
        
            
                
            
        

    
Epilogue 


Josh Lowinski crossed to the other side of the street before he passed the bum huddled in the doorway of an abandoned community health center on Milwaukee just south of Fullerton. 

Josh wasn’t afraid of the man, few people made him uneasy these days, it was just that he stank. 

He smelled so bad, week old sweat, stale piss, and…was that the hint of chocolate that he’d left in his pants?  Josh held his breath, not bothering to look back at the man.  The chilly wind shifted direction as it so often does in Chicago during October and the smell of the guy wafted over him all over again. 



Yes, the man had most definitely left a good-sized chunk of crap in his pants.  Or…was it something else?  The wind died down and Josh took a breath.  Yes.  It  was something else.  The man’s whole sent was wrong.  Yes, there were all of those things, the unwashed body, the pants soaked in urine after a late night drinking a 40 of Mickey’s, or if the foot traffic had been especially charitable that day, he may have been able to afford a bottle of Dmitri vodka, the excreta from only God knew how long ago, but there was something else.  A faint aroma 

of…what?  It was almost sweet, and yet made him uncomfortable, made his skin crawl, made his stomach turn over, but only a little. 



Josh walked a little faster, trying to outpace the inevitable gust of wind that would blow the smell back in his face again. 



 City needs to take out the trash.  



Without warning the smell was stronger, much stronger, and without the presumably 

necessary gust of wind to facilitate it. 



Josh glanced over his shoulder and saw that the bum had risen from his spot and was 

following him, gaining on him quickly if he had judged the distances correctly.  He hunkered his shoulders, flipped his collar, and thought about putting in his headphones, the standard Chicago, 

“Screw you,” to anyone who was trying to get your attention, but some instinct deep inside told him not to. 



The smell got stronger still, and it wasn’t just the man’s excretions that made Josh 

uneasy, it was that something else that bothered him. 



 My God, it’s terrible.  



And yet he wasn’t afraid.  If the man tried to mug him Josh would…what?  Rip his throat out?  Punch his nose into his brain?  Kick out his kneecaps and break his jaw?  They were all options, and that did not even take into account either of the knives he kept hidden on his person of the gun in the shoulder holster. 



At last the smell became more than he could bear and he turned to confront the man.  As he did, the man’s hand moved in a blur and raised a pistol with a long silencer on the end.  Josh started and reached for his own gun, but knew as he did that he was already too late. 

There was a single subdued muzzle flash before Joshua Michael Lowinski’s world went 

black. 





Chapter One 

The Movers 






James Wright took a deep breath of newly warm spring air.  He and his partner-in-crime, as they jokingly referred to themselves, Sean, cruised down Lake Shore Drive at about 65.  They were ten over and if the police were out and vigilant today, it could mean real trouble for both of them, especially James.  But everyone else around them was driving at least 65, shoot, James had seen a Porsche Boxter blow past doing better than 90.  No, James doubted the police would even be on Lake Shore Drive this fine Wednesday morning in the year of our Lord 2014.  But still, it never hurt for an ex-con to keep his eyes open for the CPD. 



No, never hurt indeed. 



It was a good day today.  He and Sean had already worked a job, helping a little old lady get moved out of the first floor apartment she’d lived in for the better part of fifty years down on the Southside of Chicago along around 87th and into a nursing home where she would probably spend the last fifty days of her life if she was lucky.  The place wasn’t the kind that people left unless they were taken out on a gurney or in a body bag. 



 I’m never gonna let my mom end up in a place like that,  James thought, wincing at the smell of piss that had permeated the air. 



 It’s pee, not piss, James.  You’re putting that life of cussing and drinking and shooting up behind you.  



No, she probably wouldn’t last too long in that place.  It was the kind of place that the CNAs didn’t bother cleaning out the bedpans too often and the nurses would take half-hour breaks to smoke cigarettes and gripe about their clients. 



He caught himself thinking it,  Smoke cigarettes.  That’d be nice, wouldn’t it?  Man, I could use one right about now.  



He inhaled deeply again and the fresh smells of grass, new leaves, and what he could 

only think of as clear sunshine, filled his lungs.  No, he didn’t  need a cigarette, but God-Almighty and Lord Jesus, one would be nice right about now. 



“You thinking about that Mrs. Monroe we left in that place to die?” Sean asked, breaking his train of thought. 



“Sure am.  I swear, some folk’s kids are so cruel.  You saw the look in their greedy eyes soon as we moved their mamma out.  They wanted to see what she left behind and they couldn’t wait until she was gone.  It’s sick.” 



“Well, maybe the nex’ one’ll be better,” Sean said, the ring of hope leaking through his tone. 



“Should be.  Michelle said it was a younger guy by the sound of it.  Just called yesterday. 

She was tryin’ to get Tony and Sam out there to help him, but he said he’d wait for us, said he heard we’re the best in the company.” 



“That’s right, there’s nothin’ wrong with tellin’ the truth!” Sean smiled at him and 

offered James his left fist, keeping a firm grasp on the wheel with his right. 



James had been out of prison for almost two years now and it felt good.  He felt good. 

Life had dealt him a lot of bad hands for a lot of years, but things these last few months had finally started getting better.  He’d gotten back together with Monica a year ago and his four-year-old baby girl Olivia finally had her daddy back in her life.  That had been a trial he’d never thought he’d have to face with Monica.  She’d been so easy to get with before he’d been put away.  Back when he had money from moving crack to college students around the city.  Back when he drove something that could have kept up with the Boxter, well, almost.  Back then. 

Well, he wasn’t that person anymore and she wasn’t the kind of girl now who would fall for that kind of guy. 



Why she had fallen for him, he still wasn’t entirely sure, perhaps just a dogged 

determination and his fair share of good fortune.  James had always been lucky, always been the kid who seemed to win the little contests at school, or make a buck or two on the scratch offs from the local 7-Elevens, maybe he’d been lucky with Monica too.  Before prison, she’d claimed it was because he was so darned cute, but every time he’d looked in the mirror he would only see a slightly better than average face looking back at him, framed against untamable brown hair falling in a limp mess this way and that and a nose that was slightly too rounded around the edges to be truly attractive.  He’d had a face with cheekbones defined enough to sharpen a razor against and a narrow chin.  His face had been all hard lines and angles except for that maddeningly rounded nose.  His body too had been similar, he’d been a whip of a man in his teens and early twenties once his post-maturely fading baby fat had worn off.  He’d been told in high school that his mind was sharp, and if anyone had asked him then, and probably still today, he’d have answered that he took life too seriously. 



James had always supposed it came with the territory of understanding the world for what it was, a very hard place that took much and forgave little.  Prison had done little to change that, rather, if anything, it had solidified that belief until it was granite. 



But prison  had changed him, no doubt about that, as it changed many men.  For some it turned a man with a hope for the future into a hardened criminal who would be in and out of the system for the rest of his life.  For others it left them beaten, without a desire to move on, no matter how much they claimed that they’d make a fresh start when the next paycheck came or after one last time chasing the dragon.  For James, prison had left him forty pounds heavier than his previous 135.  He’d learned early on that to keep the monster hiding under his bed from scaring him at night he’d need to put on some serious muscle and had set about doing just that. 

He hadn’t stopped exercising once he’d left prison and after working for Michelle as a mover he’d managed to put on another ten pounds, which was considerable for someone who was 5’8” 

on a good day, and usually not quite that. 



So now when James looked in the mirror he saw a very different face than the one he’d 

seen years before.  This one, though still trim, didn’t border on gaunt.  It didn’t make him much cuter, but at least when he took his shirt off, he could see the defined lines of well toned muscles beneath his skin.  He had also taken to shaving his head down to an eighth of an inch every month or so, giving him the look of a National Guardsman or a Marine just back from a tour in Afghanistan.  James had always been surprised by the added respect he tended to receive when his head was shaved nearly bald.  Where James had once been an average Honda motorcycle from the seventies or eighties, he was now a miniature tank and found that the new body suited his personality much better than his old. 

His big sister had given him a job with her moving company, Super-Speedy Movers, a 

name that he had said was ridiculous a couple of months before he was busted for aggravated battery.  Getting the job had gone a long way in convincing Monica that he was trying to get back on the straight and narrow again.  It was business that’d said never would have gone anywhere but into the ground and here he was, three years later, working as one of her grunts. 

Well, not exactly as one of her grunts, mostly, he took care of work around the office most days, working only a couple of days every week as a mover.  He wasn’t paid very well, but he did make enough that he was almost able to afford a fine looking ring for Monica. 

“You’re thinkin’ about that ring again, aren’t you?” Sean asked, interrupting James’ train of thought. 

“How can you tell?” James asked, guessing the answer already. 

“Man, you get this look in your eyes every time you start thinking about her and that 

dang ring, like she’s some princess up in an ivory tower that you need to rescue or something and that ring’s gonna be the thing that does it.” 

“Well, I guess I do kinda think that,” James replied a little sheepishly. 

Sean laughed again and switched lanes quickly, narrowly avoiding a green van with 

license plates from Ohio that was actually following the speed limit. 

Sean’s laugh was deep and reached all the way down to his belly, if you could call what Sean had a belly.  The man was a couple inches over six feet and built like the proverbial ox.  If James had to guess he’d have put Sean somewhere in the neighborhood of two hundred-thirty or two hundred-fifty pounds, depending on how many children he’d eaten that day.  He wasn’t a good looking man, though not downright ugly either.  He had an easy going nature about him and despite the sleeves of tattoos, deep voice, shaved head, and frankly gigantic frame, people were drawn to him.  His blue eyes shone with life and he was always ready with a laugh, good advice, and a compliment for the ladies.  Well, gentlemen too, when they deserved one, but mostly the ladies.  And he was a rock, not just physically, but on an emotional level that James had never been able to attain. 

Sean hadn’t always been that way, he claimed, “No one who’s emotionally stable gets a 

tattoo of a half-desiccated skull swallowing a naked lady,” he would say, showing his forearm, but prison has a way of changing a man.  Then he would go on about how he’d found Jesus in prison and that it hadn’t been the Mexican guy in cell 243.  He would talk about how his life had changed completely, how he’d turned away from the drugs, sex, and rock ‘n’ roll, and whatever, and joined a church once he’d gotten out.  And he’d make you feel like you were living the story with him as he did, make you feel completely welcome and safe. 

Sean himself had recently nailed down a long-term girlfriend, the first in his life, he claimed.  He was the kind of guy that tons of good girls loved to be around, but also the kind that none would actually love.  Well, James couldn’t actually say none, there was one girl who’s heart had been captured by Sean’s good-natured, steady manner and he had recently proposed to her. 

Sean was a great guy and always seemed to the right thing to say at the right time, 

although he’d claim it was luck, or more likely as James figured, divine intervention, “I guess that’s kinda a good thing,” Sean said now, “but haven’t you already rescued her, man?” 

James supposed he  had in a way, but even that didn’t really feel real when he got right down to it.  Monica had been shacked up with some other guy James had never seen before when he’d gotten out.  She’d never come to visit him once for the entire year, and seeing Olivia? 

James could forget about that. 

Monica had been the girl down the street who he’d had a crush on since he was eight. 

They’d hooked up for a bit when they were freshmen in high school and things had ended miserably and they had generally avoided each other for the rest of high school, until only a couple of weeks before they graduated.  By then she had blossomed into a stunning beauty and somehow he’d just missed it until that day in early may.  It was early in the morning and they’d both gotten off the bus and he’d looked over his shoulder into the sun and there she’d been, long brown hair blowing gently around her, shapely figure cast darkly in the fire of a rising sun.  He’d stopped by her locker later that day and they’d talked, actually hitting it off pretty well.  A week later they were back together and they moved out of high school as a happy couple with high hopes for the future. 

He’d been running with a small group of guys back then, small but wealthy.  For the most part they’d been able to avoid the wrath of a lot of the bigger gangs by focusing only on moving product to more wealthy client, and it wasn’t until 2010, when they’d been operating for five years, that they started having problems.  James had been twenty-three back then.  He’d also been going to Columbia College, tuition fully paid thanks to his pretty boy face and what Zander Mattagan had called rich-boy charm.  Not that he’d ever been a rich boy, but James supposed he could pull it off if he had to. 

“We need an in at some of these colleges, more than just the average dealer who hits the parties has,” Zander had said one night when they were both pretty stoned, “You know the kind of colleges, the private ones, the ones with the kids whose parents got money.  I been thinkin’ 

and seems to me that you’re the best guy in our little circle.” 

It was true.  Zander, at thirty-two with a body that showed more than his share of years, wouldn’t have been entirely out of place in one of the private schools in Chicago, but the way he had talked was just too…poorly bred.  Yes, that was the best way to understand it.  Zander wasn’t a deep or abstract enough thinker to make solid connections with the folks at a place like Columbia or Loyola. 

James swallowed at his use of the word  had.  Zander died the night that James was arrested by the police.  Thank God he’d sold the eightball of coke he’d had. 

 That whole night was so jacked.  

Even now he couldn’t entirely say what happened.  One moment they’d been leaving one 

of their regular customers’ apartments off Belden out in Logan Square and the next this guy had been on them, all in their face with a knife out.  Then someone had started shooting and from there…well, from there things had gotten ugly.  James had been in a couple of gunfights before then and he’d done well, kept a cool head.  Never killed anyone, but always shot to disable, the legs, that’s where he’d aimed when they’d found themselves trading rounds in some insane battle.  It was so different in real life than in the things he’d read or in the movies.  And the night that Zander had died and he’d found himself in prison, was no different. 

He took another deep breath, relishing freedom.  Yes, he was free.  Well, apart from the parole officer he had to check in with every so often.  But really, he was.  He wasn’t hooked on coke anymore, had even given up the weed as part of his effort to win Monica back.  That had gone a long way, actually.  The guy she’d been with when he’d gotten out was a real stoner and she’d hated him for it.  Probably, James figured, hated that guy’s addiction because it reminded her so much of him.  Well, that and Olivia.  No, in the end, it probably had not been so much because of the things James had done to win her back that Monica had left Justin.  James still hurt when he thought of the hell his little girl had to go through for those eight months with that animal. 

“Easy, James, easy, Michelle hasn’t gotten anyone a dental plan yet, you keep grindin’ 

your teeth that way and you’re liable to pop one out,” Sean said, looking over at him, concerned. 

“Thanks man, I’m just so…so…I want to strangle him, man.  I want to get my fingers 

into his throat and just—just,” James raised his hands in imitation of what he figured would be the best feeling in the world right about then. 

“I know man.  He had no right to do the things he did, but all these things happened for a reason, man.  Pastor Kevin’s message was good last week, you listen to it?” 

“Naw, haven’t had a chance yet,” James replied, teeth clenching tighter now as he 

imagined what the message was surely going to be about. 

“I know it’s a hard thing to hear, hard beyond reckoning, but in the end, God’s got a 

reason for all these things happening.  You need to believe that.  I know you don’t see it now, but He does,” They were powerful words, but Sean’s voice sounded weak as he said them, he 

seemed to pick up on this and continued, “Man, you just gotta listen to it, you’ll understand.” 

Church.  That was another thing he’d picked up for Monica.  Not that it was something 

she’d told him to do, but, he’d figured it would go a long way to proving that he was becoming a good person.  That, and Michelle and his mom had required him to go to a church they approved of or else Michelle wouldn’t let him work for her and his mom wouldn’t let him stay in her house.  And it really had been good for him, James admitted.  He’d not been in a loving community since…when?  Ever?  Maybe back when his dad had still been alive and his family had been whole.  Maybe.  That and all the God talk really did help him believe that something good would come of his life.  The Jesus relationship thing?  He didn’t know about that, but the idea that some really powerful guy up stairs was watching out for him and had his best interests in mind was a nice thing to believe at the very least. 

They were passing Belmont harbor now, rows of beautiful sailboats and yachts lined up 

along the quay.  James turned his head to the other side of the highway and was struck, as he always was, by the sheer beauty of the buildings that stood like a wall of uniquely crafted works of art.  He never was disappointed driving down this particular stretch of road in Chicago, no matter what time of the year, it was always beautiful. 

Yes, bad things had happened to Monica and Olivia.  Yes, he had let them down by 

breaking the law and getting thrown in prison.  Yes they deserved so much more than he could ever offer.  But perhaps they wouldn’t even be with him today if they hadn’t gone through all those things.  It was an interesting thought, one that made his stomach turn as he considered the scars his little baby girl may carry for the rest of her life.  He prayed she would forget.  Could forget.  James sometimes wondered. 

Sean spoke again, “I know it’s hard man.  But I want you to know that I’m there for you. 

If you ever need anything, I mean that man,  anything, give me a call, you understand?” 

“You’ve done more than I would have ever believed someone would, Sean,” James said, 

and meaning it, “You talked my sister into hiring me back on after proving to her that guys like us can change.  You’ve loaned me money, man I  still owe you a little—” 

“Just from that Mickey-D’s run we made, dude, you can’t count five dollars,” Sean said, laughing. 

“No!  I still owe you fifty from that time I wasn’t going to make rent a couple months back,” James insisted. 

“Oh yeah, I guess you do.  You know, whenever you get a chance,” Sean said as if it 

were the furthest thing from his mind. 

“That’s why I like you, you’ve helped me in a lot of ways and with a lot of things and I don’t think you’ve really once asked for anything in return.” 



“Man, that’s what being part of God’s loving family is all about.  We’re here for each other, even if it means we end up with a lot of really hard times in our lives, we’re here.  You want to talk any more about this stuff?” 

“Not really.  I guess, you know, I’m just trying to be a good person, like, trying to do it right, you know what I mean?” 

“I know what you mean, I’ve been there too.  Doing it right isn’t really the point though, James.  Lots of people all over the world try to do it right, but that doesn’t mean that they’ve taken care of the garbage that’s sitting right underneath that shiny waxed surface.” 

“Yeah, I get you.  A lot of people live lies.” 

“Well, kind of, really it’s more an issue—” 

“Holy God, watch out!” James yelled as a late model Honda Civic swerved into their lane as it blew past. 

Cool as one of the Italian ices James had loved so much growing up, Sean hit the brakes, checked his side mirror, and yanked the steering wheel left, pulling into a vacant spot in the furthest lane and avoiding an accident that would have likely caused at least one fatality by less than two inches.  The Civic wove in and out of a couple more cars before they lost sight of it beyond a slight incline and turn that the road took. 

“What the heck was that?  I didn’t know I was driving with James Bond today!” James 

was almost yelling with excitement, “You never told me you could drive like that!” 

Sean smiled a little and looked over to James, letting his smile grow into a devilish grin, 

“I didn’t know I could either until about four seconds ago.” 

“I mean, did you see him?  Did you see how freaking close to us he was?” 

“I did, and if it’d been you driving this thing we would have been two blobs of meat and blood all over the dash and windshield, so now you can add, saving my life to the things that I’ve done for you,” Sean said with a laugh. 

“I owe you man, and not just for this, all jokes aside.  I do.” 

They spent the rest of the trip in silence, more out of surprise for what had just happened than for lack of things to say. 

They pulled off at the Bryn Mawr exit, hitting several sets of the grooves in the pavement that warn motorists to slow down before coming to a complete stop to let a jogger in orange shorts and a bright yellowish-green shirt that said “Nebraska” in red letters pass. 

 Wow, that’s either someone really worried about getting hit by a car when he runs or who needs way more attention and is starved for it.  

James watched the young man run past and under the overpass, relatively long hair 

streaming behind him and bobbing with every step he took. 

 Yeah, needs attention for sure.  

They took a left and passed the guy a couple of seconds later, he looked to be in good shape but really was panting even in the coolish air.  There was a huge mosaic-mural that had been installed into the wall that rose to the overpass above, pieces of mirror along with brightly painted stones had been plastered into the wall in a gaudy array that seemed to be on course to match the runner it dwarfed.  It was hard to get the gist of the mosaic-thing, but whatever it was, it was large and colorful.  James turned his attention back to the road and they came to the light at Sheridan.  Two blocks to go, left on Winthrop, and just a couple houses down, based on the address he had.  He called the young man, well, the guy he’d been told was  likely a young man, and the phone rang only once before it was answered. 

And yes, the voice on the other end could not have belonged to someone older than thirty, a couple of years less at the very least, if James had to guess.  These kinds were usually pretty well prepared, as were most of the clients.  It was the post middle-aged wealthy people who didn’t move often and didn’t have any idea that they were supposed to have things properly packed that gave him the most difficulty.  But no worries, either way, the job would be done. 

“Hello?” the voice on the other end said. 

“Yeah, hi, is this,” James paused for a second as he dug up the piece of paper his sister had given to him, “Sebastian?” 

“Yeah, you can call me Sebas, though, like the fish, Sea-bass,” he said the last part, sounding it out like it had been done a hundred times, probably had been as a child as Sebastian wasn’t a name folks ran across very frequently. 

“Alright, cool, Sebas, well listen, we’re about here and we were wondering the best place to park?” 

“Yeah, it’s actually no big deal, I’ve got a spot reserved in front of the building, you should see me standing on the side of the street when you get here to Winthrop.  I’m just a couple doors down from the UPS store and across the street.  I mean, across the street and a couple doors down from the…you get it, you gonna be here soon?” 

“Should be about two minutes.” 

“Great.” 

The phone disconnected before James had a chance to say “Bye.”  Well, they weren’t 

here for the long-term relationship and Sebas probably knew that and just wanted his crap hauled away.  Well, James still believed in something called common courtesy.  They turned left at Winthrop and sure enough, some eight doors down a young man with dirty blond hair of slightly taller than average height and slightly smaller than average build, stood a man in a vacant parking spot, with a cell phone in his hand. 





Chapter Two 

Sebas 






He was wearing a comfortable looking green-white mottled shirt and khaki shorts that 

ended around mid-knee.  He wore running shoes, Nike, James, guessed, but didn’t get a close enough look to make sure and really didn’t care to.  The man was of that extraordinary physique that happens to people whose bodies were never meant to be heavily muscled but have put on considerable muscle despite that.  He was extremely cut, though slender as a pole, built like James imagined the best fencers were, not that he knew much about fencing, but if he had to guess, this man would be extremely quick in a fight and not an easy target to land a blow on. 



He had started sizing guys he met up shortly after he’d begun running with Zander.  He’d not really seen the need until one time when they sold some product to a guy who had appeared just average sized under his bulky button-down shirt, but had turned out to be built like an ox and had rushed them.  Unhesitatingly, Zander had whipped out a revolver and held it level it the man’s forehead. 



James had almost left the house with his whitey-tighties not being so white anymore. 

The bull of a man had come to a screeching halt, almost like one of those WB cartoons of Wiley Coyote as he put the brakes on before he changes direction.  The guy had, changed directions, that was, and dove over a couch.  In a deathly calm voice, Zander said, “If you ever try to contact me or anyone I know again, I’ll come back here and blow the top of your head off.  You understand me?” 



“Y—y—yes,” had come the stuttered reply, “N—never again.” 



It had been lucky that Zander had been packing heat and could make an intimidating 

display of drawing his piece too.  If it had been James’ responsibility, the two of them would have been bowled over and beaten to mush.  A two-hundred thirty pound linebacker on coke, which was precisely what James had later learned he was, would have known his business. 



James had also taken to carrying a gun after that.  He’d not been carrying it the night that Zander died. 



“No worries man,” Zander had said patting the slight bulge at his side, “I’ve got enough firepower for the both of us,” and then winked.  It had been like Zander had wanted to die that night, jinxed himself with that and everything. 



So when James saw this man, he saw a man who held himself well, almost pride fully, 

certainly with an easy confidence, but he saw more.  Here was a man who had the constant scanning of someone who’d grown up in one of the rougher neighborhoods around town.  You’d see quite a few of the Latino and black kids doing this, never satisfied with their surroundings. 

Not too typical for a white guy, but maybe he wasn’t from around here.  Sebas looked them up and down as they exited the car. 



 Yeah, he’s definitely sizing us up.  Interesting.  



Out of the corner of his eye, James saw Sean cock his head in question. 



 He noticed too.  Yeah, not normal at all.  



Then Sebas took a step forward and the moment passed, “Sebas.  You guys are James and 

Sean, I’m guessin’?” 



“Sure are, where’s your truck?” Sean answered, shaking the hand that Sebas had offered at his greeting. 



“’Round back, in the alley.  I already got some stuff loaded in, mostly just need help with the last few odds and ends and the big stuff.” 



“Great!  What floor is it?” Sean continued, cheerful as ever. 



“First, shouldn’t be any big deal, there’re only like four stairs from the balcony down to the landing in the back.” 



“Alright, les’ get to work!” 



Sebas led them up the concrete stairs to the door which opened on a short hall to the right of a flight of stairs that extended to the second floor.  It was a typical Chicago three-flat set-up and James knew what they would find inside.  One big living room that the front door opened into.  Adjacent would be the kitchen/dining rooms, with the dining room adjoining either the living room or the kitchen, but likely not both.  Off to the left would be either two or three bedrooms, likely two since the indeed young Sebas was apparently living alone.  In the back between the kitchen and the stairs or balcony would possibly be a storage room, but not necessarily, likely not, James reckoned as he thought about it more, since most balcony houses don’t have storage rooms in the back. 



 Well ain’t you just the ole Sherlock Holmes these days.  



Really it wasn’t too hard, the houses like this in Chicago came a dime a dozen.  Well, maybe not that much, James figured, but they did seem to dominate the landscape. 



And as he entered this one, James found that it really wasn’t much different from what he’d expected.  The dining room and living room were adjoined, with only a half-wall separating them.  The kitchen was behind and there were two bedrooms, one extending off the living room and the other from the dining room. 



The place was immaculately clean, cleaner than most apartments James could ever 

remember seeing even when they’d been prepared for guests, much less while the person was in the middle of a move.  Sebas here must have been a real bipolar or OCD or whatever they called those people who had to clean all the time.  Maybe it was just a Compulsive Cleaner?  He’d hated phycology when he’d been in high school and the half semester he’d sat through at Columbia. 



The mattress, box spring, and frame remained in one corner of a bedroom, as did a couch along with two easy chairs in the living room.  The dining room table had been taken apart but sat propped against the half-wall, edges padded with a blanket and tied down with an appropriate amount of Duck Tape.  A few boxes sat along the wall next to the door, all taped up and stacked with the largest ones on the bottom to the smallest on top. 



 This is weird, this guy who’s so on edge on the street has his crap pulled together so perfectly here, yeah, if I had to say, we’re dealing with a bona fide crazy here.  



And what was it that made James think that?  He wasn’t sure.  It was in small part the way the man had scanned the street several times in the few seconds it had taken Sean to drive down the street.  It was also in part from the way that Sebas had so easily examined them, like he’d been a master swordsman turned antique dealer and could both use a weapon to its full effectiveness but also identify every single part of it, from the smith’s mark down to the flakes of rust on the blade’s surface. 



What James  had  liked in college had been European literature from the Victorian era. 

Weird choice for a drug dealer, he knew, but any man, whether the Count of a deserted island or the most skilled detective of his day, who he may have been able to push some product on had been a man after James’ heart back in those days.  He still enjoyed those novels from time to time. 



So yes, it was also partially the way that Sebas looked at them, really studied them.  It was partially because this move seemed, well, unnaturally well put together.  The apartment didn’t even seem lived in.  The decorative area rug had been recently vacuumed, or otherwise Sebas hadn’t left any liter of any kind as he’d packed, and who vacuumed  before  they moved everything out.  There weren’t any marks on the wall, not even from the overstuffed faux leather easy chair in the corner.  No marks, no dust in the corners of the hardwood floors, no chips of concrete or drywall that hadn’t been swept well. 



 You’ve got to go through a place with a shop-vac to get it that well cleaned. 

  

 Well, maybe Sebas  does  have a shop-vac. 

  

 Weirdo like this?  Yeah, prolly. 



It was all just strange and the more James examined his surroundings the more he felt like this was someone moving  in not  out.    



Sean hadn’t noticed any of this, obviously.  Sean wouldn’t have.  He was the happy-go-

lucky type, cautious after what he’d been through, to be sure, but not to the point of seeing details that were out of place.  In fact, he and Sebas were already chatting over the sofa, and not a word about how to move the stupid thing. 



“Oh, so you’re saying that you guys move four or five houses a day?” 



“Yeah, that’s pretty normal for us, maybe we’ll do six, but they got to be pretty close together, you know?” 



“Of course, of course.  How often do you find people who are just totally unprepared for the move?” Sebas asked, a beam of pride in his preparation for their arrival almost tangible in his voice. 



“Oh, less than you’d think, I suppose, really almost never, I do remember one time that these four guys wanted to move out and they hadn’t packed anything.  I mean  anything.  They were smoking on the front porch when we got there.  They got packing as soon as we showed, but nothing before it at all.” 



“How long you guys been doing this?” 



“Eh, few years, James is going on two pretty soon.  Hey, James, this guy’s got a Gibson over there in the corner!” 



“You play, Sebas?” 



Sebas threw back his head and laughed, though it seemed forced and too, how could 

James describe it?  Dry?  Yeah, that’s about the best way he could think of it, just  dry.  



“Naw, that’s an old roommate’s guitar.  I’m keeping it for him while he’s in the Peace Corps in Ghana.” 



“That’s awesome!  I play a bit myself,” Sean said, eyes gleaming. 



“Yeah, I play nothing at all, I tried for a while but my little sisters made fun of me so I quit and never picked it up again.  I mean, I was picking on them my whole life and all of a sudden they had something they could do better than me, I mean, a lot better than me, and I just wasn’t about to let them have that kind of advantage over me.  I mean, I’m the older brother, right?  So I’m the one who’s supposed to be making fun of them.” 



 Now that seemed real,  James thought,  like what he’d said about it being a roommate’s was a load of crap and what he said about his sisters really happened.  



“Man, if they’re not living here, I’d say pick it up and teach them a lesson at the next family reunion, ya’ know?” 



Sebas opened his mouth to say something, but James cut him off, “You know the only 

thing we need to be picking up around here is that couch.  You think that two people can get it or should we have three?” 



Sebas refocused on the task at hand, or James would say made an appearance of 

refocusing. 



 Who’s this guy and why’s he wearin’ this mask?  



“No, two is fine, but one should hold the door,” Sebas replied. 



Sean took the cue and nodded to James who took the opposite end of the couch and the 

together they lifted.  Couches never ceased to amaze James.  They all seemed like they would be so heavy, but unless they were hide-a-beds, they all turned out to be really light.  This one was no exception.  Sebas moved to the door at the back of the house and he and Sean finagled the couch through the opening and onto the porch.  The U-Haul was one of the ten-foot trucks 

“Perfect for studio and apartment moves, as well as 1-2 bedroom moves” if James remembered the website correctly.  Sebas slipped past them and bounded down the stairs and up the short ramp, sliding the back door to the truck up.  James and Sean took their time going down the stairs, they’d each suffered their share of injuries early on in the job from trying to move large items too quickly, and now knew that care with big objects like these was better than things like sprained ankles and trips to the ER.  Well, they’d never had to make one of those, but Juakin and Devonte had when Devonte slipped on a patch of ice last March and broken his wrist as he landed.  Sean felt bad for the guy, he’d not been able to return to work yet, maybe never would go back to moving, really busted it up. 



“Looked like mush,” Juakin had said when they’d all come back to the office at the end of the workday, “His hand was jus’ hanging there, I mean, like wit’ like not’in’ to hol’ it up. 

When he hit the pavement it soundit like it do when my gram-ma bites open drumsticks to suck out the marrow.  Crack!  Turned my blood to ice, yo.” 



So yeah, Sean and James liked being careful when they moved this kind of stuff, ice or no.  They got it onto the ramp and Sean glanced behind his shoulder to see how much room he’d have once they got up.  He was surprised to see that it would actually be pretty tight.  He’d almost expected a fully empty truck, just to go along with this guy’s weirdness.  The truck was weirdly disorganized, like it had not been packed by Sebas at all.  It started out with neat boxes in the back and then transitioned to some suitcases that all stood at odd angles due to poor. 

There were some fans piled on top of the suitcases, a couple of floor lamps tucked into the tight spaces, and…good Lord, was that a ventriloquist’s puppet? 



It most certainly was, and propped up so as to be as creepy as James could possibly 

imagine.  The thing’s legs were dangling from the edge of a suitcase, with its right side against the wall of the truck and it’s left elbow under a box of Legos and left hand propping up his head, staring straight out the back of the truck. 



 Well, that might explain a little, the dudes just a weirdo performer, no Jeff Dunham, I’m guessin’, but no normal person would just have one of those creeper dolls hangin’ around.  



“Oh!” Sean started and gave the couch a jerk as he did, James almost lost it and for a moment they struggled on the ramp to regain control, “that doll scared the livin’ heebie jeebies outta me!” 



Sebas laughed, “Heebie jeebies, I didn’t think anyone even said that if they weren’t in a cartoon or something.  Yeah, that’s Johann, I used to do a couple acts with him, you know different ones for different audiences, but that ended up falling through.  I’m apparently not a very funny person.  I just like using him to scare folks these days.” 



“Yeah, welp, you sure got me!” Sean said with a laugh. 



 Got me too, but not because of Johann,  James thought. 



They got the couch settled in and returned to the living room.  He and Sean turned to the large hutch cabinet that was on the floor up against the windows that overlooked Winthrop and had been next to the couch.  It was a beautiful piece, likely handcrafted from dark stained hardwood. 



“Oh, I’d like that put in last, and I’d like to be one of the people taking it.  My grandpa made it and I’d rather be responsible for it, not you guys,” Sebas said, almost casually, almost but not quite, James noticed. 



“We’ve got insurance, you know?  You paid for it when you hired us,” Sean said, 

kneeling down to pick it up. 



“Oh, I know, I just wouldn’t want you guys to be paying for it if it did get broken, and if it did and my family found out that it got broken by anyone other than me, well, let’s just say that Grandma won’t be including someone in her will.” 



Sean laughed, “I feel ya, tough ol’ bird is she?” 



“You’ve got no idea, but yeah, my dad would be irate if it got broken and would be even more mad if it happened in someone else’s hands.” 



Sean turned to James and shrugged. 



It made sense, James supposed, he knew he wouldn’t want some family heirloom to get 

broken by someone else and he wouldn’t complain if Sebas wanted to work a little harder. 

The rest of the move went smoothly, Sebas turned out to be a hard worker and moved 

almost as much as James and Sean did.  They struggled, as almost all movers always did with getting the recliners out the door.  Those were things that were always much heavier than you’d expect them to be, especially after moving a couch.  James’d never figured it out, but nevertheless they’d gotten the large chairs into the truck. 

James wished that there had been carpet on the floor instead of the hardwood so he could have seen how deep the carpet had been pressed down.  Still, when they lifted the couch he hadn’t noticed any kind of dust bunnies or debris that had accumulated over the course of months or years.  So either Sebas was an obsessive cleaner of a class that Sebas had never even heard of, or he had only recently moved in. 

Sebas offered them glasses of lemonade from a mix that he’d left out, taking a deep swig from his own before they could even bring the glass to their lips.  He was sweating more than someone in his condition should have been, but he seemed to be breathing easily and even enjoying himself, which was unusual for most people when they were moving. 

 What is it about this guy that bothers me?  James still couldn’t put his finger on it.  He knew there was something and it wasn’t the creepy puppet number that he had, there was something about  him.  

James knelt to lift one of the larger boxes.  It was labeled “Comforter” and, as 

anticipated, was pretty light.  Comforter.  He thought about the messages he’d been hearing at church and how God was a comforter.  James doubted that whoever had written that back then had thought of God as a blanket, but maybe. 

A comforter, if only the Big Guy up there really was, James would feel so much better 

about his life.  If only he could say, “Yeah, I’m gonna be okay because God’s got my back.” 

No, God was definitely there, just not really always doing a good job at taking care of this mess of a world He’d made.  Maybe Jesus had tried to get it all together, but he’d obviously only been able to do things halfway.  And maybe a lot less than halfway when you took into account guys like those Catholic priests who’d do the alter boys in the confessional or whatever. 

James ground his teeth again at the thought. 

 No, that’s not really fair, All People’s been good for me.  Good  to  me.  They’ve taken me in as one of their own even though I don’t believe everything they do.  They’ve been there for me, helping me with the bills and groceries and watching Olivia when Mon and I need some time to ourselves.  

“Okay, Sean, let’s get that hutch cabinet,” Sebas’ voice rang in its non-descript character in the back of his head as James entered the kitchen.  He placed the box with the comforter on the near end of the couch, filling the last of the space on it.  The ten-footer had been more than Sebas needed, but James doubted they could have made a single trip in a cargo van, so it seemed like a good choice.  He opened the gate that blocked off the alley from building’s back porch and small walkway.  He was halfway up the stairs when he heard a loud  Thump!  

 Oh Lord, they dropped the stupid hutch.  How bad this is gonna be? 

 There wasn’t the sound of splitting wood, so maybe they just dropped it or something. 

 Still, there’s gonna be some kind of damage, just pray to God it’s only a few splinters off the corner.  

He hurried up the stairs and through the kitchen door that had swung shut its spring. 

 That’s odd, I thought the door was propped open with the folding chair.  

It  had been, James specifically remembered it and noted for the dozenth as he’d gone out how well the chair fit under the back door’s knob. 

It was dark in the apartment, someone had dropped the shades in the living room and not bothered to turn on any lights. 

 Why would they do that before they move the hutch? 

 What in the world’s goin’ on here?  

“We’re in here,” Sebas said, his voice now echoing against the walls of the nearly-empty apartment. 

James walked in, confused at first. 

Confused, that was, until he saw Sean’s form hanging by the ankles from a bar that now extended from the hutch.  He was hanging limply with his hands already bound behind his back and tape over his mouth.  There was enough light filtering through the blinds that James could see a trickle of blood starting from a cut above Sean’s eye and weaving its way up his forehead and into his hair. 

Sebas was standing next to him, his silhouetted form obviously holding a pair of guns, one pointed at Sean’s unconscious form and the other unerringly at James. 

On instinct, James reached for the gun he once wore at his side. 

 Hell.  

“James Wright, we need to talk.” 

 Oh hell. 

  



Chapter Three 

An Unfortunate Ultimatum 






James’ first thought was to ask how Sebas knew his name, but the whole picture clicked together a moment later and he realized that he really didn’t need to.  Whatever Sebas had planned, whatever James was in for, it was going to be a very, very long road.  He opened his mouth to speak, but Sebas cut him off. 



“If you care to see any of your loved ones alive again, James, close your mouth,” he 

spoke quickly now, his voice no longer the falsely cheerful tone he’d adopted with Sean and in part with him.  Sebas’ voice was dead serious now, there were no more games to be played, he had his prey snared in a trap and there wasn’t much point in niceties any more. 



“Take a seat, James, we don’t have a lot of time before you’re going to have to put a few things in motion,” he said, gesturing with the gun to the half-wall between the living room and dining room.  James squatted next to the wall on his toes, every muscle in his body flexed, ready to burst and rush Sebas if the man made even the slightest error.  He doubted he could cover the eight feet before Sebas blew his brains out the back of his head, but it would have been worth a try. 



Would have been, but wasn’t.  Sebas knew his business, like he’d done it before or 

rehearsed this scene so many times that he had it down to a science.  James opened his mouth to speak again and again Sebas cut him off, “What did I  just tell you?” he said, jamming the gun in James’ direction, “Sit down and shut up.  Believe me, you’re going to have all of your questions answered.  All, and probably quite a bit more.  But first, let me explain to you the severity of your…situation.”  The way he dragged out that last word, situation, it was like he was enjoying it, whatever mess he’d just tossed James and Sean into. 



Mess?  It was more than a mess, it was like getting thrown into the deep end, the 12 foot side, not knowing how to swim and then having everyone walk away as you freaked and tried to figure out how to get back to the side of the pool. 



“First thing’s first, though.  Take a look at this computer,” Sebas said, setting down the gun in his right hand but keeping the one in his left trained on James.  He swiveled a laptop that had probably been hidden in the hutch around for James to see the screen.  What James saw turned his blood to ice.  Colder than ice.  It was like a freaking glacier had just formed in his stomach.  It clenched and he realized that he was dizzy all of a sudden. 



“Look closely, James.  It’ll be the last time if you do if you try to attack me, call the police, rescue Sean, or in any other way mess up my plan.  Do you need me to zoom in?  Maybe on today’s newspaper that you left on the kitchen counter?” Sebas’ voice wasn’t malicious, James felt, it was more like it was pointedly sharp, like Sebas had a point to make and wanted it to come across clear. 



 Well you’re doing a good job, Sebas, loud and clear, buddy.  I get it and we’re gonna play nice.  



Everything in every part of his soul fought against this urge to agree with this man, but Sebas was right.  James  had  left the newspaper on the kitchen counter on his way out this morning, and Monica almost certainly would have been just starting to get dinner pulled together.  She’d promised him spaghetti like her grandma used to make, which meant rolling out the noodles from freshly made dough, a process Monica did only once in a blue moon and James loved it.  He saw Olivia come into the kitchen and his fists clenched into two balls of stone. 



This animal had gone  into his house and planted a camera in his kitchen.  In his  kitchen.   

He’d been in there and he’d set up a camera above his cabinet, the one James kept the Cheerios in. 



 I ate a bowl of those Cheerios this morning.  



“That’s not all, James,” Sebas said, pressing a key on the computer, it switched to a view from Olivia’s bedroom.  This one was at a high angle as well, probably from above her dresser and looked down on her unmade bed, around the floor were scattered a handful of stuffed animals and other toys.  James was in a daze and still he could feel rage building to a point of overflow. 



Apparently Sebas could see it too, “James, I can see that you’re angry, but before you do anything, you need to know that I’ve got two explosive devises in the house.  They’re not large enough to bring the building down, but probably won’t leave anyone inside alive if they happen to go off.  Now here’s what you need to hear.  If you don’t cooperate with me, those bombs go off and your buddy Sean here,” he said giving Sean a sharp elbow to the chest as if he were a side of beef hanging on a meat hook, “takes one of these hollow point nines to the brain.  He won’t feel it, won’t even hear it.  He’ll probably be unconscious when it happens, so he won’t even know.  One minute he’s dreaming and the next, nothing.  But your girls, well, if they’re at the right place when the bombs go off they might get lucky like Sean, folding clothes, playing with dolls, whatever one second, and the next?  Poof!” He flicked his fingers out like a firework exploding, “But let’s say they’re not that lucky, let’s say they spend twelve hours dying a horrific death, or maybe they’ll be even less lucky and the blast’ll take off a leg, or maybe a face, I don’t know, but you can be creative, James, you’re much more intelligent than most people would guess, 3.7 at Columbia while you were holding a full time…job,” he said the last word with a sneer, as if somehow it was the funniest thing he’d heard all day and the most pathetic at the same time. 



“So use your imagination here, James.  Let’s imagine little Olivia Wright with a piece of grafted skin over her right eye, cheek, and neck for the rest of her life.  Let’s imagine her unable to leave a wheelchair, tracheostomy in her throat, let’s imagine—” 



James couldn’t stand to hear anymore, “Shut up!  Shut up, what’d you want?  What’d you need, you sick—” 



“Enough, James, you’ll disturb the neighbors,” Sebas said, his voice cool and collected, 

“and if any of them come to investigate, it’s not likely, it is Chicago, after all, but if they do, well, I would feel very, very bad for Monica and Olivia.  Because you have to believe me, James, I don’t want to hurt them.  I really don’t.  Even Sean here,” he said, patting Sean’s massive back this time instead of the sharp elbow he’d delivered earlier, “I don’t want to see him hurt either.  I tell you, though, it is going to be getting uncomfortable for him the longer he’s in that position.  Shouldn’t kill him, at least I don’t think it will, but he’ll have a nasty headache, especially if he stays there a lot longer.  So I’ll tell you what,” Sebas had been speaking softly up until this point, but suddenly his voice took on a sharp tone, he jammed the pistol in James’ 

direction as he spoke, “You shut up, we don’t have any more outbursts like that, you listen to what I’ve got to say, and then you decide if you want to play ball or watch these three people die. 

You hear me?  You will  watch.  Them.  Die. ” 



James did and this time he only nodded silently. 



“That’s better.  Thank you, James.  Now,” Sebas picked up exactly where he’d left off, not missing a beat.  And to James it was downright freaky, “Olivia that way for the rest of her life, she’ll be the kid in special ed who’s fully functional mentally, but needs someone to lift her onto the toilet seat.  She’ll be the one that get’s crowned prom queen, but only because all the other kids feel sorry for her, or want to feel like they did their good turn for humanity so they cast a vote of the mutilated girl who goes to their school.  She may go to college, but if she does, I doubt she’ll meet many boys there that will be willing to take her on dates.  She may get married, I don’t see it happening, but if there is a God and if that God is gracious, perhaps, but no matter what good things happen to her in this life, her face, her disfigured body, her, whatever, after those bombs go off, will be the anthem of her existence.  As for Monica?  Well, do I really need to go on?  I didn’t think so. 



“But I will, just so we’re crystal clear on things.  I’ve not seen you or Monica leave the house after 8 p.m. for the last, well, let’s just say, long time.  If for some reason I see her starting to leave the house.  Boom!  Kablooie!  Pop!  Goes the weasel.  If she stays in the house, she’s going to stay safe, in a manner of speaking.  So I’m guessing you’re going to get with the program and play ball?” he asked, but before he could answer, he cocked his head and said, 

“You know, I’ve always hated overused phrases, hmm, must be the stress of the situation,” and for some reason, James thought he was telling the truth, though he wouldn’t have guessed that Sebas was under any kind of stress from the tone of the man’s voice. 



“Why are you doing this?” James asked. 



“Well, in some ways, its very simple.  In other ways, it’s, mmm, very complicated.  Let me tell you the simple side of things, I think that’ll help.  I need someone killed and for reasons that I really don’t feel like discussing, I’m unable to kill him.  I would myself if it were possible, believe me, but the unfortunate fact is, I need a hired gun.  I guess that makes you, said hired gun, though at twelve bucks an hour or whatever you guys are making, I’d say you’ve just become the most poorly paid assassin in the history of planet earth.” 



James was making eleven-fifty an hour, but was honored that Sebas would think so 

highly of him, “Who?” 



“You probably don’t know him, though he is one of the richest men in the city, perhaps the richest, but I don’t follow Forbes’ List like I used to.  Waste of time.  Anywho, his name is David Carter.  Sounds like the name of someone in a book or a movie character, right?  Maybe, David in the Bible and Edgar Rice Burrough’s John Carter.  I liked those books, despite being ridiculously predictable and full of characters that always end up in the right place at the right time.  I guess that was kind of the point,” Sebas spoke as if he were at the local book club and somehow, insanely, James found himself agreeing with him on his critic of the Barsoom novels. 



 What is this guy?  



“So, David Carter.  Works at 233 East Adams, financial district, just down the street from the Berghoff, you know it?” at the look that James gave him, Sebas paused, “Of course you know the street, the restaurant?  Never mind.” 



James realized that Sebas was getting sidetracked more and more the longer he was 

talking.  It was strange, as if the stress really  was getting to him, or had gotten to him and now that he’d recovered the rabbit trails were his way of coping, or maybe that was just how ole Sebas was. 



“Anyways, he works there, twelfth floor, Utinics Corporation, usually arrives at around 6:30 in the morning, and he actually lives in the Hancock on the 73rd floor, apartment, well, he owns the floor, so I suppose apartment one.  He leaves the building at six in the morning. 

Leaving the office, well, you really don’t need to know too much about that as your deadline—

Ha!  Get it?  Deadline!—is 9 a.m. tomorrow morning.  But just for your information, after work he can be a little unpredictable, sometimes he goes golfing in the afternoons, other times he’ll come home and spend the afternoon with his kid and wife.  I’m sorry, I forgot to mention, that you’ll be ruining one family for the sake of your own.  Is that going to be a problem?  I hope not. 

Believe me, I hope it is not.  Also, don’t worry about remembering all this, I actually wrote it all out for you,” Sebas said, sliding a drawer open and pulling a folder out.  It’s contents were secured by an elastic band around it and Sebas tossed it across the room to James.  It slid on the hardwood and came to rest just touching the heel of James’ left shoe. 



Absently, James thought that the toss was incredibly impressive. 



“So, I don’t think I need to explain it, but for the record, I’m going to.  If you try to get Monica and Olivia out of the house, if this GPS,” he pulled a small black box out of the drawer and tossed it so that it landed squarely in James’ lap, “goes anywhere near a police office, your home, place of work, church, if you come back here, or go to, I don’t know, a Dunkin’ Donuts, if that GPS stops working, which it shouldn’t, the battery’s brand new and fully charged, if I just decide that I’ve got a bad feeling, like you’ve written a note to a beat cop or something, I’m going to blow those bombs.  I’m going to put two into Sean’s head,” Sean moaned as Sebas said this and started to sway back and forth in his bonds, “Oh look, he’s coming back around, we need to hurry this up, I’ll give him a sedative if I have to, but I’m not an anesthesiologist and I’d really hate to dose him with something that might,” he showed his teeth in a fake grimace and ran a finger across his throat. 



“I don’t have a timetable for you, but I don’t think I need to say that the sooner you get this done the better its going to be, folks are going to start asking questions.  Here’s a cellphone,” 

He tossed that too and the little, red, pay-as-you-go flip phone landed in James’ lap next to the GPS, “It’s bugged, by the way, I’m going to be listening to everything you say and if it goes off, well, you get it by now,” he motioned to the computer screen where James could now see his little girl playing with a stuffed pink bear that he’d gotten her shortly after he’d been released from prison.  She loved that bear, it was a symbol of him in her life and there weren’t many places she didn’t go with it.  James began to cry. 



Sebas glanced at the screen and a smile broke across his face, “Let me make this clear, James.  If you don’t kill David Carter by nine o’clock tomorrow morning, or die trying, I’ll kill her.  I.  Will.  Kill.  Your daughter.  Olivia.” 





Chapter Four 

Afraid and Alone 






“Go to the Starbucks down the street in the big green building.  Order whatever you want. 

Call Michelle and tell her you got hung up here and that she should call me.  Call Monica after seven and tell her you may not be making it home tonight, that you broke down in the south suburbs and then Sean was stung by a bee so you’re on the way to the hospital as he’s had an anaphylactic reaction and is going into shock,” Sebas stopped and looked at James, surprised, 

“You didn’t know he was allergic to bees, did you?  Huh, I know your best friend better than you do,” his voice was mocking and mean, and not for the first time did James think that the way Sebas ran through emotions was like he’d run through girlfriends in sixth grade, all the time hoping he’d get Monica’s attention through one of them.  It hadn’t worked and instead he’d ended up with a bunch of sobbing girls throughout the year. 

“Explain to her that your phone is about to die.  Tell her you love her and will try to make it up tomorrow, then turn your phone off.  Do not tell her the name of any hospital, even if she asks.  If you’re on that call for more than a minute, poof!” he made the firework hand motion again, “Read the contents in the folder in their entirety at the Starbucks.  If you have any questions call from the phone I gave you.” 

Sean moaned again, Sebas regarded him for a moment and then turned to James, “And 

now it’s time for you to go,” he tossed James a black messenger bag, it landed heavily in his lap above the phone and GPS, “So you’cn hold onto everything, it’ll make things easier.” 

James shoved everything into the bag and got up quickly, he looked Sebas in his stony 

grey eyes, “I’m going to kill you when this is done.  I’m going to kill you and make you suffer as I do.  I don’t care how long it takes to find you, one day I’m gonna be at your doorstep and my face is gonna be the last thing you see.” 

Sebas dipped his head in acknowledgement, “Kill David Carter and then you can have 

your way with me, now go.” 

James left the apartment through the back door, briefly considering that now would be 

the best time to sneak back in and take Sebas down. 

 It makes sense, right?  Do it now while the GPS is still close to the house and Sebas won’t have any reason to kill Monica and Olivia.  Jump him now while he thinks that the shock of it all’s overwhelming you.  There’d only be two outcomes right? 

 No, three, really. 

 Him, Sebas, or Sean.  One of us wouldn’t be alive if I go back in there and surprise Sebas.  He probably won’t have the chance to set off the bomb, right?  I mean, it’s hooked up to his computer or something, right?  There’s not a red button with his finger on it. 

And if Sean hadn’t been tied up in there, James would’ve gone in, charged in with the 

butcher’s cleaver and the chef’s knife of Sebas’ that he’d packed away, what, twenty minutes ago?  If he died, Sebas couldn’t use the bombs he’d put at the house as leverage against anyone and Monica and Olivia would be safe. 

 Assuming, you know, they don’t just go off one day for whatever reason. 

 They’re not time bombs. 

 Are they?  

But Sean was in there, hanging there by his freaking toes.  And something told James that Sebas wouldn’t hesitate to put a bullet through him if James came charging into the house. 

 He might not kill me, he needs me, stalked me, but he might kill Sean to make me do what he wants.  Make sure I know he’s serious. 

One of the phones in his pocket vibrated and it yanked him out of the trance he’d fallen in as he calculated the risks of reentering the house.  He realized that he’d made it as far as the truck and was even now peering into it and at the black-plastic knife handles of Sebas’ set.  He struggled to get his hand in his pocket, dropping the stupid messenger bag that Sebas was going to make him read.  It fell and hit his foot and actually hurt when it did. 

 What’s in that thing?  

He pulled out both phones and saw that it was his sister calling and relief spread over him that it wasn’t the other phone and Sebas telling him that he’d better get to work or else he’d maim Monica and Olivia with a senseless explosion. 

“Michelle, I’m really sorry, this Sebas guy he’s,” James said and then almost went on 

with, “tied Sean up and he wants me to go kill some rich guy downtown, and Michelle, he’s got a bomb at my house and he’s gonna kill Monica and Olivia if I don’t go kill this guy.” 

But he stopped himself, took a tired breath, and said, “he’s like half-packed, he’s got nothing organized, there’s crap everywhere.  It’s gonna take a lot longer than he made it seem. 

You’d better send someone over to cover the next gig.” 

“Shoulda known, something about him didn’t seem right,” Michelle’s voice was deep and 

husky.  She was a tough woman, you had to be when you grew up in Chicago, the city bred the hardest kinds of people, the ones who didn’t take what was dished out to them and fought fire with fire. 

“Yeah.  Look, I’m not even sure we’re gonna make it back to the office tonight, so don’t wait for me and don’t expect to hear from me either, my phones gonna die soon,” he felt like he was in a dream right now, like none of what he was saying was real and yet it was somehow.  It reminded him of the time that he’d been sucker punched in tenth grade by some kid over, what was it now?  Spilled chocolate milk?  That had been part of it, but wasn’t the real reason, he couldn’t remember.  All he could remember was the snarl that had twisted… 

 What was his name? 

 Buck.  It was Buck.  

The snarl that had twisted Buck’s face and the next second, Buck’s fist had clipped 

James’ jaw.  James felt now like he had as that fist had come his way, so slowly, almost dreamily so, but he’d still not been able to move and even as he fell, it seemed to happen with unusual slowness.  When he’d risen to his feet he’d felt dizzy, just as he did now.  Just as he had the first time he’d kissed Monica.  The world swam. 

“Okay, well I’ll let you go.  Let Sebastian know that he’s gonna have to pay extra for your help moving.” 

 Oh, I think he already knows that,  James thought, but said, “I will, bye.” 

“See you tomorrow,” she said, the businesswoman’s tone leaving her voice as she did and the voice of the sister he’d grown up with returning, “Get the job done, Jimmy, make me proud.” 

With a knifelike pain in his chest he closed the phone and as soon as he did the other one vibrated.  This  would  be a message from Sebas and his blood boiled at the thought of it.  He opened the phone and looked at the text message. 



Time’s wasting, Jimmy. 



Kneeling, he picked up the bag and unzipped the space that he hadn’t put the folder in. 

Inside was a gun. 

 A gun?  

He pulled it out, hands trembling as he did.  First, he checked the clip and then the 

chamber.  Both were empty. 

 Never hurts, maybe Sebas made a mistake.  

Not likely, he was beginning to realize, Sebas knew what he was doing and had planned 

all of this very, very well. 

Finally out of options, James sighed, he needed to read the contents of that envelope, the life of his best friend depended on it, the lives of his family did too, and so did his life, he realized now.  Although he would likely spend the rest of it in prison if he went through with this assassination or whatever you could call it, he would probably end his own life if Monica and Olivia died because of this. 

So with a weary sigh of resignation he walked down the alley, smelling the stink of 

garbage that wafted from two of the big black cans that sat in front of a garage next to Sebas’ 

building.  The wind blew and without warning it seemed to have turned cold.  He’d gone from freedom and hope not two hours ago to utter despair.  He crossed Bryn Mawr in a daze, not really bothering to stop for the traffic that had built up in either direction behind the lights at Broadway and Sheridan in the beginning of the evening rush period. 

The Starbucks was easy to find, right at the corner of the big green building, as Sebas had said it would be.  James hadn’t ever been much of a coffee drinker.  Why drink something that tastes terrible or doll it up with so much cream and sugar or peppermint syrup or whatever preteen girls put in their coffee that it didn’t taste like anything it did originally when you could just have a RedBull or a nice can of sweetened condensed milk?  And tea?  Well, tea was for foreigners and grandmas, and Michelle, he supposed, Michelle always did like having a cup of hot tea before she went to bed.  So foreigners, grandmas, and obnoxious sisters, there. 

He walked around the support beam that stood in front of the angled door and as he 

stepped through he was immediately struck by the heavy, earthy smell of roasted coffee and obnoxiously loud music.  He couldn’t read anything with all that noise, much less something like the document he now held in his hands, the one that would walk him step by step through killing another man. 

The song that was playing was something about living in a danger zone, but not the old Kenny Loggins song from Top Gun, this was some new one that had been out for only a couple years or something.  James stayed in there for about thirty seconds, decided that he wouldn’t stay, wouldn’t do what Sebas told him to, he’d throw off every order that Sebas gave him that wouldn’t get his family killed if only to prove a point.  But he wasn’t quite ready to buck off everything Sebas told him to do and he was also pretty sure that he really was tracking him with a GPS, so James found one of the steel seats outside the Starbucks and settled in uncomfortably. 

Bryn Marw was busy, Lake Shore Drive both giving and receiving heavy pre-rush hour 

traffic.  Foot traffic was constant too, a rainbow of people from all over the world flowed up and down the street.  The red line rumbled to a stop half a block away, ringing its chime and announcing, “This is Bryn Mawr, doors open on the left, at Bryn Mawr.  This is a red line train to Howard, door are about to close,” and then it chimed again and rumbled away. 



James took a deep breath and opened the manila envelope.  Inside were several sheets of paper stapled together.  He slid them out and onto the tabletop.  The wind caught one of the pages immediately and almost pulled it down the sidewalk, but James slapped it down before it was lifted and he took the sheets in both hands, backing them with the envelope.  James skimmed the first sheet quickly and pressed his lips together and read: 



Dear James, 



I can imagine you’re feeling alone and afraid right now.  I know that this may be 

hard for you to believe, but I can relate.  I’ve felt the same way for several years, 

but that is a story for a different time and place, and honestly, you probably would 

not really appreciate it very much if you heard it.  But discussing how you are 

feeling right now is not what we are here for, I am afraid.  So let us get down to 

business, as it were. 



David Carter.  I have a photograph attached at the end of this packet, always helps 

to know what they person you are supposed to kill looks like, at least that is what 

I believe.  And if you are wondering, yes, I have killed before.  I know what you 

are feeling right now, as I doubt you have ever killed someone, and if you have, I 

think you would only have done so out of self defense.  The first kill is the 

hardest, so if you decide you rather like this line of work, it only gets easier from 

here.  But look at me, there I go rambling again.  I have a problem with that, as I 

am sure you have already established. 



So let us start over again.  David Carter.  Picture in the back of the packet.  You 

have a gun in the bag.  It should be something that you are comfortable using.  It 

has enough kick to blow a good-sized chuck of his chest out his back.  I am not 

saying you should do it with the gun, but a bullet does have a very definitive 

finality to it when it blows half of someone’s brains out.  Just a thought.  I have 

rented you a U-haul van, you will find it in the westloop, just reference the map in 

this packet, with a curb weight just a bit north of 5000 pounds you should be able 

to squash him like a, well, cockroach.  But again, decision’s all yours.  If you 

want to go totally Kung Fu on him and jump off a building in a surprise attack 

and then fill him fuller than a clear night in the Rockies with ninja stars, I am not 

going to stop you.  Be creative! 



Mr. Carter parks his car on his way to work at a garage on the corner of Wells and 

Monroe.  He normally arrives there around 8:30 in the morning.  Between that 

location and Utinics there are a number of areas that don’t have any camera 

coverage.  They are detailed on the map as well.  It would behoove you to take 

advantage of said area as it should decrease the likelihood of a conviction should 

you be tried for the aforementioned crime. 



So here are the details: 



Address:  

John Hancock Center 

875 N Michigan 

Ste. 7300 

Chicago, IL 60611 



As I am sure I have already mentioned just a few moments ago, Mr. Carter works 

at 233 East Adams on the twelfth floor for Utinics.  I doubt very much that you 

are going to be able to get up there, and even if you could, I do not think that they 

would give you access to their president’s office.  It is a very secure floor, a 

secure building for that matter.  If you do happen to go in and you meet an 

overweight woman at the security desk with hair dyed a rusty brown, a bulldog’s 

face and a Pinocchio nose, do me a favor and punch her in the face.  I mean, 

really just shorten that nose down to a normal size.  She really bothered me a 

couple of times when all I wanted to ask her some polite questions.  Someone is 

going to do it eventually, as long as you’re committing felonies, you might as well 

stack up the crimes. 



I have arranged for a place for you to stay tonight, the Hyatt on the river.  If you 

are going to kill a man and may spend the rest of your life in prison afterwards, 

you may as well enjoy your last night of freedom.  Sorry that you cannot spend it 

with your family, but, as I am sure you understand, that cannot be arranged.  The 

hotel is under the name Noirtier Villefort.  I thought you would enjoy that.  Your 

ID is in the small zippered pocket in the bag’s main pouch along with some 

money to see you through in case of an emergency.  Just say that your room has 

been reserved, give your name, the ID and they should hand over a key card.  No 

funny French accent required. 



Well, if you want you can. 



After David Carter is dead you are free to go on your way.  I have provided a 

number of safeguards that will help to prevent the police from catching you, but I 

will not force you to utilize any of them.  Naturally, the bombs will be disarmed 

and the Sean will be set free.  If you do choose to take advantage of my 

safeguards, all you have to do is go to 29 E Madison in the Jewelry District after 

David Carter is dead.  It is not far from his work and not an unreasonable distance 

from his home, should be more than manageable, if it is not and you find yourself 

in police custody on your way there, well, we will have to see how things have 

gone before I decide whether or not to involve myself. 



Other than that, you should be pretty much set, bullets in the fridge at the hotel! 



All the best, 



Sebas 





Chapter Five 

Nightfall 




James breathed deeply and checked his phone.  It was 6:46.  He desperately wanted to 

talk to Monica and also feared calling her.  He was afraid he would break down and tell her everything.  And why not?  Would Sebas really blow up a woman and her daughter?  Was he really that soulless?  Or maybe if James just told them that they needed to get out of the house, not ask any questions, just get out and run, maybe they’d have enough time to get clear if Sebas really had wired the place to blow. 

 He wired my house to blow up.  

The thought still didn’t seem to compute.  But even if Monica and Olivia  could  get out, Sebas still had Sean.  Still had him and would kill him, or at least said he would.  He checked the phone again and almost smashed it on the sidewalk in frustration when he saw that only two minutes had passed. 

 Wait till after seven to call. 

He reached into his pocket and pulled out of the phone, beginning to look up Monica’s 

number in the contact list and then thought better of it. 

 You can wait ten minutes. 

 Okay, eleven.  But you can wait, for the life of your child and her mother, you can wait. 

He paced.  Back and forth, up and down, left and right, and no matter what way he did, time still didn’t move any faster.  His heart was beating fast now as he played through what he would say to Monica when she picked up the phone. 

He opened it again to check how much longer he had before he could call and as he did, someone ran into him and instantly he was covered in steaming hot liquid.  It scalded his arm and hand and ran down his phone.  On instinct James drew back, waving his hand in the air, trying to cool it.  The phone had been doused and for a moment James panicked, wondering if it had been fried but when he looked down the screen was still on.  He held the off button until the phone began to power down and then looked up to face the person who had run into him.  It hadn’t been just a light brush that a person might make normally on the street, someone actually had run into him full on and pretty much poured a venti cup of blond roast down his front. 

And he was mad. 

“Why don’t you watch where you’re going, you—” James started but was cut off in mid 

sentence. 

The woman who had run into him was beautiful, tall, almost as tall as he, with classically long blond hair, blue eyes and very nice curves.  She was the kind of girl he’d been caught staring at multiple times when he and Monica had dated in college.  Not any more since they’d started dating, he was more careful now, well, mostly. 

“I, I’m sorry, I was on my phone,” she said apologetically, holding up an iPhone in her right and a mostly empty 16 ounce paper coffee cup in her left.  She had managed to not spill a drop on her business suit or her phone and other than the surprise of running into him, seemed to not be in any worse shape than she’d been a couple seconds ago, minus the missing coffee in her cup, that is. 

She seemed to have realized that and looked down, first to James’ chest and sleeve and arm and hand and phone and then to her now empty coffee cup.  Understanding took hold and she began apologizing profusely. 

“I’m sorry, I’m really very sorry.  I was just texting my friend, and I…I suppose I should be more careful walking and texting at the same time,” she said apologetically. 

“You think?” was all James could manage. 

“Look, I need to be going.  I’ve got an appointment, but take my card,” she said, 

whipping a wallet from her purse and digging a card from it in a matter of less than two seconds, 

“If you want your shirt dry cleaned or your phone stops working for whatever reason in the next couple of days, just call that number and I’ll pay for it.” 

James looked down and read the card.  Krystle Bowers, attorney at law was printed on 

the face of the lightly textured, eggshell white card. 

“Um, thanks,” James managed to say, surprised by the whole encounter. 

“Of course,” Krystle said, “Really, don’t be afraid to call, but I do need to go now.  I am terribly sorry.” 

She hurried on by him in high black stilettos that James assumed would have fit a circus act just as well, and he was left standing on the sidewalk with a card in one hand and his phone in the other.  He looked down again at the card and went to put it in his pocket.  As he did, he realized that there was something written on the other side, not printed, but written in ink in a woman’s print, the curves of the letters bulging in exaggerated fashion. 



I know what trouble you’re in.  Meet me in the hotel lobby at 9 tonight. 



James’ head shot up and he scanned the street for the tall blond, but she was nowhere to be found.  She had almost vanished.  James took a few steps down towards the stairs leading up to the hotel and look towards the main entrance and the lobby, wondering if she’d just gone straight in and gotten out of his field of vision.  She wasn’t there either.  She’d just managed to, well, pretty much disappear. 

James sucked in a breath and read the card again.  Someone knew his problem and they 

wanted to meet him?  Someone knew about the girls and Sean?  Someone knew about Sebas? 

He felt his head swimming and took a seat on the stairs before he lost his balance.  He opened his phone to see what time it was, head still flowing with thoughts of being able to stop Sebas from hurting anyone with the help of this Krystle Bowers and maybe having everyone get out of the mess alive. 

James pulled the battery out of his phone and checked to see if it was wet. His mind was racing, trying to process everything that had just happened while remembering that he still had to call Monica. He hadn't forgotten, his mind was just somewhere else. He turned on the phone, it loaded the normal chime and then froze. 

"No," James muttered, "No, no, no..." He turned the phone off and then back on again and it loaded halfway and just stayed on the loading screen. 

James cursed and almost threw the phone into the street in sheer rage, instead, he 

clutched it tighter and this time pulled out the battery again and restarted the phone. 

Well, tried too restart it. This time it didn't even load. 

That Krystle woman had just ruined his phone with her little coffee and a chat later stunt and James was irate. He had to call Monica, had to hear her voice one last time. If he went to prison tomorrow out something went wrong and he died, he had to talk to her once more before everything happened. 

 Think 

 Think, James, think. 

He cursed himself again for not memorizing Monica's number, but seriously, who 

actually memorized numbers these days, even of the people they loved. It was embarrassing, but didn't change the fact that he didn't know the phone number of anyone in the world. 

Except Sebas. He knew Sebas' number, well had it in the phone Sebas had given him. It 

grated on him, but maybe he could call Sebas and ask for the number. Maybe he would have it and agree to give it to him, since James was supposed to call Monica after seven. 

Sebas wouldn't want her panicking and starting to look for him, would he? No, he 

wouldn't want that. 

James dug the other phone out of his pocket, but before he could look up Sebas' number, the phone rang. 

It was Sebas. 

Of course. 

James answered, voice harsh, "What?" 

The voice on the other end was steady, cold, "What just happened?" 

"Some woman ran into and spilled coffee down my front. Ruined my other phone." 

"She gave you something, a business card?" 

 He’s watching.  Holy crap, he’s watching right now. 

He’d been close enough to see that had given him a business card. James scanned the 

surroundings but there were a thousands places he could have been, any of the rooms in the hotel or across the river, on the street hidden from plain view, all he'd need was a good pair of binoculars. Or... 

James spun and saw a camera mounted on the corner of the Hyatt. 

"Ahhh, you've figured that out at least, now the question you need to ask is how many cameras can I tap into? Only these at the hotel? Or maybe all the cameras in the city? Who knows? But tell me, who have you the card?" 

James hesitated for a moment then said, "Krystle Bowers. That good enough?" 

There were several second of silence and then Sebas said, "Yes, it is. I want you to dispose of that card. You never saw it.  And you never met Krystle.  Do you understand?" 

"If I do, I want something from you," James said, trying to make his voice confident. 

"Oh? James you're in no place to bargain for anything but more bullets, but go ahead, hit me with your best shot." 

"I want Monica's phone number." 

Sebas laughed, it was weird, almost hearty, like he enjoyed hearing something like that, or like a grandpa who’d just gotten a darling little request from his grandchild.  It twisted James’ 

stomach even more. 

“Well?  I want her number, Sebas,” James pushed, indigence in his voice. 

“Of course.  That’s not a problem.  Krystle did a number on your phone, didn’t she. 

Smokin’ hot babe too, by the looks of it.  Maybe if things don’t work out with Monica you could try to holla out to her, you know, just a thought.” 

Sebas must have heard James’ teeth grinding because he stopped and said, “Alright.  You want me to text it to you?” 

James wanted to punch his button nose right into the back of his skull, but swallowed his anger for a moment, “That’s fine.” 

“Just remember, James.  I’m watching you.” 

The line went dead. 

A minute or so later the phone chimed and the text message arrived.  James mashed the 

keys in anger as he made the call.  It rang once before Monica picked up, her, tension running thick in her voice, “Hello?” 

“Mon, it’s James.  Everything’s alright, but we’ve got a bit of a problem.  We broke 

down here in Evergreen Park and Sean got stung by a bee.  He had a pretty bad reaction to it and we’re going to the hospital.  I’m not sure how long this is going to take, so don’t wait up for me, babe.” 

“What?  What’s wrong?” Monica asked, voice suddenly filled with tension and worry. 

“It’s Sean, the ambulance driver said he’s having some kind of anaphylactic reaction to the bee sting and if they don’t get him to the hospital right now he could die.” 

“Oh, oh God.  That’s bad, James.  Is he going to be alright?” 



“Um, I think so.  Not really quite sure.  We’re…we’re moving pretty fast in the 

ambulance right now.  They’re trying to get him to the ER as fast as they can.” 

“I can’t hear any sirens,” she said, voice still thick with worry. 

“Yeah, I’m not sure why they’re not running them.  I don’t know, maybe they’re only 

doing it at red lights or something.” 

 Leave it to a woman to pick up on a detail like that when a man’s life is at stake.  

As if Heaven itself had heard her question, a siren started wailing somewhere a block 

down from James, “Listen, I’ve got to go, we’re gonna be at the hospital in just a second.” 

“Which hospital?  Should I come down and get you?” 



“No!” James’ voice was sharp, sharper than it needed to be and he knew she’d pick up on it so he scrambled for an answer, “’Liv’s gotta be up early tomorrow, don’t worry about me.  I’m not even really sure what hospital we’re going to.” 

“What number are you calling from?” 



“One of the medic’s.  My phone was about to die and I asked him to call from his.” 

“Are you telling me everything?” Monica’s voice was suddenly suspicious. 

 Ah crap, she thinks I’m making all of this up because I’m in some kind of trouble again. 

 Well guess what, buddy, you are. 

 Not the kind she thinks it is. 

 Doesn’t matter, she knows you too well.  She’s worried you’re trying to push product tonight and you need a cover. 

“Yeah, really bad day today, babe.  Listen we just pulled into, uh, uhhh, Evergreen 

General Hospital.  I gotta go.  I’ll call you when I can.” 

“Okay,” her voice was now laced with more than a little doubt. 

“And Mon?” 

“Yes?” 

“I love you.” 

“I love you too,” she said, but her voice was distant now, like she wasn’t really there any more. 

James hung up the phone and ground his teeth again.  If he got through this alive he was going to have hell to pay from her.  James only prayed that Sean would be there to back up his story. 

 Oh God, please let them live.  Let them all be alive when this is all done.  

The phone rang again and James was suddenly grasped with fear that Monica was calling 

him back. 

 I can’t let them leave the house, if she gets any notion to leave the house, he won’t hesitate to blow it.  He won’t.  He said he wouldn’t.  

It was Sebas’ number. 

James let out a breath. 

 Hmm, funny how that just happened.  

He answered the phone, “What?” 

“I don’t think she bought it, James.” 

“You think?  You gave me a cover story that kind of wasn’t really believable.” 

“Well, you shouldn’t have made up the name of a hospital what doesn’t exist.  She’s 

looking it up on the computer right now, by the way.” 

Terror flooded James for a moment,  Oh, no, don’t, don’t let it be true.  

“So, do you think she’s going to try to leave the house and go looking for you?” 

“No.” 

“But…” Sebas pushed. 

“But she might just leave the house period.  Like, never come back.” 

“Hmm, well, I wouldn’t want to put your relationship with Monica in danger.” 

 What is that supposed to mean?  

“You’re an idiot, James.  You shouldn’t have given her the name of a hospital.  Which 

means now we’re in a bind.  If she does decide to just leave you, I’m going to be forced to take…unwanted action.  That mean’s that I’m going to lose you as a business associate, because let’s be real, you may care a lot for Sean, but as soon as Monica and Olivia are blown to smithereens, you’re gonna give this little job up.  Which means you don’t get something you want, namely, your wife and child not dying, and I don’t get something I want, you know, David Carter—” 

“So then what are you gonna do about it?” James yelled into the phone.  People all 

around him stopped to look his way, which wasn’t always an easy thing to do on a busy street in downtown, but he’d managed it. 

“Not get hasty, for a start,” Sebas’ voice was still calm, “I’ll call you back in a couple of minutes.” 

The line went dead and James found himself staring at the phone in his palm, foot traffic quickly resuming it’s normal frantic canter and cars continuing to whizz past. 

 This is so seriously messed up.  The guy makes perfect sense.  His logic is flawless and still, he’s out of his freaking mind.  He’s willing to save Monica and Olivia’s lives so that he can keep holding them as leverage over me at, what?  Bombpoint?  What do you even call something like that?  

James collapsed to the stairs in exhaustion and fought to hold back tears. 

Tears. 

He hadn’t cried since he’d gotten out of prison and seen Olivia for the first time. 

The phone rang again and James took a breath before answering, “What?” 

“We’re good man, I think she bought it,” Sebas’ voice was almost as relieved as James 

felt. 

“What, what did you say?” James asked, hesitantly. 

“I called your home phone as an admitting nurse from a  real hospital in Evergreen Park and asked for you.  You don’t even know your home phone number from memory?” 

James, knocked himself in the head,  shoulda had a V-8 why did I need to get Monica’s cell from Sebas if I could have just called the house? 

 Oh, let’s see, because that phone hasn’t rung in, what, a month?  And you’re stressed. 

 And so you forgot about it. 

 And those are the kinds of details that are going to end up with you in jail for the rest of your life or with the house blown up.  

“Whatever.  What happened?” 

“I asked for you and said that this was the emergency number Sean had listed and that 

you were his contact.  When she told me that you were at the hospital with him, I pretended to realize that you were right there in front of me.” 

“And how did a Sean having an anaphylactic reaction happen to give you his emergency 

contact number?” James asked, heart suddenly leaping as he found the real imperfection in Sebas’ otherwise generally perfect scheme. 

There was silence on the other end, “Crap.  I didn’t really think about that.” 

“So what if she leaves the house now?” 

“Still kablooi, sorry about that,” Sebas said. 

“You are a monster,” James said through clenched teeth. 

“Indeed.  May want to watch the news tonight, I’m sure a massive house explosion will 

warrant some kind of media response.” 

“So you would just kill them because of a mistake you made?” 

“Mmm, yes.  Yes I would.” 

“You heartless—” 

“I don’t think that’s going to be an issue, James.  Monica is putting Olivia to bed right now.” 

James breathed a sigh of relief, “How. How do they look?”  Even as he said it he hated himself. 

 I’m actually starting to side with this guy. 

 You’re siding with him because you don’t have a choice. 

“Actually, kind of peaceful.  Well, have a good night.  And remember.  I’m watching.” 





Chapter Six 

A Friend in Need is a Friend indeed 






James fell into the bed in his hotel room.  He looked at the alarm clock long enough to process that it read 7:32.  He desperately needed sleep, and it had come on him like a wave. 

He’d had the energy to climb Mount Everest to save the girls only minutes before, but as soon as he entered the hotel room the weight of the day had smothered him and he’d fallen on the bed, trying for only a few seconds to fight off the fatigue.  He succumbed to it and found himself in a dream almost immediately. 



It wasn’t pleasant. 



James walked down the street somewhere in the Loop.  Although he wasn’t familiar with 

the street exactly, he knew that he was outside of David Carter’s business, on Adams, in the heart of downtown.  He looked around and was surprised to find that all of the people who had surrounded him only moments before were now gone.  He stood alone on the street. 

No.  Not alone. 

Ahead of him he saw Monica and Olivia.  He ran to them and hugged them both. 

They were safe! 

“You got out!  You, how did you get out of the house?” 



Monica regarded him with a confused expression but before she could say anything, 

someone grabbed her around the waist and hauled her away, taking Olivia by the collar. 

 Sebas!  

The name grated against every part of James’ soul and he ran after, yelling for him to let them go.  But he kept running, dragging the girls behind him and James struggled to keep up. 

 Why can’t I keep up with him?  

They ran down the row of skyscrapers and broke out onto Michigan Ave in front of the 

Art Institute, then down some other street until they came to Lake Shore Drive.  The whole time James followed, looking away from time to time to make sure he wouldn’t be hit by a car while crossing an intersection, although no cars drove the streets, or by a crazed biker, which, for some reason, crowded the area.  Every time James took his concentration off them, Sebas had dragged the girls a hundred yards ahead of him and James had to sprint to catch up.  He chased them until they got to the lake.  There Sebas turned to face him. 

Except it wasn’t Sebas. 

James started in surprise. 

It was David Carter. 

And David Carter held a gun, aiming it first at James and then at Monica. 

He pulled the trigger. 

But James was faster.  He drew his gun, the one that Sebas, Sebastian the Saint, had 

given him and shot from the hip like John Wayne, the bullet reached David Carter’s gun before the bullet in it could exit the chamber and set the gun and bullet flying wildly away. 

James shot him then. 

He shot him again, and again, and again.  Shot him until there weren’t any bullets left in the gun and it clicked empty. 

And then David Carter simply stood up, face a bloody, pulpy mass.  He stood up and 

came for James. 

 Wake up.  That’s the only way to get out.  Wake up.  Wake up.  Wake up. 

James did, swinging wildly and slamming his fist against the headboard of the bed. 

It hurt and he inspected his hand, finding that it bled a little. 

James rolled over and looked at the clock again. 

7:53. 

James rubbed his eyes in weariness and rolled out of bed. 

He got into the shower and turned the water on full blast at it’s hottest setting. 

It hit him like an ice storm in February, shockingly cold, and then became almost boiling hot in the space of two or three seconds.  It scalded his skin and made him gasp for breath.  He turned the heat down and settled in, letting the water run down his body, feeling each of his muscles tighten and then relax as he let the tension go. 

 I’m really going to have to do this. 

 I can’t go down and see Krystle because he’s going to know.  She might be able to help me, but he’ll know if I meet her. 

 But what if you just go down and if you see her just turn around and leave.  He can’t hold that against you, can he? 

 No.  He might actually like it if he saw you doing something he wants you to do, right? 

 And you don’t want to make him angry.  Keep him happy and he won’t hurt the girls.  He promised. 

 But go down.  Yes.  Go down and see if Krystle has a plan for this…this totally messed up… 

And then James broke down.  He collapsed to the tub and wept, tears mingling freely 

with his sobs and the warm water running down his face. 

He stayed like that for a long time, just letting everything out, crying until he didn’t have any more to give, until everything he felt had been emptied and he was left with nothing.  No feeling, no pain, just the knowledge that he had a job to do. 

He got out of the shower, the bathroom walls and floor covered in large drops of 

condensation and the air heavy with steam.  He took one step and felt his foot slide out from beneath him and he panicked for a moment, but slammed his other foot to the floor and caught himself. 

 Well that’d be great, I end up in traction because I slipped on the freaking bathroom floor.  

He took another step, more gingerly this time, and grabbed one of the perfectly folded white towels off the rack and began drying himself off.  He rubbed the towel vigorously against his skin until everything was dry and then stood there for a minute, letting the steam soak into him again, making him sweat.  He toweled down again, this time leaving the bathroom after he did.  He didn’t bother wrapping the towel around his waist, leaving it on the floor. 

 Maybe I can use it as a rug the next time I go in there so I won’t slip and crack my head wide open.  

He sat on the bed naked, pulling out the packet of information that Sebas had given him, this time studying the map that Sebas had printed out from Googlemaps. 

On it were three circles, one that was around the Hancock building, another circled 233 E 

Adams, and the third was in the West Loop and labeled “U-Haul van”. 

There was a winking smiley face next to the label and James lifted his lips in disgust. 

He opened the fridge and sure enough, nestled between miniature bottles of high end 

booze, was a box of 100 rounds.  He removed it and loaded the gun’s clip, chambering a round, but keeping the safety on.  He sat there then, on the side of the bed, gun held between his legs, and breathed in and out slowly. 

It was 8:56 when he looked up and James gave a start.  He looked around the room for 

his clothes.  He’d scattered them as he’d undressed for the shower and hadn’t bothered to pay attention to where they’d landed.  In a hurry he gathered the articles and dressed. 

He left the gun on the nightstand, made sure to put on the Do Not Disturb sign and made his way down to the glass covered hotel lobby. 

There was music playing softly over unseen speakers and colored lights illuminated a 

water fountain that shot in time with the music.  The massive bar had only a couple of patrons, none of whom were Krystle, and James took a seat at the far end.  He checked the phone Sebas had given him. 

9:05. 

She was late. 

 Maybe Sebas got to her.  

Before he could continue with that train of thought, James was interrupted by a somewhat disinterested, middle aged bartender, “What’ll it be, buddy?” 

“Bombay ‘n tonic, extra lime,” James said automatically, mind still wandering to Krystle and why she wasn’t there yet. 

“You got a room here?” the bartender asked. 

“Yeah.” 

“Want me to charge it to it?” 

“Um.  Sure,” the thought hadn’t really occurred to James, but, why not?  If Sebas was 

footing the bill, James might as well make him really stub his toe. 

 Just another little way to get back at him.  

The bartender poured the drink and slid it to him on a napkin.  James took a sip of the piney drink and stopped in surprise mid-sip.  On the middle of the napkin was written “men’s lobby bathroom.  Second stall.” 

He composed himself and set the drink back down.  He took his time with the rest of it, hoping to make it look casual as he drank.  He couldn’t just take a sip and then bolt for the bathroom, Sebas would know something was going on.  He finished the drink quickly, 

nevertheless, and when he had about two fingers left in the highball glass, the bartender asked if he wanted another. 

“No, that’ll do it for me.” 

“Have a good night,” the man said with a little bow of his head. 

James got up and made for the bathroom. 

 So that bartender’s in on Krystle’s little game too. 

 Or she just paid him. 

 Either way. 

He found the sterile, well decorated room and went around the corner to the stalls.  The second one was occupied.  James waited. 

And waited some more. 

The second door’s hinge unlatched and swung open. 

Krystle stood inside, tall and beautiful and dressed from head to tow in cowboy attire that unfortunately smothered the figure, her hair tucked beneath a massive cowboy hat, eyes obscured by a pair of sunglasses and throat by a neckerchief. 

Just seeing a woman in the men’s bathroom caught James off guard so completely that he just stood and stared for several seconds before shaking the daze away.  Krystle, evidently, read the shock on his face and smiled a dazzling little smile, exiting the stall and slipping a folded sheet of paper into his hand.  She closed his mouth as she passed and walked out of the restroom. 

James slipped into the stall and unfolded the note. 



We know that he’s forcing you to assassinate David Carter.  We can offer you and yours protection.  Come to Utinics at 8:30 tomorrow morning.  We will take care of the rest. 



James stared at the note, reading it three more times.  Someone knew about his situation? 

Did they know all the details or just about his house.  What else did they know and how would they take care of him. 

James’ phone chirped and he looked down. 

Sebas had texted him. 



You might want to get back to your room.  Now. 



James’ mouth went dry. 

 He knows.  Oh no.  Sebas knows.  He saw her in one of the cameras and her disguise wasn’t good enough and now he’s going to hold me accountable for going to meet her after he told me to forget I’d ever met her. 

He flushed the note down the toilet and walked swiftly to the elevator.  The ride up 

seemed to take longer that it probably did.  James felt faint and the whole car seemed to swirl drunkenly.  The music playing softly in the background sounded like a death march to James’ 

ears and was incongruous with the couple making out in the corner across from him.  The elevator came to a halt on his floor and as he left, he could see the man press the woman into the corner of the elevator and run his tongue down her throat.  She giggled and gasped before the doors closed. 

 Gross.  

James made his way to the door and his hand quivered as he inserted the key card.  He 

couldn’t hold it steady and he had to force himself to take a deep breath before he tried it again. 

He got it on the third try and almost as soon as he’d entered the room, the phone rang. 

Not the cell this time, but the room’s phone. 

James stared at it for a few seconds and then broke his daze and answered. 

“Hello?” 

“James.  James, James, James.  Did I tell you about forgetting you’d ever met Krystle 

Bowers?” 

James swallowed, “You, did.” 



“And who did you just run into in the restroom?” 

“Um…someone in a cowboy outfit.” 

“Indeed.  Someone in a cowboy outfit.  A tall, leggy blond, and most definitely not a 

man.  Does that sound like someone you may have met earlier today?” 

“It, um, does.” 

“And did this person leave you anything, any kind of information regarding my capture 

or you not killing David Carter?” 

“No,” even as he said it, James could hear the lie in his voice. 

“I see.  James, I’m going to ask you to turn on the TV and change the channel to 708,” 

Sebas’ voice was suddenly cold. 

James did, an aching feeling sinking into his gut. 

The footage revealed the hutch cabinet inside Sebas’ apartment.  Sean still hung from a cord, but now his hands had been tied and there was tape covering his mouth.  Sebas stepped in front of the camera and peered into it, holding a cell phone. 

“You can see me?” Sebas’ voice came through the phone and then a second later through 

the TV. 

The picture was a little grainy, but everything was pretty recognizable, James’ voice 

quavered as he replied, “Yes.” 

“Good,” Sebas hung up the phone, and walked to the dangling Sean, “Sean here has been 

good.  But unfortunately, you have not.  To make sure you are absolutely certain that I will not tolerate another mistake on your part, I’m going to give you an object lesson.  In this lesson, Sean,” Sebas kicked Sean’s shoulder hard enough that the camera’s microphone picked it up, 

“will be our object.  I hope you’re watching.” 

Without hesitation, Sebas raised the gun and fired twice into Sean’s head.  Pink and grey meat burst out the other side and Sean’s head jerked.  His body swung with a lazy grace following the head’s motion and then back again, blood now spurting as his heart continued to pump blood to a useless brain.  It slowed in just a few seconds to a continuous stream dribbling out and into an ever enlarging puddle on the floor. 

 This isn’t happening.  This can’t be happening.  It’s not real.  None of this is real.  It’s not, it’s not, it’s not.  

“James?  James are you there?  I assume you can still hear me, and are in too much shock to say anything,” Sebas turned to face the camera, ugly smile twisting this face into something James hadn’t seen yet, “I suppose that’s understandable.  Sean was your object lesson.  Don’t think I’ll hesitate to teach that lesson to you again.” 

The TV cut to static. 





Chapter Seven 

To Kill a David Carter 






“Oh God, oh God, oh God,” James whispered, “He killed him, no, oh God no.  God, 

please no.  Please, please, no.” 



 He killed Sean because of you.  Because you didn’t follow his directions.  Because you didn’t believe what he said.  Sean is dead because of you.  



The room swam and James struggled to keep from collapsing and falling to the floor.  He closed his eyes to steady himself and only saw Sean’s face.  Only saw his friend when they’d been in the car earlier that day.  He could only see Sean’s face when they’d first met, his generous, loving smile, his easy-going way, his love for the people around him.  James could only see Sean’s face, purplish-red from all the blood that had connected there as he hung in Sebas’ apartment.  He opened his eyes and tears blurred the salt and pepper that raged across the screen. 



 All I had to do was stay away and none of this would have happened.  I only had to kill David Carter, not ask any questions, and Sean would have still been alive. 

  

 Do you think he’s going to let them go?  Do you really think he would have let Sean go alive? Or Monica and Olivia? 

  

“I don’t have a choice!  I don’t have a choice!  I  have to believe that he’s going to keep his word and let them go,” James yelled it, not even realizing that he had until the echoes in the room had faded and were replaced by the crackle of static. 



James sunk to the floor and began to weep into the corner of the bed.  He stayed that way until the tears had soaked through the comforter and left it damp and covering his face like cold sweat.  He couldn’t move, he didn’t have anything else he could give, he was totally paralyzed by fear.  It grasped him, dragged him down and seemed to form shackles around his wrists and ankles that secured him to the bed and didn’t let him go.  He’d felt this way during his first night in prison, unable to move, unable to breath.  He’d thought that night that he would never be more paralyzed in fear than he’d been then, but tonight, he realized that that had been child’s play in comparison to this.  Tonight he could feel the onset of a panic attack begin to take hold in his chest.  He could feel his heart losing its rhythm and starting to fire too fast and then too slow, took hard, too soft, and without any coherent logic.  His breathing was ragged, even as he tried to focus on it in an attempt to make his heart follow suit.  It didn’t help and he eventually fell to the floor, laying there and sucking gasping breaths as he succumbed to attack. 



 Maybe it will kill me and I won’t have to be held responsible for Monica and Olivia. 

  

 If that’s your plan, you’re doing nothing more than committing suicide. 

  

 And if I die, then Sebas won’t have any reason to kill them. 

  

 And you’ll leave Olivia without a father?  Monica without a husband? 



No.  He wouldn’t. 



 The only thing you have to fear, is fear itself. 

  

 Good Lord, now I’m quoting Franklin D. Roosevelt?  



And yet, it made him feel better, he didn’t have anything to be afraid of except for that nameless, unreasoning, unjustified terror which paralyzed him and kept him from doing the job he needed to do.  He wouldn’t give up or give in, he would do everything in his power to keep anyone else that he loved from being hurt, no matter what.  He pushed himself up from the floor and to the bed, and waited.  He waited for his heart to return to its familiar, comfortable LubDub, LubDub, for his breathing to become deep and effective again, for his mind to clear. 



And it did, and as it did, he walked around to the other side of the bed and opened the far nightstand to reveal a Gideon’s Bible.  He’d never been one to read much of the Bible, but he knew a bit here and there from when he’d been a kid and his mom had made him and Michelle go to church with her for a couple of years, and also from some of the messages Pastor Kevin had preached.  He knew Psalm 23 almost by heart and let the words flow through his soul as he skimmed the heavy black book for another passage to give him hope.  He came to Psalm 144. 







Blessed be the LORD my strength, 



Which teacheth my hands to war, 



And my fingers to fight: 



My goodness, and my fortress; 



My high tower, and my deliverer 



My shield, and he in whom I trust. 





James breathed the words in and let them out as a prayer, he may not have been the most holy person, far from it really.  He wasn’t on regular speaking terms with God most high, but it seemed right tonight.  It seemed like tonight, he had nowhere else to turn, so he prayed the words of the Psalm again and again, asking for the strength to go through with what he had to do, asking for the cunning to kill Sebas if he got through the next few hours. 



A text arrived and James checked the phone. 



May want to get a plan together, James. 



James sank down to the floor and spread the sheets that Sebas had given him out before him, starting to concoct a plan. It sickened him, thinking about how he could kill another human being but he didn't let it stop him and pressed forward. 

James had never planned a murder before, but it seemed to him that unless he could 

figure out a way to hide his tracks and make a clean getaway, his best bet would be to keep things as simple as possible. That probably meant the gun. It would be cleaner than a hit and run and more likely to succeed than a stabbing. As he first began thinking about it, James could think of lots of ways to kill a man, however the more he considered our, the more he began to realize that in reality there were only three basic ways. 

A man could be killed chemically, biologically, or traumatically. Poisoning was too 

random and meant that James would have to have a very specific opportunity and that also assumed he could deliver a poison that acted quickly enough that paramedics wouldn't be able to do anything about it. James didn't really have access to anything potent enough to kill someone biologically, not to mention he wasn't sure he would've felt very safe walking around the Loop with the Ebola virus in his back pocket. That left the old fashioned way. Like, two caps to the head, razor blade across the throat, that kind of stuff. He didn't want to hurt anyone but Carter, so he decided against trying to build a bomb or something. 

 That's something Sebas would know about, James thought with a cringe. 

There is a reason the gun had been the weapon of choice for armies worldwide for the 

last three hundred our so years. A bullet can cause an immense amount of damage. You don't have to be in arm's reach of your target, and since the invention of the gatling gun, an area can be sprayed with bullets, tearing through dozens of enemies in a matter off second. They were vastly more effective than any other kind of weapon readily available to local citizens and for the power they carried, cost next to nothing. 

James inhaled deeply as he inspected the 1911. It was heavy and felt solid in his hand. He clicked the safety off and put pressure on the trigger, looking down the sights and into the pillow as he did. 

 Yes, this gun will do. 

Sebas had supplied him with hollow point rounds, the ones meant to turn a target's flesh into so much hamburger. These were bullets meant to flatten out inside of a person and transfer all of the bullets force into the target's body with less chance it would pass through and hurt someone else behind. The down and dirty side of it was that a hollow point would do a lot more damage than a regular bullet. 

He took a moment to switch his mind from thinking about the actual killing to the steps leading up to it. He knew where David Carter would be parking his car and decided that the best place to do the job would be in that garage. It would be generally uninhabited, at least in comparison to the street below, the only issue it presented was that he would essentially be holing himself up and if there was some kind of rapid response to his attack, he may not have an opportunity to get free. 

The more he thought about it, however, the more he liked the idea of doing it in the 

garage. 

 But Krystal told you to be at Utinics. If they see that I'm going to the garage, they'll know something's not right, and surely they're going to be watching me. 

 Well, there goes that idea. 

 But on the other hand, if they think you're going to play ball by helping them turn in Sebas, then you might have a chance to catch Carter by surprise. 

 Not a bad thought. 

 No indeed... 

James chewed on his lower lip.  He wasn't even sure Carter would show now that 

someone was trying to kill him, and if he didn't, how would James have a chance to take him down by the next morning?  He didn't know. 

 That's not something you can be thinking about right now. If he comes, take him out and run. If he doesn't... 

 Call Sebas and get a suggestion? 

The thought made his stomach turn over a couple of times. 

 And how the heck are you gonna get away? 

 Sebas's getaway plan? 

 Not likely. 

James wished he'd had an opportunity to see the area before tomorrow morning. He 

worried about going out now as the Utinics people were surely watching him and would know if he was obviously scouting the area.   

But there wasn't anything to be done for it, David Carter had to be dead by 9 that morning. 

He woodshed he could fall into bed and wear up the next morning beside Monica, give Sean a call and find out when the next soccer game would be, play dolls with Olivia, and just enjoy the day. He wished that going to sleep would make the world go back to the way it had been, the way it was supposed to be, but James knew it never would. He also knew that he wouldn't be able to sleep, something else would keep coming to mind. 

And yet, he needed just a bit of sleep so he'd be functional the next day, right? And it wouldn't be so bad just lying down for twenty minutes out do, would it? No, certainly not. 

He fell into the bed, shocked by how much more comfortable it was than his bed at home. 

 So this is how the other half lives. 

Just before he closed his eyes he remembered to set his alarm clock just in case. 

 Six. Yeah, six'll be enough time just in case I... 







Chapter Eight 

Beepbeepbeepbeep... 


The sound went on in James' head and all he could think was why the alarm sounded so 

different today than every other day. Out didn't make sense, he hadn't gotten a new alarm clock, he hadn't changed the alarm setting on his phone, so why the new sound? 

 Oh. Right. 



 Crap. 

James' heart sank as the thoughts coalesced and he realized that the nightmare he'd had was, in truth, real life. To add to that he really didn't feel like getting out of bed. 

 How long was I asleep? Three hours? Four? 

 It couldn't have been longer than four. 

He lay in bed a while longer, alarm ringing to beat the band, when the phone chirped. 

 Good Lord, he even knows when I wake up? 

James reached for the nightstand, eyes still closed and fumbled for the phone. He touched it once but knocked it off the stand and groaned. He finally did open his eyes then and caught a glimpse of a dreary day through a crack in the shades.  He want even sure if the sun had risen yet. 

Well, if cloud cover that dense kept up, it would rise, but no one would even be able to see it.  A white flash of light cut through the shade and sent a beam of light through the crack and was followed a less than a second later by a crack of thunder that threatened to shatter the window. 

 Just what I need. 

 No, really, it might be.  It’s gonna be a lot harder for police to keep track of a person if it’s raining. 

 Police, or Utinics. 

 Yeah.  Them too. 

 Have to buy an umbrella. 

The phone was nowhere to be seen on the floor and instead of letting the ear splitting alarm continue to contribute to a migraine, James slammed his fist down with what he imagined would have been enough force to smash the typical red-number-display clock. Rather, it tumbled off the nightstand and hung from it's cord halfway down, and instead of breaking it to pieces, James apparently didn't even manage to hit the massive snooze button, because the clock kept announcing "red alert" and "all hands on deck" like it was the all-mighty computer from the Starship Enterprise or whatever. 

James punched out again, this time with enough force that it hurt his hand and the alarm didn’t continue it's incessant beeping as its faceplate feel to the floor. 

 Good. Sebas can pay for that too.  

James looked over the side of the bed and still didn’t see the stupid phone, so he rolled out, narrowly avoiding braining himself against the nightstand as he did, while taking most of the covers with him.  It had bounced under the bed and he found it in a couple of seconds.  He flipped it open and read. 



Rise and shine!  Since you haven’t eaten anything for over fourteen hours, I’d suggest enjoying a good breakfast of something easily digestible like oatmeal, don’t want you getting hypoglycemic today! 



 What?  Now you’re tracking my glycemic index?  

The thought made him laugh just a little so he texted it back to Sean. 

The phone chirped a reply seconds later. 





It’s blood glucose level, and chances are yours’ is in the sixties right now. 





James grated his teeth, leaving the blankets and phone on the floor and making his way to the shower.  He turned the water on full blast and as hot as he could stand until the steam seemed to soak into his bright pink skin.  When he felt sufficiently scalded, he turned on the cold water and stood under it until he began to shiver, fighting off the urge to turn the heat back on or jump out of the stream until it was unbearable.  He stayed a few seconds longer and finally returned the flow of water to it’s former scalding glory.  He left the shower fully awake and feeling sick. 



 Sebas is right, I  do  need something to eat. 

  

James pursed his lips as he thought about Sebas being right about something else.  The man struck him as a genius, as someone who no only knew how the world operated, but also knew a great deal about it.  It was a rare thing, James knew, and as he was learning, a dangerous thing in the hands of a psychopath. 

James put on the clothes that he'd worn the night before. The coffee stain stood out like an ugly brown beacon against it and James groaned as he thought about the pain Monica would give him if she had to get the stain out herself.  He had to hold back the tears as he thought about Monica.   

 She'll be alright. You're gonna do this and she's gonna live. 

Sebas had lain out a change on the chair with a note suggesting he wear that outfit while doing the deed.  It was a simple outfit, loose jogging shorts, a T-shirt that was several sizes too big with Darth Vader's face on it and the line "Who's your daddy?" written beneath.  On top of the neatly folded clothes was a gun holster that James supposed would hang high enough that the shirt would cover it.  He left the clothes on the chair and took the elevator down to breakfast, mind in a daze. 

No making out couples this time and James smiled gratefully to himself.  Breakfast was a simple affair for him on a good day and a ritual he forwent completely on a bad.  Today, however, he truly was famished and devoured a couple bagels with butter and a bowl of oatmeal alongside a cup of coffee that he’d tossed a couple of ice cubes into.  He didn’t have time to waste waiting for the coffee to get cool enough not to scald his tongue.  Wiping his face with a napkin, James got up, ignored the glances from a couple of the other lodgers that were clearly directed at his coffee stained shirt, and went back up to his room. 

Once there he slipped into the clothes that Sebas had picked out for him.  They fit loosely and just as he’d suspected, as long as James wore the holster a little higher than it was meant to, the shirt came below it and the bulky form of the gun was well concealed.  He moved around the room, getting a feel for how the weapon felt against his side.  The hazy dreamlike quality of the day seemed to increase and make his head swim. 

James shook his head and wished he’d gone for a second cup of coffee and screw having 

to take a whiz while he was putting two in the back of David Carter’s head.  He practiced drawing the gun and did it without the dexterity he would have hoped for.  He tried it again, raising the left side of his shirt with is left hand and then whipping the weapon out with his right. 

It came out more smoothly this time, but still caught on the holster.  He returned it to the holster and went into the bathroom, facing the mirror and watching his technique. 

He moved quickly this time, drawing quickly enough that he could probably get a shot 

off before most people recognized what he was doing for what it was.  He repeated the process a couple of times until he was comfortable with it and took a deep breath, letting air flow through him and out again.  He gazed into the mirror, wondering where the little boy who’s face he’d seen as a child had gone so wrong that he was going to kill someone today. 

 It’s not your fault, James. 

 But it kind of is.  Sebas wouldn’t have chose you if you didn’t have the past you did. 

 You’ve been manipulated and maneuvered until you don’t have a choice. 

 I have a choice once it’s done, though. 

 You do.  Kill Sebas.  Kill him as quickly as you can, make sure he knows.  

James had been expecting one last well-wishing text message from Sebas, or something 

of that twisted variety but hadn’t received one.  The cell phone read 7:15 and James took a deep breath.  He knew that the walk down to the garage where he planned to try to take Carter down would take only five or ten minutes. 

 Which means that if I leave now then I’ve got way too much— 

James stopped mid-thought as a plan coalesced in his mind. 

It probably wasn’t a good idea, doing improv with one’s assassination plans the morning that a hit was supposed to go down, but it wasn’t like he’d had a lot of time to scheme anyways and Sebas hadn’t given him too many great pointers other than kill Carter using any means necessary, but this idea really wasn’t bad.  Changing back into the clothes he’d been wearing the day before, James gathered up the clothes that Sebas had left in a ball, ensured that the gun was loaded and the safety on, and left the room. 

There was another couple walking down the hall as he exited, though this one was 

sufficiently ancient that James assumed they’d learned their lesson regarding PDA a good fifty or sixty years earlier.  Now their primary concern, James guessed, was more along the lines of making sure that they had an adequate supply of prune juice.  James went down to the gift shop and found the things he needed easily.  He checked over his shoulder several times, trying to see if he could identify anyone trying to tail him, but if there was anyone, and James was sure Utinics had  someone watching him, they were too good to be easily noticed. 

James didn’t bother stopping by the front desk to check out, but instead exited out of the back of the building and cut over to Michigan Ave and then down toward Millennium Station. 

The rain was coming down heavily now and was slowing the city’s normally brisk morning pace. 

Lightning lit up the sky again and was followed by a chorus of thunder.  He moved quickly, not bothering with politeness as he wove through the crowds of businesspeople intent on beating the early morning rush.  He waited at a cross walk until the light had turned red and then ran, trying not to slip on the wet street.  The cars came barreling down the street as well and James received several unpleasant horn honks followed by a handful of disgusted looks from pedestrians once he arrived safely on the other side.  He glanced over his shoulder to check if anyone had decided to risk dashing across the street with him, but the other side was just as full of disinterested or annoyed people as the side he was now on.  James ran then, not at an all out sprint, but at a clip quick enough that anyone following him would find difficulty keeping pace.  He continued running until he was to Millennium Station and then descended into the vast underground network of tunnels connecting Millennium Park to the rest of the Loop. 

It wasn’t as busy as he’d hoped it would be, but he tried to move quickly and in and out of foot traffic, not spending long enough in any one area for anyone who might have been able to keep up with him.  Eventually he found a restroom and stepped into a stall, changing his attire without delay.  This time he left, Chicago cap pulled down to cover his face as best it could. 
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Epilogue

Josh Lowinski crossed to the other side of the street before he passed the bum huddled in
the doorway of an abandoned community health center on Milwaukee just south of Fullerton.
Josh wasn’t afraid of the man, few people made him uneasy these days, it was just that he stank.
He smelled so bad, week old sweat, stale piss, and...was that the hint of chocolate that he’d left
in his pants? Josh held his breath, not bothering to look back at the man. The chilly wind shifted
direction as it so often does in Chicago during October and the smell of the guy wafted over him
all over again.

Yes, the man had most definitely left a good-sized chunk of crap in his pants. Or...was it
something else? The wind died down and Josh took a breath. Yes. It was something else. The
man’s whole sent was wrong. Yes, there were all of those things, the unwashed body, the pants
soaked in urine after a late night drinking a 40 of Mickey’s, or if the foot traffic had been
especially charitable that day, he may have been able to afford a bottle of Dmitri vodka, the
excreta from only God knew how long ago, but there was something else. A faint aroma
of...what? It was almost sweet, and yet made him uncomfortable, made his skin crawl, made his
stomach turn over, but only a little.

Josh walked a little faster, trying to outpace the inevitable gust of wind that would blow
the smell back in his face again.

City needs to take out the trash.

Without warning the smell was stronger, much stronger, and without the presumably
necessary gust of wind to facilitate it.

Josh glanced over his shoulder and saw that the bum had risen from his spot and was
following him, gaining on him quickly if he had judged the distances correctly. He hunkered his
shoulders, flipped his collar, and thought about putting in his headphones, the standard Chicago,
“Screw you,” to anyone who was trying to get your attention, but some instinct deep inside told
him not to.

The smell got stronger still, and it wasn’t just the man’s excretions that made Josh
uneasy, it was that something else that bothered him.

My God, it’s terrible.

And yet he wasn’t afraid. If the man tried to mug him Josh would...what? Rip his throat
out? Punch his nose into his brain? Kick out his kneecaps and break his jaw? They were all
options, and that did not even take into account either of the knives he kept hidden on his person
of the gun in the shoulder holster.

At last the smell became more than he could bear and he turned to confront the man. As
he did, the man’s hand moved in a blur and raised a pistol with a long silencer on the end. Josh
started and reached for his own gun, but knew as he did that he was already too late.

There was a single subdued muzzle flash before Joshua Michael Lowinski’s world went
black.

Chapter One
The Movers

James Wright took a deep breath of newly warm spring air. He and his partner-in-crime,
as they jokingly referred to themselves, Sean, cruised down Lake Shore Drive at about 65. They
were ten over and if the police were out and vigilant today, it could mean real trouble for both of





