound like a mental patient.  You must be crazy.”

“I am not.  But a madman comes for you.  I am sorry this has been done to you, but you must believe me.  The fate of the world depends upon it.”

“Whoa, wait a minute.  The fate of the world?”  Matt reached up and rubbed his eyes.  “I don’t think so.  Who do you think you are?  You come in here and dump all this crap on me, and you expect me to believe it?”

“But you do believe it.”

Matt didn’t answer.

“You believe it,” Kalil continued, “because it is a part of you.  You know that it is true.  It is your destiny, a destiny I must help you to fulfill.  Let me ask you a question.  Have you ever felt different? Truly different. Have you ever looked around yourself and known that you weren’t like other people? I believe you have. And that is because you are not one of them. You do not belong.  And you have known this, Matthew.  It has been a part of you since your birth.  You were born with gifts, and they will continue to grow as you do, in your mind and heart.  You are one of the Chosen, Matthew.  Believe and come with me, I implore you, while there is still time.  It is imperative.”

Matt had been silent throughout, watching Kalil with squinting eyes.  “I think you should go,” Matt said.

“Do not do this,” Kalil said.  “Please. One decision can change the course of a life, to good or evil. And often there is no return from such a decision. Do you think the Master sends his servants and messengers back on a whim? The world, and your soul, hangs on this. I implore you. Come with me.”

“I think you should go,” Matt repeated.

This man who considered himself an angel waited a moment before answering.  Matt almost couldn’t bear to look at him.  That skin!  Those eyes!  Human, yet somehow not.  Kalil shook his head.

“I pray that you will heed my warning, my child. Leave this place while you still can. Call for me and I will come to you.”  He began to walk out the door, his head bowed.

And Matt watched him leave.

Matt waited for his parents through the rest of the afternoon, pacing the room, every room, the whole house, looking at familiar furniture in an unfamiliar place.  Part of him, the part that wanted to stay here, in this house, with these new friendships and this new life he had found for himself, denied every word that Kalil said to him.  He denied anything about special abilities or words like “Chosen” and “Angel.”

Angel.

But another part of him, the one that had the dreams and felt the presence on the other side of the door, remembered the killer from his dreams, believed every word like it had been written into the bible of his life or chiseled into his heart, slowly, painfully.  He had read every verse, seen every imprint make its mark on his life and the lack of it.  He believed it, yes, with that part of him that found Kalil to be one of the most beautiful people he had ever seen, and yes, he believed that he was an angel.

He didn’t know how or why, but these things were true.

And he waited for his parents, for Jim and Alice Walker, to ask them the questions that burned in his mind.  Are angels real?  Do they come and visit you in the afternoon and tell you things about the fate of the world?  Are they all beautiful men and women that you can’t keep your eyes away from, the skin, the smiles made of light from heaven?  Is it normal to have these dreams, dreams in color, visions that you know mean something and scare you until you can think of nothing else but them, the things you know but somehow don’t know, waking to the realization that you’re different and strange?

You do not belong.

Kalil had said these words, and Matt could have said them for him.  He didn’t even feel as if he belonged in his own body, how could he belong with other people?

He heard the key rattle in the lock, but Matt had left it open.  They walked through the open door.

“Matt?” a voice said, curious.  “Matt, honey?  Are you home?”

Standing in the kitchen, strangely normal with its bright colors and appliances and dishes waiting to be cleaned, he heard them walk into the living room, the same place where he had touched Kalil’s skin, the smooth, perfect, soft skin that took your breath away.  And Matt listened to his heart, without asking them questions.  If they had lied to him before, would they only lie to him again?  He moved into the living room, listening, existing as he felt he should, and they saw him, their faces relieved and smiling.

“There you are,” Alice said, with her dark hair and pleasant features, but they weren’t features Matt possessed.  He didn’t look like his mother, or at least this person who he believed to be his mother.    “What have you been doing all day?” she asked.

“Doing homework, I hope,” Jim said, his voice low and deep, his features definitely masculine and mature, not boyish and small.  Matt didn’t look like this person he had always believed to be his father.

And Matt said the things he believed, the truth in his heart that he spent the entire afternoon doing his best to deny.  “You aren’t my parents.”

“What?” Jim asked.

Alice was too flabbergasted to react, at first. She stepped closer to Matt. “Honey, what are you talking about?”

He looked at his mother, this sweet creature who had cared for him. “You’re not my mother, are you? I mean, my real mother, my birth mother.”

Alice froze, frightened. “Oh, Matt,” she said, under her breath.

“I always knew it was different,” Matt continued. “I have a mother who spends her entire existence waiting on me hand and foot.  She knows where I am every minute of every day, and she panics when she doesn’t.  I always thought it was a mother’s love, overprotectiveness. Is it? Was it?”

Matt looked at Jim. “I have a father who works, gets a new job every six months or so, transferred or given a better offer from somewhere in another town in another state.  And you know what?  I don’t have a clue what it is my father does.  I hear words like sales and marketing, but they don’t really mean a lot when you have a father who works in an office and feels his job is done. Is it only fatherly responsibility? I always thought it was.  Strange, but I believed it.  But none of it’s true, is it?”

Jim Walker made his way around Alice, putting a gentle hand on Matt’s shoulder.  “Who did you talk to, Matt?  What is it that’s got you so upset?”

Their stares met. “I had a visit today.  A ... man stopped by to tell me that I was different, something about how I’m in danger.  And you know what?”  Matt laughed, hearty and short.  “He said he was an angel.  Can you believe it?  He actually believed he was an angel, standing right here in this living room of this house.”

“You let him in?” Alice spoke, shocked.

“Why not?  It’s not every day you get an angel knocking on your front door to tell you amazing things.”

“Where did he go?” Jim snapped.

“Why all the concern, Pop?”  Matt spread his arms in surrender.  “It can’t be true, can it?”

Jim reached out and took Matt by the shoulders in a firm grip.  “I said, where did he go?”

“Careful,” Alice said from behind her husband.

Matt looked into Jim’s eyes.  “He didn’t say where he was going.  I asked him to leave, and he did.  That was the end of it.”

“What about his name?” Jim pressed.  “Did he tell you a name?”

“Kalil,” Matt said.  “He said his name was Kalil.”  Matt tilted his head to the side as Jim released him.  “Dad ... Jim?  Do you know who this is?  Do you know him?”

It took Jim a minute to respond, and Matt didn’t have to use any of Kalil’s supposed “special abilities” to see that he was preparing a lie.  “An angel?  Don’t be silly.  Never heard that name in my life.”

Matt became angry.  “Don’t lie to me.  Don’t you think you’ve done enough of that?  Tell me the truth!  Do you know this ... Kalil character?”

“We should tell him,” Alice said, and Matt circled Jim to get a better view of her.  “We’ve waited long enough.  It’s time.”

“No,” Jim said.  “Not until we’re gone.”

Matt spun around to face Jim.  “Gone?  Gone where?”  He stood between them both now, and they closed in on him a bit.

“Matt, honey,” he heard Alice say from behind him.  “Your father … Jim has his transfer orders.”

“Orders?” Matt asked, looking at Alice, then back at Jim.  “Who orders this?  That’s what it is, right?  Someone calls you or writes you and tells you to move here or there, and it’s because of me.  Oh, God, Kalil was right.  You’re not my parents.  You’re being ... paid to take care of me.”

And he didn’t believe it at first, even though he knew it to be true and the look in Jim’s eyes told him every word he spoke was true.  His mind began to numb, and he seemed to float between Alice and Jim.  “Oh, my God,” was all he could say for the moment.  He felt the tears well up in his eyes.  Jim and Alice were silent, waiting or unsure of themselves, he didn’t know.  “Who is it?” Matt asked finally.  “Who ... contacts you, pulls these strings?  Who is it?”

“You’ll meet them soon enough,” Jim said.  “Now go upstairs and start packing your things.  We have to be in Seattle by Monday, possibly sooner.  You and Alice are flying over tomorrow, the two of you.  I’ll stay behind and get everything moved over by Monday, maybe Sunday.”

Seattle?  Matt shook his head, his mind racing through cities upon cities and move upon move, all the places he had been in his life.  And he thought of Richard, alone at home and suspended from school for a week or more, deeply in need of a friend.   And he thought of Vikki, his vision of beauty, and she wanted to be with him, wanted to spend time with him.  He pictured this life, this new life built around him, a life of possibilities he’d never had before. How could he give it up?

“I’m not going anywhere,” he said, collecting himself and standing as tall as he could.  “I’m staying right here.”

Alice gasped.  “You can’t do that, Matt.  You don’t understand.  It’s not safe.  Just wait here, and in the morning we’ll get on the plane and I’ll explain everything to you.  I swear I will, but not until then.  You need rest tonight, though.”

“Do as Alice says,” Jim spoke, low and serious.  “Go on upstairs and pack and get some sleep.  You’re gonna need it.”

“What I need isn’t in Seattle or in any other place.”  He looked up into Jim’s eyes.  “What I need is right here, in this place.  Do you understand?”

“No more arguments, Matt.  Go on, do as you’re told.”

And he closed his lids to these two people, people who pretended to be his parents, pretended to love him.  But they had done it for money, for money and ...

And for what?

He shook his head again and again at them.

And then he ran.

Matt turned, spinning and rushing in one moment.  He felt their hands grabbing for him, clutching at his sweater and hair, but he moved too fast and sudden for them to catch him.

He darted through the living room and out the front door.

He met the cold night air with long strides and a weeping face and the sounds of the ones who cared for him all his life screaming after him.

“Matt, no, come back!  Don’t go!  It’s not safe!”

-----

Richard had watched his father leave the apartment without a word.  He expected him to at least yell a little bit or punish him, maybe take his car away from him or something, just something that would show Richard his father cared at least a little bit.  Just a little would be nice.  But none of that transpired.

Eddie walked out of the apartment alone and quiet, worried only about what kind of cash he had in his pocket and how much it would buy at Buddy’s.  He should be welcome back there now, don’t you think?  And Richard had nodded, frowning, wondering when he would get the call or if he would get any at all or if this would be the night his father finally died on the street or in a ditch when he tried to drive home.

It was still early in the evening, the channels on the television flashing light in the dark room, Richard comfortable and in another world all of his own making, wondering about his father and if he cared at all about a son who now would have probation for six months and might not finish high school at all.

And he wondered if he would have really killed that boy, seeing Marcus being carried past him and out the front door of the school office on a stretcher.  He thought in passing that maybe he wouldn’t have, but he didn’t have enough faith in himself to really believe that.  Vikki had been there before, and she was there this time.  She saved him from killing someone. He owed her.

Matt had called last night, and Richard heard the caution on the other side of the line.  He heard the fear, just a tinge, on Matt’s voice.  The sound of it hurt him more than he wanted to realize.

His cell phone rang now, startling him.  He answered on the third ring.  “Hello?”

A female voice he didn’t immediately recognize.  “Yes, Richard?”

“Yep,” he said.

“Yeah, hey, uh, this is Heather, Heather Williams from school?”  She said it as if she wasn’t sure.  He saw the image of her in his head, her red hair, her full eyes and freckled face, friendly smile.

“Yeah, I remember you.”

“Cool.  I, uh, know this is a bad time and all, but I just wanted to call and see how you were doing.”

“You did?”  Richard’s first impulse was to mock her, push her away - what a stupid thing to do, call him at a time like this - but he thought better of it.  She was being nice.  Don’t hurt her for it.  “That’s sweet of you.”

“Yeah, well, I just wanted to call and say that I’m sorry you won’t be at school for a while.”

“Really?”

“Sure.  I guess I’ll have to take a rain check on showing you some of my art and stuff, but that’s okay.”

It was a hint, and Richard spotted it from a mile away.  He bought in.  “Well, what are you doing right now?”

“Oh, nothing much.  What about you?”

“I’m kinda all alone over here watching TV.  Nothing special.  I could use some company for a while. Wanna come over?”

“Cool, well I’ll be there in a little bit.”

“I’ll leave the door open for you,” he said.  They spoke their good-byes, and Richard turned his attention back to the television, changing channels, flipping around.

-----

Vikki Wagner didn’t want to be at the party. She thought she needed a distraction, but she was wrong. She couldn’t get far enough away from the images in her own mind.

Young people around her were talking, smiling, laughing, appearing to have fun. She shook her head.

Those eyes, the look in Richard’s eyes as he beat that boy. God, why couldn’t she forget that look?

And she really liked Matt, wanted things to work out, at least to try. But even with him, she couldn’t get away from Richard. She thought with Matt she could have something apart from her old flame. She chuckled at words like destiny and fate, but were they real things? Vikki started to believe.

Matt was so innocent; his heart was so pure. He was cute, but there was more, underneath – a strength, a mystery. What was she going to do?

Vikki’s phone vibrated nearby. She picked it up. “Hello?”

“Hello?” a woman’s voice, anxious and desperate.  “Vikki?”

“Yeah, this is Vikki.”

“Hi, this is Alice Walker, Matt’s mother?”

“Hi, Mrs. Walker.  It’s nice to finally talk to you.”

“Yes, me too.  Vikki, I’ll get right to the point.  Is Matt with you?”

She sounded frightened. Vikki frowned.  “No, I haven’t talked to him since just after school.  Why?”

“Oh, we’re just looking for him.”

“Is there something wrong?”

“Well, we just really need to find him.  It’s rather urgent.”

“Do you need me to help you find him?”  Vikki was concerned now, wondering what exactly had happened.  Mrs. Walker didn’t seem able to tell her, but she could tell something was wrong.

“No, no, it’s all right.  Just, if you find him, call us.”

“Sure, I’ve got your number now in my phone. Are you at home?” Vikki switched the phone to her other ear. “Mrs. Walker, this sounds kinda serious.  Are you sure there isn’t anything I can help you with?”

“No, honey,” and Vikki thought she heard faint sobbing.  Was Mrs. Walker crying?  “Just ... if you find him, try to get him home.”  The last words were spoken deliberately, willed through the desperation.

“Okay,” Vikki said.

“Thank you,” Alice Walker said and the line ended, the clicking and tone in Vikki’s ear suddenly.

Vikki hung up the phone after a long pause.  Alice Walker had sounded so scared.  Vikki stood there in the den at the party, and the mumbling of her friends tried to soothe her, wanted to comfort her, tell her everything’s going be okay.  But something was happening, something strange and mysterious going on with Mrs. Walker.  She was anxious. Matt had gone missing. And he was her friend, if not more.

She got her coat, said her goodbyes at the party, and went to find Matt.





Chapter 16

Marcus watched as Steven turned to his mother, handing her the keys to the car.  “Leave us alone for a while,” he said to her.  “Marcus and I have a lot to talk about.”

Marilyn took the keys from her husband’s hand. Her brow furrowed. “But ...”

“Just leave us for a while,” Steven said.  “We just have some things to discuss. The dinner was wonderful. Come back in a couple hours.”  He touched her shoulder.  “I promise everything will be all right.”

“Okay,” she accepted, and she turned to leave, glancing once at Marcus, her son, bandaged and sitting alone on the couch in the living room. His nose filled half of his swollen face.

Steven watched his wife leave, grinning at her, leaning more to one side to get a full view of the car backing out of the driveway and into the night.  He turned to Marcus, frowning.  “You little piece of shit,” he said, and Marcus rolled his eyes at this man, this white man.  “You really think you’re gonna get away with this?”

Marcus felt tired, his energy drained from the overnight stay at the hospital.  “Not today, Steven,” he said, his voice tense.  “Don’t start with me today.”

“Or what?  Huh?  Just what are you gonna do?  Do you understand just what you’ve done?  You’re not going to be playing any sports all year long, do you know that?  And your grades are definitely not good enough to get you any type of scholarship to college.”  Steven paced the floor in front of the couch, in front of Marcus, like he was on trial or something.

“Why are you yelling at me?  I’m the one who’s got the broken nose!”

“Yeah, you look like shit.  But you deserved it.  The principal called me up, told me that you started the fight.  All the students he talked to about it say that you walked up behind him and started it.  Didn’t you know that this would get you in trouble, big trouble?”

“Yeah.”

“And no baseball this year, Marcus, none whatsoever.  You can forget playing at all.  And who knows how the coaches will feel about you next year.  They might decide you’re just trouble or damaged goods and not pick you for the team.”

“Why do you care?”

“What?”

“Why do you care about what happens to me?  You never cared before.  You just tolerate me so you can screw my mother.”

“You watch your mouth, Marcus,” Steven spoke low, serious.  “I’ll kick your ass worse than that hippie freak did, you understand?  Who put that bruise on your mother’s cheek, huh?  I know you’ve been hitting her when I’m not around.  And I know you’re scared of me, scared shitless like you should be.  ‘Cause I’ll kill your ass.  You mess with me and you won’t live to see another day.”

“You can’t do that.  My mother would never look at you again, asshole.  Never.”

“Maybe, but you would never hurt her again, would you?”

The doorbell rang, and Steven cursed.  “I told her not to come back for another couple hours.”  He walked towards the door.  “She must have forgotten her purse with her house keys in them, or something,” he said.  Marcus stood to follow him.  He was going to go with his mother, get out of this house somehow before something serious happened.  And he was afraid of Steven.  He would never have admitted it to anyone, but it was true just the same.

He stood behind Steven and watched as his stepfather opened the door.

It was not Marilyn.

A tall white man hovered in the doorway, spreading his arms and smiling.  “Stevie!  Long time no see!”  He wore a long coat with a torn hole in the shoulder.  It was dark outside, but Marcus could’ve swore that there were bloodstains on the dark coat.

“Brian?  Brian Stuart?  What the hell are you doing here?”

-----

Vikki’s small, black Honda Civic held the curve into the apartment complex, and she had to brake quickly to avoid running over the curb as she parked in front of the building closest to her, downshifting into first gear.  Her head moved forward a little, and she brushed her long, blond hair away from her face, stepping out of the car.  She didn’t close the car door behind her as she rushed up the stone stairs to the second floor of the building.

As she neared the door to Richard’s apartment she reached into her front jeans pocket and pulled out the key.  She wondered if it would still work.  Inserting it into the lock, she knew immediately that it would.  She remembered everything, so many good things but more she wished she could forget. The smell of the apartment gave her that same familiar sensation, the same mix of beer, smoke and mustiness. It both gave her comfort and scared her. She was in the living room, turning the small, tight corner, and she saw them there, together, on the couch.

They were just sitting, watching television together, but they might as well have been naked and humping as far as Vikki’s heart was concerned.  She drew in her breath  with a small squeal of surprise, and Richard’s head turned at the sound.  It had all happened faster than it seemed.

Vikki didn’t recognize the girl.  Settling herself, she thought how silly this feeling was, this … jealousy?  It shocked her. The girl turned around, as well, her long, straight red hair clashing with the old couch, and Vikki faked a smile, politely waving in recognition to the both of them.

Richard stood, using the arm of the old couch to twist and face her.  “Vikki. What are you doing here?”

“I … just,” and she stopped right there.  She couldn’t speak, the surprise still overwhelmed her.  She turned and began to walk out of the apartment.

“Wait right here,” she heard Richard say to the girl from behind her.  “Vikki!” he called, and she felt his hands halt her forward motion before she reached the landing of the stairs.  She turned to see him. Why the hell did she feel this way?  “Vikki, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing.  I’m sorry.  I ... shouldn’t have ..”

“It’s not nothing.  You wouldn’t be here if it was nothing.  What is going on?”

She shook her head.  “It’s Matt.  His mom called me.  I don’t know what’s going on, but she can’t find him.”  She steadied her gaze on his.  “She sounded so scared, it made me worry about him.  I don’t know.  I just wanted to see if you knew where he was.  I thought he might be over here.  I guess I was wrong.”

Richard ignored her stab.  “I don’t know where he is.  I haven’t talked to him all day.”  He looked away, then back at her.  “But I do have an idea.”

“You do?”

“Yeah.  He might be ... at the mill.”

“The mill?” she said, and she took a step away from him, keeping her balance on the handrail at the top of the stone stairs.  She could see her breath, his breath too as she looked up at him, her countenance straining in its confusion.  “Why …”  And she stared at him, and his eyes went away from her in shame.  “You told him about the mill?”

“I just told him that I used to go there from time to time, you know, to get away from things.  I’m only saying that it’s an idea.  He might not even be there.”

“But ... how could you?  I mean, the mill?”

He finally met her gaze, almost in anger.  “What are you talking about, ‘how could you?’  What did you expect?  It’s my past too, you know.”

She frowned at him, feeling the swell in her eyes.  “I just thought some things should matter to you, that’s all.  Things that were special at one time.”  She sighed.  “Silly me.”  She turned and went down the stairs.

“Where are you going?” he called after her.

“Where do you think?” she said, refusing to turn her head to speak to him.  She reached her car.  “I’m going to the mill.”

-----

Heather sat alone on the couch, listening to the conversation going on outside.  Richard had jumped up so quickly, so intently.  She couldn't hear exactly what was said, but the seriousness of it reached her in the tones and hesitations.  The conversation grew quiet, and Richard walked into the apartment, rubbing his arms from the cold, closing the door behind him.  He seemed distant and distracted now, and she cursed that girl.

It was Vikki Wagner, that she knew.  Everyone knew Vikki Wagner.  Heather and Richard had been having a pretty good time, just sitting and watching, sometimes talking and not watching at all.  Richard sat down next to her on the couch, picking up the remote and flipping through randomly.

Heather spoke.  “Is something wrong?”

“No,” he said, barely audible, hardly acknowledging her existence. “It’s nothing,” he said after a long breath.  “Nothing at all.”

-----

“Aren’t you going to invite me in?” Brian asked, a queer look on his face, and Marcus watched from the hallway as Steven stepped aside slowly, allowing Brian to stride into the house.  “That’s more like it, Stevie!”

“What are you doing here, Brian?” Steven closed the door behind the tall white man with the dark coat.  “I haven’t seen you in, what?  Seven years?”

Brian nodded, walking into the house, towards Marcus.  Marcus took a couple steps backwards.  “Something like that.”  Marcus didn’t think that the tall white man had seen him, yet.  He moved back into the living room.

“Where have you been?” Steven asked.  “You’ve been away for a while.”

“Oh, I’ve been around.”  Brian’s eyes were moving around the house, peering at unknown details and taking in his surroundings.  He turned to Steven.  “I was just in the area again, you know, and I thought, damn!  I wonder if Stevie lives in that same house he was buying years ago?”

Steve gestured to his house proudly.  “Yeah, I am.”

“Obviously.”

Steven led Brian into the living room where Marcus stood near the couch, wide-eyed and still.  Steven gave Marcus a stern gaze.  “Marcus, why don’t you go upstairs for a while?”

“Why?” Marcus said.

“Because I said so,” Steven said, beginning to get more anxious and angry.

Brian seemed to notice Marcus for the first time, his eyes freezing to him.  “Well, what do we have here?”  Brian said.  He smiled at Marcus.  “How old are you, son?”

Son?  “I’m seventeen,” Marcus answered.

“Ah,” Brian said.  “And what grade are you in?”

“I’m a Junior.”

The tall white man seemed pleased by this.  “Who beat the shit out of you, Marcus?”

Marcus grimaced at Brian.  “Nobody.”

Brian chuckled.  “Tough guy.  I like that.  Keep it up.”

Steven spoke up again, channeling the subject away from Marcus.  “What brings you to this area, Brian?  I mean, it’s been so long.”

Brian waited a moment, watching Marcus, before turning to Steven quickly, breaking out of his spell, and addressing him.  “Well, I’m glad you asked, Stevie.  You see, I’m in town on ... well, let’s just say some business.  Personal business.  Very personal business.  And I need your help.”

“My help?”  Steven’s voice rose in pitch.

“Well, actually,” Brian’s gaze returned to Marcus.  “I believe this young man may be able to help me.”

Steven’s eyebrows came together in the middle of his forehead to celebrate his confusion.  “Marcus?”

“Yes, Marcus,” Brian said.  “What a fine name for a young man.  I believe he may just be the person I’m looking for.”

Dancing around from one foot to the other, almost to the point of bouncing in nervousness, Steven spoke suddenly to Brian.  “Look, Brian, I really think you should go.”

The tall white man never took his eyes from Marcus.  “Steven, are you kicking me out of your house, after all we’ve been through, after all this time?  Remember when we were together in Iraq?  God, those were some good times!”

“Look,” Steven began.  “I know that you’ve been ... away on some type of business, and I just don’t think you should get us caught up in it.”

“Normally, I would agree with you, Stevie,” Brian said.  “But you really don’t have a choice.”

“I don’t?”

“No, because if you don’t help me,” Brian placed his right hand under his coat, his back to Steven, and spun around to face Steve holding an automatic pistol in his right hand after removing it from his coat.  “I’ll kill you and then my new little friend, here.”

Steven’s eyes widened, throwing his hands up in surrender.  “What the hell, Brian?”

“I really hate to do this to you, but you don’t know my situation.  And it’s not that big of a deal, you know.  I have a few questions, and he’s the one who can help me. I’m sure he goes to the local high school, right?”

Steven nodded.

“Well, fine, then.  See?  It’s easy already.  Now, Marcus, are you ready to help me?”

Marcus stood on weak knees and sore legs.  He looked at Steven, then at the back of Brian’s head.  “I’ll help you,” he said.  “But on one condition.”

“You are in no position to bargain,” Brian said.

“One condition.”

Brian chuckled.  “Okay, I’ll play, what’s the condition?”

“Kill him.”

The tall man almost turned around, hesitating for a moment.  “What?  I’m sorry, I don’t think I heard you.”

“I said that I’d help you … if you kill Steve, and only if you kill him.”

“What the hell are you saying, Marcus?” Steven said in a panic.  “Don’t screw with this guy, Marcus, he’s dangerous!  Don’t you read the goddamn newspapers?  I think he’s that serial killer. He’s killed people already!”

“Good,” Marcus said, low and a little under his breath.  “Then one more won’t even matter.”

Steven stared at Marcus, held in complete shock, his stupid Army haircut with his hands in the air, his eyes jumping.  When Brian fired the gun twice into Steven’s face, Marcus reached up and grabbed his ears, the sound loud and yet somehow pleasurable.  Marcus didn’t realize he had closed his eyes until he opened them to see Steven dead and bleeding on the floor of the house he had been so damn proud of.  There wasn’t much of a face left.

Brian turned to Marcus, smiling.  “I can tell we’re going to be great friends.”

Marcus watched his stepfather’s blood cover the floor there in the living room.  Brian stood over the dead man.  “Now I’ll help you,” Marcus said.

“Excellent!” Brian said gladly.  He reached into his coat again, pulling out a long envelope.  He handed it over to Marcus.  “There are some pictures in there.  I need to find that kid.  Anything you could tell me about him would be a great help.”

Taking the envelope from Brian, Marcus unfolded the flap and took out the pictures.  “Yeah, I know him,” Marcus said.  “This is Matt, Matt Walker.  These pictures were taken not too long ago.”

“Really?”  Brian seemed surprised.  “What do you know of this boy?”

“What do you need to know?”

“I just need to find him, have a little discussion with him, but his house was empty. Would you know where Matthew might be?”

Marcus continued to look at the pictures.  “Are you going to kill him?”

“Do you have a problem with that?” Brian smiled at him.

“No,” Marcus said.  “There’s this guy that Matt hangs out with a lot, and he could be over at his house.”

“Well, do you know where he lives?”

“Sure as hell do.”  Marcus pointed to himself and the bandages on his face, the wrapping around his nose.  “He’s the jerk who did this to me.”

“Don’t mess with me, Marcus.  I am not here to wreak havoc on your enemies.  I’m here for my revenge.  Now, are you sure that this is where we will find Matt Walker?”

“That’s the only other place I know of besides this house.”

“You must admit, it is quite the coincidence that the boy I’m looking for is friends with the one who beat the shit out of you.”

“Well, he is.”

Brian watched him for a moment.  “Okay, we’ll go over there.  But the first time that I feel like you’re screwing with me, I’ll kill you, you understand?  Nothing personal, it’s just that I’m not really in the mood.  And you were right.  I’ve killed enough people that one more really won’t matter, to me or the authorities.  So just be sure that you’re right about this.”

Marcus knew the complex where Richard lived. Couldn’t be that hard to find once they got there, he thought. “I’m sure.”

Brian nodded.  “Fair enough,” he said.  “Now, where does this other boy live?”

“He lives in an apartment complex a mile or so back near the school.”

“An apartment complex?”  Brian asked no one in particular.  He rubbed his chin.  “Lot of people in a complex like that. That could prove to be a problem. I have to make a phone call. Wait here.” Brian took his phone from his pocket and dialed a number, walking into the other room. He sauntered back into the dining room where Marcus waited. “Can we make it in five minutes?”

Marcus nodded.  “Plenty of time, yeah. But we need to leave soon. My mom will be back in a little while.”

“Okay,” Brian said.  “Let’s go.”

-----

The mills were once the major local industry, employing thousands of families. The mills were cumbersome blights upon the Georgia landscape and greenery, but they were the best jobs around for a generation or more. It was cheap labor, but it was a job. And those mills had put food on thousands of tables.

But the textile industry in the South didn’t have the union backing that other industries in the North did. So when better and cheaper options opened up overseas in developing countries, the mills began to shut down. It was a difficult transition. Some grasped an education and moved on. Others were thrown deeper into poverty. African-Americans moved into the city or up North. The poor blacks that stayed became even more dependent on the little social welfare the state provided.

For Vikki and Richard, this was their curse, to love a land they could not always respect. But they learned the harsh realities of life at a young age. One did not need to respect something to love and care for it.

Vikki heard the gravel and dirt crunch underneath her feet. She walked slowly but surely towards the old mill. It had been a grand building once, she was sure. The main building stood alone a mile or two from the heart of town, and long ago, smoke billowed out of the chimneys. It was a big, rectangular box of brick and mortar and wood, now abandoned and overgrown with wild grass and kudzu. The frame shifted a little over the years, and you could hear it groan and sway during times of heavy winds. The windows had been broken long before she was born, and the doors were gone, ripped out but never replaced.

She remembered being a young girl, gazing up at this monstrous building and imagining horrible things. The broken windows were numerous eyes, and the doors were slack and pained maws. Over time she grew up and realized her fears were childish. But here in the dark, perhaps those fears weren’t so childish after all.

Walking into the old mill, she knew every hole and weak spot. She hoped Matt wasn’t hurt, if he was here. She hadn’t seen another car out front. It was a couple miles from Matt’s neighborhood, quite the walk. The cold wind whistled through cracks in the walls. Her ears strained to hear beyond it all.

She moved toward a sound, faint at first. As she neared the noise, it sounded like someone crying. She rounded a pillar in the building to see him there in the moonlight, sitting in a corner, his knees in front of him, arms wrapped around his knees with his face buried in his arms. He shivered despite the dark sweater and jeans. He looked like a little lost boy, orphaned like something out of a Dickens novel. Her heart broke.

-----

Shade sat at the computer when the phone rang.  He picked it up.  “It’s a cold night.  What do you need?”

“It’s time to put plan ‘B’ into action,” the Postman said.

“Are we on a clear line?”

“Yeah, we’re clear.”

“I’m not very good at this sort of thing,” Shade said.

“I set it all up for you.  A child could do it. Remember the monkey on the bulldog? You’re more intelligent than that. Type in the password now.”

“What’s the password?”

“Make a wild guess.”

Shade typed in, Postman.  The dialogue boxes appeared on the screen of the monitor.  “Okay, what next?”

“See the big button at the top of the screen?”

“The one labeled ‘RUN’?”

“That’s the one.  Take the mouse and push it.”

Shade moved the mouse on the pad to the right of the keyboard, watching the cursor hover above the button.  He pushed the left button on the mouse.  The dialogue boxes on the screen disappeared, and the screen went blank.  Another box appeared on the screen, a clock counting down from five minutes, with words above it.  Shade read it to the Postman over the phone.

“Software loading.”

“Good.  That’s it.  As long as you don’t touch anything, it should work.  Thank you, Mr. Shade.”

“How much longer until you’re finished?”

“Don’t worry, Mr. Shade.  It’s over already.  Have some faith.  It is finished.”





Chapter 17

“I miss the snow,” Matt said, a muffled sound coming into his own ears as Vikki moved closer to him.  “I miss the powder that covers everything around, sometimes barricading you in your own home because the snow is just too much.  It was like that in Minnesota.  God, I loved the snow in Minnesota.  It made everything look clean, white.  Snow makes even the most despicable cities look wondrous and lovely.  It makes everything look cleaner and more beautiful.  It hardly ever snows here.  The winters in the South just look dirty.”

Vikki still moved closer to him.  “You’re shivering.”

“But it’s not that cold.  In Chicago, it was cold in the winter, an almost unbearable cold that froze lakes enough to skate on.  Here in Georgia, it doesn’t get that cold.  The cold here is bearable, which makes it worse.  It’s just uncomfortable.  Where is the beauty in just being annoying?  The dangerous cold of somewhere like ... Albany, Albany, New York, now that was cold.  The danger of that cold changes your whole life, your whole existence shapes itself around the cold, but here in Georgia you just get inconvenienced.  You might get a day off from school because of a little ice or an inch of snow a year.  There’s no adventure or reality in that.”

He looked up into her face now, and he was surprised at her closeness.  Her eyes were sad and sympathetic.  She touched his arm.  “Come on,” she said softly.  “Let’s go.”

“You don’t understand,” he said to her.

“Sure I understand.  You hate the South.”

“No, that’s not it.  That’s not what I’m saying at all ... I … oh, I don’t know what the hell I’m saying anymore.  I don’t know what I’m doing or who I am.  It’s all just a blur or ... or a dream.”

“You’re Matthew Walker, and you’re sitting here freezing your ass off in an old, dangerous mill in the middle of nowhere.  That’s who you are and what you’re doing.”

“Yes.  This mill is dangerous.  That’s what makes it so great.  That’s why Richard loves this place, I think.  He knows the beauty in danger.  Life deceives you, makes you feel safe, but danger is waiting right around the corner. Always. It’s beautiful, knowing that at any minute it could all be gone, in an instant, one wrong step or unlucky move and you break a leg or arm or die maybe.  Safety lies to you. Danger is real. That’s the beauty.  It tells you what is real, reminds you that you’re mortal.”

Vikki sighed.  “Sounds pretty damn stupid to me.”

“I’m just beginning to realize how isolated and safe my life has been. And what a lie it’s been. But even within that safety, there was a secret, and despite everything, my parents, well, Jim and Alice, they knew that secret and tried to teach me.” Matt’s eyes flashed to her. “But I didn’t learn it very well.”

“What secret?”

“The secret to being safe.  You see, the real secret is to stay independent, to not get attached to anything.  You have to be able to pick up and go, just go at a moment’s notice, and that makes you able to do it, to move on and not think twice or look back.”

“That doesn’t sound very wonderful.  Sounds pretty awful to me.”

“It is, but not why you think.  No, it’s awful because if you’re human, if you are a real person, you will inevitably get connected.  You will inevitably fall in love and care about the life that you have.  It’s not wonderful, no, because you still have to leave.”

“Matt, what’s wrong?  What are you talking about?”

“Haven’t you been listening to me?  We’re leaving.  My ... family and I are moving to Seattle, where winters are really dirty and the clean snow hardly ever visits you.”

It took her a moment to respond.  “Seattle?  Why?”

“I don’t really know.  I couldn’t give you any reasons, because even if I knew, I probably wouldn’t believe it myself.”

Vikki reached out and rubbed his arms with both of her hands, soft hands, and gentle touch.  “Come on,” she said.  “You’re scaring me.  You’re shivering and saying things I don’t understand.”

“I don’t want to go home,” he said.

“Then you don’t have to.  Just come and get in the car with me.  It’s warm.  I left it running.”

Matt looked up into her eyes.  The tears were still cold on his face.  “Okay,” he said.  She led him to a standing position.

“Follow me,” she said, taking his hand.  “Try to step where I do, and be careful.”

“Okay.”  He stepped carefully on the same boards and in the same places that she did, hearing the groans and pops of the wood.  The flashes of moonlight through the cracks in the walls made him blink.  She led him like a child through the large pillars and out the front entryway.  He watched her long, blond hair sway in the dry winter air, the static making some of it stand out a little.

They walked together across the dirt and gravel towards her car.  The doors were open, and he sat in the passenger seat, curling up and rubbing his hands together.  She had been right.  It was warm in the car, a good feeling compared to the hard, cold wood on the floor of the mill.  She was next to him soon, looking over at him, rubbing her hands as well.

“You okay?” she said.

“Yeah,” he said.  “I’ll be okay.”

“You’ll warm up in a minute.  Just wait a little bit.”

“I know.”  They looked at each other for a moment, he curled up in the passenger seat, clinging to the door, almost in a fetal position, she leaning over him, her beautiful eyes and lips captivating him as they usually did, and he almost forgot about Kalil and the people he believed to be his parents and Richard and life and death and the whole mess of things that swirled in his mind, confusing and debilitating him.

“So,” she said.  “What’s this you’re saying about moving?”

“My ... parents told me tonight that we are leaving this weekend.  I’m supposed to be on a plane in the morning with my mother.”

“In the morning?”

Matt started at the rising tone of her voice. “Yes, on a plane to Seattle.”

Her voice softened.  “Oh, Matt, I don’t ... why so quick?”

“It’s a long story.”

“Well, we’ve got all the time in the world.”  And she said it like she believed it, and Matt thought that maybe she did.

His body was warmer now.  “I’m going to tell you something that I’ve never told anyone before,” he said.  “And I want you to just listen and then you can think I’m crazy or whatever, but just listen, okay?”

Her brow creased.  “Okay,” she said.

“Ever since I was little, I mean real little, I never thought that I was ... right, you know?  I don’t know how to explain it.  It’s like I always knew that I was different.  And the older I got, the more I felt that way.  And I know what you’re thinking.  Everybody feels a little different. But I’ve read the psychology and the philosophy of the identity crisis, and that’s not what I’m talking about.  I’m not saying that I felt different in an identity sense, I felt different on a basic level, on a ...”  And he stopped there, thinking, rolling his eyes, desperate for the word.  He found it.  “On a spiritual level.”

This shocked her.  “Spiritual?”

“Yes, listen.  Maybe it’s not spiritual, maybe it’s something else, molecular or genetic.  You know how some people who are gay say that they just knew they were different from others somehow, like they knew at an early age?  Well, for me it’s not sexual or even ... material in any real sense.  It’s like something around me and a part of me that I can’t control.  I look human and act human, but I don’t feel human.”

This did not shock her; it confused her.  “Human?  How can you not feel human?”

“That’s what I’m trying to say.  I don’t know what it is or what happened to me, but I feel so different, that what people consider human, I don’t think that explains me.”

“Matt, listen, maybe we need to take you to a hospital or something.  I didn’t think it was that cold, but ...”

“Look, I’m not crazy or suffering from hypothermia or anything.  I know it sounds weird, like, really strange, but I’m saying this out loud for the first time, finding the words for it for the first time.  And I don’t know why I’m telling you this, but this is how I’ve always felt.  And tonight, when I most needed my parents to tell me that this was all my imagination, that I was crazy, they practically admitted to me something that just reinforced my fears.”

“What?”

“That they aren’t my real parents at all.  And we’ve moved around my whole life as a part of something that I don’t know about or understand, either.  They ... adopted me in a way, take care of me.  And it’s time to move again, like we’re running.  Yeah, that’s it, like we’re running from someone or something.”

“But, wait, if you’re not human, as you feel, what are you?”

He leaned back against the seat of the car, exasperated and exhausted.  “I don’t know.  I don’t have any clue.  But I think that if I get on that plane tomorrow, I’ll know.  I’ll find out.  They’ll finally tell me.  And that scares the living hell out of me, to know the truth.  A part of me would rather wonder and lie, deceive, cheat myself of the truth.  I’ve done it my whole life.  I like it better that way.

“But another part of me, maybe the one that matters, it wants to know. I do want to know what I am, really.”

She leaned closer to him.  Her hand reached up behind his head, ruffling his hair there before resting on his neck.  “What am I going to do with you?” she said, and he saw the sadness in her eyes.  Was it sadness because he was leaving tomorrow or pity that she didn’t believe a word of what he said to her?  He searched her heart, her eyes, the countenance of her feelings as he knew he could, and he found that it was a little of both.  “Are you really leaving tomorrow?”

“I think I have to.  I don’t think I have a choice.”  He felt her warmth close to him, the basic heat of her body, but it was something he had never felt before.  He reached out himself and touched her arm, gently, softly touched the arm that reached out and touched him.  “But I don’t want to.  You really don’t know how much I want to stay.”  He shook his head, looking into her eyes.  “God, I want to stay.”

Vikki began to cry, the tears falling on her cheeks when she blinked.  “How much?”

And he thought that he would show her.  He didn’t know if he could, but he thought that if he could push with his heart, like he had done before to convince people, could he just communicate with them, just let them feel what was in his heart?  He didn’t know, but he tried.  He closed his eyes and pushed with his heart how deeply he cared for her and wanted to stay.

Her eyes fluttered and the grip at the nape of his neck stiffened. A gasp escaped her throat.  “Oh, Matt,” she said.  “Who are you that you can do this to me?”

“I don’t know,” he whispered, she was that close now.  “I’m sorry.”

She shook her head drowsily.  “Don’t be.  It doesn’t matter.”  And with her eyes closed, she bent over and kissed him.  It was a clumsy kiss at first, brushing across his lips and then finding them.  His eyes were closed again, as well, and he reached out with his other hand and found her face, the warm tears now damp upon her face, that beautiful face that could take his mind off of all else.

He didn’t know what love was, didn’t know if he could, but he knew that this was the closest thing to it that he ever experienced.

Her hands were on him now, on his chest and shoulders, touching and exploring him.  He held fast to her face, the ends of his thumbs moving across her cheeks, wiping the tears from them.  Her tongue licked his lips, and he opened his mouth to it, to the need of her to kiss him deeper, for the intimacy that it would generate.  She grabbed at his sweater, a hunger flowing through her to him, and he moved his hands finally from her face and embraced her neck, feeling her body closer to him, the press of her breasts against him.  He was aroused, feeling the rumble in his body.

His desire grew, as well, and he pressed on her, loving every sense of her, the smell of her hair, the silkiness of it as his hands moved through it now, his fingers touching the back of her head.  He heard her breathing, and he concentrated on it for a moment, the basic sound of it drawing him nearer to her.

She reached around him, and he shifted his weight, their lips parting for a moment.  Her hand found the lever on the side of the seat, and the back of it moved back to a laying position.  She laid her hands on his shoulders and pushed him gently.  He fell away from her, and she was on top of him, the weight of her comforting him.

“You’re not afraid of me?” he said, barely able to talk above a whisper.

She answered with a kiss, her hair falling down in his face and mixing with the kiss, sudden and intense.  His arms embraced her, enfolding her as best he could.  Her hands took a hold of her hair, and she flung it back behind her, pulling it back where it would stay.  The movement of her body above him, on top of him, the fullness of it, bathed him in the thought of her, the feel of her, the smell of her skin, the taste of her lips and tongue all new and exquisite.

Matt became more comfortable with her body and the arousal he felt, sure that she felt it too.  She had a fistful of his sweater, now, and she lifted it off of him.  He sat up just a little as it went over his head, extending his arms as the kisses were momentarily interrupted.  She leaned back after tossing his sweater aside, and she took off her coat, then her shirt.  They kissed again and again, pausing only to remove clothing. The softness of her skin dazzled him, and he wanted to touch very part of her, know her body like he knew his own. His heat raced.

A pack of matches fell from his jeans. She leaned back then reached down to pick them up. She held them up to the light.

Matt grinned, slightly embarrassed. “From our first date. The place we ate.”

She smirked and put the matches back into the pocket of his jeans, leaning down to continue kissing him.

And the whole moment, the warmth of the car, the feel of her naked body above him, the kisses, the touches, the excitement, the danger, the sadness, the pure emotion, was all with him, and it broke his heart.  He wanted to cry, but he wanted her more.

The intimacy grew in intensity and emotion until they were now one.  Matt was unsure exactly how it had happened, just that she had led him, taught him the whole way patiently and slowly, leading him to an intimate place, and he knew warmth and love and peace and hunger and fulfillment all at the same time, in the same feeling.  And as it ended, came to a close, Matt felt his heart more than any other part of him, rushing him like tempest waves of a stormy sea crash against the white sand of a beautiful beach, with natural abandon.

He lost control of himself.  His eyes closed, and she was his only thought.  He heard her sounds of pleasure, and he said something of his own, but even he didn’t know exactly what.  His heart beat so full and fast, that he truly thought he might die, truly thought that he was dying, but he knew the death was worth this feeling.  But the thunder of his heart scared him.

And she nestled against him, holding him, kissing him, but he became more and more aware that he slipped away, falling into some unknown darkness, as if he were somehow losing consciousness.  He held on as best he could.  But wrapped in her embrace, in the warmth of the moment, he wanted to be lost.  He heard her comforting words.  “It’s okay,” she said as his breathing slowed and his eyes were heavy.  “Rest.  Sleep.  It’s getting late.”

And Matt did rest, sleeping in this unknown peace that was finally his.






Chapter 18

The Postman stood in the middle of an empty room, an empty apartment, his right hand holding the 9mm, the other holding the sheathed sword.  There was no furniture, no pictures on the walls, nothing to indicate that anyone lived here.  He was shocked, no, dumbfounded at the amazing gall of this boy, this little backwoods boy that he was about to kill, to maim, to send into this next life in a whole world of pain.  “I told you,” the Postman said, low and serious.  “I told you not to screw with me.”

A fearful face stared back at him.  “This is the place.  I swear I thought this was the place.”

The Postman raised the 9mm at Marcus and fired, hitting the wall right next to the boy’s face.  “I told you not to screw with me!” he yelled, almost a scream. The boy covered his ears with his arms and cowered. The Postman fired again, and a bullet hole appeared to the left of Marcus. “Where are they?”

“I don’t know,” Marcus said. “Maybe it’s the wrong one. We could check some of the other apartments …”

“You miserable, miserable piece of shit, I’m gonna kill you so damn hard.”

“I thought that this was it!” Marcus screamed, his voice high and squeaking.  “I swear it!  Why would I lie?”

“Because maybe this kid, this Matthew Walker kid is one of your friends, and you don’t want him to die.  Maybe you don’t want me to kill them.”

“That’s bullshit!  I want them both dead, maybe more than you do!”

The Postman reared back his hand across his body, the one holding the pistol, and smacked Marcus across the face with the side of it.  Marcus cried out as he fell to the ground, reaching up and grabbing his face.

“It doesn’t matter, really, my friend, because you're just one more.  One more will never matter to me, not now, not ever.  I’ll kill this whole apartment complex, hell, search and kill the whole world to get that kid, that boy, because his daddy took something from me and my daddy.  We were born enemies.”

The Postman kicked Marcus in the side, hearing one of the ribs snap.  Marcus drew in a desperate breath.  “And now you die, you see, and death comes dressed as my hand.”

-----

When the lights and the television suddenly cut off, all at the same time, Richard didn’t panic.  Power cut out all the time in the winter, but usually a storm accompanied the problems.  They sat together in the dark for a moment.  “Okay,” Richard said, sitting still, waiting.  “I guess it’s not coming back.”

“I guess not,” Heather said.

His eyes adjusted as he stood. He walked out to the window. “The whole complex is dark, not just us.”

“Maybe you ...”  But she was interrupted by two thundering waves of sound that came from somewhere nearby, next door, close enough to shake the small apartment.  It took Richard a moment or two to recover from the shock of it.  “What was--”  And by the time he heard Heather begin to speak, he grabbed her and put his hand over her mouth.

He bent down and whispered into her ear.  “Those  ... were gunshots.  Be quiet and still.  I think the front door is still locked.  Stay here.”  His feet barely made a noise as he raced to the small entryway of the apartment.  He unlocked the door, desperate to not make any sound, but he didn’t think that it mattered because of the yelling.  Someone shouted in the next apartment, someone that Richard didn’t know.  He thought that apartment was empty.

Cracking the door, just enough to get his head into the open, into the cold, he saw what he had feared.  The apartment beside them was the cause of all the commotion.

Then he thought of the power and the lights.

He rushed back to Heather, a little less conscious of the noise he made, so sure was he that she could hear the yelling, as well, and he whispered to her, leaning close again.  “I’m going to go see what that is.”

“No, don’t, you ...”

He shook his head. “Look, I’ll be okay, I swear.  Just when I move, you run down to the end of the building.  There’s another stairway back there.  You have your phone?”

She nodded and pulled it out of her back pocket. He saw three bars of reception.

“Good. I want you to go and hide and then call the police. Call 911.”

“Okay,” she said, her voice strained and cracking.

He touched her hand. “I’ll be okay, I swear,” he told her, and he led her back to the front door of the apartment.  He turned to her.  “Now, when I open this door, you turn to the right and run, run like hell and do as I told you.  Got it?”

She nodded.

He opened the door.

He heard her footsteps on the landing as she ran away from him.

He walked to the front of the apartment next door.

-----

He kicked Marcus again and again, twice in the ribs, once dead in the chest, once in the face, and then in the head, the back of the head as Marcus curled up into a defensive position.  The Postman thought of his brother, Kevin, and how they beat him until he died, and he resigned himself to doing the same to this boy, even though he didn’t know the boy from Adam.  It didn’t much matter.

Nothing much mattered now but violence and revenge, oh, sweet revenge, if only there were more to do, more to kill, more responsible for Kevin’s death.  He would die, yes, die for the chance to put a gun to their head and pull the trigger, to see the blood plaster the wall of their homes or their friends.  Like an artist he would kill them, one by one, maybe beating them like this, yes, this was good, to feel his fist or your body punish another, that was a good thing to do, to have.

He stopped beating him, for a minute at least, his breath coming in short bursts.  “Boy!” he said to Marcus, leaning over him.  “That’s some good friggin’ aerobic exercise.  I should make a video of this and sell it to all my friends.”  He stood straight now, watching the still Marcus cringe in a curled position, groaning in pain, and he pointed the pistol three or four feet from the back of the boy’s head.  “Say hello to Stevie when you get to hell, my boy, my friend.  I have a feeling he’s going to need the company.”

And when he felt the hands on him, the strength surprised him.  He cursed as he felt himself being physically lifted and thrown against the wall behind him, losing a hold of the pistol as he tried to regain his feet.  The first punch glanced across his jaw, minimal pain but effective nonetheless.  The next punch caught him square in the eye, and his head bounced off of the wall he stood against.  He flailed with his arms, just to get this man away, disoriented, but his arms met only air.  The sword, still in its sheath, was knocked from his left hand.

Another punch landed on his cheek, and he wondered how bad the cut would be as he took his opportunity to lunge forward.  His first impression when he met the man’s body was that he was tall, thin, but strong, not too unlike himself.  They were approximately the same size.  The Postman got his arms around the man and tried to take him down, to get him on the ground where he might have an advantage.  This guy was too quick, too strong on his feet, and the man bent over, took the Postman in a firm headlock, and lifted the Postman’s body into the air, using the backwards momentum in his own favor.  The Postman cried out as he lost control of his body, being twisted and thrown against the floor, bouncing and crying out in a stream of foulness.  A sharp pain ran its course through the Postman’s knee.

The man's hands left him, though, and he stood as quickly as possible, given his injured knee, recovering to a defensive position.  He saw the man in full frame now, only for an instant, the long hair, the thin features, and the Postman blocked a punch aimed at him.  In his peripheral vision, he saw Marcus struggle to his feet.  If he didn't take care of this long-haired guy now, then that boy would get away, and he couldn't allow that.  No, not at all.  That would be bad.

The next punch he blocked, the years of street fighting and Army training finally making themselves useful, and he used the block as an opportunity to punch back, feeling his fist connect with his opponent's jaw.  But the other man countered immediately with a strike just as forceful.  The Postman caught another in mid-swing, reaching out with desperation and holding the forearm of the other man with both of his hands.  He shifted his left hand to grab the shoulder, and the Postman threw the man against the wall, seeing the long hair fly through the air as the man's forehead bounced off of the dry wall.

The Postman punched this man twice in the kidneys, pinning him against the wall with his left thigh and hip, the Postman outweighed him by a bit, and then elbowed him sharply in the back of the head.

The man fell to the floor, barely conscious, groaning and crawling, attempting to get to his feet.

The Postman looked around.

Marcus was gone. He ran out of the apartment and stopped at the railing. The BMW roared to life and peeled out of the parking lot, Marcus driving away.

He stuck his hand in his coat pocket.

“That little shit. He stole my keys.”

-----

Heather ran as fast as she could around the side of the building and then towards the back and down the staircase there.  She could see her breath fogging in her face, but it blew away as she ran through it.  She traversed the staircase with caution; it was a wooden one, not like the one made out of concrete and iron at the front of the building, and she found the narrow trail through the woods with ease, the trail that led through the brush to a nearby neighborhood.

She didn't see any lights.

But she kept running, tripping twice on roots and the overall rough terrain, which slowed her down.  She had heard the yelling and the gunshots, God, the gunshots that had scared the Jesus out of her.  She had been so frightened, that she allowed Richard to tell her to leave.  She had just listened to him.  Why?  Why the hell had she listened to him?  But she was down the driveway to a house in the next neighborhood, limping and bleeding slightly from a scrape on the bridge of her nose, before she realized how much trouble Richard was probably in.

She dialed 911 on her phone. It was busy.

She reached the house and knocked on the door with one hand and rang the doorbell with the other. “Help! Please, help!” The house was dark like the rest of the area, but she could hear people in there. She stepped back as the latch clicked and the door opened. A confused pair of older people peered at her from the crack in the door.

“We have to help him!” she said. “Someone has to help him!”





Chapter 19

Matt was in a dream again, although different this time. The darkness gave way to shapes and colors, and light slowly came. He was alone with a figure, a man,who approached him. Not the killer, but Matt recognized him. “Kalil. What are you doing here?”

“Where are we?” Kalil asked.

“In my dream, I think.”

“Then I should be asking you. What am I doing here?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know how I’m doing this, or anything.”

“Then what do you know?”

“I don’t feel human.”

Kalil frowned. “You are human, but more than human. You are what humanity was created to be. At least, in part.”

“What does that mean?”

“You have power you do not understand, cannot understand for years yet. That is why you must come with me and let me instruct you.”

“Shouldn’t I go away with my – with Jim and Alice?”

“What can they teach you? They have done a poor job so far, in my estimation. They will only send you to others that confuse you and lead you down the wrong path. No. The only hope of changing your fate is to come with me.”

“What fate? What is my fate?”

“The same as us all, darkness or light. Only with you, the consequences are greater. You are wasting time. End this dream and leave this place.”

Matt narrowed his eyes. He felt something, a knowing within him of the secret of the angel. “Wait. You know something. You said that the people I love are in danger, too. What did you mean?”

Kalil shook his head. “You must not do this. You are not strong enough. There is no time.”

“Strong enough to do what?”

Kalil brought his hands to the side of his head and closed his eyes. Matt searched his thoughts.

“Someone is in danger. Who?”

“No. Do not do this! If you start on this path …”

“Who is in trouble? Tell me.”

Kalil dropped to his knees. “You aren’t strong enough for him, yet.”

Matt took a deep breath. “Richard. Whoever is trying to kill me found him, didn’t they? Richard is going to die because of me.”

The angel grit his teeth.

Matt grabbed Kalil by the shoulders. “Who is it? Who is after me?” The angel began to fade and dissolve. “No! Who is after me and how can I stop him?”

The angel disappeared, and Matt fell to his knees, staring at empty hands.

He wanted out of his dream, and he got out.

-----

Marcus drove away. He didn’t really know the direction, just away. He was dizzy and faint, beat within an inch of his life twice in as many days. The car swerved as he tried to keep his attention on the road. The school was far behind him, and he reached a stretch of road with fields on either side. His side was in blazing pain, spots in his narrowing vision.

Where could he go? Not home – his dead stepfather waited there. His mother would be devastated. He grasped at the distant thought of driving all the way to L.A. to see his dad. But that would be near impossible in his current condition.

He realized he was passing out as his sight shrunk to a circle but somehow managed to get the car over to the side of the road. The BMW crashed into a wooden fence at the edge of a field and came to a hissing stop. Marcus slumped over in his seat, falling into unconsciousness.

-----

Vikki sat in the driver’s seat, most of her clothes on now, and she shook Matt.

She had let him sleep, but he wasn’t waking up now. He made no response, and he was feverishly warm. Sweat covered his body. She considered taking him to the hospital, but she would have to put some of his clothes on first. She managed a few items but finally covered him in her own coat. She was crying, feeling silly. The whole thing scared her.

He was breathing shallow, and a mist covered the windows from the heat and sweat on his body.

The way he talked to her, the things he said, the way she just ignored them, as if he wasn’t rambling on and on about nonsense, the way she had been overwhelmed with desire, as if by just closing his eyes he could seduce her, it was all unnerving.  She had never been this reckless.  They did not use any protection at all, this bit of truth making her heart race a little faster.

What had she done?  What had come over her?  And during the act, every emotion was a little clearer to her than it had ever been before.  She was still young, hell, still in high school, and she hadn’t been with that many guys, only two; but he did something to her she couldn’t explain, as if every emotion he felt, she felt it too.  And the intensity of those emotions confounded her, took her to a place of wonder and ...

My God, had it been real?

She shook him a little harder.  “Come on, Matt,” she said.  “Come on.  Wake up.  Please.”

She was about to give up, to just put the car into gear and go to the hospital, when Matt’s whole body stiffened, and he sat up quickly, taking in a sudden breath like a drowning man coming up for air.  She drew back.  Her coat fell away from him.  He looked down at himself.

“What happened?” he said.

She shrugged, wiping a tear from her left cheek.  “I don’t know, Matt.  Christ, you gave me a scare.  Are you all right?”

“I feel okay.  Where are we?”

“You don’t remember?  We’re at the mill. You’re in my car.  You ran away, remember?”

“Oh, yeah,” he said, and his confused countenance deepened.  “Wait, I need to do something.”

“Look, I’m gonna take you to the hospital.”

“I’m all right, I swear.  I just need to remember ...”  She put the car into gear.  He turned to her, his eyes wide and full of fear.  “Richard!  It’s Richard!  We have to go to his house!”

“What?”

“Just do it!  I’d drive this car myself, but I don’t know how to drive a stick, and there’s no time.  At least I don’t think so.”  He found his sweater, in the back seat, and put it on, lifting the seat itself back to an upright position.

“What the hell are you talking about? You rambled on forever about not being human, and then you practically pass out after we have sex, and now you’re talking about Richard?  You have to help me, Matt.  I’m scared, really scared.  I don’t know what’s happening to you, Jesus, much less to me!  What’s going on?”

“Look, Vikki,” he said, taking her hand and looking deep into her eyes.  “I think Richard is in trouble.  A lot of trouble.  And we have to move if we have any chance of saving him.  Don’t ask me how I know, just trust me.  I know there is no reason for you to do that, but I’m asking you anyway.  Please.  For Richard’s sake.  Trust me.”  And his eyes held her gaze.  “Trust me.”

She nodded.  “Okay,” she said.  She backed into the dirt road that led away from the mill and drove to Richard’s apartment.

-----

The Postman stepped out the front door of the apartment and looked both ways for Marcus.  He was nowhere in sight.  He cursed, moving angrily back to the long-haired man barely crawling and conscious on the floor.  “Well, if there are no more interruptions, you should be dead in a matter of moments, my hippie ass friend.  You’re pretty tough, but not tough enough for the Postman.  No, not one bit.”  He rubbed his jaw.  “You’ve got a pretty good straight right, I’ll give you that.  But you’re shit for worms now.”

He picked the man up by the shirt collar, twisting it in his hand, and the waist of the jeans.

He threw him through the front window of the apartment, a double window reinforced by cheap wood, but wood still, and the body rolled to a stop against the iron railing of the landing just outside the front of the apartment.

The Postman would have to go back to the Walker house and wait. After he killed this man, that is.  He searched a little and found the pistol, and the sword was in his other hand soon after.  Walking outside the door, he stood over the man.

But it wasn’t a man.  It was just a kid.  Through the blood from the cuts on his arms and face, dark red, almost black in the absence of light because of the low moon behind the trees and nonexistence of power, he saw this person was no older than Marcus.  This must be the one who kicked poor Marcus’ butt.  “Ah, you are the tough one, and you do live here.  Marcus wasn’t lying to me.  He’s just a dumbass who got the apartment number wrong.”  The Postman leveled the 9mm at the boy’s face.

He saw the headlights first, hardly able to ignore the only source of artificial light within miles, and the small black car raced into the parking lot and screeched to a halt.  Coming up the hill, the headlights had blinded him temporarily, but the Postman was one story up.  The headlights shone away from him, below him, and he could see into the car, a black Civic, clearly as his eyes adjusted.

And there, in the passenger seat, there sat his target, the boy, the Walker boy.

It was him.

-----

Their eyes met, and Matt could see the insanity within.  This was no rational person.  And he knew the lump of something on the floor of the concrete landing was Richard.  He could see the blood from here.  He heard Vikki gasp, then scream.  The man wore a long, black coat, strangely fitting his tall frame.  He held a pistol in one hand and a long object in the other.  They stared at each other for a long moment.

The madman. The Killer.

“Get down,” Matt said, and he reached over, grabbing the top of Vikki’s head and forcing it down below the dashboard.  He bent down and lay on top of her, forcing both of them practically into the floorboard of the small Civic, but there wasn’t quite enough room.  She still screamed, and above her noise he heard a man’s roar.

Then he heard the gunshots.

All he heard for the next few moments was the thundering applause of the pistol from above them, the sound of shattering glass, the screams from Vikki, the roar from the madman.  Shards of glass rained on them, and Matt felt the sting of something on the back of his neck, more of an annoyance than anything else.

Then it was over, the noise of thunder gone, only the sobbing of Vikki and the low curses of the madman, sounding clear to them through the nonexistent windshield.  He sat up to see the madman pulling the clip from the empty pistol.  Matt also noticed the smoke rising from the bullet holes in the hood of the little car.  They were alive but the car was dead. He opened the car door quickly, speaking to Vikki under his breath.  “Come on, we’ve got to get out of here!”  She moved fast, responding immediately to his order, as if anything would be better than staying there.





Chapter 20

The Postman watched as the young couple got out of the car without any noticeable scratches, and he continued to curse, looking through his coat for the ammunition that he knew to be there.  He kept one eye on them, one eye on the bleeding young man under his feet.  They began to run, got about twenty feet down towards the road when Matt Walker, yes, it was definitely him, stopped, the girl with her long blond hair flowing in the cold air grabbing at his hand.  The boy looked back at him defiantly.

This intrigued him.

The boy spoke.  “It’s me you want!  You killed all those people in my dreams, but I’m still alive and unharmed.  Come and get me if you dare!”  And he turned, running, pulling the girl behind him.

This enraged the Postman.

The rancor in him grew to the point that he threw the 9mm pistol down, not in any particular direction, just away.  He pulled the sword from the sheath and ran from the landing and down the concrete stairs after them.  Although he limped noticeably, the vengeance in his heart and the heat in his head overwhelmed the pain in his knee.

He completely forgot about the longhaired boy and left him bleeding on the landing of the apartment building.

-----

“Where are we going?” Matt heard Vikki ask from behind him, the sound of her breathing and heavy footsteps on the asphalt of the dark street accompanying her strained voice.

“The school is what, a half mile down the road, just before the town square?”  He breathed deeply already, trying to keep the air.  He was really in no shape to run so hard or fast, but the adrenaline began to affect him.  He felt a little lighter, slowed only by Vikki.

“Yeah, but ... the school?”

“Just come on,” he said.  He looked behind him.  In the distance, he could see the madman running after him, but he didn’t gain on them.  They could outrun him all night if they needed to.  But they needed to get to the school as quickly as possible.

“Can’t I just call 911 on my phone?” she asked.

“You can try.” But he didn’t think it would work.

“Shit!” she said after a moment. “The line is busy!”

The power was out all over the neighborhood.  But he hoped that the security system at the school didn’t operate only on the local power supply.  He hoped that it ran off of some sort of generator.  In fact, he banked upon it.  What would get the local authorities moving faster than someone robbing the local high school with brand new Apple computers and a closed-circuit television system installed at the beginning of the year?

He hoped, at least.

And hope was all he had left.  His energy was draining, and he didn’t think a one on one fight would result in a victory for the home team.  At least he had gotten the madman away from Richard.  Matt wondered how badly Richard had been hurt.  He couldn’t tell in the brief glimpses he received back at the apartment building.  But he knew that Richard still lived.  He just knew.

He didn’t have to look back to see the madman limping after them or the sneer of pure insanity and irrationality on his face to know it, either.

Matt didn’t tell Vikki these things.  She was already scared enough.

They reached the parking lot of the school, and they had to push their tired bodies up the slight incline to the front.  Vikki took deep breaths.  “What .. now .. huh?”  She leaned over, her hands resting on her knees.

He shot a glance at her.

The entry at the front of the school was decorated with a series of stone pillars and bushes.  Three double doors, all glass reinforced with a wire mesh, marked the entrance.  Matt picked up a metal trashcan that rested near one of the stone pillars and carried it over to the middle double doors, pushing it through the one to his right.  The glass shattered and the wire mesh caught the object.  He pulled it out again and threw it as hard as he could through the previous breach with a yell, and the trashcan fell through to the tile inside the school.

No sound.  No alarm rang through the dark, cold night.

Matt cursed.  “Maybe it’s a silent alarm,” he said.

“What?” she said, still catching her breath.  “This was your plan?”

“Well, do you have any better ideas?”

She shook her head.  “Why don’t we keep running?”

He looked back and saw the killer not far away.  They had pulled away from him and his limp, buying themselves a little extra time, but he would be here in a matter of moments with that ... sword?  Really? A sword?

“Come on,” he said, beginning to rip the rest of the window apart, throwing glass and wire mesh aside and cutting his hands several times.  He climbed through.  He just fit through the opening.  “Let’s find somewhere to hide.”  She sighed in defeat and allowed him to help her through, as well.  “Watch for the glass,” he said.  Her shirt tore, but she got through almost as well as he had.

They moved through the front of the school until the lobby split into the two main halls.  Matt looked to his right and to his left.  “I’ve got an idea,” he said.  He turned to her.  “Did he see us come in here?”

She shrugged incredulously.  “I guess. Do you want him to come after us?”

They moved down the hall to his left, and he tore at things as he ran down the hall, the familiar smell of the school and its tile filling him.  He tore at the bulletin boards in front of one teacher’s room.  He tipped over another trashcan.

“What are you doing?” she asked.  “He’ll know where to look!”

“I hope so,” he said.

They reached the end of the hall.  He pulled her with him into the Chemistry lab.

The Chemistry lab was laid out like most in the many other schools that Matt had attended.  There were several permanent workstations placed around three of the walls with sinks and outlets for the Bunsen burners.  “Yes,” Matt said more to himself than to Vikki as he immediately began to turn all of the gas outlets to an open position.  “Come on!” he yelled.  “Hurry up and help me!”

“Help you what?”

“Turn them all on!  Hurry!”

And she hesitated before turning one on, then another, then quickly to another and to another.  They both worked together, and Matt let her finish while he looked for ways of implementing the last of his plan.

-----

The Postman limped up the slight hill towards the front of the school.

He would kill them.  Did they really think that he didn’t see them go into the school?  They were trapping themselves in, allowing themselves to be cornered.  And if they hid from him, then he would look for them, all night if he had to.  The power and phones would be out until the local utility workers figured it was a computer virus and brought in a hacker to fix the problem.  There was no telling how much time he had.

But these kids, they would die.  He would see to it.  He would kill the boy first, then the girl, then maybe piss down their throats or in their eyelids.  He would laugh while he did it, yes, laugh and laugh, roaring in victory.

It wouldn’t stop there.  There were more to die, more to kill.  He would go after Daddy Franklin next, then all of his men.  He would kill them all.

But first these two, first these young ones ripe for the moment of death he would bring them.

He made his way to the front of the school.

The hole they had crawled through didn’t seem wide enough to accommodate him.  He took off his coat, ignoring the cold, throwing it aside and putting one hand through the hole, then his head, then his other shoulder.  The edges of glass cut into his skin.  He groaned angrily, pushing through the hole.  Falling through to the other side, he was careful to keep a hold of the sword, dropping the sheath outside.

He stood, yelling, his face turned towards the ceiling of the lobby of the school.  “Keep running! You’ve got nowhere to go!”

-----

They both heard the madman yell from down the hall and looked at each other simultaneously.  “What are you looking for?” Vikki asked him.

“Are they all on?” he said, bending low and rummaging through a cabinet.

“Yes, all of them, now what are you looking for?”

“A bottle of some kind.  Help me.  He’s in the school.”

“How do you ...”

“Just look,” he interrupted.  “Hurry.”

“Okay,” he heard her say as he flung open another cabinet, this one above his head.  “Here,” she said.  He turned to see a glass Sprite bottle, empty and lifted off of the teacher’s desk.

“All right, now we have to climb through the window.”

“The window?”

“Dammit, yes!  Now go!”  He reached the long window after she did, and he helped her wind the winch that turned the lever for the glass to open and allow for air or whatever in or out, holding a soiled hand towel in one hand.  The space wasn’t that wide.  He didn’t know if she would fit through.

He boosted her up and into the area of the open window.  Matt knew the killer was in the lobby, looking now down the hall towards the Chemistry lab, noticing the obvious signs of disruption.  The madman didn’t care.  He followed them.

Matt pushed her through, and he didn’t know how she made it.  But she did.  He heard her squeal as she fell to the cold hard ground below the window.  He squeezed himself through next.

The madman was halfway down the hall.

He held on to the towel for dear life as he made it through, his thin body navigating the space easily.  Vikki helped him up.  He led her ten yards from the open window of the Chemistry lab across the lawn behind the school.  The football field lay just beyond this lawn.  He stopped and turned to the window.

Taking the glass Sprite bottle from Vikki, he stuffed the towel halfway down into it.  He took the pack of matches out of his pocket, the pack of matches from the café of their first date the other night, the first date of that other life, that other time when the danger of his life had just been a dream.

“What are you doing?” Vikki asked.

“Waiting.”

-----

The Postman walked, limped, down the hall, stepping over a poster that had once been taped to the wall.  Chuckling softly, he thought the children, so scared, so damn shitless that they were flailing down the hall. Sounds of yelling, talking, and movement in a room nearby. He shook his head.  Children.  Sometimes they didn’t understand how voices carry, carrying sounds of their imminent demise to his ears, sweet sounds telling him how they would die, how he would kill them.  His knee was in very noticeable pain, but that was negligible compared to the pleasure their deaths would bring him.  He reached the room finally and entered the open door.

He saw the open window only after his eyes darted quickly, crazily around the room built for one of the sciences.  Beyond the open window he saw Matt Walker, looking into his eyes.  How could the boy see him over the distance and in the dark?

And what was that in his hand?

The Postman looked around the room again.  All of the knobs on the workstations were pointing to the red side.

He heard the hissing. They were on. It was natural gas.

He heard the boy say something, what he couldn’t tell, and his head turned just in time to see the flaming bottle fly towards the open window.

“Oh, shit,” he said.





Chapter 21

Vikki screamed as Matt shoved her to her knees. “Get down,” he said, and she watched the flaming Sprite bottle arc towards the school like in slow motion. She covered her ears as the explosion knocked them both down and the flames erupted from the Chem classroom, the windows shattering and spraying glass over the lawn. Her ears still rang as she looked up and saw Matt beside her, flat on his back. Vikki cried as she shook Matt for a second time that evening, her hands on his shoulders, her sobs coming fast and desperate.

Looking around her, she didn’t see anyone or hear anything.  Only the dim light of the moon and the small flames now inside the Chemistry lab threw any light on the lawn here.  She said his name through the choking sobs and the rustle in the cold grass as her body moved forward and back to try to wake him.  She couldn’t believe what just happened.

The man in the long dark coat, was he dead?  Did Matt kill him?  It took her a moment before, when they were in the Chemistry lab, to figure out what the hell Matt was trying to do, but she finally did.  And now Matt lay here on the grass, flat on his back and unconscious.  Again.  She still cried as she looked around, still shaking Matt, still saying his name.

He moaned, and she glanced immediately down at him.  “Matt?”

His eyes fluttered open.  “Hmn?”  He turned over, groaning like a sore old man, and he sat up.  His gaze moved to the window of the school just in front of them both.  “Oh, man,” he said, and he moved to his feet.

She rose with him.  “I know.”

His head turned from side to side, as if he didn’t believe what he saw or what he had done.  His hair was tousled, standing awry around his head.

A moment passed. She ran her hands through her own hair. “Did you ...  Is he ...?”

He began to walk parallel to the school, towards the parking lot of the school.  “I don’t know,” he said.  She followed.  “But I think so.  I think he’s dead.”

“Where are you going now?”  His step was quick, and she was worried.

They reached the parking lot, the gray asphalt making sandpaper sounds underneath their steps.  “To see if Richard is still alive.”

-----

It took them longer to reach the apartment building than they closed the distance to the school, at least it seemed that way. Matt led Vikki up the stairs of the apartment building after he heard the sirens in the distance.  The emergency vehicles came up the road, and he wondered silently who had called them and how.  He turned his back on the flashing lights coming towards them.  Stepping on the landing first, he hearing Vikki cry out from behind him.

There was blood.  Lots of it.

Matt thought for a moment that he was dead, lying there bleeding on the cold concrete landing for how long?  Five minutes?  Ten?  Fifteen?  He bent down quickly and pressed the tips of his fingers against Richard’s neck, which was soaked with blood from a nasty gash on the side of his face.

He turned to Vikki quickly, who had her hands pressed to her mouth, her eyes speaking horror to him.  “Go inside, in there to his apartment and get some blankets and sheets and things, anything.”  But she just stood there.  “Vikki!” he shouted.  “Did you hear me?  He’s still alive, but we have to keep him warm before that ambulance gets here.”  It woke her from a daze, and she spun on her heel without saying a word and raced off.

He turned back to Richard, kneeling over him.  Richard lay on his back, and there were cuts all along the side of his face, his left arm, and possibly his back.  But Matt didn’t want to move him, at least, not before the ambulance arrived.  He heard somewhere that was bad.  A police car arrived first, spinning into the parking lot of the apartment building.  Matt could hear the ambulance not far behind.  He put his hand on Richard’s head, feeling a tear on his own cheek.

“Come on, man, live,” he said, whispering it, willing it.

Vikki arrived behind him, and he helped her place the blankets and sheets over his body.  Vikki leaned over Richard as well, nearer to his head.  She still cried, whether she was aware of it or not, and she placed a towel in her hand over the nasty cut along Richard’s cheek to stop the bleeding, holding it there with gentle pressure.  Matt made sure the blankets were placed evenly over his body.

The police car screeched to a halt just next to the ravaged black Honda Civic, and a policeman stepped out of his vehicle.  He was dressed in the usual blue uniform, and his belly exaggerated the clinking of his belt, weighed down with gadgets, as he bounded up the staircase.  His flashlight blinded Matt temporarily, and he saw Vikki experience the same reaction.  “The ambulance is on its way,” he said, obviously seeing the blood on the concrete, the blood soaking the towel on Richard’s face and the blanket around his left arm.

Matt turned back to Richard and away from the cop, nodding.

The cop moved closer.  “Are either one of you hurt?”  He shone the flashlight over their bodies.

Matt looked down at his own hands and saw the cuts on his hands were gone.  He shook his head.  “No.  We’re okay. Just him.”

“Who did this?  Did you see it happen?”

“We saw it,” Matt said, his voice low.

“I’m sorry, say that again?”  The policeman took the radio out of his belt and knelt down behind Matt and Vikki.

“I said we saw it.”

He took Matt by the arm and forced him to stand.  Matt looked into his eyes with anger.  “Come with me over here,” he said.  Matt only resisted him for a moment and weakly.  He led Matt over past the top of the stairway, a few yards away from where Vikki knelt over Richard.  Matt stared at Vikki while the cop spoke to him.  “Did you see who did this?”

Matt nodded.

“Who?  Can you give me a name?”

Matt shook his head, glaring at the cop.

“Where did he go?”

“After us.”

“After who?  You and the girl?”

“Yes.  He came after us.  It was me he wanted.”

“What?”

Matt gestured towards Richard.  “It was me.  He did this to him because of me.”

The policeman, who still had a firm hold on Matt’s upper arm, groaned.  “Okay, so why was he after you?”

A long moment passed.

“Come on, son, tell me why he was after you.”

“I don’t know.”

“Okay, so he went after you.  What happened then?”

“He followed us to the school.”

“Okay, the school.  Then what?”

The ambulance pulled into the parking lot.  “I killed him.”

-----

Vikki was pushed aside as the two paramedics began to examine Richard.  The policeman had Matt pinned to the wall, asking him questions.  Matt gazed at her, then at Richard.  One of the paramedics spoke to her.  “I’m sorry?” Vikki said.

“What happened here?”

It took her a moment to understand to what exactly this paramedic referred, but she answered finally.  “I don’t know.  We ... just found him ... like this.  This is how we found him.”

The paramedic, a young pudgy man with graying dark hair, turned his attention back to Richard.  They had carried the stretcher with them up the stairs, and they prepared to move him over to it.  An oxygen mask soon covered Richard’s mouth and nose.  They both said something about blood and losing a lot of it, then something about back and neck injuries from going through the window.

She could see the apartment doors open down the way, people opening and then shutting their doors or stepping outside in bedclothes to see what was happening.  The policeman left Matt for a moment and shone the flashlight up and down the landing at other residents, some of them murmuring questions or cursing if they could notice the body of Richard being attended to.  The policeman yelled something about witnessing this incident, and Vikki watched as the paramedics placed a harness on Richard’s neck and proceeded to strap him to a board.  Another police car entered the parking lot.

She felt Matt’s presence next to her, standing by her.  The paramedics moved Richard onto the stretcher.  Vikki stepped forward to follow them.  “I’m riding in the ambulance,” she said, and they didn’t answer as they tried to maneuver the stretcher around the landing and down the concrete stairs.

She heard Matt’s voice from behind her.  “I’m going, too.”

The paramedics took Richard down the stairs, mumbling some sort of agreement.  Vikki and Matt followed.  They reached the bottom of the stairs and quickly took the stretcher into the open doors at the back of the ambulance.  One of the paramedics sprinted to the front of the ambulance.

The other one turned to Vikki and Matt.  “Y’all his friends or something?”  Vikki nodded.  “All right, you guys better come on with us, we’re a little shorthanded tonight, and you two better get checked out, too, just in case.  You guys look a little rough.”  They followed the paramedic into the ambulance.

Vikki heard a voice as the paramedic began to close the door.  It was the first cop, the one with the big belly who had questioned Matt.  “I need to question those two.”

“What is this?” the paramedic yelled.  “A freaking bus?  Ride up front if you wanna talk to these kids.  They’re going with us.”  And he slammed the door on the cop.  He turned and eyed Vikki and Matt, who now sat across from him, looking over the stretcher with Richard strapped to it.  The engine roared to life.  “I hate that bastard,” he said.  “He doesn’t give a shit about people, just his job.  I love slamming that damn door in his face.  I’ve been waiting all day to do that.”

Vikki smiled in spite of herself.  “Thank you,” she said.

He smiled back at her.  “No problem, ma’am.”  He started to attend to Richard, using a heavier, cleaner towel to press against the gash on his face.  He turned to Vikki.  “You wanna hold this for a second?”  She nodded and did as he asked.

Matt spoke up.  “Is the power out at the hospital?”

“The power’s out all over the county, but the hospital can run off of a couple old generators in the basement.  They do pretty well for what we need in times like this, which is why we’re shorthanded.”

“Why are you shorthanded?”

The paramedic shrugged.  “A couple guys out with the flu, the power goes out and forty or fifty people fall down the stairs or stub their toe or bang their head on something, and they call 911.  This is the only serious one we’ve gotten all night, once we finally got it.”

“How bad is he?” Vikki asked.

The paramedic’s demeanor changed.  He had been friendly, talkative, and bright.  Now he frowned, serious.  “I don’t know.  We have to get him to the ER before we really know, but he could have severe back or neck injuries.  And he lost so much blood, in the cold, and we don’t know how long he was there. I tell you one thing, he’s definitely going to have a scar on the side of his face unless the doctor can do a bang up job of stitching him up.”

Vikki nodded and turned to Matt as the paramedic continued to hold Richard as stable as possible while the ambulance moved along some of Georgia’s roughest country roads towards the main highway and over to the hospital.  “You have to help me,” she said to him, leaning close and intimate, and she noticed the paramedic glancing at her, trying to ignore what was supposed to be a private conversation.

Matt looked at Richard, as if attempting to see what she meant.  “What?”

She shook her head at him.  “You have to help me understand what happened back there.”

He met her eyes.  “What do you mean?”  He spoke low now, as well, and leaned in closer to her.

“How did you know?”

“Know what?”

“About Richard?  How did you know he was in trouble?”

His brow creased, and he looked down, bowing his head.  “I don’t really know how, but when I fell asleep, you know, after?”  His eyes shot back up at her, then down again.

“Yeah ...”

“Well, I dreamt, and I kinda just knew.  I just knew it like ... like I told you how I knew things before, remember?”

She nodded a silent affirmative.

“Well, it’s a little like that, except different.  The thing is ... I can’t explain it.  I swear I would if I could, but I can’t.  I can’t explain anything that happened tonight.”

“Do you know who he was?  Who that man was?”

“No, not at all.”

“But why did he come after you like that, if you didn’t know him?”

Matt shrugged.  “I never saw him before in my life.  Well, except for in my dreams, I think.”

“Dreams?”

“Yeah, I’ve been having these ... dreams lately,” he shot a glance at the paramedic, and Vikki leaned in closer.  “And I see things sometimes, and it’s weird.”

“But you never saw him before?”  He shook his head.  “But how did you know he would be after you ...”  He started to answer, but she interrupted him with her hand, waving it in front of his face.  “Don’t answer that, I know, I know, you just did.”

Matt nodded.

-----

And he was about to say things to her, even though the bothersome but necessary paramedic could hear, things that he didn’t even know if he believed, things about himself and the dreaming in color and the image of the naked woman and about angels that come to your door and tell you mysteries.

But he never got the chance to do that.

The ambulance rocked suddenly, and Vikki squealed from beside him.  The paramedic cursed loudly, grabbing desperately to balance the stretcher between them, and Matt reached up and touched the roof of the ambulance above him, standing to his full height.  The ambulance shifted, the sound of traumatic tires and wrenching metal moving through his body like a wave, and then it began to roll.  His body was thrown against the roof of the ambulance without warning, too quickly for him to truly react.  He felt his knee slam against something hard, maybe the roof, maybe the wall, he couldn’t be sure, he was tumbling so fast, and he cried out in pain.  They continued to roll, and Matt was blind to everything.

His shoulder hit the wall across from him.  He heard the rustling of things hitting the outside of the ambulance and the shattering of glass.  His body was thrown against the front of the ambulance, and his elbow crushed the glass there.  As he landed hard, he realized the ambulance rested on its side. He looked up and waited for his vision to clear.

Everything was still.  Matt tried to stand as the dizziness began to pass, but his knee screamed with pain. Unable to fully put his weight down on his leg without crying out, he staggered toward the back of the ambulance, the doors wrenched open from the wreck. His eyes adjusted and he could make sense of the shapes around him, straining to see where Vicki and Richard were. But as he looked around, he couldn’t see anyone else.

He was alone.

Looking past the open doors Matt saw a trail of debris along the sharp incline of the side of the road.  He could see the headlight of a car stopped on the road just above them and behind them, but the front of the car had been smashed in.  Had it hit them?

Gathering his strength, Matt crawled to the back of the ambulance and fell out the opening. Rolling himself over the door, his torn knee twisted as he cried out and cursed. He landed on the cold ground among some brush and tall grass and yelled at the pain in his knee, closing his eyes.  He opened them again to see someone five or ten yards away from him.  He saw the blond hair.

“Vikki!” he cried weakly as he noticed her movement, her struggle to stand.  Just beyond Vikki lay the stretcher with Richard still attached to it.  Farther on up towards the road, the paramedic rolled over, sat up and held his head.

A figure got out of the car, a shadow against the brightness of the headlight bearing down at them. Matt’s pain gave way to the pounding in his chest and he felt like his breath was knocked out of chest.

It was him.  It was the madman, the killer, the one Matt thought he had killed.

How the hell did he survive?

The madman stumbled forward, not wearing the long coat.  He stepped towards the ambulance, completely ignoring the others, holding the sword in his right hand.  Could he see Matt here among the brush?  Matt didn’t know, but he crawled as quickly as he could without making much noise around the ambulance, hiding behind it, the wrecked emergency vehicle between him and the headlights of the car on the road above.

Testing the pain in his knee as he moved, Matt found he could stand, barely. The ambulance rested on passenger side, so he reached up and pulled himself over the top of the cab and looked down into it. The driver was held to his seat by the safety belt, unconscious and bleeding from his nose. The policeman lay in a crumpled heap among broken glass, brush, and the grass beneath him, his leg twisted as an unnatural angle.  The policeman was also unconscious, maybe dead.

The driver’s side window had broken in the wreck, and Matt pulled his body on top of the wreckage, moving through the window easily feet first, landing on his left leg, his left foot resting just beside the policeman’s head.  He reached down and tugged on the revolver at the policeman’s hip.  The cop appeared lifeless as Matt pulled it from the holster, ripping it out.  Sticking the revolver in his jeans, he lifted himself up past the unconscious driver, using the steering wheel and the dashboard to climb up with two hands and one leg and out into the open air.





Chapter 22

Vikki looked around herself, her head still spinning from being thrown from the back of the ambulance.  The ambulance itself lay on its side, resting against the trees just away from her.  She sat up and closed her eyes, waiting for some great pain to overwhelm her, but nothing came.  Checking herself over, there were minor cuts, scrapes, maybe a potential bruise or two, but nothing else.  A movement above her caught her attention. She squinted and saw a shadow move towards the ambulance.

It was a man, moving slowly, painfully from the car that had stopped above them on the road.  They had obviously been involved in some type of wreck, the ambulance going off the road down this incline and now resting on its side.  She peered long at the figure coming towards the ambulance, moving like an old man.  Was it someone to help them?  She stood and raised her arms.  He moved a little closer.

Then she noticed the sword in his hand. She stopped waving.

He was bandaged sloppily around his face and neck and arms and hands.  He wore only a T-shirt, the slacks and shoes he had before, and she could see the blood, black in the moonlight, crusting through the bandages, still wet in other places.  He was in a great amount of pain, moving deliberately, slowly, evenly.  He stopped.

He looked at her.

Vikki could see the confusion, the glistening tears in his eyes.

She screamed.

-----

The Postman heard the scream, and he barely recognized the girl, the blond.  The burns on his arms, his face, God the pain was unbearable, and he didn’t think he could stand it anymore, the bandages crusting against his skin, the bandages he had stolen from the nurse’s station at the school.  The bitterness of chewing half of the bottle of aspirin still filled his mouth.

He could barely see, the darkness, the blurry figures, the blinding lights, the burning in his eyes.  He could barely hold the sword, that stupid samurai, Bruce Lee, goddamn sword that weird guy Mr. Smith had given him.  But he held it, he managed to, and he would manage to cut the head off of that damn kid, that little shit that burned his ass.

And that couple driving late on a country Georgia road, those unlucky lovers never knew what happened by the time they stopped the car because of some dark figure laying in the road.  He had killed them quickly, the sword painful in his hand, but still effective.  He had driven towards the hospital sitting in the woman’s blood, and his own.

But he focused on the blond, the boy’s girlfriend.  What was his name again?  He couldn’t remember.  He would kill her first, maybe.  Maybe he was around and would watch.  He moved towards her.  But the closer he got, he noticed something in the grass not far from her.  He focused on it.  It was a stretcher with a ... the long hair, he saw that long hair from here, and he walked towards that hippie bastard.

Someone was talking to him, cursing at him, and he turned just a bit to see a man sprinting towards him, a red and white uniform running.  The Postman lifted the sword and swung at the head of this figure as it neared him.

The blurry uniform now fell to the ground, out of his vision, without a head.

That was easy enough.  Maybe that Mr. Smith wouldn’t die now after all.  Or maybe he would.  The Postman would decide later.

He turned back to the longhaired bastard.

He moved closer and closer to the stretcher lying in the grass.

-----

Matt heard Vikki scream, and he prayed she wasn’t dying.  He fell off of the ambulance on the opposite side that he had climbed up on, and he rolled away from his right knee, protecting the pain there as best he could.  He crawled around the ambulance, the underside of it to his left, the heat of the engine reaching him.

He could smell gas.

He moved a little quicker, ignoring the pain in his knee with more courage.  He wondered for a moment why the pain seemed to be getting less and less, but he figured it had something to do with the adrenaline rushing and surging through his system.  Dismissing the thought, he reached the back of the ambulance and saw the madman, his head, arms, and hands covered in bloody bandages.  The madman’s back was to Matt, and Matt stood desperately, watching the killer closing in on something in the grass.

It was Richard.  The madman was going to kill Richard, the sword straight out to his side, shaking, held with a heavily bandaged hand.  Matt could also see the headless body of the paramedic lying on the hill.

Matt pulled the revolver out of his jeans.  He aimed.  He pulled the trigger, closing his eyes to prepare for the blast.

Nothing happened.

Matt cursed to himself, and he scanned quickly around the handle for the safety.  He found it.  He switched the lever.

The madman was close to Richard now, almost close enough to kill him.  As Matt leveled the gun again, straight at the madman’s back, he saw Vikki move between the madman and Richard on the stretcher.  She held her right hand out in front of her as if to stop him, like that would stop a killer.  She knelt just in front of Richard, almost sitting on him.

“No!” she screamed.  “Don’t you touch him!”  Matt watched as she took a deep, defiant breath with intense, tear-filled eyes.  “I love him!”

Matt fired.  The first shot, loud and deafening, hit nothing, but got the madman’s attention, and he stopped moving, freezing in his tracks.  Matt fired again, more ready for the kick this time, straightening his humming arms and holding the gun with all his might with both hands.  The deafening sound made him blink again, and the madman was spun around, hit in the shoulder.  The madman’s eyes looked for Matt, for something, but didn’t seem to find what they searched for.

Matt fired again.

The bullet clipped him in the side, just under his ribcage.  He didn’t drop the sword and stayed on his feet, rocking from side to side.

Matt fired again.

This one hit the madman in the chest, on the left side, closer to the shoulder than the heart.  He staggered backwards, dropping the sword to the ground.  Matt noticed the bullet tore right through the body, blood splattering in Vikki’s face.

Matt fired again.

The bullet was better aimed this time, tearing through the middle of the body, just below the breastbone, again cleanly through and making Vikki scream against the violence and noise.

Matt aimed again, this time attempting a direct line to the man’s forehead, directly between his eyes.

He fired.

The top of the killer’s head exploded in a bevy of blood and large pieces of flesh.  The body fell back onto Vikki.

She screamed.

Matt walked, unhindered now by any pain in his knee at all, over to Vikki.  He threw the revolver aside so he could use both hands to lift the dead and bloody body off of her.  It was heavy, and he could only push it off of her, rolling it limply into the grass beside them.  He bent over and took her in his arms as she wept in hysterics, covered in a murderer’s blood.





Chapter 23

Valerie rolled over and answered the phone.  She moaned in pain, her ribs screaming at her.  She had no idea how long the cell had chirped at her.  “Who the hell is it, now?” she asked.

“Detective Mann?” the male voice from the other end of the line.

She woke just a bit more.  “Yes?”

“You might want to come out here.  There’s been an incident.”

“An incident?”

She heard him sigh.

“Who is this?” she asked.

“Agent Lawrence.  Look, I really think that you need to come down here.  We might need you to listen to a description and see if it’s your guy.”

“My guy?”

“Our guy, yes.”

“Isn’t this Bureau business?  I mean, why call me?”

“Bill Young got out on bail today.  We were hoping you’d come down here and help identify this guy.”

“What’s happening down there?”

“I think you need to come down here and see for yourself, Detective. Please.”

Please?  “Well, if you put it that way, where are you?”

Agent Lawrence met her at the front entrance of the hospital.  His demeanor had changed since she last saw him, since they spent five hours going over her short working relationship with Bill Young and why she had decided to interfere in a federal investigation, all part of his questioning the night before.

Something serious happened, she told herself.  Agent Lawrence forced a smile, but his serious demeanor never changed.  Damn, he actually smiled at her.  She smiled back, trying to hide her anxiety, not to mention the pain that continued in spite of the five ibuprofen she took before coming over here, and she nodded.  “This isn’t my jurisdiction,” she said to him, being a little bit of a bitch just for fun.

“Funny,” he said, and he found her more amusing than he should have; or so she thought.

She nodded at him again.  “Do you have him?”

“Who?”

“The Postman?”

“You mean Brian Stuart, right?”

“Right.”

He began to walk down the hall.  “That’s what you’re here to tell us.”

She followed him closely down the hall, past the lobby, down a corridor.  “Why do you need me?”

“Bill Young didn’t have any photographs of his son lying around the house.  Or at least, he didn’t leave any for us to find. We haven’t been able to get a hold of his mother for the past few days.  And we are searching for other extended family.  Brian was in the armed services, but those records are difficult to get to on such short notice.  Disappeared as a college student, and a picture hasn’t been available.  I need a personal ID, and I need it fast.”

“For the papers tomorrow.”  It wasn’t a question.

“Right.”

“Where is Bill?” she asked.

“He disappeared not long after his lawyer came to post bail.”

“Disappeared?  I can’t believe you guys let him out on bail. You guys sure are good, you know.”

“We’ve been busy.”

“What about fingerprints?”

He slowed his pace, a fast pace, and almost looked back at her.  He paused, changing the subject.  “They just got the power back twenty minutes ago.”

“They?”

“The hospital.”

“Another virus?”

“The same.  How’s the ribs?”

“Hurt like hell.  Why didn’t you answer my question before, about the fingerprints?”  Agent Lawrence and his friendly attitude began to scare her.  He led her around a corner.  She read the painted sign on the door.  “The morgue?”

He opened the door, peering at her, and stepped back for her to go in first.

Whoever said Chivalry was dead?

Valerie entered, seeing the row of cabinets on the wall to her right.  Agent Lawrence walked over to the third row from the left, the second one up from the floor.

My God, she thought, I’m going to see the dead body of Brian Stuart, the Postman.  Bill Young’s son. 

The agent pulled the handle.

A smooth rush of air accompanied her first vision of the dead Postman.  His body from the waist up was badly burnt, with some blisters still wet.  The top of his head was gone, but she looked at his face, or tried to.  The scent of blood did not exist in this room, but she could see the brain, or parts of it, what was left of it; and she pointed to his shoulder, where there was a slight scar.  “That’s where I shot him last night, but …”

“Yeah,” he said.

“How the hell did it heal so fast? And these other wounds,” she gestured at them, her face set in a grimace, “where did they come from?”

“He was shot.”

“By whom?”

“A guy upstairs.”

“One guy?  I want to talk to him.”

“In a minute.  This is him, right?  This is the guy?”

She studied the face, the features, she looked at the hole in the shoulder from her bullet, impossibly healed.

“Yeah, that’s him.  What happened?  How did you guys find him?  In some out of the way hotel or something?  Did you guys corner him somewhere and do this to him?”

“The FBI had nothing to do with this.”

“What?” She whirled around to face him.  “Your guys didn’t do this?”

He shook his head.

“What the hell happened?” she whispered, leaning in close.  “The mob?”

He shook his head.  “A kid.”

She blinked, her blond hair flapping around her face.  “Wait.  Say again?”

“A kid.  A seventeen year-old kid did this to him.”

“Damn, he looks like the friggin’ Marines got hold of him.”

Agent Lawrence nodded.

“How did the kid know who it was?” she asked.

“He didn’t.  Mr. Stuart here went after him.”

“To kill the kid?”

“Apparently so.”

“I thought he had finished ... I mean, done what he wanted to do.  I thought Franklin was it.”

“So did we.”

“What’s the kid’s connection?”

Agent Lawrence shrugged.  “That’s another reason I called you.  I thought maybe something about this kid would help you remember something Bill Young told you about Mr. Stuart here.”

The bottom dropped out of her heart.  “You still don’t believe me, do you?  That I had nothing to do with it.”

“Quite honestly, Detective Mann, I don’t know what to believe.  I’ll show you what I mean.  Come on.”  And she followed him out of the morgue after watching him close the Postman into his cold, metallic crypt.

They caught the elevator not far down the hall, and she didn’t pay much attention to the floor number Agent Lawrence pushed.  A kid?  She still dealt with the shock, shaking her head periodically, to no one but herself in particular, but a little afraid at the same time.  She thought about those goons, those hired guns.  How many had there been?  Ten?  The Postman killed fourteen people the other night all by himself and tonight couldn’t hit his mark.  Maybe he had been exhausted or wounded more than she thought.

“How many did he kill tonight?” she asked, knowing peripherally the elevator moved upwards.

“In total?  Four.  He killed a man by the name of Steven Richter, kidnapping his stepson, who the paramedics found unconscious two or three hours ago.  He ran all over the place trying to find another kid, beating one of his friends pretty bad.  That friend is in a coma.  That’s where we’re going.  Well, I’ll let the kid tell you what happened next, but Mr. Stuart killed a young couple in order to get their car.  He pulled over an ambulance and killed a paramedic in the process. A cop is in critical condition.”

“What’s the kid’s name?”

“Which one?”

“The one who Brian went after, wanted to kill.”

“Matthew Walker, parents Jim and Alice.  They’re on their way, maybe already here. They’re pretty upset.”

“No shit. Name isn’t familiar.  What about the one in the coma?”

“Richard Albright.  We’re going to his room.  All the kids are there.  They insisted.  I figured I could wait a while before drilling them.”

“That’s so ... human of you,” she said, and she made her sarcasm as obvious as possible.

He laughed.  “Thanks for your confidence, Detective, but my humanity has nothing to do with it.  I have to wait on their parents anyway.”

“So why are you doing this?” Valerie asked. “I thought you wanted me suspended for all my interference in this case. Why include me now?”

Agent Lawrence frowned and lowered his head. “For one thing, my superiors told me to give you some … leeway in this. But also,” he took a deep breath, “you’ve been right about a lot of things, some things we should have listened to, perhaps. This is bigger than we thought. Not just another serial murder case. There’s a corrupt cop involved, the mob, and now these kids. I don’t know where they hell they came from. So I figure maybe we could work together instead of …”

“Instead of you being an asshole?”

He smirked. “Yeah, that.”

The elevator stopped, and they stepped out together, Agent Lawrence leading the way.  “So, we’re talking to Matthew, right?”

“And his friend, Vikki.”

“A girlfriend?”

“So I gather.  They don’t particularly act like it, but she was involved as well.”

“Poor kids.  They’re lucky they’re alive.”

“Maybe,” Agent Lawrence said, just before stopping at a closed door a few yards down the white hospital hall from the elevator.  “It depends on what you call luck.”

-----

Matt watched Vikki, letting his gaze pass from her to Richard and then back again.  Richard’s face and arm had been bandaged after the attention given by the emergency staff.  His arm and back now possessed several stitches, and his face would have a scar, even though the doctor wasn’t sure how noticeable it would be.  But Richard would now have a constant reminder of this night every time he looked in the mirror.  He was in a coma, hooked up to a myriad of machines to monitor his condition and progress.

The doctor said the trauma to the head had been severe, but he didn’t expect any brain damage.  Richard should be out of the coma in a matter of days.  This comforted Matt, who had spoken to the doctor while Vikki stood beside him without saying a word.

Despite all his own injuries, he felt no energy drain.  He found it odd that he had been so exhausted a few hours ago, and yet now he couldn’t sleep at all.  He wondered what took Jim and Alice so long, figuring they would be here by now.  His knee felt fine, not an ounce of pain to speak of, just a little soreness, and his elbow, well, that was a little weird.  He distinctly remembered hitting his elbow during the wreck in the ambulance, and he also distinctly remembered seeing the blood flow from a cut there.  In fact, as he looked down at the elbow, he could see the bloodstains there, his own blood tainting the gaping hole in the sleeve of his sweater.

But there was no cut.

No scab, no sign of any break of the skin, as if it never happened.  Just like the cuts on his hands.

Did Vikki see this?  Is this the reason she hadn’t said a thing since declaring her love for Richard?  Ah, there were endless possibilities to what bothered her, to what silenced her in his presence, everything from shock to fear to utter confusion to complete exhaustion.  And an hour or so ago, he was the same, felt the same as she.  Now his mind cleared, and he thought with reservation about the evening.

People were dead.  He heard them say so.  Not just the paramedic, but a young couple that the madman had stolen the car from.  And Marcus was involved, or his stepdad. For the first time, Matt wished he could leave.  For the first time, he realized he would never have a home.  Not with madmen coming after him and endangering those closest to you.  Matt was the reason these people had been caught up in such a violent event.  It was all his fault.  And he couldn’t forgive himself for it, for doing this to Richard, to Vikki.

He had to know what he was now. There was no choice anymore. He could feel the drawing to another place, to the truth.

But the one thing that hurt him the most, the one thing that hung in his mind like an annoying set of wind chimes, continued to be the words she had said about Richard, to a killer, the desperation in her voice, the intensity in her eyes. I love him.

And as he thought of it, as he thought of that moment, one concept held his mind in thrall.

No one will ever feel that way about me.

The door opened, shedding just the slightest bit of light onto a dark room.  He and Vikki both peered up at the two individuals who stepped through the door.  Matt noticed Agent Lawrence, from the FBI, but did not know the blond.  They had obviously roused her from sleep for this, her hair in shambles.  She wore wrinkled clothes.

-----

She paused in shock as she looked over him.

My God, Valerie thought, he can’t be more than thirteen or fourteen years old.

He sat next to the hospital bed, or as close as he could get given the machines that were attached to the young man in it.  The girl, a beautiful blond, barely acknowledged Valerie as Agent Lawrence closed the door behind her.  She watched Matthew Walker, though, with his dark, short hair and big, brown eyes.  He seemed too young to tie his shoes, much less kill a man.

Much less kill the Postman.

Or Brian Stuart, the papers would have the name by now, she was sure of it.  Had they paid enough to get the names of the people in this room?

Matthew seemed bright and alert, much more so than she, and Valerie approached him, knowing Agent Lawrence still stood at the door.  “Matthew?” she said.

He regarded her flatly, as if he didn’t much care who she was, but she told him anyway.

“My name is --”

“Valerie Mann.  You’re a detective.”

She kneeled down beside him.  He looked away.  “How did you know my name?”

He shrugged.

“Okay,” she said, and she shot a wondering glance over at Agent Lawrence, who just nodded.  She turned her attention back to Matthew.  “Matthew, I’d like to talk to you for a minute, to the both of you, if I could.”

“No,” Matthew snapped, and he glanced up at Valerie.  “Talk to me.  Not to her.  It has nothing to do with her.”

“Okay, fine, sure, whatever.”  She put her hand on his arm the sleeve of his sweater.  He pulled his arm away, clutching it next to him.

“Does it hurt?” she asked, trying to meet his gaze.  He wouldn’t let her, shaking his head.  “Do you wanna go into another room, so we can talk?”

He rose to his feet.  She rose with him.  Agent Lawrence led them into the hall and down to another room, an empty room.  Valerie reached around herself to turn on the lights.  “Please, no,” Matthew said.  “There’s enough light in here.”

“Okay,” she said, turning to Agent Lawrence.  “Can we be alone?”

He nodded.  “I’ll be right outside the door,” he said, as if his presence there would comfort them.  And she had to admit, maybe it did.  He left, closing the door behind him.

The only light for the room came from the large window on the far side.  The kid sat on the empty bed, the bare mattress creaking slightly beneath him.  His head was down, his hands together between his knees.  “I’m sorry this happened to you, Matthew,” she said.

Matthew shrugged again.

“So ... tell me.  Why you?  Why did he go after you?”

“Because I’m different.”

“Different?  Different how?”

“I just am.”

Valerie grinned at him.  “I’m not too old to remember what it was like to be your age.  Everybody feels ... different.”

He sighed and pursed his lips.  Valerie thought that she would cry if he sighed like that again.  “You won’t understand.”

“I think I do,” she said.  “But we’ll get back to that.  Let’s start at the beginning.”

Matt smiled sarcastically at her.  “The beginning?”

“No, no, I mean the beginning of the night.  When did you first see the ... I mean, Brian Stuart?”

“I saw him first when we drove up to Richard’s apartment.”

“And what did you see there?”

“He was about to kill Richard.”

“And what were you doing at Richard’s apartment?”

“I was there to stop him.”

She shook her head quickly, closing her eyes.  “W-w-wait.  Excuse me, what was that again?”

“I was there to stop him.”

“To stop Brian Stuart? A serial killer?”

“Yes, to stop him from killing Richard.”

“How ...”

“I said you wouldn’t understand.”

“How did you know Richard was in danger?”

“I had a dream.”

“A dream?  What kind of dream?”

“I don’t know, a dream.  I had a dream that Richard was in danger.  We went to his apartment.  Mr. Stuart was there.”

“Are you saying you’re psychic?”

“I don’t know.”  He took a deep breath.

“Okay, okay,” she said.  “So you’re at the apartment, you see Mr. Stuart, what happens next?”

“I get his attention.”

“How?”

“I ... challenged him.”

“You?”  She shook her head again.  “My God, Matthew, do you understand how many people were looking for him?  For Brian Stuart?  The media even gave him a nickname, you know, like they do for some serial killers?  The Postman, they gave him the name the Postman based on something I said to the papers.  The Atlanta police, the GBI, the FBI, they were all looking for him, we all tried to get him.  The mob probably had a high dollar reward on him after he took out the son of the head of Atlanta organized crime.  He killed fourteen people last night, ten of them hired mercenaries.”

“What about the other four?”

“The other four?  The family of Andrew Franklin, his wife and two kids.”

His eyes met with hers.  “Two kids?  A boy and a girl?”

“How did ...? Don’t tell me, another dream?”

“Yeah.”

She hesitated, just to collect herself, her overwhelming sense of disbelief.  “So, what I’m saying is, this guy has killed more than one or two people of his own.  He was on this mission of revenge of sorts.  Your name never came up, not on one file, not anywhere.  Do you understand?  It was supposed to be over.”

“But it’s not.  It’s not over.  It’ll never be over.”

“He’s dead.  You killed him.  It’s over now.”

“No.  It’s only beginning.”

“Look, this has been a long couple of days, a long week for me, too.  I’ve been chasing this guy all over the place and doing all kinds of illegal things in order to do it.  I know this has been a long night for you, but my ribs are hurting, and I’d really like for you to tell me what happened without talking in these riddles or saying things that are hard for me to understand.”

“Your ribs hurt?”

“Yeah, I got shot by some asshole the other night.  Lucky for me I was wearing my vest.”

“And you want to understand?”

“Yes.  Now tell me.  Tell me what happened.”

And he told her.  He told her about the run to the school, the idea about the gas in the Chemistry lab, the explosion, the ambulance, the wreck, the death of the paramedic, his shooting of the Postman.

She listened quietly.  She hadn’t brought a pad to write this down with but she was sure she would remember this for a very long time.  As he spoke of his actions, his decisions, and killing the Postman, her awe grew until she felt lightheaded, rubbing her eyes and temples as the words reached her.

“And now I’m here, being questioned by you,” he finished, and she had a million questions, the weight of them disabling her efforts to speak.

“But you still don’t understand,” he said, and he moved towards her.  He seemed to float from the edge of the bed until he stood beside her.  Reaching out with both hands, she felt the pressure on her waist, on her ribs.

“What are you doing?” she asked, but her breath had left her.

A severe pain rushed through her body, and she cried out.

When she opened her eyes, the light in the room seemed a little brighter.  She looked around, finally meeting Matt’s gaze.  “It’s gone,” she said, and she felt his hands slip from her waist.  “The pain is gone.”

The door to the room opened quickly, throwing the yellow light from the hall on the both of them.  Valerie saw two people, a man and a woman, rush past her and embrace Matthew.  She assumed they were Matt’s parents.  The woman cried while holding him.  What were their names again?  She felt Agent Lawrence’s hand on her shoulder.

“Detective Mann, we need to talk,” he said, and she let herself be led out of the room, away from Matthew, away from those eyes of his that made her dizzy.

What did he do to me?

“Detective, are you all right?”

She spun around on her heel, almost falling over.  Agent Lawrence caught her.  “He ... he ...” but she couldn’t finish.

“Detective Mann, are you okay?” Lawrence asked.

She pushed past him back towards the room, moving the door open more.  She looked around herself.

It was empty, still dark.

“Where is he?” she asked.

Agent Lawrence stood beside her suddenly, and he twisted back and forth in the doorway.  “They’re gone,” he said.  “Maybe they’re in Richard’s room.”

She followed him down the hall, but she knew they wouldn’t be in Richard’s hospital room.  She wasn’t surprised when he reached the other door, pushing it open suddenly, hearing the girl cry out, hearing Lawrence curse as he found nothing.

“Godammit,” he said under his breath as she stood behind him, peering over his shoulder into the room where the girl stared blankly back at them both.  “Where the hell did they go so fast?”  He pulled a walkie-talkie out of the pocket from the inside of his coat, beginning to call for a search of the hospital, but she knew that the search would be in vain.

They would be nowhere to be found.





Chapter 24

Jim and Alice sat in the front seat.  Matt watched the streetlights along the highway blink past him.  He set his forehead against the cold glass of the window beside him.  “Tell me,” he said, just loud enough so Jim and Alice could hear.  “Tell me what I am.”

Jim brooded while his white knuckles clutched the steering wheel.  The sputtering sobs from Alice reached Matt from the front seat.

“Please,” Matt said.  “Tell me.”

After a long pause filled with the sound of Alice crying and the noise of the tires pulling on the road, the flashing lights in his eyes, and the cold glass against his head, he heard Jim speak.  “They never told us, not officially,” he said.

Matt sighed, a slow dragging sound, whispering sadness.  “How can you not know?”

“Some things were never explained to us.”

“By whom?” Matt pressed.  “Who’s behind all this?”

Jim sighed, mimicking Matt’s own sound.  “Maybe I should start at the beginning.”

Matt silently agreed.

“Alice and I met in college, a small conservative school in South Carolina. We both had an interest in the supernatural, the freak stuff. We hit it off and fell in love. Her mother possessed some abilities and that brought her to investigate the supernatural, while I was simply curious. I watched old TV horror movies and read comic books, but I became serious in my studies after high school.”

“Is it true? What you told me of your mother?” Matt asked.

Alice’s eyebrows rose. “That she died of a brain tumor before you were born, yes. She fancied herself a Seer, and she could know strange things. She thought I would develop those same abilities. But I never did.”

After a slight pause, Matt said, “Please. Tell me more.”

“My mother was what some would call a witch. She hid her abilities from most people, especially in the South, but she did find a group that investigated the supernatural without judgment or condemnation. They called themselves the Sage, and they helped my mother control her abilities. I was still in touch with them in college. A couple even looked after me after Mother died.”

“Wait,” Matt said. “You mean Aunt Assandra and Aunt Emily?”

“Yes,” Alice said. “They were what some would call witches, manipulators of magic and spirits. Then I met Jim, and as we became close, I told him about them.”

“I was fascinated,” Jim said. “The more I learned about the Sage, the more I wanted to be a part of it. After a year or so, we joined as official members of the Sage.”

“As what?” Matt asked.

“As researchers, observers,” Alice said.

Jim cleared his throat. “We had been married a year or so before they gave us a name and told us to watch this man. He was a criminal, working for the mob here in Atlanta, and he had extraordinary powers. We were only supposed to watch him. That was our assignment for seven months.”

“What was his name?” Matt asked.

“Samuel Doss,” Jim said.

Matt squinted his eyes. “What type of powers did he possess?”

“Oh, he could read minds, that much we know for sure,” Jim said. “But his power of seduction and coercion was phenomenal. He took all kinds of people into his bed, like he was experimenting or something. It wasn’t really about sex for him, I think, but power. He liked having power over another individual. He was young, twenty-five or so, and the crime family he worked for was powerful, quickly climbing the ladder.”

“But if he could read minds,” Matt said. “How could you watch him and not get noticed?”

“It’s not easy,” Jim said. “Over the years of working with the Sage, Assandra and Emily trained the both of us to conceal our thoughts, feelings, and so forth. The tricky part is taking on a surface identity to hide behind. On a broad scale, someone who can read minds won’t notice you. If he or she focuses on you, especially the powerful ones, then you can’t hide from them. Doss was that strong. But we kept out of his sight.

“We watched him, and he was unaware of us. But things started to change. Women he was with started showing up dead. He was killing them, brutally. We were almost pulled from the case, but then the murders stopped. He had begun seeing a woman, one particular woman that seemed to capture his interest. We started watching her, too. The only name we could get on her was Melia. She was …”

“Beautiful,” Alice finished. “She was the most beautiful creature you ever saw. She was mystifying.”

“She was an angel,” Matt said.

Jim shook his head. “Now, we don’t know that. The Sage has records of individuals who claim they are angels, but there’s no way to know for sure.”

“Yes, you do,” Matt said. “She was an angel. And Doss loved her.”

Jim scoffed. “I don’t know if he could love anyone. But he was obsessed with her, yes. She was a challenge.”

“The Sage contacted us,” Alice said. “The Sage works independently, but their autonomy is limited by other organizations that give them funding. We were told to leave immediately, that this was no longer our concern. But we fell in love with Melia, too. And we wanted to protect her from Doss.”

“Who was the other organization?”

“A mysterious organization called the Assembly. We don’t know more than the name, but they are powerful and wealthy.”

“So what happened with Melia?” Matt said.

“Well, without funding, we didn’t know how we could stay,” Jim said. “But Melia came to us, right to our door. She knew about us all along and asked for our help.”

“She was pregnant,” Alice said. “Pregnant with Doss’ child. We were caught off guard. We were bound by oaths and vows, but we broke those. We took her with us to Seattle. We were afraid Doss also knew about us, but she assured us he did not. We asked her a million questions, but she never said much. She was so sad.”

“We kept our secret from the Sage as long as possible,” Jim said. “But eventually they found out. The Sage came to take her away to the Assembly, but we begged them to let her stay with us. She asked to stay with us. They contacted the Assembly, and the Assembly said she could stay. But on one condition.”

Alice bit her lip. “They told us we had to dedicate our lives to caring for the child, protecting him from Doss. The Assembly told us others would want to hurt him, as well, so he would need a family, protectors.”

“We said ‘yes,’ of course, ignoring the implications.” Jim sighed. “The baby came, and we were there, along with four doctors associated with the Sage. She had the baby, and within minutes, she quietly passed away. She just died. The doctors were aghast. In the room, you could feel her spirit leave. We cried for days. The only solace we had was this precious little baby boy.”

“Me.”

“Yes, you,” Alice said. “We kept up the ruse of a regular family and brought you up the best we knew how.”

“And Doss?” Matt said.

Jim shook his head. “He’s dead. The mob killed him, cut him up in little pieces and put him in a dumpster somewhere.”

“When were you supposed to tell me this? When was I supposed to know?” Matt said.

“Years ago,” Jim said. “But we were afraid, afraid you would hate us and leave. We thought that the truth would put you more at risk than keeping it from you. We were wrong. But please believe us, we wanted to protect you and keep you safe as best we could.”

“But you lied to me.”

“Yes,” Alice said. “And we’re so sorry.”

“So what am I? Is there a name for what I am?”

Jim took in a deep breath, exchanging glances with Alice. “They never told us, officially. But we put it together over the years.”

“What?” he pressed.

Jim frowned. “Matthew, you are an immortal.”

There was a long silence in the car.

“What does that mean? I can’t die?”

“No, you’re not invincible, you’re an immortal. An immortal is a person that will never grow old. Your body will always be young. You’ve never been ill. And you never will be. Your body will heal from any wound unless fatal. And sometimes immortals have abilities that grow as they get older. But most do not.”

“And that is what you call an immortal?”

“Yes,” Jim said. “And now you need to learn what it means to be immortal. You will go to others of your kind, people who will teach you far better than we can what powers you possess and how to use them.”

Matt frowned. “Where are you taking me?”

“To the airport,” Jim said.

“To Seattle?”

“Not now. It’s gone too far for that. You’re headed to Rome, Italy. To the Assembly.”

 

The small private plane sat before him, and the people that he knew as parents stood in front of him.  Matt turned to Jim, the cold breeze ruffling his hair.  “I don’t know what to say,” Matt muttered, his voice strained, his own eyes filling with tears.  “I mean, is this goodbye?  Is this goodbye forever?”

Alice sobbed now.  Jim held her close.  “If you’re asking whether or not we’ll ever see each other again …” Jim shrugged, “I can’t say.  My guess would be that we probably won’t.”

Matt lowered his head.  “I should be so pissed at you guys right now, for lying to me, for keeping things from me.  But after tonight,” he chuckled and sniffed.  “After tonight, I guess I understand how protective you always were of me.”  He met their gaze.  “You never took on another major case for the Sage because of me,” he said, and Jim nodded, looking down and away.  He turned to Alice.  “You never had a child of your own because of me.”  She began to cry.  He turned back to Jim.  “I’m sorry.”

A tear rolled down Jim’s cheek, a tear from this man Matt realized he barely knew.  Jim shook his head.  “No reason to be sorry, son.  You’ll always be ours, in our hearts.  Know that.”

“Oh, Matt,” Alice said and embraced him.  Matt gathered the woman he loved more than anything in his arms and began to cry.

After a long moment, Jim pulled at his wife.  “C’mon honey, the plane is waiting.  He needs to go where he’ll be safe.”

Alice nodded as she pulled away, wiping her face with her bare hands.

“Jim and Alice … are those your real names?”

Jim smiled despite the sad moment.  “They should be the names you remember us by.”

Matt grimaced as he turned and went up the short staircase up to the private plane.  He turned and looked at them one last time before entering the plane that would take him to the unknown, leaving behind everything in his life that he had ever loved.





Epilogue

I have failed.

I came for one simple purpose, to divert a young man from a path that would lead him to darkness and destruction, and I failed.

The Master gave me one chance, a rare opportunity to correct my mistake.

For I have been to Earth before. Years ago. In Earth years, almost eighteen years, in fact. I came as a woman then, a beautiful woman. I had no mission, and my only agenda was to experience this life, this mortality that so engrosses and confuses the mighty messengers of Paradise. To experience it is the only way to know the dangers and the temptations that humanity faces. We are beings of immense power, so powerful that even the strongest and bravest of men, when we come to them in our full glory, fall to the ground in fear and worship. But to be a mortal is to be overwhelmed, to feel such fear, to be lost in a sea of senses and desires and desperations. And joy.

And that is where I was deceived. Here in this city, Atlanta, some years ago. A celestial being more used to the mortal flesh was able to manipulate me and seduce me. I even had a child, a boy. It was a mistake, a tragic mistake. However, children are such a treasure to our Master that he waits until the birth of the child before bringing us back to Paradise to face our fate, our punishment.

I realized my lamentable error and knew I deserved to be removed from Paradise for all of time. Throwing myself upon his boundless mercy, I begged him for quarter. I fully expected to be tormented for all of time.

But he forgave me. I saw also firsthand the compassion and wisdom of the King of Paradise. It only made me love him more. But since Paradise is outside the limitations of time, I could see the path my son would take, the lives he would destroy if he chose to take that path. The Master understood and even gave me a chance to do some good, to steer him to a different choice.

In my return, I failed.

I failed my own son.

I can hear the singing of Paradise, the music that is beyond sound, the voices that are beyond the notes of this world. The joys of Paradise draw me and cause me sorrow. I long to be one with it again. All that is left for me is to wait to die, waste away until I am brought again to my home.

My son lives, but he was always going to live. It is in his nature to live. It is also in his nature to destroy. If I could have taught him, diverted him away from those that will only use him, then the world would have hope.

But now, although the world will be ignorant of the conflict until it is too late, they must hope in others to either divert him to a life of good … or heroes to stand against him.
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