
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Prologue

	 

	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 the newly warm spring air as it whipped through the car.  He and his partner-in-crime, Sean, were cruising comfortably down Chicago's Lake Shore Drive at about 65.  They were ten over, but everyone else around them was driving at least as fast as they were.

	Shoot, that Boxter blew past us less than a minute ago doing better than 90.

	It was a good day to be out despite the fact there would surely be some police on the Drive this fine Wednesday morning--ex-cons like themselves were always keeping a close eye out for police--but James felt like he could actually relax for a change.  It was the first time in a while that he'd been able to do it and, closing his eyes, he soaked in the bright sun, fresh, clean air, and the scents of new spring growth that permeated the air&.

	James took in the warm glow of newly minted springtime and tried to wash away the last job he and Sean were just coming from working.  They helped a little old lady get moved out of the first floor apartment she'd lived in for the better part of fifty years.  They'd moved her from her rundown building on the southside of Chicago 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.  James winced as he thought of the smell of piss that had permeated& the air, the unwashed-body stink that wafted from the room that they had moved poor old Mrs. Davis into, the gaze of the dead in the patient's eyes and the far-off stare of boredom in the staff's.

	No, Mrs. Davis 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 their cigarettes and gripe about their clients.  There were all too many of them in Chicago.

	I'm never going to let my mom end up in a place like that, James thought as he inhaled the fresh smells of grass, new leaves, and what he could only think of as clear sunshine&, letting the heady aroma fill his lungs and hoping it would drive his mind from thoughts of Mrs. Davis.

	"You thinking about that Mrs. Davis we left in that place to die?" Sean asked, bringing James's mind back around again to the haggard, emaciated woman they'd left less than an hour before.

	James supposed it couldn't be helped, "Yeah.  I swear, some people's kids are so cruel.  Did you see the look in their greedy little eyes as soon as we moved their mom out?  They wanted to see what she’d to leave behind and they couldn't wait until she was gone.  It's sick."

	"Well, maybe the next on'll be better," Sean said, the ring of hope leaking through his voice.

	"Should be.  Michelle said it was a younger guy by the sound of it.  Just called yesterday.  She was trying 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 nothing wrong with tellin' the truth!" Sean smiled at him and offered James his fish while keeping a firm grasp on the wheel.

	James pounded it solidly and settled back into the seat, closing his eyes once again.  His big sister, Michelle, 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.  It was a business, he had openly announced during dinner with his family, that would never go 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.  In reality, he mostly took care of work around the office, devoting himself to only a couple days a week as an actual mover.  He wasn't paid very well, but it was enough to get by on.  In fact, he was being paid more by his sister than at any other job he'd ever before held, save one&.  

	He'd never had a lot going for him, never been able to really be ahead.  He'd grown up poor, generally morally defunct, making descent grades, and every time he'd looked in the mirror, he would only see a slightly better than average face, framed against untamable brown hair, falling in a limp mess, and revolving around a nose that was slightly too rounded on the edges to be truly attractive looking back at him.  He'd had a face with cheekbones that were defined and hard enough to sharpen a razor against, as well as a hard, narrow chin.  Back then, his face had been all hard lines and angles, with the exception of his maddeningly round 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 by one of his teachers in high school that his mind was sharp, and if anyone had asked him then, and probably still today, for that matter, he'd have answered that he took life too seriously.  James 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.

	Prison had changed him in many ways, most notably on the outside, it had taken his 135 pound frame and added 40 pounds of solid muscle to it.  He'd learned early on that to keep the monsters that slept under his bed from getting him at night that he needed to put on some serious muscle, and he'd 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 10 pounds, which was considerable for someone who was 5'8" on a good day, and usually not quite that.

	So these days when James looked into the mirror he saw a very different face looking back at him than the one he'd grown up with.  Where James had once been an average honda motorcycle from the seventies or eighties, he was now a miniature tank.  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 eigth 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.  Naturally, he welcomed it.  Few ex-cons warrented such respect, and James took it whenever he could get it.  

	Few enough people were giving it to him these days.  Michelle, yes, for the most part, and Sean more than James probably deserved.  But his mother would only let &him over to dinner when he came with Michelle.  And Monica, his girlfriend, well, with her it had been a crapshoot ever since the day he'd gotten out.  She may fall into his arms in the morning and by the afternoon be nitpicking at everything he did.  He wanted to marry the girl, show her that he was going to be there for her forever.  He'd even been able to save enough to afford a fine looking ring for Monica.

	"You're thinkin' about that ring again, aren't you?" Sean asked, interrupting James's train of thought.

	"How can you tell?" James asked, guessing the anser 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.

	"Thing is man, you ain't the one who's gonna rescue her.  That's all the man upstairs," Sean said, pointing to the roof of the car and sparing a quick glance heavenward, "You may be his instrument, but it ain't gonna be you that saves anyone."

	"Yeah, I got that.  I get that from you pretty much every time we have this conversation."
      "Well, it's because you take so dang long to learn anything that it's next to impossible to actually have you believe it after hearing it once."

	"You're as stubborn and incorrigible as an ass," James shot back.

	"Excuse me?"

	"You heard, as an a--"

	"You're calling me incorrigible?"

	"You don't even know what that means."

	"I didn't go to Morehouse, I didn't go to no--&"

	"Oh shut up," James said, "You're not even black."

	And with that they both broke into laughter, James's somewhat high pitched chittering being overwhelmed by Sean's deep belly rumble, 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 an especially 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 343.  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.  He’d make you feel like you were living the story with him as he did, drawing you in while making 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 himself had recently ended his long confirmed bachelorhood and proposed to her.

	"But listen," Sean said when the laughter had finally died down, serious once again, "You really have done a lot for that woman and she should be proud to call you her man."

	Saying that brought a twinge of pain to James’s heart.  Monica.  That was something else all together.  Why she'd fallen for him in the first place, he still wasn't entirely sure.  Perhaps it had been his dogged determination, or maybe she'd wanted to be with the bad boy so that she could change him, or maybe he'd just been really, really lucky.  

	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 and soon enough, a baby on the way.

	Those hopes were dashed to ugly pieces only months later, and the fallout had been more than ugly.  By the time it was all over and James had finally gotten out of prison he'd missed out on seeing two years of his daughter, Olivia's, life and Monica had shacked up with some guy.  But he was getting his life back now.  

	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.  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.

	Sean nodded, he already knew who they were talking about, “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?”

	“No, 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 probably wouldn’t have spoken to him again.  He wasn't sure about the Jesus thing and all, but it hadn't been bad for him, James admitted.  The people were nice and accepted him for who he was, something that not many people did these days.

	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.  So beautiful, in fact, that it hurt to look at, reminding him so much of his life and how he'd ruined the lives of the people he loved.

	Bad things had happened to Monica and Olivia, especially at the hands of Justin.  James had let them down when he broke the law and got himself thrown in prisom and 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.

	If only he could forget some of the things he'd done in his life, go back and change the past.  He wished desperately that his life had turned out differently.  He found himself trying to hold back tears as words rushed past his lips.

	"I, I just don't know anymore, man.  I messed up so bad so many times.  I ruined people's lives, someone died because of me.  I, I just can't go on like, like this," he said, now no longer unable to hold back the tears.

	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

	 

	Sebas 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 any fencers or even much about the sport, but if he had to guess, this man would be extremely quick in a fight and not an easy target to land a blow solid on.

	James had started sizing guys he met up shortly after he’d begun peddeling drugs with the leader of his old gang, Zander.  It wasn't until the day they sold some product to a guy who to James had appeared just average sized under his bulky button-down shirt that he really started to see the need to get a feel for people.  They'd just turned their back on the man to leave when in a rush he bounded across the room, arms outstreached, ready to take both of them down.  Unhesitatingly, Zander had whipped out a revolver and held it level it the man’s forehead.  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 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.”

	Without another glance Zander turned away.  The same couldn't really be said for James who had almost left the house with a brown streak down the middle of his whitey-tighties.  

	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.  But Zander had been taking the pulse of the man from the moment they walked in and had estimated with great certainty what might transpire the moment they turned their backs.

	James had also taken to carrying a gun after that, as well as putting in several hours every week at one of the ranges in the suburbs.  He became a better than average marksman which had proven essential on a couple of occations when they'd crossed paths with rival gang members.  He had 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.  Zander had gotten over-confident in the last months of his life, thinking he was invincible, all the while remaining oblivious to his dramatic weight loss, irratic behavior, and increasing paranoia of nearly all those around him.  To James, who by then had himself cultivated a keen ability to read the people around him, as well as a numbness to the world of violence he'd entered into, the fact that Zander had gone out of this world with two rounds in his gut came more as a matter of course than anything else.  The ability to analyze a person within a few seconds of seeing them had further developed in prison and had it not been for his criminal record and lack of higher degrees, James probably would have made an excellent career as an FBI profiler.

	So when James saw this man standing before them on Winthrop, he saw a man who held himself well, almost pridefully, 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, always trying to make sure some enemy didn't jump them.  It wasn't too typical for a white guy who wasn't involved in some sort of illegal activity, so either Sebas wasn't from Chicago, he had some nefarious dealings undway, or he was at the very least an eccentric.  

	Sebas looked them up and down as they exited the car.

	And he's sizing us up too.  Interesting.

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

	Sean noticed.  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, his big, friendly personality coming through as he began vigorously 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, the big stuff, and getting everything into the new place.”

	“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 without roommates.  In the back between the kitchen and the stairs or balcony would possibly be a storage room.

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

	It wasn’t too hard to guess at.  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 before his arrest hadn't changed his sentaments towards it in the slightest.

	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 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 analyze every single part of it, from the smith’s mark down to the nicks on the blade's edge.

	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 was so immaculately clean that it must have either been purchased within the last couple of weeks or had been very well cleaned, neither of which made a lot of sense right before a move.  There weren’t any marks on the wall, not even from the overstuffed faux leather easy chair in the corner.  No marks on the wall, no dust in the corners of the hardwood floors, no chips of concrete or drywall from the holes in the wall left by nails on which had recently hung a handful of paintings, now neatly stacked on the far side of the wall separating the kitchen from the living room. 

	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, probably. 

	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, the 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 that, I mean like at all.”

	“Ha!  That sounds terrible!  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?” James asked, picking up one of the chairs against the wall, eager to get going with the move.

	Sebas threw back his head and laughed, though it seemed forced and too, how could James describe it?  Dry?  It was the best way he could think to put it into words, Sebas' laugh was 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's just odd, James thought, what he’d said about it being a roommate’s was a load of crap and what he said about his sisters really happened.  What does he have to hide about his guitar?

	“Man, if your old roommate's not living here, I’d say pick it up and teach your sisters a lesson at the next family reunion, ya’ know?” Sean said, beaming.

	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.

	James nodded and set the chair back down where it had been.  As he did, he noticed that the deep compression in a carpet that comes from a heavy piece of furnature sitting on it for at least a few days was markedly absent from the rug.

	Now who goes and buys a rug two days before he moves?

	Sean took the cue as well and waited for James to take his place at the other end of the couch.  They nodded to each other and lifted the overstuffed couch together.  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.  As soon as they got it pulled away from the wall, James gave a glance to where it sat moments before.  To his surprise, any kind of dust bunnies or debris that had accumulated over the course of months or years was completely absent.  So either Sebas was an obsessive cleaner of a class that James had never even heard of, or he had only recently moved in.

	None of this feels right at all.  What is his game?  

	Sebas moved to the door at the back of the house and James 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.  Another team in the company, Juakin and Devonte, had not been so lucky.  The previous March Devonte had slipped on a patch of ice and broken his wrist as he landed.  He'd not been able to return to work yet, maybe never would go back to moving, he had really done a number on it.

	“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!  Turn my blood to ice, yo.”

	So, rather than hurrying along and turning innocent bystanders' blood to ice, Sean and James liked being careful when they moved this kind of stuff, despite the terrain.  They got the couch onto the ramp and James 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, but just the opposite was true.  The truck was oddly organized, like it hadn't 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 planning and organization.  There were some fans piled on top of the suitcases, a couple of floor lamps tucked into the tight spaces, and…

	Good Lord, is 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 dude's 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.  That's why I put him in the Bach of the truck.”

	“Yeah, welp, you sure got me!” Sean said with a laugh, the joke completely lost on him.

	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, stained dark and likely handcrafted 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 if his family even had some kind of heirloom or something valuable that he wouldn’t want it to get broken by someone else, not to mention he wouldn’t complain if Sebas wanted to work a little harder.

	They struggled with getting the recliners out the door.   Contrary to couches, those stupid things were always heavier than James expected 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.  They followed with the bed, dining room table, and large boxes, filling in the smaller spaces with odds and ends until the apartment had nearly been emptied.  The move went smoothly, by and large and Sebas turned out to be a hard worker, moving almost as much as Sean and James did.

	Near the end of the move, 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 just 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 supposed to be a comforter.  James doubted that whoever had written that back then had thought of God as a blanket, but maybe.  James let his mind wander as he walked back towards the truck.

	 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 truck.  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 ran into something or bumped a knee against it.  

	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, the lights had all been turned out and someone had dropped the shades in the living room.

	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.

	Confused, that was, until he saw Sean’s form hanging by the ankles from a bar that now extended from the hutch.  He dangled 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, a pair of silenced pistols in his sillhoetted form, 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

	 

	It struck James that the fact that Sebas knew his full name was somehow more terrifying than the fact that the man had a gun trained on him.  A sinking feeling settled in his gut, as if all the things that made him think that there was something wrong with Sebas had suddenly turned to poison and were now eating him from the inside out.  Whatever Sebas had planned, whatever James was in for, it was going to be very, very ugly.  He opened his mouth to speak, but Sebas cut him off.

	“Don't speak," the voice was the same as it had been moments earlier, but now the tone was clipped and venemous, "I don't have a lot of time to explain the situation, but 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.  It rung with a deadly seriousness to it 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 need to take care of a few things before we decide if you and I are going to continue our business together,” he said, gesturing with the gun to the half-wall between the living room and dining room.  James hesitated, confused more than anything.  

	"I said take a seat!" Sebas almost yelled it this time, shoving the gun further towards him.

	James broke from his stupor and squatted on his toes against the wall between the living and dining rooms, 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 if it meant he could save Sean and get them out of this mess.

	James took a breath.  It would be worth it, but highly improbable that it would actually work.  Sebas knew his business, like he’d done it before or rehearsed this scene so many times that he was like an experienced actor on a stage, saying the same lines for the thousandth time.  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?  This is more than a mess, it's 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.  

	No.  It can't be.  That's not possible.

	What James saw turned his blood to ice.  Colder than ice.  It was like a glacier had just formed in his stomach and then grew until it had spread to his furthest extremities.  It clenched and James 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?  Maybe on that cute girlfriend of yours?  She making dinner for you?  Mmm, looks delicious, spaghetti sauce from the can.  Fancy.” Sebas’ voice came back mocking, malicious, and pointedly sharp, like Sebas had a point to make and wanted it to come across clear but enjoying the pain he was causing James as he did.

	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, to dig in his heels and ignore what was being said, charge Sebas and hope for the best.  He was being cornered, no, had already been cornered, and forced to cooperate.  

	James let his eyes focus on the computer monitor, looking for some evidence that what he was seeing was just a trick, but the more he watched, the greater the certainty grew that what he was seeing was a live feed from his kitchen.  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, but if she was making sauce from the can then she must have felt rushed for time, expecting him to be home soon.  Olivia came 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.  

	"As for 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, doing 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, while still being the most pathetic.

	“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 if he stays there long enough he’ll have a nasty headache, which would be your fault.  Because I'm on a schedule, James, and I'm trying to keep us on that schedule.  So if Sean got a headache," Sebas said, this time cocking the gun with his thumb and pointing it deliberately at Sean's temple, "It would be your fault.  So I’ll tell you what,” Sebas had been speaking softly up until this point, but suddenly his voice took on a sharp tone and he jammed the pistol in James’s 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.”

	This time, James only nodded silently.

	“That’s better.  Thank you, James.  Now,” Sebas picked up exactly where he’d left off, not missing a beat and leaving James with a weird swirling sensation as he imagined his little girl living the rest of her life disfigured, “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, she'll meet a blind man, one who can't feel her face.  But no matter what good things happen to her in this life, her face, her disfigured body, her whatever that gets destroyed after those bombs go off, will be the anthem of her existence.  And I might just let you live so you can experience it.  Day after day.  Knowing you, you caused that because you didn't want to go along with what I had planned.  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?” Sebas asked, but before James could answer, Sebas cocked his head and said, “You know, I’ve always hated overused phrases, hmm, must be the stress of the situation."

	“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.  He tried to steel himself as he spoke, “Who?”

	Sebas looked at him with an expression of genuine surprise, his tone softening to something close to congeniality, “My persuasion was that effective?  I'm glad to hear it.  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, great money making scheme though.  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 was getting to him, or had already gotten to him and now that he’d recovered the rabbit trails were his way of coping.  Or maybe that was just how James's new best friend 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. You're going to 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 toe 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.  

	Sebas's train of thought was interrupted yet again as he said, “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, "say cause him to fall into a permenant medically induced coma."

	“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, as folks are going to start asking inconveinient questions like, What happened to James and Sean?  Here’s a cellphone,” He tossed that as well 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 is turned 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, together they'd named him Mr. Pinkerson, it was a symbol of him in her life and there weren’t many places she would go without 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, it's on bottom of 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.  Tell her 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 by being with them.  It hadn’t worked and instead he’d ended up dealing 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, well, I'm pretty sure you've got an idea of what's going to happen,” 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, “Time to go,” he tossed James a black messenger bag, it landed heavily in his lap above the phone and GPS.  

	James sat there for a moment, making one last effort of will to subdue his urge to take his chances and rush Sebas, throwing caution to the wind.

	"I'm not sure at what point you're going to start believing that I'm serious.  Let's see.  I could kill your friend here, I imagine he would make a good object lesson.  I could also..." Sebas's voice trailed off as he looked at the computer.  Terror seized James for a moment, but before he could even blink Sebas turned back to him and pulled the trigger of the pistol trained on him.

	What felt like a bee sting burned James's ear and by the time he realized that it had been a bullet, a warm, sticky liquid was trickling into his ear.

	"Now do you believe that I'm serious or should I try giving your head another shave?"

	James sat petrified, staring at the man.  

	"That's what I thought," Sebas continued, "Now.  Move."

	James worked as though in a dream, shoving everything into the bag.  He'd been shot and Sebas had placed the bullet so perfectly, that it had probably only taken a layer of skin off.  Gaining his nerve again James got up and 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 approached James, moving with careful purpose an almost catlike grace to his step and mocking little smile across his lips, "Whenever you're ready, come on and try.”

	James stood in silence, taking a long look at Sean, still swimming slowly towards consciousness and the computer screen showing Monica still making dinner and Olivia playing with Mr. Pinkerson on the kitchen floor.  He 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 won't leave this place 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 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 able to do the job 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.

	As if shooting off part of my ear wasn't serious enough.

	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 sticking out of the block in which they were stored.  He struggled to get his hand in his pocket, dropping the messenger bag.  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 paused for a second, almost going 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.  He already shot me.”

	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 and then built a successful business in the city.  This place 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 phone's 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, whatever that was now, he couldn’t remember.  All he could remember was the snarl that had twisted…

	What was his name?  

	Buck.  Yeah, 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.  He had watched it move through the air, slowly, almost dreamily, but he’d still not been able to move and even as he fell, it seemed like he had been falling through mollassis.  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.”

	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 seemed to raise several degrees as the phone shook in his hand.  He opened it 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.  

	When meant for the time being, James was finally out of options.  The life of his best friend, the lives of his family, and his own life all depended on him reading that envelope and deciding what he was going to do from there, he realized now.  Although James would likely spend the rest of his life in prison, if Monica and Olivia died because he screwed it up, James descided right then that he would end his own life.  He would rather die than live in a world in which his actions had caused those two girls to perish in agony.

	Closing his eyes to steady himself, James 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 was trapped and the lives of three of the most important people in the world to him now hung in the balance.  James 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 during 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?  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.  

	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 inside for about thirty seconds, decided that he wouldn’t stay, wouldn’t do what Sebas told him to, at least here.  He’d throw off every order that Sebas gave him that wouldn’t get his family killed if only to prove a point.  He wasn’t quite ready to buck off everything Sebas told him to do and he was also pretty sure that Sebas 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 would have swept it away into the street had James not slapped it down with significantly more force than may have been strictly nessessary.  He raised the first sheets to  his eyes, backing them with the envelope.  James skimmed the first sheet quickly and pressed his lips together before reading more slowly:

	 

	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, I have found it always helps to know what they person you are supposed to kill looks like, at least in my experience.  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, a late model, silver, Audi R8, 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 face about as ugly as a bulldog's, and a Pinocchio nose, do me a favor and punch her in the face.  I mean, really punch her hard, just to shorten that insufferable 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, I am sure, 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.  The train ride down to the Hyatt had not taken as long as he thought it would and now that he had arrived in front of it with time to spare he felt himself at a loss.  Desperately wanting to talk to Monica, he kept staring at his phone.  The more often he did, however, the deeper he 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.  Sebas had already shot James, graze that it was.  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 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 the phone 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.  When he looked down, however, 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 stunningly 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 seeing each other after his incarceration, 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 hand and a mostly empty 20 ounce paper coffee cup with the Starbucks logo emblazoned upon it's side 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 any worse for wear than she’d been a couple seconds ago, minus the missing coffee in her cup, that was.

	Disgust flooded through James and he bit back the string of curses he’d started to prepare especially for her.  The woman seemed to realize that the cup was now significantly lighter and looked down, first to James’ chest, then to his sleeve, down his arm, his hand, and finally to the phone before turning 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, now suddenly surprised by the whole encounter.  

	Surprised, and caught off guard.  She held herself with an almost feline grace.  One that spoke more of feral, wild beauty, and raw sexuality.  James felt himself almost immediately drawn to her in ways that a man committed to a relationship should not be.

	“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 a note scrawled on the other side, not printed, but written in ink in a woman’s hand, 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 scanning the street for the tall blond, but she was nowhere to be found.  It was as if she had vanished.  James took a few steps down towards the stairs leading up to the hotel and looked towards the main entrance and the lobby, wondering if she’d just gone straight in and gotten out of his field of vision, but 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.

	Everyone but Sebas.

	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, again pulling out the battery before he 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 or if something went wrong and he died, he had to talk to her one last time, at least before everything happened.

	Think

	Think, James, think.

	He cursed himself again for not memorizing Monica's number.  It was embarrassing, he knew, but seriously, who actually memorized numbers these days, even of the people they loved?  He hated to admit it, 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 me, 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 Krystle 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 I don’t think I need to remind you that 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 hook up with 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 Sebas’s 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, 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.

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

	“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.”

	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 died and I asked him to call from his.”

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

	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 decides to leave, he won’t hesitate to blow it.  He won’t.  He said he wouldn’t.

	It was Sebas’ number.

	James let out a breath, surprising himself that he was relieved that it was Sebas calling and not Monica.

	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, that would pose an issue for you.  Like I said, if they try to leave, the house comes down.  I also poses an issue for me, leaving only Sean as my leverage.  Sorry, I’m being overly transparent, it’s a flaw of mine.”

	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’s 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 its 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.  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 kinda 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.  Or both.

	“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 Sean having an anaphylactic reaction happen to give you his emergency contact number?” James asked, heart suddenly leaping as he found the first 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?” hope that Sebas’s mistake would lead to leniency for Monica and Olivia lacing James’ voice.

	“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 for asking this animal who would as soon kill James’s family as he would pass gas.

	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 the hotel room Sebas had reserved for him.  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 and dragging them both screaming down the street.

	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.  Sebas crossed Michigan Ave, still handling the girls like they were toy dolls, passed the iconic Art Institute with its majestic bronze lions and turned down some other street until they came to Lake Shore Drive.  James followed, ever tracking them like a hound on a fresh scent, but looking away from time to time to make sure he wouldn’t be hit by a car or by a crazed biker when he crossed an intersection.  For some reason no cars were driving on the streets, but there were more bikers than James could have imagined.  Every time James took his concentration off them, Sebas dragged the girls a hundred yards ahead of him and James had to sprint to catch up, winding himself considerably each time.  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, only to be unexpectedly reloaded and James began firing again.  He advanced on the fallen form of the man, firing all the while in a white hot rage until the gun once again clicked on empty.

	And then David Carter simply sat up, face and body a bloody, pulpy mass.  With a twist of his head that sounded like he was popping his neck, Carter 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 inspecting his hand, found that it was bleeding 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, sobbing as his tears mingling freely with the warm water running down his face.  

	He stayed like that for a long time, letting everything out, wishing Monica were there to hold him, 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 let the water run over him for a while longer, letting it soak his body, thinking about nothing except the mission on which he now found himself.

	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.  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 giving James 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, only to stop as he got to his undershirt, still soaked in coffee.  He sneered in disgust.  Looking around the room for an appropriate solution, he found a couple sets of clothes, neatly folded, on a chair in the corner of the suite.  He slipped into one of the shirts, throwing his undershirt in the trash.

	The gun James left on the nightstand.  He 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, neither 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.

	“Why don’t you make it a double?” James asked as the bartender poured the drink.  The man gave a nearly imperceptible nod as he upended the bottle for a second pour.  He filled it with tonic and slid it to James 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.

	Despite the fact that James assumed it would be Krystle in the stall, seeing a woman in the men’s bathroom somehow 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?  Or did they even know about that?  What else did they know and how would they take care of him?

	James’ phone chirped and he looked down.

	Sebas had texted him.  James’s heart stopped for a moment, seeming to refuse to beat until he opened the message.

	 

	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, his hand quivering 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 to forget 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 still 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.  He understands the situation, understands that you are responsible for his well-being.  Sean understands that if you make a mistake, in all likelihood, he will be the first of your loved ones to die because he also happens to be the least important.  Sean has even told me that he trusts you to make the right decision.  Knowing he is a man of virtue, he may be saying that the life of David Carter is more important than his own, that he is willing to give up his life for the life of a man neither of you have met.  Nevertheless, he trusts you to keep his safe and alive if at all possible.  I wanted to make sure you understood that your friend trusts you and your judgment.  Unfortunately, your judgment has left much to be desired.  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 a lesson like that 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.  He’s dead and it’s your fault.

	No, he can’t be dead.

	He can’t be.

	But even as James thought it, he knew the truth.

	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 saw Sean’s face, purplish-red from the blood that had connected there as he hung in Sebas’s apartment.  He opened his eyes as tears blurred the salt and pepper that raged a vicious battle 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.

	The rage that had sprung up was replaced by a deathly stillness, leaving him cold, with a heart of lead lodged firmly in his chest.  He’d let his best friend die, the one person in the world who had loved and cared for him regardless of his mistakes, who had befriended him when James had nothing to offer.  The only friend who would have stayed if James had let his life sink into ruin.  James had let him die, a man who was more faithful than his lover.  Sean was gone and James’s heart was empty. 

	James sank 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, 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 floor, and didn’t let him go.  He’d felt this way during his first night in prison, unable to move, unable to breath, frightened to the marrow that his cellmate would try to kill him or that he would be beaten to a pulp by the other inmates in the yard.  He’d thought that night that he would never be more paralyzed in fear than he’d been then, but tonight, he realized that the first night in prison had been a cake walk 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 Winston Churchill?

	It’s Franklin D. Roosevelt, you idiot.

	Whatever.

	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.  It wasn’t true, he knew deep down, but it made him feel better.  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.

	It did, at a snail’s pace, but slowly his mind cleared.  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, fighting the threat of another panic attack that started to rise until he was again the master of his emotions.  Breathing deeply to clear his head, he spread out before him the sheets in Sebas’s folder and starting to concoct a plan. It sickened him, thinking about how he could kill another human being.  He bit back the nausea that came over him in waves from time to time, not letting it stop him as he 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 it, 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 to reverse it and save Carter. James didn't really have access to anything potent enough to kill someone with a biological or chemical weapon, not to mention he wasn't sure he would've felt very safe walking around the Loop with the Ebola virus or a canister of botulinum toxin 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 surely 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 of seconds. Guns 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.  Hollow points flattened out when they struck an object and were meant to mushroom and expand inside of a person, transferring all of the bullet’s 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.

	James 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.  For the most part it would be 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.  That said, he was somewhat certain that if he opened fire in a garage downtown, there would be enough panic and chaos in the seconds that would ensue for him to escape.

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

	But Krystal told me to be at Utinics.  If they see that I'm going to the garage Carter parks his car in, 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...

	Unless they check you for a, I don’t know, gun, maybe?  Then what’re you going to tell them?

	So no playing ball with them.  But they need to think, at least for the moment that I am.  Then what?

	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, would James even 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 the next morning.  James wished he could fall into bed and wake 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 would never go back to the way it was supposed to be again.  Sean was dead and Monica would never forgive him for this.  Olivia would vanish from his life and he would likely go to prison.  All so he could satisfy the desires of one psychopath.  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

	Raindrops are Falling on My Head

	 

	Beepbeepbeepbeep...

	The sound droned obnoxiously, monotonously, in James's head, and all he could wonder was why the alarm sounded so different today than every other day.  It didn't make sense, he hadn't gotten a new alarm clock since he was what?  Six?  So that couldn’t be it.  He hadn't changed the alarm setting on his phone, so why the new sound?

	Oh. Right.

	Crap.

	James's heart sank as the thoughts coalesced and he realized that the nightmare he'd had was, in truth, his life for the last several hours. 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 for several more minutes, alarm squawking 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 when he did, and groaned.  At this, James 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 illuminated the other side of the shade and sent a beam of light through the crack, right into his eye.  It was followed less than a second later by a crack of thunder that threatened to shatter the window.  

	Just what I need, James thought, groaning to himself.  Then he stopped, reworking the situation.

	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.  Scumbag Sebas didn’t leave me one.  Genius mastermind of killing orchestration.

	James was still pretty tired.

	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 to smithereens.  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 fell 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 avoided braining himself against the nightstand as he did, but taking most of the covers with him.  The phone had bounced under the bed and he found it in a couple of seconds.  James 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 almost made him laugh, bitter and filled with gall though the laugh may have been, 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 before 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 not only knew how the world operated, but also why, as well as how to manipulate it.  It was a rare gift, James knew, and as he was learning, a dangerous one in the hands of a psychopath.  

	James put on the clothes that he'd worn the day 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.

	James turned to the other set of clothes Sebas had lain out on the chair with a note suggesting he wear that outfit while doing the deed.  The clothes were simple, a pair of 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, preferring the coffee stained shirt.  It was a part of him that was still connected to home, his life with Monica and Olivia, and he didn’t want to give it up, at least not yet.  James took the elevator down to breakfast, mind in a daze.

	There weren’t any couples making out 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 be worn, the shirt hung below it.  Though the bulky form of the gun was well concealed, it still felt awkward carrying it at his side.  He moved around the room, getting a feel for how the weapon felt.  He’d usually carried his piece in his coat or the waistband of his pants.  Despite the implications that he was some kind of thug because he carried his gun that way, he’d always kind of liked having his gun there.  It made him feel like it was close at hand in a way that a holster couldn’t.  

	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.  The holster was restrictive and didn’t offer him the smooth draw that having his gun in his coat always had.  James tried it again, raising the left side of his shirt with his 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 and went into the bathroom, facing the mirror and watching his technique.  

	He moved quickly this time, drawing fast 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 twenty years ago had looked back at him with those big innocent eyes 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 chosen 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, and make sure he knows you’re doing it.

	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.  Not to mention, Sebas hadn’t given him too many great pointers other than kill Carter using any means necessary.  This idea, though, it was really not bad.  Brilliant, almost.  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 couple was sufficiently ancient that James assumed they’d learned their lesson regarding public displays of affection in elevators a good fifty or sixty years earlier, if elevators had even been invented by then.  James wasn’t sure.  Now their primary concern, James guessed, was more along the lines of making sure that they had an adequate supply of prune juice in their hotel refrigerator.  James went down to the gift shop and easily found the things he needed, urban camouflage and rainy day gear.  He peeled off a few twenties from the stack of bills Sebas had given him, not bothering with the change.  The cashier, holding a five and some coins, opened his mouth to say something as James turned away, waiving a hand to indicate the man keep it.

	James checked over his shoulder several times, trying to see if he could identify anyone trying to tail him in the hotel, 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 and sheets of rain that were now pounding heavily against umbrellas and pavement alike.  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 have some difficulty keeping pace.  

	He continued running until he was kitty-corner to the Cultural Center and then crossed two streets, dodging a Nissan Juke trying to make a right turn amidst the crowds as he did.  The driver gave him a dirty look, but James ignored the man and descended into the vast underground network of tunnels connecting various parts of the Loop.

	James hadn’t been down there for years and the first thing that struck him that he could get lost easily if he wasn’t careful.  The second thing he realized was that the entire pedway system was blanketed in cameras.  He’d expected a couple here and there, but there were five between the stairs and the first door, something that could prove to be problematic very quickly.  James had to at least try to vanish into the crowds, at least until he killed David Carter.  

	After that too, James thought, his mind wandering to the way that the Boston Marathon bombers had been so easily located and identified through the use of security cameras around the route of the race.

	A map, framed in steel behind a thin layer of plastic that small time graffiti artists had long ago decorated beyond the point of any real clarity, stood next to a man selling produce from a few small milk crates, which struck James as odd.  He was more used to seeing things like that in other parts of town.  Downtown wasn’t a normal place for people to be selling fruit in the open air.

	Whatever.

	He pushed open the door to Millennium station and found its halls pleasantly packed with commuters from along the south shore and some of the larger towns surrounding Chicago.  He had to fight against the flow, but people largely gave him enough space to get through their mass.  The station was kept at a comfortable temperature and most of the myriad fast food restaurants on either side of the hall were now serving more than a few customers.  James was reminded of a scene from one of the Batman movies, The Dark Knight, he thought, where Batman had driven his motorcycle through the station at insane speeds.  It looked much then as it did now, except now there were about a hundred times as many people.  He ignored all of it and pressed on to the restrooms from which a constant stream of men were coming and going.  He got in line for the stalls and waited, scanning the room nervously.

	Being that nervous got at least a few people’s attention and James could only hope that they were wondering why he’d waited so long to come to the restroom if he couldn’t hold it.  He stopped scanning the room long enough to take a deep breath, reminding himself to stay cool.  There weren’t any cameras in the here, at least he hoped there weren’t, and he thought he’d done a pretty good job of losing anyone who may be following him.

	Well, except for Sebas, assuming he really did have access to cameras in the city.  James moved to the front of the line and heard a flush from one of the toilets.  It took two more minutes before the enormous man behind door number three turned sideways to ease himself out of the stall.  James hurried in, trying not to let the wash of sewage-smell gag him.  He hurriedly changed his clothes, leaving articles laying atop the seat as he did.  

	 I guess Krystle won’t be paying for my dry-cleaning after all.  

	James finished his new ensemble by donning the Cubs baseball cap he’d bought at the gift shop in the hotel.  He pulled it down to cover his face and the sunglasses he now wore.  The light, black jacket he’d picked up was just a bit too small for him, but James rolled his shoulders and dealt with it.  His gun hung low on his left side, it’s weight both a burden and a relief.  Leaving the old change of clothes in the stall, James exited and walked with purpose.  He exited Millennium Station and passed the fruit vender again, this time a part of the crowd.  Hanging a left led him back towards the city and into the network of tunnels.  There were people all around him and most were taller than he was, so keeping out of easy sight of the cameras wasn’t difficult.  That wasn’t to say that he’d become invisible, anyone who knew what or who they were looking for would be able to spot him given enough time, but he would definitely be hard to find for anyone who had to pick him out at a moment’s notice.  He hoped this would be enough to throw the Utinics people off his scent for a few minutes.

	James continued to scan the tunnels, but not to try to pick out anyone following him, he was looking for a little assistance, and after a couple of turns, he found it.  A man was huddled in a corner with a cardboard sign that had obviously seen at least a bit of the rain.  He had the look of someone who’d been on the streets for a while and as James approached, he could see that the Wendy’s cup before him held less than a dollar in change.

	James reached into his wallet and pulled out a five-dollar bill, kneeling down, “Hey.”

	The homeless man looked up, eyes wide but full of awareness.  They weren’t the eyes of a crazy person, James had seen too many people on the streets like that before, but they were the eyes of someone who had been very much out on his luck for far too long.

	“How you doing?” the homeless man replied.

	“Listen,” James said, “I’ve got five dollars here, can I buy your sign?”

	The man squinted suspiciously, then gave a quick nod of his head, folding the sign and handing it over to James.  James handed the man his bill, tucked the sign neatly under his left arm, and returned to the streams of people.  It was indeed confusing in the tunnels and James was forced to backtrack once.  Eventually, however, he spilled into the basement floor of Macy’s along with a handful of very well dressed women and a couple of men in suits with briefcases.  He made his way through the rows of merchandise and past a Starbucks.

	Two Starbucks on the street level of Macy’s one in the basement, how is that company even making any money on this block?

	He pushed that thought from his mind and scanned the area again.

	His phone rang.  It startled James, he hadn’t expected another call from Sebas until after he’d killed Carter, he wasn’t sure why, but still, it caught him off guard.

	He opened the phone without looking at who the call was from, “Really bad timing.  What’d you want?” James snarled.

	“Oh, uh, James?” It took James a couple of seconds before he was able to process that it was Michelle on the other line.

	How did she get this number?

	“Oh, Chelly.  Um, how—how did you get this number?”

	“Sebas gave—James are you okay?”

	“Um, been better,” he replied passing a rack of summer themed knick-knacks and managing to knock to the floor a couple of ridiculous looking water bottles that had been positioned a little too close to the edge of the shelf.  He continued without stopping to scoop them up.

	“What’s going on?  I tried your cell a couple of times last night and it went straight through to voicemail.  Monica’s, um, freaking out, I guess would be the best way to put it.  She’s practically on the verge of having a breakdown.  Are you—you’re not…?” the question in her voice was obvious, Gangbanging?  Selling drugs?  Running from the police?  She could have finished the question with any of those lines and James had to admit that she would have been well within her rights to ask something like that based on how he’d acted in the last twelve hours.

	It still hurt to hear the lingering accusation in her voice.  He was trying to get his life back on track, wasn’t he?  He hadn’t had any major slip up since getting out and the whole situation he was faced with now was so far beyond being just messed up that he was ready to explode, scream into the phone and let Michelle bear the brunt of all his built up fury and anger for even suggesting that he’d willingly chosen to return to the life he’d once lived.  

	He stopped for a moment, gathering his breath.

	This isn’t on her.  She doesn’t know anything about this.  She’s not responsible for any of this and you can’t drag her into it.

	“I.  I’m not okay, but I can’t tell you why.  I…I’m not going to tell you to trust me, that wouldn’t be fair, Michelle.  But at least give me this.  Trust me when I tell you, I am not pushing drugs or anything like that.  I want to talk to you about it, but I—I can’t.  I hope I’ll be able to later today, but I really need to let you go now.”

	“James, please.  I don’t care, whatever you’re doing just leave it.  Whatever’s going on, you don’t need to follow through with it.  You can leave it behind and come back.  Don’t let whatever it is you feel like you have to do rule your life.”

	“That’s just not something I can do, Chelly,” James’ voice quavered as he used his sister’s pet name.  It was a reminder of better times, of times when there was still hope in his life and it hurt to use.

	“If it’s not, please, please, please, James, please keep yourself safe.  Don’t do anything stupid.  Don’t do something that’s going to get you put away again.  Just leave it.  I can help you.  We can help you.  Monica loves you, she’ll forgive you, and you guys can get through whatever this is.  I love you, Jimmy.”

	“I love you too Chelly.”

	“Promise me you won’t do anything to get yourself put back in prison or killed.”

	“I—I love you, I’ll call you when I can.”

	“James!”

	“I have to go now,” with tremendous effort James lowered the phone from his ear and snapped it shut, even as Michelle continued pleading with him not to do anything stupid.  

	It rang again almost as soon as he did.  He checked it and this time it indeed was Sebas.  He answered, “Listen you animal, I know you heard everything I just said.  You’re tearing me away from my family one way or another, you heard how much my sister cares for me.  You know what Monica and Olivia are going through right now and you, you don’t even care if they live or die, all you want is for me to kill some guy that I’ve never even met, hasn’t done anything to hurt me, ever.  And you?  You killed my best friend.”

	James had launched into his tirade so directly that he hadn’t even realized that Sebas was panting in audibly, but as his rant subsided he was able to hear Sebas’ ragged breathing.

	Sebas spoke between breaths, “You’ll have to forgive me, I’ve had something of a…messy situation to clean up and a bit of a complication while taking care of it.”

	“Oh you can’t be serious right now,” James strung a strand of curses that would have made even a drunken lawyer blush.

	“Oh, dear, I suppose messy situation would indicate that I was cleaning up after the mess Sean made on that floor back in the apartment.  No, I don’t mean that.  That was taken care of quite a while ago.  Sorry again, just business, you know.  Well, I suppose to you it probably isn’t, but well, that’s an issue of perspective.  But no, I had a different kind of mess to clean up.  If we both get through the next couple hours with only one fatality, David Carter, of course, I’d love to tell you all about it.”

	James couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

	“No, I’m calling to tell you that it seems as though you’ve lost your tail, and yes, you most certainly had one.  Three actually, but that was a clever bit of maneuvering.  No, they don’t have access to the city’s cameras, so you can stop looking directly into each one you see.  Even if they did, that would kind of tip them off, don’t you think?”

	James bit his lip, he hadn’t even realized that he’d been doing that, but then again, he wasn’t exactly in a stable frame of mind.

	“I think I can see what you’re planning and frankly, it isn’t genius, but on the fly, it’s close enough for government work.  Ha,” he barked out a single laugh-like cough, “I always enjoyed that phrase.  Government work!  Whatever the case may be, just wanted to call and cheer you on ole chap!”

	“Ole chap?  What are you?  My rugby coach?”

	“Ha!” he laughed that odd laugh again, “Good one!  But listen.  I do need to be going.  Good luck!  No need to call after the deed is done, unless you want to follow my escape instructions, of course.”

	James hung up on him and started moving again, this time more confidently.  

	He just made a joke about cleaning up after killing Sean.  He joked about it like it wasn’t anything, like it was the most natural thing in the world.  He’s just merrily off what?  Running an urbanathalon?  Washing his car?  Well, not in the rain, but seriously dude?

	Focus, James, focus.  For Monica and Olivia, keep it together.

	He didn’t bother trying to duck cameras, but instead moved west through the bowels of the Macy’s building until he arrived at a well-concealed escalator.  It took him more than two minutes of following misleading signs to find it and by the time he had he was ready to explode.

	Stupid retail management arranging a floor plan to mislead customers so that they get trapped in this plastic hell dungeon.  They’re the ones I should be putting a bullet in.

	James took the escalator stairs by two and hung a left, making a beeline for the doors.  He opened the first set of the double doors opening his umbrella against the rain as it still poured down.  He took a deep breath and stepped onto State Street.

	The great street that Frank Sinatra had once sung of wasn’t all the song made it out to be right now.  There were several hundred people rushing here and there, most under umbrellas, some with rapidly drooping newspapers unsuccessfully protecting their heads, all hunched over against the rain.  James blended easily.  He walked south to Madison and then, faced with a red light, hung a right and continued down Madison until he arrived at Wells.  From there it was only half a block south until he arrived at a little park across the street from the garage where David Carter would, if luck went James’s way, park his car before another day in the office.  

	The park was something of an oddity in the Loop.  It sported short walls and a well-designed smattering of shrubbery and flowers, integrated into planters that abutted not only little fountains, but also benches placed for people to enjoy the little corner of paradise in the deepest heart of the big city.  It was built on a plot of land that was worth several million dollars undeveloped and the fact that someone could justify having a park here instead of another building meant to generate hundreds of thousands of dollars in sheer profit every year was, in James’s opinion, a testament to goodness in the human soul.

	Sebas, on the other hand, was a testament to its evil.

	And what makes you any better.  You’re about to kill a man.

	Ignoring his conscience, James walked around the park and took up a position just outside the wall and on the corner across the street from the parking garage.  He took a deep breath, dropped to his haunches with his umbrella spread over him, and placed the sign he’d purchased from the homeless man in the pedway system fifteen minutes earlier before him.

	He wasn’t sure he looked like a homeless person, but he figured it was probably close enough.  He had a good view of both sides of the garage, though from where he sat he could only see one entrance and exit, on the Monroe Street side of the building.  With a start, he realized that he didn’t know what time it was.  Scrambling for his pocket he reached in and found the phone.  He popped it open and checked the time.

	8:15.

	Cutting it close.

	A million thoughts ran through his mind and he struggled to sort them through, yet, the more he tried to organize them, the more loudly each one seemed to call.

	One called out louder than the rest, however.  It was the voice of Sean, and something he’d said not even very long ago, “When life’s not making any sense, James, when everything seems like its about to come crashing down, sometimes it’s best to turn to God for help.”

	James bit his lip.  He didn’t like the idea of petitioning the Almighty Maker of Heaven and Earth while on a mission to kill some man who probably didn’t even deserve to die.  He didn’t like the idea of asking God for help at all, but he had fifteen minutes to kill, well, spare, and everything in his mind was chaos.  

	Maybe it’ll at least help me to organize my thoughts.

	So he prayed.

	God.  I, um, know you’re up there.  I know you’re probably pretty pissed with me right now.  Like, really, really mad.  I don’t blame you for that.  I’m kind of a rebel child of yours, or maybe just a rebel.  I don’t know what I’m doing here, I don’t want to kill this guy, I don’t want Monica or Olivia killed either.  All I want is to see Sebas’ blood leak out like Sean’s.  Say hi to him for me.  Tell him I miss him.  God I want nothing else, other than for this to all just go away.

	Um.  I’m scared.  Really, really scared.  I don’t know what I’m going to do after I…

	He couldn’t finish his thought about killing Carter.  It seemed sacrilegious in some way to be praying about killing someone.  He didn’t really know what else to say, but figured that if there was a God up there like the one that Pastor Kevin and Sean had talked about, that He’d at least be listening a little, even if He didn’t want to.  He kind of had to, right?  And He knew what James was planning to do, otherwise he wouldn’t be God.  Taking a steadying breath, James picked up a little after where he’d left off.

	I don’t know where I’m going to run or how I’m going to get away or even if you want me to get away.  All I want is to repay Sebas for what he’s done to me.  I want to finish that animal.  I want you to help me.  I want nothing of him to be left when I’m done with him.  I want him to be erased from human memory.

	I never wanted this, I don’t want to cause pain like this.  I don’t want to leave some little boy fatherless.  I don’t want to leave a woman without her husband.

	I don’t want to leave my family without their father either.  I don’t want to lose them.  I want, I want to keep them safe.  Please, God, show me a way out of this—I just want a—

	His prayer was cut short.

	A silver Audi R8 pulled into the garage.

	 

	Chapter Nine

	 

	James could feel his heart practically leap from his chest.  As soon as it did the phone chirped, signaling a text message.  He didn’t have to open the phone to know what it would say, but he did anyway.

	It was from Sebas, of course.

	 

	       That’s your man.  Godspeed.

	 

	James tasted bile.  That Sebas could employ the name of anything other than the most degraded of beings sickened him.  James caught a glimpse of the car, its windows tinted black, as it rounded the second level.  He could feel his heart hammer against his ribs, it supercharged him and made him feel like he could take on the world.  Incongruously, he realized suddenly, that he really needed to pee too.

	Bad time for that.

	A man dropped a couple quarters onto his cardboard sign that was starting to run by now, but James ignored him.  He got up and walked slowly across the street.  The light was red, but all the traffic had piled up behind the next light and he crossed in relative safety, umbrella still over his shoulders.  He leaned against a newspaper stand, umbrella still covering most of his face, but leaving him with a line of sight of both sides of the building.  The garage was quiet for what felt like an eternity.  He waited, hand on the pistol, finger on the safety, scanning the interior for any movement.  For several seconds he panicked, wondering if Carter may have exited through a back door, been warned by Krystle or someone else that James had shaken their tail and was now unaccounted for.

	No.  Sebas would have said something about that.  He wouldn’t leave out a detail like that.

	And then a pair of dress shoes appeared, descending the ramp leading to the next level of the garage.  They were nice, James guessed, he’d never been in the market for a nice pair of shoes, but guessed they would have cost a little less than one of his paychecks.

	Or maybe a little more.

	It was probably only a couple of seconds between seeing those insanely expensive shoes and the rest of Mr. Carter, but those seconds seemed to stretch for an age.  He was well dressed, wearing a heavy trench coat-style overcoat, bold red tie showing beneath it and his sports jacket.  He carried a briefcase and walked with the grace of a man supremely confident and, well, rich.  Although it was cloudy he wore sunglasses, but even beneath them, James recognized his face and the world seemed to fade.  

	James drew the 1911, clicking off the safety without thinking about it.  He kept it low, hiding it in the folds of his short coat.  James closed to within ten feet of Carter and fought the urge to just raise the gun and pull the trigger.  His blood was pumping full through his veins and the world blurred until only Carter’s face mattered.  The man hardly seemed to notice him.

	“Hey Carter,” James said.

	David Carter started and turned to look him dead in the eyes.  James raised the gun but before he could pull the trigger Carter moved.

	Fast.

	Much, much faster than James thought a person could, or than those Italian loafers would allow.  

	Carter flung the briefcase at James’ face, spinning it end over end.  He darted right before James could pull the trigger, ducking as he did.  James threw up an arm to ward off the briefcase, and although one corner struck him solidly on the arm, the pain didn’t even register as he tracked Carter with the gun.

	Carter was only five feet away and although he was accelerating into a sprint, James tracked him with pistol, forcing himself not to panic.  He pulled the trigger, and just as he did, Carter planted his foot and turned back the other way, as if he were able to anticipate James’ shot.

	The gun exploded with a flash of light and roaring sound, the bullet slamming into a car with a metallic ping.

	Someone on the street screamed.

	James swung the gun back to follow Carter’s new path, generally back into the parking garage, but Carter had already changed directions again, charging James at an angle that would allow him to clip James as he rushed past.

	Just as James pulled the trigger of the massive gun again, Carter spun out of his trench coat, letting it whip around his body and through the air like a massive black cape.  It hid him for the moment that James fired and then came tumbling towards James’s head.  He dove, trying to keep it from landing on him and tangling him up.

	The coat missed him entirely, but Carter did not.  The man flew forward with unnatural speed and agility, like a leopard springing from a tree, and before James could react, Carter had given him a much better view of his expensive shoes.  Well, one of them, and it was more like a taste than a view.

	James spun away from the kick to his jaw, the iron taste of blood and, surprisingly, oiled leather lingering in his mouth as he did.  He swung the gun around as he fell away and fired blindly, starting to panic.

	James heard Carter grunt and then what felt like a cinderblock collided with the back of his head.  James was almost surprised when he was faced with a view of the smooth concrete floor of the garage and not the black of unconsciousness.  He heard Carter’s footsteps clatter past.  James rolled to watch Carter as he sprinted for the exit.  There were more people screaming on the street now and somewhere out of the corner of his eye, James could see flashes of black, grey, and the occasional bright color sprinting across the entrance to the garage.  People ran in panic, not knowing from where the shots were coming.  

	Without thinking, James raised the gun while still laying on the cold concrete floor and lined the man up in the sights again.  He pulled the trigger three times

	Bang!Bang!Bang!

	The shots came like three well timed fireworks and made his ears ring as their sound echoed throughout the garage.

	At least one went wide, because it had the distinct Pyong! sound of a ricochet immortalized in spaghetti westerns but that happen to be a surprisingly accurate sound for a bullet to make when it hits stone, but that wasn’t what drew James’s attention.  A spray of red flew up from Carter’s shoulder or chest, James couldn’t really tell which.  It sprayed into the sidewalk and street and splattered against some woman’s white fur coat, in some ridiculous mockery of a PETA fanatics’ antics.  But while she screamed and fainted, likely thinking herself hit, Carter only pitched forward, took a couple of stumbling steps to catch his balance, and then continued into the street, obviously hoping to put a car or three between him and his would be assassin.

	What the—

	The man had been shot at least once, probably twice by the way he’d grunted when James fired blindly, but he’d shrugged it off like it he’d been hit by a baseball thrown by a second rate minor leaguer.  The man was very, very tough.  He turned to face James, still lying on the parking garage floor, feeling a sense of dread begin to creep over him as he realized the man was likely going to walk away from this assassination attempt.  Carter’s eyes, still shaded behind the sunglasses, penetrated James to his core, as if to say, “I’m coming for you.”

	He stood that way for a moment, open wound bleeding profusely on the right side of his chest, before beginning to turn.  The J14 bus blew through the intersection at more than 30 miles an hour, flattening Carter against its windshield with a meaty smack.  The impact of Carter’s head against the bus’ oversized windshield left a spider web of cracks erupting from a center covered in bright red blood and something much greyer that James didn’t want to think about.  Carter was sucked under the bus and James caught a clear view of his limp form bouncing once, twice, and a third time before the bus’ characteristically high pitched airbrakes finally came to a squealing stop with Carter’s limp form resting somewhere under the accordion of the double length bus.  

	The man didn’t move, and James didn’t expect him to.

	No one did.  For the space of one heartbeat the frenetic cries of pedestrians as they ran, the roar of cars whose drivers were frantically trying to escape the bedlam around them, even the thunder and rain, all seemed to stop.  There was an unearthly stillness on the street.  During that one heartbeat, no one moved.

	And then a woman screamed.  Someone rushed to the side of the fallen woman, probably thinking that a stray bullet had hit her.  It was a man and as he knelt by her side, he gazed into the garage and saw James.  Their eyes locked for what seemed an eternity, then the woman in the man’s arms moved and he broke the gaze.  James, unwilling to stick around so that he could continue gazing into strange men’s eyes, flew to his feet.  He didn’t know of any other exits, however, so he simply bolted for the one in front of him, the same one Carter had just exited.

	The man holding the baby-seal-coated woman laid her head on the sidewalk with surprising gentleness and rose to confront him. Already Carter’s blood was running out of the coat in a large smearing stain as the rain washed it out.  Others gathered around the entrance to the garage now, peering in.

	It surprised James that the gunshots and a man getting flattened by a bus hadn’t cleared the block of pedestrians for a good couple of hundred yards, but at least four or five had remained, or run to the rescue.

	Which didn’t really sit well with James.  He didn’t like the idea of facing anyone bold enough to confront an armed gunman at that moment.  From the size and bearing of at least one, he had to imagine the man was either a professional linebacker or a gorilla.

	Or both.

	James did the only thing he could think to do.  

	He raised the gun and pointed it directly at the face of first the linebacker and then turned it to the man standing over the dazed woman in white.

	“Get back!  Get.  Back!” James snarled as he shoved the gun forward.  Then, without waiting to see if they’d followed him, he ran.

	 

	Chapter Ten

	 

	Facts tumbled through James’ mind as he did.

	One: Carter is dead.

	Two: Monica and Olivia are safe.

	Three: You have no escape plan.

	Four: At least two people have gotten a very good look at your face and you have no idea where the cameras in the area are.

	Five: You are carrying a murder weapon in broad daylight.

	Six: That’s a bad thing.

	James wasn’t sure if he should ditch the gun or keep it.  He doubted it would do him any good and he could only assume that a judge wouldn’t look kindly on his situation if he was caught armed while fleeing the police.

	The police?  Why aren’t they here yet?

	Sirens began blaring, echoing off the canyon-like walls of downtown Chicago.  

	There they are.

	Their wail urged James on, making him run harder, faster.

	He hadn’t even realized which way he was running until he’d cleared a couple of blocks and realized that he’d chosen a descent escape route.  He hadn’t gone east, at least, which ultimately would have led him to the lake and an inevitable dead end.  He looked behind him and saw the Brown line passing overhead, rumbling like thunder, while the walls of buildings several blocks away were fringed in blue light.  Although these things registered in James’ mind, none of them were overly important.  What was important, however, was the locomotive of a man, the linebacker-gorilla, barreling down on him, less than a dozen yards away and closing fast.  

	James flinched in surprise and the crack of a gun went off, followed by another Pyong! of a ricochet, except this ricochet was about twenty times closer than the one he’d heard moments before Carter died.  That didn’t surprise him nearly so much as did the whisper of wind and the zzzzzhhhhht! sound that flitted past him.

	For a moment, James thought that the police had come from behind him and simply opened fire on sight, but then he realized that he’d pulled the trigger by accident and fired a round into the sidewalk at his feet, the bullet bouncing back up towards him, escaping death by less than an inch.

	Odd for a hollow point.

	And these were the thoughts he was having as he ran for his life.

	The gunshot didn’t deter the course of the linebacker from hell, however, and James wasted no more time dawdling in shock.  He turned and ran as fast as he could.  Being in excellent condition came with some advantages.  Although he was broad of chest and shoulders, James had also focused on running a very fast 5K and had gotten his time down to the 19-minute range.  It wasn’t competitive, but it was faster than 99% of the population, and in moments he’d outpaced his pursuer.  He darted left down an alley, cutting right a block south.  He checked over his shoulder again and found that he’d managed to shake his pursuer, though little help it was for his situation at large.

	He dashed down another half block and then crossed the street, jogging into another alley, and feeling winded now.  It was a large alley, designed to handle a delivery from a large truck in its bays.  James looked down the alley and saw a dump trunk about a block down.  He found the nearest dumpster and opened the lid, tossing the gun in, but ensuring that it wasn’t laying on top of a bag of garbage or something as he did.  He jogged another block south down the alley, sirens still blaring around him and the rain showing no sign of letting up.

	At least I’ve gotten that taken care of.  Now just to find a way out of this mess.

	He looked up and down the alley one more time and then crouched between a couple of dumpsters and bowed his head, trying to think through his options.  He’d been seen by way too many people and they’d be passing word on to authorities in a couple of minutes if they hadn’t already.  He needed to make himself vanish.  

	
How did things go so wrong? 

	James realized his first mistake, calling Carter’s name instead of just out and out shooting him.  But how had the man been so fast?  He must have been some kind of martial artist or something to be able to move like that.  If James had been able to finish him quickly and easily with one bullet, then he could have exited the garage like it was no big deal and the sound had been a backfire or something.  But he hadn’t, and that was where the whole situation had gone wrong.  His little plan of blending in as a homeless person probably hadn’t even helped him evade whoever had been following him, and it didn’t make any difference now, more than a half dozen witnesses could identify him as the only gun-wielding person fleeing from the scene of a shooting.

	The phone rang.

	Of course.

	He tore it open, “What?” 

	“Well done, James.  I have to say, well done.”

	“What good is it?  My life is ruined.  Even if I get away, I’m going to have to spend the next twenty years running until no one remembers this, and then what?  Everyone I love will have moved on with their lives.  You think you have an escape route for me?  That’s just great and brilliant, I’ve got no where to escape to!” James was yelling into the phone by the time he finished.  He realized his voice was raised and that the garbage truck had entered the alley.

	Can’t be seen by anyone if I can help it, so no time to waste.  

	James popped open the umbrella.

	How did I manage to hang on to this? 

	He hurried out of the alley, phone still in hand, and trying to look like every other bored Chicagoan on his way to his boring downtown job.  

	Sebas took a deep breath, “You’re right.  It is a…difficult situation you’re in now.”

	“You think?  Monica and Olivia?”

	“They’re safe, you don’t need to worry about them.  The bombs were deactivated.”

	“And you?  You don’t face justice for killing Sean, for forcing me to kill Carter?”

	“James, you need to—” Sebas said, but the rest of his sentence was cut off by the sound of a siren blaring past, and James didn’t feel like having him repeat himself.

	“You made my life a living hell and you aren’t going to do anything about it,” James demanded.

	“I, uh, can offer you protection, if you want…” it was the first time that Sebas’ voice had sounded weak, sorry for what he’d done.

	“What I want,” James paused for emphasis, “is you dead.”

	Sebas was silent for a while and then said, “Okay.  I understand.  Will you agree to meet with me?”

	“So you can offer me your exposed neck?”

	“It’s not really what I had in mind, but if that’s what you want, then yes.”

	Killing him isn’t going to bring Sean back.  It isn’t going to not make you a killer, coerced or otherwise.  It still means that things don’t go back to the way they were.

	“Just get out of my life.  Make sure that Monica and Olivia are kept safe, and make sure I never see you again.”

	“I can do that,” Sebas’ voice was solemn now.

	It was as if the fight went out of the man as soon as James had completed his side of their “bargain” and Sebas was now totally weak and helpless.  Or maybe he was just really sorry for the hell that James had to go through now because of him.

	“James?” Sebas asked.

	“What,” James voice was flat and it wasn’t a question.

	“I’m sorry,” Sebas’ voice quavered as he said it and as much as it galled James, for some reason, he believed him.

	Oh, right, because that totally changes things.

	James snapped the phone shut and thought through his situation as he walked towards Union Station.  He needed cash and he needed it before his accounts were locked, it wouldn't be in the next five minutes, but he wanted to have at least a few hundred dollars on hand.

	Not like that'll make you look any less innocent.

	Not that it matters much at this point.

	What he needed was a plan of action and in a few seconds, one crystallized in his mind.  He continued on towards Union Station, sirens still blaring and rain pouring down all around him.  

	He flipped open the phone, making a little umbrella with his hand and found the recent calls list.  He scrolled to Monica’s number and dialed it.  The phone didn’t even ring when Monica picked up, “Hello?” there was an obvious twinge of panic in her voice.

	“Monica?” James said, voice shaking, “Babe is that you?”

	“James, what’s going on?  Where are you?” Monica asked, confusion blending with her words.
      “I’m downtown.  Monica, you two need to get out of the house.  Drive out of the city, go to your family’s timeshare up in Kenosha, I’ll get ahold of you up there, just please, get out of the house right now,” James said, panic starting to rise in his voice.

	“What—what are you talking about?”

	“Some bad things happened last night and this morning, you, you need to leave the city before something happens to you.  I’m sorry.  He made me.  I’m so sorry.  I didn’t have a choice, you would have died.”

	“What.  What are you talking about?  James, what happened?” Monica’s voice was wary now, “Why are you calling on the paramedic’s phone?”

	James let out a mental string of curses so complex and vile he doubted even the devil himself could have come up with something quite as bad, but he held his tongue as he said, “Monica, Sean is dead.  Someone killed him.  He wanted me to kill some guy named David Carter and to prove he was serious, he killed Sean.  He shot him, he shot…” James’s voice trailed off as tears filled his eyes and he had to dance carefully around a car that edged into the intersection he crossed.  The car honked at him and in a rage James held up the finger to the driver.  It was a young man and he literally shrunk before James.

	“So you lied to me,” Monica said, her voice flat.

	James gritted his teeth, “Listen, the guy who killed Sean said he put two bombs in our home, it was his insurance to make sure that I went and killed this guy.  Monica, listen, I think the bombs are real.”

	“You killed a man?” her voice was incredulous, “You actually did what this guy wanted?”

	“Monica!” James barked and then moderated his tone as he looked around, making sure no one was watching him, “He.  Put.  Bombs.  In.  The.  House,” James said it, pausing on every word for emphasis, hoping that she would understand.

	It finally seemed to click, “Oh.  Oh no.  James, what did you do to make this guy do this?  What did you do?  James, what are we going to do?” Monica’s voice was near hysteria now.

	“I, I don’t know why, he just decided, I guess.  He’s smart, he knew all about me.  He targeted me, chose me to do his wetwork.  Listen, get out of the house and run, I don’t know what this guy has planned, but he may set off the bombs for laughs and giggles, he’s crazy, Monica.”

	James could hear her scrambling in the background now, “Olivia!  ‘Liv, where are you?”

	“What is it Mommy?” James heard Olivia’s voice in the background.

	“’Liv, we’ve got to go now,” Monica said, not speaking into the receiver.

	“What about Daddy?” Olivia asked.

	“Daddy…Daddy’ll have to meet us where we’re going, ‘Liv,” then Monica turned back to the phone and spoke, “I don’t know what’s going on or why you thought it was okay to lie to me, but I’m going to give you another chance to get out of this.”

	“Monica, you, you don’t understand what it was like.  He promised to blow up the house if you found out, if the police found out, if I told anyone.  He told me he’d done things like this before.  He—he laughed when he described what an explosion like that would do to your bodies. He laughed, Monica, he…” James let out a quavering breath as he finished.

	“I’m going to Kenosha, I don’t know how long we’re going to stay,” Monica said.

	“I’ll meet you there,” James said, “Monica?”

	“Yeah?” She asked and James flinched at the poison that barbed that one word.

	“I, uh, a lot of people saw me kill this guy.  I, I think the police are going to find out who I am pretty soon.  I…the news is going to make this look very, very bad for me.  I want you to know that even though I did it, I didn’t want to, I only wanted to keep you safe, please, you’ve got to believe me.  I love you, I love you,” James said, feeling all the emotion that had built up over the last few hours pouring out all over again.

	“I, I need to go, James, if that’s true, please—” Monica’s voice cracked as she said it, “Stay away from us until this is all over.”

	The line went dead.

	James wanted to cry, but nothing came out.  He wanted to scream out against the storm that rumbled above him in anger and rage.  Instead, he bottled the hate and continued his brisk walk towards Union Station. 

	Got to put all that behind me, you don’t have time to cry about this right now.  Maybe later, but for now, you have to put as many miles between yourself and Chicago as possible.  You need to get out, James.  You need to get to safety, and right now, the safest place you can be is, pretty much as far away from here as you can get.  You need to leave right now.  

	He found an ATM on his way and withdrew 500 dollars, even added to the money Sebas had given him it wouldn't take him far, but he hoped, it would be far enough.  It was only a couple of more blocks to the Greco-Romanesque pillars of Union Station, and James covered them quickly and easily.  Traffic was backed up on Wacker on both sides of the street.  He jaywalked between the cars, striding across to the sidewalk on the opposite side of the station.

	There’s another crime to tack on the list, James thought as he came to the train station's heavy brass doors and was immediately faced with the grand hall.  The cavernous room was more elaborately decorated than it's exterior and only a smattering of people were scattered around the hall.  Most of them were homeless and just trying to stay out of the rain.  It struck James that he may be only a few days away from being just like these men and women.  Or maybe he was already there.

	No time to think about that.

	James made his way down the stairs and around the corner to his left, towards the Amtrak ticketing office. He walked through a tunnel running below the street he'd just jaywalked across. It was a bit of a strange habit, but he'd never gone directly into the Amtrak station. There was something awe-inspiring about the Grand Hall and he always enjoyed seeing it. Even now, he did it without really thinking.

	And this time it may have saved his life.

	The gorilla-sized man who’d followed him from the parking garage stood in the terminal on the other side of a wall of glass doors, his back to James and scanning the area actively.  James froze, feeling his gut begin to turn to liquid.  The man began to turn, but before James was in his line of vision, he ducked into a small, dark room with a half-dozen arcade games.  

	How on earth did that guy know I was coming here?

	Well, think about it, it kind of makes sense, where else would someone who needs to get out of town fast go?  Especially if someone literally watches them make a beeline to the nearest transit hub.

	Hmm, good point.

	You went to the transit hub instead of the U-Haul.  What were you thinking?

	You were thinking you didn’t want anything to do with what Sebas gave you.

	James ducked into a big game that was shaped like a fighter jet, enclosing the majority of its occupant.  He dug around for a couple of quarters, found them, and plugged them into the game’s slot.  It came to life.  It wasn’t a great place to hide, but he figured for a little while at least, before his face started getting plastered all over the news, he could hide in plain sight.  The enormous man passed in front of the entrance to the arcade room and stopped.  He looked in and scanned the games, up and down.  A couple of other kids were playing something that looked like a really updated version of Pacman and Linebacker Gorilla’s eyes continued past them until it fell on the game James was in.  Although James couldn’t see the man, he could sense his gaze, it was the feeling he imagined someone being stalked by a cougar felt just before the cat dropped off a rock and tore them to shreds.

	Suddenly someone in the Great Hall called out, his voice echoing off the immense walls.  Linebacker Gorilla turned and left in a hurry, walking directly to the source of the voice, “Yeah, yeah, I’m comin’ ” he said, muttering to himself at first and then raising his voice so that it carried into the hall.  “Day’s gonna be hell,” he said, again under his breath. 

	James let out a breath and allowed pieces of the puzzle begin to fall into place.

	Linebacker Gorilla and someone else were looking for James and apparently working together to do it.  It struck James as unlikely that they would have just met on the street in front of the garage and decided to team up to find him.  They were communicating too effectively and had followed James too far for them to be a couple of random people who’d seen James commit the murder.  Most normal people would not make it their business to follow someone who’d pointed a loaded gun at them, threatening to pull the trigger, for more than half a mile.  So they were professionals.  Linebacker Gorilla could have been an off duty or plainclothes cop, but that meant that he would have had to have been with another cop or had a buddy close enough in the area that they could meet up and track him to Union Station.

	Remember, James, the simplest explanation is usually the most likely.

	So probably not cops.

	Which meant that if they weren’t cops, these guys were probably his tails.  After James was able to lose them, they must have decided to regroup at their boss’s first stop on his way to work.  Sebas had said that he’d been able to shake whoever had been following him, so it made sense that they’d just gone back to the garage to cover Carter.  But then James must have done a more convincing job with his disguise than he’d thought, and whoever these guys were hadn’t noticed him until it was too late.  Or they arrived around the time James started firing at Carter.  Or they had been staked out there all along.

	No that’s not it, they would have seen me sit down in front of the garage and then get up right after Carter’s car drove in.  They would have stopped anyone they saw do that.  

	Simplest explanation?  They’re my tails, realizing they’d lost me, they regrouped and showed up after Carter’s car was off the street.

	Which means what?

	1. The people trying to protect Carter were either not that smart or they were over confident.  Hope for stupid, expect no longer over confident.

	2. If they catch me they aren’t going to treat me well.  If I’m lucky, they’ll hand me over to the authorities.  If I’m not…Let’s not think about that for now.

	3. They’re therefore more dangerous than the police, though not necessarily more competent.

	James’s head spun as he let out a breath.  

	Anything else?

	4. If they were going to shoot you onsite for killing their boss, they would have done it when they had the chance.  Therefore they’re either unarmed—not likely—or want to catch you.

	Doesn’t really tell me anything new, but at least I can categorize these guys.

	Oh.

	5. They want to use me to catch Sebas.  So they catch me, interrogate me, use me as bait if they don’t know Sebas, kill me if they do.

	Lovely.

	Whoever the late David Carter’s associates were, James was sure that he did not want to have an encounter with any of them.  They obviously didn’t have a problem settling the problem in house if need be.  The prospect of having to watch his back for both whoever was paying Carter’s former body guards as well as the police sunk deep in James’s heart.  

	It meant that the situation was significantly more complicated than he had expected.  These two guys had already shown a decent amount of forethought in guessing where he may be going.

	6. So not not smart, and probably no longer over confident. 

	It followed that if they worked for a person who owned a whole freaking floor of the Hancock building that they would have a decent amount of money backing them.  James could still try to get a train out of town, but he doubted now would be a good time, especially with Carter’s goons still potentially hanging around.  It got him thinking about Krystle as well.  She was obviously a part of this, probably being paid by the same people or corporation that paid Linebacker Gorilla and his friend to tail James.  

	None of this matters now, Monica and Olivia are safe, and that’s what’s important.  Sean is gone and I’m going to do everything I can to make sure that Sebas pays for that, but at least the girls are safe.  Meanwhile, you’ve got to get to Kenosha.

	He waited for half an hour, but neither of the men looking for him returned to the arcade room and James considered it marginally safe to leave.  He crept out of the game, alone in the dark room, save for the constant explosions, gunfire, and roaring engines blaring from the speakers of the games around him.  He walked into the poorly lit hall and turned toward the station. 

	He was immediately faced with a contingent of four of Chicago’s finest, two with massive German Shepherds, each the size of wolves.  They were some thirty yards away and obviously looking for something, or someone.  One without a dog was indicating different directions around the terminal, obviously giving orders.  Another shook his head in frustration and then turned to look into the tunnel that let to the Great Hall, and right at James.  

	Of course.

	His eyes widened and he pointed at James, “Sir!  Sir, can we have a word with you?”

	James didn’t give them the honor.  He turned and ran. 

	 

	Chapter Eleven

	The Fugitive

	 

	It hadn’t really occurred to James that he probably wouldn’t be able to outrun a couple of German Shepherds even with a thirty or forty yard head start, but as soon as he’d started he knew he was committed.  He turned to his right and dashed around the corner of the arcade room, back into the Great Hall.  A few quick steps, right again, and then up the stairs that were a mirror image of the ones so famously featured in the movie “The Untouchables”.

	That’s just what I need, a reason for Hollywood to make a movie about me getting shot more full of holes that Swiss cheese in another gangster movie.

	Except in this scene you won’t be shooting back.

	And they’d probably make one of the stupid dogs the hero.

	Which reminded James that the dogs were probably right on his heels.  He could hear the hounds’ claws clattering on the marble floor, their chains jingling.  One let out a vicious bark as it ran and James could almost envision his guts being torn out as he bounded up the stairs.  He wasn’t a sprinter and the dogs had more than a slight advantage on him.

	Get to the door.  Don’t look back, just get to the door.

	The German Shepherds gained on him faster than he would have thought possible, and James didn’t have to look over his shoulder to know that they’d cut the space between them in half in only a few leaps.

	I’m not going to make it, James thought with bitter despair, letting his fear push him harder for the doors.

	James crested the top of the steps just as the clacking of one of the dogs’ nails ceased and it let out a snarl.  It left James with the mental image of the beast leaping towards him, fangs bared and ready to clamp down before it dragged him to the ground.

	With more forethought than he expected to have in the situation, he ducked and juked left as he guessed when the dog would hit him.  To James’ surprise, the huge beast sailed past him, hitting his shoulder and arm as it did, its weight and force momentarily throwing James off balance.  The dog managed to twist in the air and land on its feet with the uncanny grace common to large predators.  It slid smoothly on the marble floor before slamming into the brass doors, even as it clawed at the glossy surface for traction to make another leap at James.  Its muzzle was still on and James had to breath a sigh of relief for that at least.  James caught a glimpse of the dog as it snarled again.  The only way he could describe the sound was as frustration.  It pushed off the door, flinging itself at James, but he had already burst through the other door, not wasting time to look back.  

	James heard a loud bang and guessed that the other hound had just run full into the door in an attempt to catch him before he got away.  It had managed to keep the door open, James realized from the ferocious barks, and was struggling against the door’s weight to weasel its way through.  James flew through the next door, this time taking a moment to slam it shut as he did.  He was glad he did, because the enormous German shepherd had pushed through the first door and was scrambling towards James as he did.  He caught sight of the police officers only now reaching the stairs, each on their walkie-talkies.

	James had not been able to take good stock of them when he’d first seen them, but in his adrenaline induced vigor he was able to assess his pursuers clearly in less than half a second.

	Two were overweight and older, nearing the end of their careers.  One of the two was balding and probably should have gone with it rather than trying to perfect the comb over he was not sporting.  The other waddled as he ran.  The third was of average height and build, or maybe a little on the stocky side, he ran with his pistol drawn.  The fourth was tall and lean, he was young, no more than twenty-five, but probably a lot younger.  He was a good fifteen feet in front of his companions and already well up the stairs.  If any of them would be able to catch him, it would be him.  All four were armed and wore armored vests.  The extra weight and bulk would work to James’ advantage to some extent, but he wasn’t going to bet the farm on it.  He ran east, ignoring the cars that now drove down Canal, managing to miss being hit by a bus by only a hairsbreadth.   

	Well that would have been ironic.

	He sprinted with no plan of escape in mind.  For a few seconds the sharp barks of the two dogs were cut off, then they rose in sudden volume and with renewed vigor.  The rain had let up and pedestrians watched him openly, first confused at the man sprinting down the street for all he was worth, and then, James could only guess, understanding as they saw the two K-9 units in hot pursuit.  No one stepped in front of him, however.  

	Thank God for the apathy and castrated men this city breeds.

	He was now mere feet from the bridge going over the Chicago River.  Just as he got done thinking that no one would try to stop him, an umbrella shot out between his legs and James tumbled head over heels, rolled, and came up, his head swimming.  He caught a view of an old man pointing angrily at him with a long black umbrella just as the German shepherds ran on either side of him, no longer muzzled.  James turned and ran for all he was worth, hoping beyond hope that he could make it to the bridge.  There was a tour boat going down the river, and it had just passed the bridge. 

	James’s next escape plan congealed.  

	He vaulted the bridge’s rail and dropped forty yards like a stone.  He had enough time in the air to think the situation through.

	This was maybe a bad idea.

	Wow, it’s taking a lot longer to hit the water than I thought it would.

	The dogs won’t be able to swim as well as you will and if you catch the boat they can’t hold on unless they get your leg in their teeth or something.

	The cops won’t follow me into the river.

	Um, probably?

	Okay, they might, but it seems pretty risky.  Maybe Tall and Skinny and Average Joe, but not the other two, they’re only on the force to get their pensions.

	Oh, crap, is this going to hurt?

	It did, which shouldn’t have struck him as a surprise.  It didn’t hurt as much as he guessed getting hit by a car would, but it did hurt about as much as falling flat on a hardwood floor.  The water knocked the breath out of him and he cursed himself for not trying to change his body position as he fell into the murky green waters of the Chicago River.  For a moment the world around him exploded into a fountain of clear and white water, flying dozens of feet into the air and then everything was black and green.  The water was cool but not frigid, it really didn’t feel much cooler than the air around him.

	And it smelled so bad.

	Most of the time you can smell the river from the bridges or when you get a little closer to it along some of the river walks, but actually being in the stuff was almost nauseating.  It smelled of dead fish, sewage, stagnant water, sewage, and algae.  And sewage.  All of that shouldn’t have surprised James either, it was pretty much what the river was made of.  Nevertheless, it was pretty nasty.

	What did surprise James was the splash that followed his own by only a second or two.  It was in front of him and plunged into the water just as his head broke the surface.

	Seriously?  What is the, CPD putting in these hell-hounds’ kibbles-n-bits.

	James had never been much of a swimmer and his lean body didn’t lend itself to buoyancy, but he slapped the water with quick, powerful strokes, trying to push past the beast towards the boat, before it surfaced.

	A pair of incredibly powerful jaws clamped onto his shoe and dragged him down.  Although none of the teeth punctured the shoe and cut into his foot, James could feel a point of intense pressure beneath each tooth.  He slapped at the water, trying to keep himself up, but an extra 90 pounds of dog dragging him down like an anchor wasn’t really conducive to staying afloat.

	Think this through, James, he can’t breath as long as he’s got you.  He’s winded already from the chase and he can’t hold on forever.

	Still, the dog didn’t let up and after a couple seconds of futile struggling, James’ head slipped beneath the surface.  With a strong kick, he rammed his heel into the beast’s jaw and it let go immediately.  James scissor kicked his feet, pushing himself to the surface and was surprised how forcefully he emerged.  The boat was a good forty yards down the river now and he had gathered the attention of most of its riders, which, considering the day, wasn’t many.  He swam towards the boat, gaining on it faster than he thought he would.  The German shepherd wasn’t a great swimmer, however, and James managed to steadily outpace it.  It let out a continuous stream of barks as it swam, like a mobile security alarm.  James risked a look back and saw all four police officers up on the bridge, each still on their radios.  

	Tall and Skinny took off at a sprint, descending to the river walk and soon was running alongside James.  That didn’t bode well for when James caught the boat.  Surely someone would have made the connection between the police dog, staring cops, and officer in pursuit of a man who’d just jumped off a bridge.  James doubted he would find an overly friendly reception waiting for him aboard.

	Time to rethink this.

	He looked to the bank opposite Tall and Skinny and found that a line of wooden boards, about four times the size of railroad ties lined the wall.  Most of them were rotting, but they were only a couple of feet above the water and James was pretty sure that he could reach them if he tried.  He scanned the area but couldn’t see any of the other cops.  He had to assume, therefore, that at least one of the others would have gone for the opposite bank, which meant he’d have to move fast once he got to the wall.    

	He turned and swam hard, swam until his lungs started burning and he was swallowing more than a little of the putrid water.  He glanced up for a look and saw, of course, one of Chicago’s finest standing on the shore waiting for him, gun drawn.

	Well this just figures.

	To say that James’ options were running thin was at this point a bit of an understatement.  The officer, Average Joe, was pretty much aiming the barrel straight down James’s nose, meaning this was pretty much the end of the line.  He stopped swimming and treaded water, the dog still behind him, but giving him enough time to face the officer.  He couldn’t believe he’d been captured so quickly.  James thought he’d have had at least a couple days to get away, but apparently the police response time had been excellent and whoever had been put in charge of the case had made a great guess at where he’d go.

	So maybe you should have gone with Sebas’ plan.

	Right.  Trust the guy who killed your best friend.  That makes sense.  

	“I’m guessing there’s not much of a chance you’re gonna let me walk away once I get up there, huh?” James asked, starting a slow half-swim, half-tread towards the wall.

	Average Joe snorted down a laugh, “Keep your hands where I can see them, sir.”

	Does he not know I’m trying to swim?

	“Uh, little hard, buddy.”

	Average Joe seemed to realize what he’d said, lowered the gun for a moment, and then raised it again, still unwavering and right at James’ head.

	“You’re not gonna help me get out of here either are you?”

	“Not likely, sir,” Average Joe responded, voice still hard and emotionless.

	Without warning a blur of body flew down the riverwalk and collided with the officer, sending his body flying like a ragdoll.  The officer hit the metal rail hard enough to send him tumbling end over end over the rail.  The officer had been hit so hard and suddenly that he didn’t even have time to let out a scream.  He fell face first towards the water and smacked his head with a wet crack against the wooden beams lining the river.

	Gunfire sounded, first the crackcrackcrackcrack of a pair of small caliber guns, and then answered by the steady, well aimed, Boom!  Boom!  Boom! of a high caliber pistol.

	The whole scene unfolded so quickly that James barely had time to process that it was actually Linebacker Gorilla who’d body checked the officer holding him at gunpoint.   The two older cops were now trading fire with him.  Gorilla had taken a marginal amount of cover behind the concrete base of a light pole and was cracking off rounds from a gun that looked like it should have belonged on the set of an apocalyptic movie.  Each round he squeezed off bucked the gun hard enough that even in his massive hands he had to take a moment to line up another shot.

	The two older cops had not been so well placed, and one of them fell to Gorilla’s first three shots.  The other one dove behind a planter and continued squeezing off rounds, now more metered and methodical.

	Crack!  Crack!

	Boom! was the answering call.

	As James reached the wooden beams he heard the cop yell into his radio, “I’ve got two officers down on the riverfront by Jackson, taking fire from a new suspect!”

	Boom! Gorilla’s gun exploded in the air as if to confirm the cop’s statement.

	Gotta think fast.

	One officer is unconscious in the water.  Gorilla and the other officer are occupied only until one of them gets shot or gives up.  Neither of them is gonna give up.  Now is your chance to get away or save this guy’s life.

	A part of James wanted to swim away as quickly as he could, but his conscience got the better of him.

	Okay, do your best to make sure the cop in the water’s gonna be okay then try to get behind Gorilla.

	Oh, shoot, where is the cop in the water.

	James realized that he hadn’t seen the man surface and he wondered if he could find him even if he wanted to.  Suddenly, the water’s surface broke violently some five yards up river, and Average Joe came up, pistol in hand.

	It took the officer a few seconds to process what was going on.  He did not see James at first, and in that time, James managed to pull himself onto the wooden beams and then up to the metal railing.  He was behind Gorilla now and would have bolted had he not seen Joe, treading water with only his legs, squeezed off three quick shots.

	Crackcrackcrack!

	The top of Gorilla’s head was blown off.  Just like that.

	James didn’t waist time to see if Joe would be fast enough to repeat his impressive marksmanship with another likely target.  He swung a leg over the railing and ran.  He heard no more shots fired behind him and assumed the older officer was too traumatized to do anything while the younger was still trying to get out of the river.

	It was some time before he finally stopped, and this time when he did, he was sure that no one around was actively following him.  He was exhausted, terrified, and pretty sure he’d peed in his pants somewhere along the way, not bothering to stop.  His clothes smelled like the river, but he had not noticed the thick, sewage-algae smell that hung around him until he stopped running to catch his breath.  It was then that the stink filled his lungs and he gasped for fresh air he would not be able to get.  It did not clear his head as he had hoped it would and he focused on reforming his plan.

	Looking around, James realized he was not even entirely sure where he was anymore.  The freeway was nearby, he could hear the cars whizzing past and could practically smell the exhaust coming off of them.  He’d run due west, he realized, down Van Buren until he’d come almost all the way to the Medical district.  James crossing Ashland, still breathing heavily, and then rounded a building, collapsing against its back wall.  He sat in a parking lot, taking time to breath and think.

	He pulled out his wallet and inspected the fat wad of twenties.  He pulled them out and picked a credit card off delicately.  He peeled two bills off the wad, getting the drenched twenties free more easily than he expected and stuffed the remaining bills into the wallet, still wet.  He held the two bills he’d removed between two fingers, one in each hand, and let them wave in the breeze for a few minutes.  He didn’t know this part of town well, but he’d not seen any place to buy a new change of clothes on his run out here, and get into something less conspicuous—and wet—was the first thing he needed to do.

	“Hey man, what chew doing here?” the man’s voice nearly scared James out of his skin, he’d not heard the man come up on him.

	“What the—dude!  You can’t scare a man like that!” James said, holding his heart, which felt like it was ready to burst out of his chest.

	“I’m sorry, hey, you got twenty bucks?” the man drawled, looking not so much at James but his hands.  James followed the man’s gaze, realizing he was holding not one, but two twenties, and that he’d forgotten he was holding them was a good indication that he was exhausted.  Turning back to the man warily, he said, “I do…”

	“Say, you think I could have one a them twenties?” the man asked, boldly.

	James opened his mouth to say no and caught himself.  Right now he pretty much didn’t have a friend in the world, at least not any friends who he was willing to have thrown in prison with him for aiding and abetting.  This guy on the other hand, well, it didn’t take an advanced degree in socio-microeconomics to know that he was homeless and probably willing to do something for one or two twenty dollar bills.  Actually, this guy probably had a pretty good idea of how to duck the police when he wanted to.  Probably also knew a handful of places that James could hide out for at least the night, and on top of that might also know where James could buy some new clothes.

	“Um, tell you what, I need a place to stay tonight and in case you can’t smell me, I need a change of clothes, I’ll give you one of these twenties if you help me out with those things,” James said, still eyeing the man cautiously.

	“Yeah?” the man bit his lip, “Make it thirty and you got a deal.”

	“Don’t push your luck, buddy.”

	“Hey man, you want my help, you gotta pay the price, thirty and I’ll help you out.”

	James chewed on his cheek before replying, “Twenty now, you do me right until tomorrow morning, and I’ll throw in another ten.”

	The man brightened at that, “You got it!  Name’s Albert!” he said, shoving out a filthy, calloused hand.

	“James,” James replied, taking it and letting the man help pull him to his feet, “So Albert, nearest clothing store, any suggestions?”

	“Now hold on man, if we’re going to be business associates, you got to let me know somethin’ ‘bout you,” Albert said congenially.

	“Um, okay, can we do that while we walk?”

	“Sure!  Come on!” Albert replied and started at an easy lope down the street.  He was almost six inches taller than James and as James inspected him, he imagined that living on the streets had taken a good deal of flesh off Albert’s bones.  He walked with the stalking, confident movements of a hungry wolf, eyes scanning the street on occasion, but not so intently so as to be described as wary.  He was probably just shy of forty and sported a nasty half-inch round dent in his forehead an inch and a half above his left eye.  He had dark skin and eyes that were characteristic of a relatively healthy person, no visible open wounds or infections as far as James could see.

	So, he’s been on the streets, or at least in rough parts of town, long enough to know to be careful and watching an area around him, but he also hasn’t been on the streets so long that he’s hopeless and has the blank stare that some people get when they’ve been put down too many times.

	He knows his area well, feels a certain level of ownership over it, probably, and can move in it without feeling immediately threatened.  He’s suffered tremendous blunt force trauma or perhaps has been shot in the head, but managed to survive.  Good chance, however, that he’s on the street in large part to issues stemming from the injury.  If he’s had some kind of brain injury, which is almost certain, he may be prone to irrational mood swings and extreme aggression at a moment’s notice.

	You’ve been reading too much Sherlock Holmes, James.

	Well, yes, but your deductions regarding Sebas were pretty close, reading stuff like that and being in that mindset might help you a lot over the next couple days.  Or decades.

	“So you live around here?” James asked.

	“Naw, man, I don’t live anywhere, I’m homeless,” Albert replied, no hint of regret or frustration in his voice.

	“Um, where do you, uh, sleep?” James asked, feeling a little foolish, the man was obviously homeless.

	“Yeah, I stay over there ‘long ‘round Lexington and Loomis,” he responded.

	“Um, I don’t really know where that is.”

	“Ain’t no thing.  It’s a park man, pretty big one too, not great when its rainin’ though.  I’m stayin’ over there by the freeway when its rainin’.”

	“You by yourself or do you stay with someone else?” James asked.

	“Mm, sometimes by myself, sometimes a couple other guys sleep with me,” Albert’s eyes widened for a moment, then he said, “Not sleep with me, we ain’t homos, but you know, in the same place.”

	James had to hide a smile, “No, I figured that.”

	“Aw good, you ain’t one is you?”

	“One?  Oh, gay?  No, I got a woman and a little baby girl,” James said, trying not to let his voice close as he thought about it.

	“Woman problems, huh?”

	“Uh, kind of.”

	“I mean, that’s why you ain’t stayin’ with them no more, cause you and your lady had some problems.”

	“It’s a little more complicated than that—”

	“No, no, man I don’t want to intrude on your life.”

	“Thanks,” James said.  

	Surprise?  I don’t want to talk about the fact that someone just coerced me to kill a man so that he wouldn’t blow up my house containing my wife and daughter.

	They walked in silence for a while longer before James broke it again, “How long have you been on the street?”

	“’Bout six months,” Albert responded matter-of-factly.

	“Yeah?  How’d you get here?”

	“Man, public aid ran out, my lady threw me out soon as it did, said if I couldn’t get her no mo’ horse, I couldn’t get no mo’ nothin’ from her.”

	“Yeah?  You trying to get back with her?”

	“I always be tryin’ man, but she got some new guy now, I don’t even know.  Now I’m out here, tryn’a get my stuff together, get back on public aid, get a job, whatever.”

	 “Well, listen, I’m just needing a place to hang out for a while and then I’m gonna be gone, but I’ll help you out the best I can.”

	“Man, we out here, we always be helpin’ each other, got to survive somehow right?”

	“Dog eat dog world.”

	“You don’t even know the half a it!  Okay, man, here we are.  For real though, you need to find some new clothes, you smell nasty.”

	This from the homeless man.

	Albert’s candor made James’ lips twitch up for the briefest moment, it was perhaps the first time he’d really smiled since everything started.  It would also be the last time he smiled for months to come, if he had to guess.

	The store that Albert led him into was owned by a Hispanic family, James guessed, from the faded pictures of saints on the walls and the two other patrons browsing amongst the racks.  James didn’t take long finding clothes, sticking to subdued colors that would lend themselves to urban camouflage and easy mobility.  Dark grey coat, light grey shirt, dark grey pants, black socks, good shoes for running.  It wasn’t perfect, but he would now be able to blend in with some anonymity.

	He peeled off another couple of twenties from the roll while he was in the dressing room and let them dry as he tried everything on.  When he looked in the mirror he was surprised to see a face that looked like it had put on ten years overnight.  He hoped the haggard expression would fade away when—if— this all blew over.

	But it’s not going to blow over, so it looks like you’re stuck with it.

	You’re tired, don’t let this distract you.

	When he tried the clothes on it struck him how much he really did look like he was homeless.  His stubble had grown in enough to make him look rough, his hair was matted and no amount of running his fingers through it seemed to return it to its natural order.  The clothes really were the kind you’d expect to see on a lot of homeless guys, not accounting for them being brand new.  Even that wasn’t unusual.  A lot of guys on the street could be found with a mostly new wardrobe, usually donations or thrift store finds.  Almost invariably, however, they had one article, most often their shoes, in terrible shape, a dead giveaway that they were indeed homeless.

	Nevertheless, James could pass in most places in the city unnoticed, or unnoticed enough.  He exited the dressing room and his heart sank the moment he did.  On the wall was a huge flat screen TV, the kind his family had never been rich enough to buy.  When James had been pushing, he’d been able to afford three of them for his apartment.  He’d wanted to be able to dispel the sense of poverty he’d grown up with and decided there was no better way than to purchase unnecessary things multiple times. 

	It had been excessive, but he’d had the money to burn.  One of the TVs, which he’d kept in his bathroom of all places, he watched so rarely that he never got around to peeling off the plastic covering the screen.

	The TV he saw now also sported its plastic covering, though this one was well used and had a column of pixels out.  It was showing a special report by “Chicago’s Own” WGN News.  On the screen was cell phone footage of James jumping over the railing and plunging into the river just before one of the two police dogs leapt to stop him.  It missed and tumbled over the railing behind him.  James watched as the other German Shepherd came to a nearly Wiley Coyote stop, just avoiding running headlong into the railing over the bridge.  It was amateur footage and whoever had been filming hadn't bothered to keep their cell phone steady as they ran to the bridge and then fought their way to the railing amidst a crowd of bystanders.  Once they'd succeeded, the camera steadied and James watched as he swam away from the dog and then as the police surrounded him.  He didn't want to watch anymore and he definitely didn't want them airing anything with his face on it.

	"Hey, I wanna pay for these clothes," James said to the man behind the register. He was Hispanic, older, late fifties or early sixties, James guessed, and merely gave James a glance before turning back to the TV.

	"Hey buddy, I'm in a hurry, is it cool if I just leave the money to cover the clothes?"

	That seemed to catch his attention and he started ringing James out until the news anchor, a pretty woman with dirty blonde hair, announced, "And here is where a second man, as yet to be identified, attacked the officers in the process of apprehending a suspect in the murder of The Utinex Corporation's CEO, David Carter.  You can see the man charges the officer, literally slamming him into the guardrail before the officer falls in the river.  The man then proceeds to open fire on two of the other officers.  As you can see,” at this the footage paused and darkened while a circular portion around James’s figure in the water stayed the original color, “the first suspect continues making his escape while this is all happening."

	“Yes, this whole situation is just incredible, and the thing about it is that the whole event took place in the Loop and actually, uh, in the river,” the footage paused again and the anchor said, “We warn parents that the next scene is extremely graphic and though it has been censored, and may not be appropriate for some audiences.  Here is Officer Branson as he surfaces with his gun drawn and shoots the second suspect in the head,” James watched as the screen around Linebacker Gorilla was pixilated to censor any graphic images, “Now, before Officer Branson can begin looking for the first perpetrator, the man has already fled down the riverwalk.”

	“Yes, Michael, it’s just amazing.”

	"And we still don't have a name for this man, do we Karen?" The male anchor, Michael, replied, inquisitive and interested.

	"You're right we don't, actually witnesses at the scene were able to give an accurate description of the man to detectives and as several of them saw him flee the scene of the crime on foot heading west, from there, police were able to track him down to Union Station," Karen responded, voice full of tension and yet somehow still confident.

	"Yes, now I understand that police are working on a sketch of the suspect who started this disaster that left two of Chicago's finest dead in addition to the second suspect who opened fire on police, as well as the CEO of The Utinex Corporation, David Carter.”

	The man at the register finished ringing James out at the register.  He eyed him suspiciously and James quickly handed the man a couple of twenties.  The bills were still moist and as the man took them it seemed as though the pieces began fitting into place.  He glanced back at the TV where the anchors were recounting the story again and then back to James, “Um, you know, I think that that shirt is on sale actually.  Let me ring you up for it with the discount.”

	You’ve got to be kidding me.

	“Dude, I’m in a hurry, I don’t care about saving two dollars,” James said starting to gather the clothes.

	“Well, it won’t take any time to take care of, buddy,” the man said, pushing him away and reaching under the counter.

	And now the police are on their way.

	James was actually a little surprised when the man came up with a calculator and began refiguring the cost for the clothes.

	“You know what, keep the change,” James said, and sweeping the clothes off the counter he made for the door quickly.

	Albert stood there watching the whole exchange saying nothing but also not moving to fall in line when James started for the door.  James heard rustling behind him and then a C-Click!

	“Bernaby?” the older woman asked, “Bernaby, qué estás hacienda?” 

	James already knew what Bernaby was doing and he didn’t bother trying to interpret what the woman was saying, James wasn’t willing to hang around so he could look down the barrel of another gun.  He heard Albert turn and curse in surprise.  James dashed for the exit, pushing past Albert.  James slammed into the door and began sprinting down the street to the sound of Bernaby shouting, “Call the cops, Martha!” echoing in the store.  James left them behind, cutting between a couple of cars that were sitting at a red light.  A second or two later he heard Bernaby shouting after him and then a deafeningly loud gunshot cut through the usual city sounds.

	Holy crap, he actually opened fire on me.

	Two drivers heard the shot as well and accelerated into the intersection with a shriek of tires.  Other drivers honked their horns angrily and slammed on their brakes.  James ran all the harder leaving behind the squeal of spinning tires before the crunch of one car slamming into another.  He ran hard down the street, Chicago’s skyscrapers stretching high before him.  

	When he had covered a couple of blocks he cut left and continued for several minutes, making a marked note of the sirens in the distance though they never came close enough to him to warrant concern.  He was barely able to hold onto all the stuff in his arms, and running with shoes still squishing a little with river water made the process even more difficult.  James slipped into an alley and tore off his clothes and put on his new outfit.  His hair was matted and crusty with a mix of sweat and river water and it made his head itch badly.  

	Stepping out of the alley, James kept his shoulders up and head down.  He scanned the area constantly but it was just a somewhat depressed neighborhood with people scattered here and there and all trying to mind their own business.  He continued north, hoping to make as much progress towards Wisconsin as he could.  

	James couldn’t think, couldn’t run through all the ramifications his mind was laying down about what his life was becoming.  He only knew he needed to disappear for a while, get as far from the city as possible, but that wasn’t going to be easy.  Anxiously, he kept to side streets as often as he could and walked for a couple of hours until he at last arrived at Lawrence and Western.  The afternoon was getting late by then and James recalled that a little less than a mile from there, a park ran right by the river for a good distance.  He figured that the thick bushes along the river would be a decent place to hide out for the night.  

	The park was alive with people as he turned into it.  Several men sat or stood on a couple of benches playing cards, talking, or enjoying a smoke.  None of them seemed to pay close attention to James as he entered, though most of them took note of him.  They were foreign, James could tell as he passed, catching bits of their conversations in a tongue or tongues he could not understand, but some Eastern European language if he had to guess.

	The lawn that extended from the entrance to the park was characterized by a smattering of pine trees interspersed with picnic tables.  A cluster of homeless people hung around one area near the edge of the lawn against a chain link fence.  They were a diverse bunch, probably as young as 17 all the way up to one woman who looked like she was in her seventies, though most were middle aged men.  Though they were at least fifty yards to his left, he still watched them from the corner of his eye to make sure they didn’t approach him.

	He continued making his way north, being passed regularly by joggers, families out for a late afternoon stroll, and couples walking hand in hand.  He caught sight of a playground crawling with kids laughing and screaming as they darted in and out of the equipment.  Moms or babysitters stood around its perimeter, forming a loose guard that was ever watchful while still talking casually, checking their phones, and laughing with each other.  James had to fight away tears, never again would he come pick Monica or Olivia up from a playground such as this, or if he ever did, it would never be the same reception he’d gotten before this day.

	James swerved towards the neighborhood to avoid the playground altogether.  Though there were several immigrant families, he didn’t trust anyone who may have been watching a television that day.  Not only that, but there were too many moms with cell phones out and probably one app or another that reported when a fugitive was on the loose.  Naturally, there was a one hundred percent chance that a man being chased by the authorities was going to come their way to take them hostage or steal their babies.  God forbid they not be aware that there was someone on the loose from whom they could defend their little ones.

	One cluster of women stood closer to the path and James caught the conversation as he passed, slowing to get as much as he could without being obvious.

	“I know, it’s just crazy that it happened, right?” said a short, young blond with an oversized stroller next to her.

	“He just ran down the street and jumped over a railing and into the river?” a second blond, this one tall and lanky with a long, horse-like face, replied.

	“And then when he got to the shore he just started shooting the police officers when they began surrounding him,” a brunette of around thirty-five said.

	“I don’t think that’s what happened, he was in the river and another person came and began shooting the police.  No one is really quite sure who that guy was,” the first blonde said.

	“Oh, well, that’s not what I’d heard from my husband, and he was working downtown today.  Do they know who the guy who jumped into the river was?” the brunette said, straightening as she did.

	“No, but the police have produced a sketch from the description of more than a dozen people who’ve seen him and they’re pretty sure they know what he looks like,” the tall blond said.

	And that, James figured, was his cue to leave.  He stepped up his pace and continued out of the park and into the neighborhood.  After walking down a couple of alleys he made his way back to the park, the playground now a couple hundred yards behind him.  

	It would not be properly dark for a good four or five hours but he was exhausted and needed to find a place to rest for a while.  He continued until he reached an area of the park with a few benches spread out along the path.  Wearily, he chose one that looked less decrepit than most and fell into it, letting his aching body rest heavily against the thick wooden seat.  It wasn’t comfortable, but it felt amazing.  His body seemed to creak as he let his tensed muscles finally relax, and it was glorious.  Keeping his back to the path and his face out of view of anyone who may be watching, he untied his laces and slipped his feet out, running them through the cool late spring grass.  He had gotten a big blister on his right foot from the new shoes and damp socks.  It stung as he took off the shoe.  He bit is lip and grunted as he did, not happy about the blister.  If it kept up, it could cause him some major grief before he found a more permanent hideout.  James pondered darkly the possibility of his capture being attributed to something as small as a blister in the end.

	James felt as though he was shrinking into himself as he considered his life from this point forward.  Monica almost certainly would not take him back, but if she did, what would it look like?  How was he going to find money to pay for a place to stay?  Would she believe him?  Would she be willing to follow him away from Chicago and everything she had ever known?  Would she allow him to even see his daughter, much less have a relationship with her?  

	No, the voice inside him said, she is going to cut you out of their lives, she’s going to pretend like you’ve never existed and hope you just vanish.  She will never let you hear from her again.

	So what’s your long term plan then?

	He was going to have to find a job, but he doubted very much that he’d be finding one under his real name very soon.  If the police had a good sketch made up of him, it would only be a matter of time before they discovered his name and then it would be pretty much impossible for him to find work unless he had a fake ID, which wasn’t an entirely difficult thing to come by; he’d had one when he was in high school and had made good use of it on several occasions. 

	Can’t think about all that right now.  You just need to get as far from the city as you can.  You’ve got enough money to survive for a little while.  Just, you know, figure it out once you’re safe.

	But safe where?

	Canada.  Wisconsin first and then to Canada as quickly as possible.  

	He closed his eyes for a second, breathing in the rich spring air and wishing with every fiber of his being that today had not happened.  

	When he opened his eyes it was late afternoon and the sun had begun painting a blazing orange skyscape behind the trees that lined the river.  James had been asleep for three or four hours.  

	Good God, I’m tired, he thought, forcing himself out of the bleary eyed stupor.  He closed his eyes again for a moment.  A few seconds, later the orange light that filtered through his eyelids dimmed and James knew that someone had stepped in front of him.  

	James’s eyes snapped open and he was on his feet in a flash.  Two men stood before him, one tall and lean and ugly as sin, the other of more average build and appearance, but both looking like they ate nails for breakfast and passed razors the next day.  James didn’t wait for them to move first, he vaulted the bench and connected squarely with a chest that he would have mistaken for the side of a barn in other circumstances.  He bounced backwards, his head cracking against the back of the bench.  For a moment his mind swam, but James didn’t wait for it to clear.  He was on his feet in an instant, a little unsteady, and already trying to make a run for it.  Apparently, he’d connected solidly with the giant behind the bench, because the man was also on the ground.  Before James could take more than a couple of steps, however, he reached out and took hold of James’s ankle in an iron grip.  Turning as he fell, James rammed the heel of his shoe into the man’s face.  The man grunted with the impact, but retained his grasp as James fell.  The wind rushed out of James when he hit the hard ground and James knew he was running out of options for escape.

	The other two goons flew around the bench and were now standing above James.  He struggled against the bigger goon’s grasp, but knew that it was futile.  Finally, the taller one spoke, “You’re not an easy man to find when you want to stay hidden, James Wright.”

	Oh good grief.  The man might have looked like Stephen King’s Roland, but he spoke like a B-movie actor and James couldn’t help himself, “You been taking lessons from the James Bond villains’?  Seriously, at least try to be original.”

	The man’s eyes widened in surprise and James saw his fist clench, but the shorter man laid his hand on the man’s shoulder and Ol’ Long, Tall, and Ugly seemed to relax.  Andre the Giant relaxed his grip and James struggled to his feet, he thought about bolting right then and there, but the three were all too tense for that, expecting him to run at his first chance.  

	Give it a moment and then run when they’re not expecting it.

	It was suspicious, James supposed, three men pretty much tackling and then surrounding a fourth and these guys, whoever they were, didn’t want to arouse any undue suspicions.  Unfortunately for them—and him, James realized—there were more than a few witnesses in the area who could call the police.  That meant that whatever they needed to do to James they needed to do quickly.

	Which brought up a good point, who exactly were these guys?  James figured he’d catch on sooner or later, but instead of waiting for them to initiate whatever conversation they had planned, he dove in, “So who are you anyways?  A guy can’t take a relaxing nap in the park these days without being assaulted by two characters out of fantasy novels and a third who looks like a,” James eyed the average man up and down but couldn’t come up with anything, “…man?”

	That seemed to throw them for a moment and James could see the average guy’s lips curl up for a moment.  The tall one spoke again, his voice gravelly, “Look, we know you’re James Wright.  We know you attacked David Carter today and he died because of it.  We know about your family, where all of them live.  What we want to know is why.  Why did you decide to kill David Carter?”

	James’s blood ran cold.  

	They know about Monica and Olivia.

	I have to get to them.

	And Michelle and mom.  Everyone.  They’re all in danger.

	James could feel the familiar sense of panic begin to rise up in his throat again. 

	Maybe you can cut a deal with these guys to catch Sebas? 

	Once Sebas gets caught, what’s to keep them from turning and killing you or the girls?  

	Not much.  

	Which meant that these people couldn’t really be trusted.  Not that he’d intended to trust them to begin with, but at this point, James really had no reason to work with them.  On the other hand, they needed information of some kind and as long as James wasn’t giving it to them, he figured he had a slightly better than average chance of staying alive.  Well, that or they’d just torture him and his family until he said something.

	“Felt like it,” he replied, blasé.

	“You, felt like it?” Ol’ Long, Tall, and Ugly said.

	“I did,” James said, looking him directly in the eyes.

	“Did you feel like trying to get assistance from, Miss Bowers?”

	“I felt like talking to her for a while, she’s a babe, why wouldn’t I?  Then I felt like killing your boss.  That so hard?”

	Ol’ Long, Tall, and Ugly stepped closer, breathing in deeply through his nostrils.  He closed his fist and rammed it into James’ gut.  James anticipated this and tightened his abs before the blow struck home, but it didn’t stop the pain from spreading throughout his body and making him want to double over and vomit.  Still, the man seemed to clench his fist and relax it as he stepped back, he’d probably not expected to hit something so hard.

	You can really go places in the moving business.

	In this case, straight to a watery grave right next to your best friend.

	The thought brought a whole new wave of bitterness to him.  And yet, as he was thinking about it, perhaps it wasn’t Sebas alone that he should be angry with.  After all, now these guys were threatening his family.  Sebas had dragged him into it, but now it was these guys who were after him.

	Well, them and the police.

	“How did that feel?” Andre asked over his shoulder, the man’s breath smelling thickly of week-old plaque and sausages.

	“Like your mom di—” before James could finish his sentence Andre had jabbed him sharply in the right kidney.  That time James hadn’t braced for it.  The pain traveled down into his nether regions, settling there like concrete.

	“Okay, enough jokes,” James said hoarsely, “What do you want?”

	“We already asked you,” Ol’ Long, Tall, and Ugly said, “Why did you kill David Carter?”

	James took several seconds to catch his breath.  He sensed they were about to hit him again, but stayed their hand, “I had to,” he said, scanning the area now, looking for a way to escape.

	“What do you mean, you had to?” Ugly said again.

	“I mean, if I didn’t he would have killed my family.”

	“He?”

	“Yeah, Sebas.”

	Ugly and the average guy rolled their eyes at the same time and as they did James moved.  He rammed his forehead into Ugly’s chest and then turned in a spin, arms flailing wildly, towards average guy.  He connected with something, but rather than staying to see what, he bolted between them, feeling Ugly’s body crumple against his weight as he did.  And suddenly, he was free, dashing through the park like he’d never run before.  The only one he thought who could catch him was Ugly, and the man had hopefully just had the wind knocked out of him.  

	He didn’t bother to turn and see how much distance he’d put between them, he just ran.  It was only a few seconds until he arrived at a bridge that stretched over the Chicago River, traffic going above but the path for runners and bikers stretching smoothly beneath.  If he went under he’d have to fight up the hill and the goons might beat him to the other side over the flatter land above, on the other hand, if he went above he might be able to put a car between him and them.  He opted to run across the street rather than under the bridge, braving the oncoming traffic.  He managed to dodge one car by a hairsbreadth and as he did a loud thump sounded behind him.  The squeal of breaks split the air and James jumped, startled as he realized that a car had just hit one of his pursuers.  

	James didn’t bother to see how far behind the other two were or which one had just been taken out, he just glanced the other direction, decided he could make it across the street sooner than the car that was a mere twenty feet away could connect with him, and sprinted into the park in the fading light.  

	 

	Chapter Twelve

	 

	James had to find them.  Monica and Oliva had been captured by Utinics’s goons and he had no one to turn to for help.  James had made his way south towards his house, unsure if it would be safe for him to return to his neighborhood.  If the police knew who he was, then there would be a detail assigned to watch his home.  By now he was sure they had to know who he was, which meant that returning to check on the girls wasn’t an option anymore.  He’d wanted to rush back, hold them in his arms, kill anyone who had done them harm, anything to make sure they were safe.  He knew now that he was going to have to face down these people, that running was no longer an option.  It was full dark now and James knew that his opportunities to accomplish anything were running out.  He decided to hunker down on top of a tree covered hill in West Rogers Park and try to get some sleep.  

	Closing his eyes he saw only Monica’s face, could almost feel her lips as he remembered the first time they had kissed.  He knew he would not sleep well, but drifted out of wakefulness and into a fitful sleep.  His dreams were filled with horrific images of the prior day’s events.  James watched as bullets passed through Carter in much more vivid detail than he had seen, could see the man’s body getting sucked under the bus, rolling tumbling under it like so much raw meat.  His eyes seemed to snap open every time there was a noise in the park that was louder than footsteps, only to drift back into a nightmare-filled sleep until morning.  

	He awoke hungry and sore.  

	Food.  Gotta find something to eat.  Then, figure out how to rescue the girls.

	James wove in and out of the neighborhoods until he found his way to a grocery store somewhere north of Foster.  Keeping his head down, he picked out a handful of food items that he could eat without utensils.  The store played Mexican music and even if they had stopped long enough for the news, James doubted he would have been able to understand anything except his name if the radio host had been reporting on him.  He felt the stubble on his chin and cheeks and smiled.

	At least that’ll give me a little cover from the casual glace.

	He gathered his food in a bag and made his way back into the neighborhoods, watching his back consistently for any followers.  There were none.

	Thank God for that.

	He had decided the previous night just before he drifted to sleep that although he needed to escape the city, he needed to know more about David Carter and Utinics if their goons were coming after him.  He had to know why Utinics cared so much about who had ordered Carter’s death and wanted to deal with the issue in house if at all possible.  They probably would all prove to be issues out of his control; Utinics had enough resources to find him more quickly than the police.  

	James knew he was in well over his head, but research would almost certainly pay significant dividends.  There had to be something on the internet about Utinics and the Carters, and if he could figure out why they wanted so badly to question him, he might be able to cut a deal.  It was becoming obvious that the real danger was not the authorities, but the Utinics goons.  With his mind now somewhat refreshed from sleep, James began again to think through how he would carry out the reading he needed to do.

	Okay, James, now think where you are.  Are there any libraries in the area where you can do a little research?

	Think about it, you idiot, it doesn’t matter where the library is, you don’t have a card that you can use to get on one of the computers.

	That was a good point, but perhaps someone at the library would know where he could find a free computer.  It would mean risking exposure, but during the previous night, he’d decided that the people who had been working for Carter wanted Sebas captured as much as Sebas wanted Carter dead.  The more James thought about it, the more prospect of hiding out in Wisconsin was looking infeasible, especially if the Utinics people were now holding Monica and Olivia captive themselves.

	It was a nasty mess, and James felt like he was getting himself thoroughly encumbered in other people’s business.  He just wanted to get out and disappear, rather than dig himself even more deeply down into the rabbit hole.  As much as he wished he could make it happen, he doubted he would be able to properly vanish, and almost certainly would not be able to if he wanted to ever again see Monica and Olivia.

	He remembered a few years back that there had been a place in the Edgewater neighborhood that had a small computer lab.  He continued through the neighborhoods until he eventually emerged onto a larger street just a few blocks from the lakefront.  With some difficulty he located the building, an unassuming single level tan brick structure with a sign in front that read Lincoln Park Friendship Center.  It struck him as odd that it should be called Lincoln Park, but he assumed that because it was relatively close to the park itself that the name could be justified.  James entered though the double doors.  It was a little cooler inside than out and a handful of people sat around the room just beyond the doors  

	James took a deep breath and braved a grossly overweight younger woman, “Hey, do you all have a computer that a person can use?”

	The woman eyed him up and down and then said, “For what?  Like, the internet?”

	“Um, yeah, for the internet, just need to do some browsing.”

	“Well, usually we don’t allow people to use the computers, if they don’t have a card, but I guess that I can let you use one as long as it doesn’t take too long or things get too busy.”

	“Thank you,” James said, clasping his hands, “Thank you so much.”

	“You can use any of the computers you like, printing is ten cents if it isn’t application related,” the woman said, indicating towards a door on the other side of the room.  

	“Thanks,” James said and strode towards the doors, praying she hadn’t recognized him.

	James kept his head down, hoping that no one else in the room had recognized him.  He didn’t think he’d garnered any stares and made his way out of sight as quickly as possible.  The room that housed the computers was a simple affair, four white walls each with one or two of those inspirational posters.

	“Determination,” claimed one, beneath the picture of a man riding his bike along a New Mexican highway, “The will to press on when circumstances are against you.”

	James preferred the “Hang in there kitty” posters.

	Four long, narrow tables, each with four computers, sat with the monitors facing the back wall.  There were no windows, which immediately made James nervous.  If someone, the, say, police or a scarecrow who memorized poorly scripted movie lines, for example, came into the room looking for a fugitive like, say, him, wanted for questioning in a murder and the deaths of their coworkers, that fugitive wouldn’t have an incredibly dramatic way to escape, like running through a window or beating them to the door because he caught sight of them in said non-existent window.

	James was the only person in the room, however, and he took the computer furthest from the door, hoping it would give him a few seconds to evade any intruders.  He double clicked on the Internet Explorer icon and it loaded a web browser a few seconds later.

	Good Lord, who actually still uses Internet Explorer for anything other than downloading other browsers anymore?

	The first thing he needed to do, James decided, was to find out how much the police knew about him.  James pulled up the CNN website and felt his heart sink as he did.  It wasn’t the top story, which was something about the Middle East again, but right below it was a real life, full color picture of his face and big, bold letters that read, Fugitive: On the Loose in Chicago.  Pursing his lips, James clicked on the link.

	The page that came up featured a copy of his driver’s license picture alongside another headline reading: Wanted For Murder.

	Well that’s subtle.

	He read the first few lines, feeling that nasty sinking feeling grow in his chest.  

	 

	James Wright is wanted for the murder of David Carter and for questioning in the deaths of two Chicago Police Officers.  Witnesses claim they saw Wright shoot several times at Carter in a parking garage early Thursday morning.  He fled on foot and was found later at Chicago’s Union Station.  Witnesses watched in awe as Wright was pursued by four officers of the law, including two K-9 units.  He leapt from a bridge into the Chicago River.  <Click to Watch> *Graphic*

	 

	Wright was held at gunpoint while in the river.  However, a second, heretofore unknown, suspect attacked officers, killing two, before he himself was shot dead.  In the chaos Wright was able to escape.  Police have been conducting a neighborhood-by-neighborhood search for the man.  Wright’s girlfriend, Monica Jeffers, and their daughter, have been reported missing by Jeffers’ mother.  Wright’s friend and coworker, Sean Mallory, was also reported missing by his fiancé.  

	 

	Police are asking the public to stay calm as they search for Wright as well as information as to his whereabouts.

	 

	The article continued on about violence and homicides in Chicago and James quickly lost interest.  He typed into the search bar, Utinics Corporation, and waited for the page to load, biting his lip nervously.  James listened for anything outside the door.  All was quiet, however, and James began to relax a little.  He clicked on the first link the search engine provided, the company’s website.

	Utinics was a relatively small company that seemed to focus on international consulting.  The website was mostly mindless gibber-jabber about customer service in complicated intercultural settings.  James clicked on Board of Directors link and the first picture that popped up was none other than David Carter’s.  He read Carter’s bio.

	

	Mr. David Carter

	Founder and President of Utinics Corporation, David grew up in Hartford, Connecticut.  He attended MIT, graduating with Highest Honors in Biology, before pursuing his master’s degree in International Business from Columbia University in New York City.  Carter moved to Chicago to found the Utinics Corporation with his wife Jessica.  They have a son, Thomas, and two dogs Bailey and Chloe.

	 

	James started a separate search for “David Carter Utinics Corporation” and was surprised to find that the man had actually written a number of articles on international business that had been published in several journals and magazines of note.  Glancing over the abstracts James began to understand that Carter had been a man who was trying hard to unite the world and had made surprisingly good progress in fostering talks between groups with notoriously bad relations.  The first article was a proposal for resolving the land dispute between Pakistan and India after he had met with diplomats from both sides.  The second article, a couple of years old, was about budget resolution in the United States.  It suggested that workers on unemployment could be put back to work at a cost for companies of less than minimum wage, having their pay subsidized by the government to reach the minimum wage level.  Such a scenario, Carter argued, would decrease the amount the government had to pay in unemployment checks and the amount companies had to pay to meet the minimum wage standard while putting the American public back to work.

	A news article a little further down the list of hits on the search engine was written a couple of months before.  It reported a donation by Carter to the local Children’s Hospital to the sum of two million dollars.  That article linked to a non-profit organization, Hands of Peace, that Carter and some other guy named Ford had founded.  According to their website, Hands of Peace donated vast sums of money to projects all over the world.  From delivering blankets to Sudanese refugees, to providing clean water for villages in the Philippines and India, to raiding brothels all around the world that used young girls as slaves, Hands of Peace seemed to be run by Boy Scouts.

	Well, crap.

	All in all, Carter sounded like he had actually been a pretty good guy and James had to bite his lip as he replayed the man’s death in his mind.

	Why, if this guy was so great did Sebas want him dead?

	Let’s back up a couple of steps.  Sebas wanted him dead because Sebas is an insane murderer mastermind with a perverted agenda.

	And what about Ol’ Long, Tall, and Ugly, his goons, and Linebacker Gorilla?  Those guys were all upstanding citizens and Carter was thrilled to hire every last one of them.

	Unless they were like his task force for these raiding parties on the brothels.  Not to mention, a guy like Carter is going to make enemies, like insane murdering masterminds, and he probably wouldn’t mind having a few guys like Linebacker Gorilla around for protection.

	Who wouldn’t want someone willing to cap a couple of police officers six months away from retirement on their payroll?

	So is Carter bad?

	Probably.

	And Sebas?

	Yes.  Absolutely.

	So what can I do to fix this whole mess?

	Find Sebas?

	Maybe.

	The man had proven to be a weasel even when in constant communication with James, how much more he would be when he wanted to remain unseen.  None of this, however, gave James or his family a way to safety.  He would still be wanted for murder, murder for hire if he was able to prove that Sebas was behind his reasoning to kill Carter, and James would be back in a prison cell.  He may, if he was lucky, get a jury to sympathize with him if Sebas were caught and the bomb situation was explained.

	Maybe.

	And who, other than me, would want to catch Sebas? 

	Carter’s widow?

	A plan began to form in James’s mind.  If he tracked down Jessica Carter he may be able to explain the situation.  While he doubted the woman would be interested in working with the man who killed her husband, it was still a possibility.  For an instant the thought flashed across his mind.  

	He could disappear, move away, never see Monica’s face again, not get to see Olivia grow up, get married, meet his grandchildren.  He could become a ghost of a man, never staying long enough in one place to form relationships with anyone.  He could drift through life, an anonymous face in a sea of mediocrity.  If he left right now, it would be possible.

	Or he could own up to what he did and bring down the man who made him do it.  Maybe he’d get lucky and things would turn out okay.  It was a far-fetched idea, but the alternatives were even more bleak.

	Sebas can go to hell. 

	 

	Chapter Thirteen

	 

	James made his way down to Humbolt Park after leaving the poorly named Friendship Center.  He had managed to walk quickly, focused on making good time, but still staying in the alleys as often as possible.  When he at last arrived, much of the morning had passed and James was left to keep his head down and figure out how to gain an audience with Mrs. Carter.  He wandered around the Humbolt Park neighborhood for the remainder of the day, spending most of it in the relative seclusion of the park itself near one pond or another.  He tried to steer clear of the families out for picnics, the two Quinceañeras, and three wedding parties.  The park was relatively crowded, but large enough for James to stay hidden, just another young person without a job trying to pass the time.  He kept an eye out for police units patrolling the park and twice had to discreetly duck into some patches of tall grass to avoid the bike units that rolled nearby.  He was in no mood to deal with more beat cops who were no doubt looking for homeless to roust.  He bought lunch and dinner from a couple of the many Puerto Rican street venders selling an assortment of fried pastries, food, and rice and beans from the backs of a large trucks, all of which likely belonged to UPS in their former lives.  

	The day was bright and would have been cheerful at any other time, but to James it was dark and lifeless.  He passed the remainder of the morning and the entirety of the afternoon worrying about Monica and Olivia and trying to figure out how to get in contact with Jessica Carter.  He had no idea what she even looked like and had not stopped to think that he may need to find out while he was at the Friendship Center.  He had no idea where David’s body would be kept or where any services might be held, or if there would be a service at all.  What he did remember was the Carters’ address; it was not a difficult one to forget.

	James bit his lip as he weighed each aspect of his task.  His main difficulty to begin with would be gaining egress to a floor that was likely accessed only through a specific, locked elevator in a building with excellent security.  As he considered how he would breech security at the Hancock he watched yet another wedding party pass.  The bride was beautiful, holding a bouquet of white roses, and her husband young and handsome.  They looked very happy.  Following them was a gaggle of bridesmaids all dressed in moss-green one strap dresses and groomsmen in black suits with green ties to match their counterparts’ dresses.  Jealousy bit harshly at James as he watched the whole party make it’s way down one of the park’s many walkways without a care in the world.  A wedding would be something that he would never get to experience with Sean and probably would never be able to share with Monica.  Sean was gone and Monica was probably lost to him forever.  He turned away from the cheerful party and closed his eyes, trying to hold back the tears that were threatening to fall yet again.

	And then the idea came to him.  It was as close to perfect as he was going to get, exactly what he would need to gain an audience with Jessica Carter.  James glanced at the sun and guessed that it was somewhere around three-thirty, which gave him enough time to get what he would need if he hurried.

	Waiting until the wedding party was posing for another set of pictures, now with their backs turned to him, James left his station on the park bench.  He scanned the area for any sign of trouble, but no one was looking for him or really doing anything other than enjoying the day.  Within an hour, he had pulled together everything he needed and he flagged a cab.  

	The cabbie, a man from somewhere in Asia, probably one of the Stans or India or something, turned around with a cheerful smile, “Where to buddy?”  His was accent thick with sounds of the east and his taxi smelled of old curry.

	“Um, Hancock building,” James said, as he did his best to keep from making eye contact.

	“Hancock is no problem,” the man said, with a little shake of his head, “How you doing today, buddy?”

	Oh geez, a talker.  Great.

	“Um, not great, been a rough day,” James replied with as little emotion as he could manage, hoping to end the conversation there.

	“Oh, I understand, my friend.  These are not good days at all.  You going to see a friend at the Hancock?”

	“Um, yeah, I hope they can help make things better.”

	“Oh, is a good thing, I think,” the cabbie said, still cheerful.  He looked in his rear view mirror at the array of items that James had and asked, “A lady friend?”

	“A lady, not a friend.”

	“A lover then?” he asked, with a chuckle.

	James was annoyed now, “Probably not. How long do you think it’s going to be?”

	“Long time, traffic is worse than ever right now with the rush hour.”

	“Yeah, okay, well, get us there as soon as you can.”

	Always brilliant with words, aren’t you, James? 

	The cabbie bobbed his head again, “Okay, is no problem, my friend!”

	They rode the rest of the way in silence and the traffic was just as bad as the cabbie had promised, but they were able to make it within an hour, though it lightened James’ wallet by nearly thirty dollars.  James peeled off a couple of still moist twenties and handed them to the driver who pinched them between two fingers as if he’d just been given a snot-soaked hanky.  James went around the front of the building that faced Michigan Avenue and found a smaller entrance to the residential area around the corner.  He bit his lip and closed his eyes.

	God, if you’re up there, please let me get to Mrs. Carter and please God, please, let her understand what is going on.

	He opened the door, negotiating the enormous bouquet of flowers he’d managed to keep relatively free from harm during his ride over and walked up to the front desk, sheet in hand.

	“Uh, yeah, I got a delivery for Mrs. Carter.”

	The attractive woman at the desk, a young blonde girl in her twenties, had been eyeing him from the moment he negotiated the door, eyes getting more and more narrow as he entered.  When James mentioned Carter’s name, her eyes flashed surprise for a moment and then cooled once again, “You can leave it here, I will inform Mrs. Carter that she has a delivery.”

	James pursed his lips in annoyance, “Hmm, I wish I could.  Unfortunately, this was sent by a family friend, a,” James stopped to check the sheet, “Mr. Ford, and he sent a request that this be delivered directly to the hands of Mrs. Carter.  Anyways, leaving the flowers isn’t company policy.”  James watched the girl’s face for any sign of recognition, but again found none.  The glasses and uniform he had purchased seemed to do the job.

	The girl bit her lip, seeming to debate for a while before saying, “Let me see if Mrs. Carter will accept visitors,” she said it with the air of a sorority girl who had never quite grown up and had always had the world handed to her.  She picked up the phone as she referenced her computer and then dials a few numbers.  James could hear the phone ringing from where he stood next to the desk.

	“Hello?” the voice on the other side was weak, but James could still make out the telltale broken warble of someone who had been crying recently.

	“Yes, ah, Mrs. Carter, I know I shouldn’t be disturbing you, but there is a flower delivery here from a Mr. Ford.  The delivery boy said that they were supposed to be delivered into your hands.  Would you like me to send him up?” she said the last part with a dubious tone to her voice, as if she couldn’t imagine Mrs. Carter ever descending low enough to allow a commoner into her home.

	Delivery boy?  What am I twelve?

	The sound of a nose sniffing on the other side of the phone was distinctly audible and then a woman’s choked voice responded, “Yes, please do.”

	“Very well, Mrs. Carter.  I’ll send him right up.”

	“Thank you.”

	“Thank you.”

	The secretary hung up the phone and turn to face James, “Mrs. Carter will see you,” she said as if the phone hadn’t been loud enough to hear, “Down the hall, to your right, I’ll send you up to the 73rd floor.”

	James nodded, trying to act like everything she was saying was news to him and made his way down to the elevator.  He was the only person on the elevator and it seemed an impossibly long time before the 73rd floor lit up and the doors closed.  He breathed a sigh of relief as no arm was flung through the crack in the doors just before they shut and pushed them open like what always seemed to happen in the movies.  

	But that only happens in movies.

	And someone kidnaps and kills your best friend, holds your family hostage, and forces you to commit an assassination, and then the employees of the man you killed go and kidnap your family, only in real life?

	Good point.

	The elevator moved at a nauseating speed.  Even before getting on the elevator James felt the need to throw up everything he’d eaten in the last day, but now the vertigo from the upward rush made it nearly intolerable.  Pressure built behind his ears and he felt them pop, first the right and then the left.  The sounds of the elevator became muffled and James felt like his head was full of cotton.  He held his nose and blew out through it, trying to relieve some of the pressure.  It worked, but only marginally well.

	I shouldn’t have done this.  This was a mistake.  She’s going to turn me in to the police, there’s no way I’m going to leave this place without a pair of steel bracelets.

	This is wrong.  This was so stupid.  I’m acting impulsively and not thinking things through.

	The elevator car came to an almost sudden stop, heightening this sense even more.  

	How did I get here so fast?

	The doors opened and James was faced with an elegant, though small, antechamber.  The floor was a veined pink marble and the molding around the edges of the ceiling was covered in gold leaf.  A small leather couch sat on one wall next to a sheet white marble statue of a naked boy and across from an enormous painting in a heavy frame of some scene in ancient Rome or Greece, also featuring naked people, though these had a handful of the armaments of war scattered about their persons.  

	James took this all in in a moment.  He didn’t step off the elevator, he didn’t bother pushing the button for the first floor again, he just stood there frozen.

	Like an idiot.

	And still he stood, waiting for something to happen.

	And something did.  The door on the other side of the antechamber opened and Mrs. Jessica Carter walked through.

	Her face was puffy and her eyes were a dark red.  She looked like she was on the verge of tears again.  Her posture was stooped and although her hair had been pulled back tightly at some point recently, several strands had broken free and were hanging around her very pretty face in disarray.  She was pushing a small boy, her son, James guessed, back into the elegant main room of their home.  After a firm “Go to your room,” from Jessica, he submitted, and she turned to face him.

	James wished she hadn’t.

	Her face turned from grief to rage the instant their eyes met, and in even less time, she’d leaped across the room in what seemed to be a single bound, and had James by the collar, dragging him off his feet and into the antechamber before the doors to the elevator even began to close.  The bouquet of flowers erupted into an explosion of leaves and petals as she did, showering down around them.  It flew from his hands as she swung him down, smashing his face against the icy floor.  

	“What are you doing here?” Jessica’s voice, almost a predatory growl, was controlled but the way she said it made James want to crawl into bed with his parents like he had when he was three.

	“I.  I came to explain.  I know the man who wanted me to kill your husband.  I wanted to work together with you to catch him.  He put a bomb in my house and told me that if my wife and daughter tried to leave before David was dead that he’d blow them up.  I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.  I wanted to come and tell you that he made me.  I didn’t have a choice.  I just—Please.  Please, I want to help you catch him.  I just want all this to be over,” David was crying now, gasping for air against her knee in the center of his back.  

	She pushed it in harder forcing the air from his lungs, “Who?”

	“He called himself Sebas.  Like Sebastian.  Please.  He.  He killed my best friend.  I watched him do it.”

	The pressure eased and a firm hand had him again by the collar, but this time Jessica pulled him up to his knees.  Still holding his collar she walked around to face him, “You killed my husband, James.  You killed him and then you’ve got the spine to come here and look his widow in the eyes and tell her someone else forced you to do it.”

	James found himself nodding to every word.  He didn’t know why, he felt foolish doing it, but he was simply mesmerized by her.  The woman looked like an avenging angel, a Valkyrie from some Nordic myth, “Did you really think you would leave this place alive?”

	“Sebas has already taken my life.  I don’t think Monica’s going to take me back after this I just want my wife and daughter safe.  I don’t know, I think some guys from Utinics have taken them.  I.  I thought I could help you get Sebas, in exchange for them.  Their lives.  I want Sebas to pay.  I wanted to explain to you.”

	She pulled him to his feet.  Jessica stood maybe half an inch taller than he, but James felt like he was looking at the top of the Sears Tower.  She released his collar with a shove that almost sent James sprawling back on the floor.

	“Come in, James,” her voice was still bitterly pained and laced with anger, but the uncontrolled rage was gone.  The woman’s sheer presence seemed to command him.  James had difficulty imagining her as anything other than the kind of woman who would turn the gaze of every person in a room not so much because of her beauty, which wasn’t extravagant but was certainly notable, but by the mere fact that she could inspire nothing less than attention and respect due her.

	The room was expansive, at least the size of his entire house.  A thick, dark grey carpet covered the majority of the floor.  On an elevated area an open fire pit, unlit, sat to one side.  Four boxy, uncomfortable looking, black sofas sat in a ring around the fire pit and oriented generally towards a massive television.  Opposite, an expansive kitchen with greenish-blue counters and mahogany cupboards covered an area about the size of James’ lawn.  Track lighting focused beams in various areas throughout the room, leaving much of it in relative darkness.  Contemporary paintings in grey tones lined the walls, each one warranting a light of its own.  What took James’s breath away, however, was the view.  He could see all of downtown from the south and west-facing windows.  The sun was hanging low in the sky and bathing the city in an orange light.

	The Carters’ son was sitting one of the couches looking at them expectantly.  

	“Go to your room, Thomas,” Jessica said tersely.  As she did a pudgy brown and white dog with eyes that didn’t quite point in the same direction came panting with tongue lolling around the corner of a counter in the kitchen.  The dog waddled and seemed to be exhausted with the exertion of even getting up and moving ten or fifteen feet.  Jessica rolled her eyes, “And for Christ’s sake take Bailey.”

	Thomas got up, watching James with a steady, cool gaze that seemed to belong to someone far older than the little boy.  He scooped the obese dog into his arms and she gave a little half bark, half yawn, of protest that scattering a spray of frothy drool across Thomas’ arm and shirt.  

	Silently he walked to one of the doors and as he entered the room.  James could see that it was brightly lit with lots of toys scattering the floor and posters cluttering the walls.  In the middle of the room, was a full bed graced by a bedspread with a checkerboard of primary colors.  

	Like something out of the freaking Children of the Corn.

	“Sit,” Jessica indicated towards the couch that Thomas had been on and walked towards the one next to it.

	James followed her, feeling a pit rising up in his stomach.  He very much doubted this would end well.  He took his seat as Jessica did and faced the woman, sitting as straight as he could.  He was in the thick of things now whether he wanted to be or not, and the next few minutes would very well dictate the rest of not only his life, but that of Monica and Olivia.

	Jessica didn’t give him a chance to begin the conversation, starting simply she said, “You killed my husband, James.”

	“Yes, I did.”

	“Tell me, why should I trust the man who killed my husband not three days ago?”

	“You probably shouldn’t.”

	“My thoughts exactly.”

	“But you need to believe me when I say that I was forced to.”

	“Oh, I do.  And that is the only reason you are not lying in my greeting room with your head at a right angle to your body.  I don’t need to ask why you did it, I think that is obvious.  I want you, however, to recount everything, everything, you understand me, that has happened to you.  Leave out any detail and the consequences will be…dire,” she said the word coldly, as though she had sealed the fate of hundreds with that word.

	James swallowed, “Okay.  But can you help me?”

	“I think that is going to largely depend on what you know about this Sebastian.”

	So James recounted his story, starting with who he was, how he’d started working as a mover, and how he’d started his day, a couple of days before when he met Sebas.  It was difficult to get started and James felt like he was giving too much context, but once he began recounting his encounter with Sebas, rest of the story seemed to flow from his lips and come easily.  As some points Jessica nodded in agreement, as though confirming theories that she’d had for some time.  When describing David’s death, Jessica cried again.

	It was odd, James thought, that a woman with such a powerful presence and incredibly strong body, could break in this way, but the woman obviously loved her husband dearly and was broken over his loss.  When he finished she wiped a final, single tear and said, “I do believe you and I am sorry that you have gone through the hell you have, but if you’re willing to work with me, I will help you find this Sebastian and kill him.  If he is who I think he is I am not surprised that he has forced you to kill David.  The man is a monster.”

	She reached for an iPad sitting on the center coffee table and in a few seconds pulled up a picture of a half dozen or so people in a park with the Chicago skyline in the background, somewhere north of town in Lincoln Park, James guessed.  In the middle were David and Jessica Carter.  To their left here a couple of people James didn’t recognize.  To their right were three people.  In the middle of those three was a man, somewhat taller than average, lean and attractive, named Sebastian.  It made James blood run cold as he saw Sebas’s face, and Jessica could tell that she had guessed correctly who had orchestrated her husband’s death.

	“That’s him,” James said, handing the iPad back to Jessica, feeling his entire body quiver.

	“That’s what I thought.  His name is Michael, Michael Russell.  He used to work for my husband.  They had a falling out over some of the work that Utinics was doing.  He has been a thorn in our side since.  In fact, he has killed several of our employees already, and sabotaged three of our efforts worldwide.”

	James listened with growing surprise.  He knew that Sebas, Michael, whoever, was smart, with an array of talents, but all of this?  What drove the man to commit so many atrocities?  What could have pushed him so far as to kill his old boss over a disagreement in policy?

	Well, the man is insane, so what do you expect?   

	“Would you be willing to help us find him?” Jessica asked.

	Us?  She must have meant the others in David’s corporation or something like that.

	Find him?  Kill him, is what I hope she means by that.

	It didn’t take him more than a moment to answer, “Do you mean kill him?”

	Jessica nodded.

	“What about Monica and Olivia?  Do you know where they are?  Can you help me find them?  I just want them to be safe.  Please, where are the?”

	“With us, of course.”

	The statement sent a jolt of alarm and ecstasy through James.  They were alive.  They were alive!

	“Can you keep them safe, away from Sebas?  Away from all of this?”

	“What do you think we’ve been trying to do?”

	“Thank you.  Thank you.  When can I see them?”

	“Tomorrow, I suppose,” it was the way she said it.  Suddenly, James didn’t feel comfortable about her anymore.  Jessica was promising to reunite him with his family, but for some reason, the promise felt empty, “Will you help us find Michael?”

	James swallowed.  It’s the only way.  She’s not going to let them go unless I join her.

	She might not let them or you go anyways.

	But at least this way there’s a chance.

	So do it.

	“Yes.”

	Jessica nodded, a stoic action that seemed to hold decades of grief and wisdom, and reached under the coffee table, pressing a button.  A panel seemed slide back out of nowhere and Jessica reached in.  She pulled out a steel-grey cylinder and took two steps towards James.  James looked up into her eyes, suddenly feeling an incredibly strong magnetic pull to this woman.  James could, for the first time, smell a soft perfume wafting off of her, it smelled of a garden in the height of summer but not one that he was in, but rather only near.  It hinted at much, but gave very little.  James hoped that Jessica wouldn’t be the same way.

	Before he could think anything else the hand holding the cylinder flicked up and pressed firmly against his neck.  There was a snap and a sharp pain bit into the side of his neck and he jerked back, falling off the couch and then over the coffee table.

	“Wha, what was that?  Why would you—?  What is wrong with you?” he was almost shouting now, raising his arms as though to hold Jessica at bay if she decided to come at him, though they both knew very well that he wouldn’t have a chance of protecting himself if she did.  Jessica smiled a cocky little grin.

	“Just a little dose of a drug that we give to everyone who agrees to work with us.  It’s harmless, I assure you.  Really it does a lot of good.  You’ll see.  But it is getting late,” Jessica motioned towards the sun that had completely set by now, painting the sky in tones of dark purples and greys, “and most people, once they’ve been dosed, need to sleep for a few hours at the very least.”

	“What did you just give to me?” James said, holding the side of his neck and feeling a little trickle of blood begin to moisten his fingers where he did.

	“I assure you.  It is nothing to worry about.  I’m not going to tell you, but I assure you that once we catch Michael you’ll thank me.”

	James suddenly did feel like he needed to sleep, or at least take a quick nap.

	Yeah, a quick nap would be really nice, actually.  I could just lie down right here on this uncomfortable looking couch that really is actually pretty uncomfortable.  Not for long, it would be weird to sleep in this woman’s house for long, just a little while, really.

	He started to lay down his head when three windows on the other side of the room exploded into a shower of glass.

	 

	Chapter Fifteen

	 

	It was hard for James to track exactly what happened next.  The whole world became a blur, lit up with a million pieces of glass shards, all scintillating in the lights of the city below.  It all happened too fast for his brain to process, full of whatever drug Jessica had given him.  It was as if the side of a massive aquarium had burst outward and engulfed the entire room in chaos.  There wasn’t the deafening thump of an explosive devise, it was as if a million pounds of pressure had silently been slammed against the windows.  James didn’t think to take cover behind the couch.  He sat there, too stunned to act, and although they flew through the room violently, the room was large enough that none of the razor sharp shards reached him.  James was left sitting in stunned silence, but Jessica was moving before the glass finished crashing into the floor.

	And she moved fast.  It was like nothing James had ever before seen.  The woman covered the distance between him and the windows fifty feet away in two bounds.  James couldn’t believe what he’d seen, but she had done it in only two steps.  Half a second before she reached the blasted out windows a figure swung through, himself with blinding speed, or at least what seemed like blinding speed to James.  Even the world being propelled into madness hadn’t countered the effects of the drug, and he was feeling drowsy even now.  The man, or demon, or whatever he was, had built up incredible momentum as he shot in from outside, boots raised.  They soles of both connected squarely with Jessica’s jaw.  She flipped backwards, as if running into a clothesline.  Even as she did, she threw her arms up and legs back, turning herself into a backwards somersault.  The blow, James thought, should have been hard enough to take a person’s head off.  Instead, as the man flew over her, Jessica delivered a solid kick to his back.  Her foot must have gotten tangled, because they both went down in a heap of tangled limbs.  Dreamily, James realized that it was the first time he’d seen Jessica do something without grace.  

	Jesus, this is not the time to be tired.  

	James blinked his eyes open and struggled to his feet, wondering why he was choosing now to start praying.  Or cursing.  He wasn’t quite sure which he was doing at that particular moment.  What he was sure of was that he had no business getting into the fight that was unfolding before him now.  

	The two figures flew into a flurry of motion, they grappled with each other for a few seconds, neither able to get the upper hand and leaving Jessica with a wealth of deep, bleeding gashes along her exposed arms and calves.  The man she was fighting must have been wearing armor, because every time Jessica managed to land a punch, James heard a dull thump and the man didn’t even seem to flinch.  He was wearing what looked like a tight one-piece suit, similar to the one that Olivia wore to gymnastics.  It was dark grey, maybe black, and covered his entire body.  He wore an odd helmet with a visor, one that seemed to have been custom made to extend from his head only an inch or so, also dark.  He wore holsters around his waist as well as one that slung from his left shoulder to his right hip like a bullet belt, but he was moving far too fast for James to make out what was attached.

	In the low light of the Carter’s living room, James couldn’t see exactly what was happening as the two wrestled.  Suddenly, they broke free from one another, as if by mutual agreement that neither would come out a victor if they continued grappling.  The man came up with his back to the open windows and Jessica immediately pressed her advantage, striking hard once, twice, and then with a flurry of blows that seemed to fly from every direction.  The man was hard pressed to defend himself and though she didn’t land a blow, he was driven back to within a foot or two of the window.  The man finally found an opening and struck back at her, but was brushed away again and this time Jessica landed a solid blow to the man’s chest, sending him careening out of the window.

	For a fleeting microsecond, James thought the assault ended as quickly as it had begun, but instead of falling the better part of a thousand feet to his death somewhere above the Cheesecake Factory, the man swung back through another window on the rope he’d used to rappel into the house.  He emerged in the same fashion, boots first, but this time didn’t meet Jessica’s face.  In a flash, she was on him again, trying to land more blows, but never succeeding.

	James heard a door slam shut and turned to see little Corn Child Thomas.  James felt his insides churn as he watched the kid, still as freaking scary as ever, simply stare at the fight.  James could almost swear the little creeper had actually sprouted fangs or something.  It would explain a lot.

	And still carrying that dumb dog.

	He set Bailey down gently, giving the dog a pat on the head as he watched his mother fight for her life, completely unfazed by the scene that was unfolding.  James watched him take a seat on one of the couches and Bailey, who only now seemed to be paying attention to the fight began to bark in breathy, slobbering yips at the excitement.  Thomas reached down and gently stroked the dog’s head.

	The combatants were backed against the open windows again and Jessica changed tactics trying for a roundhouse kick coming so quickly, that had it been anyone else, would have finished them instantly.  The man deflected it with both hands and, taking advantage of her momentary gap in defenses, grasped her ankle.  He jerked the foot he held, hoping to send her off balance, but instead, Jessica leapt off with the other leg and struck out with it.  She finally landed a solid blow to his jaw and James could hear both grunt in surprise and pain.  Jessica tried to break free, but the man clung tight to her foot, and they both fell tumbling to the floor, the glass crushing beneath them.  Instead of attempting a finishing blow, the man dove over her, trying to put distance between himself and the window.  From her back, Jessica spun her legs around, trying to catch him as he dove.  She missed, and instead used the momentum to pop back up, this time with new bloody gashes already starting to appear in her white blouse.  

	The man drew a gun as he landed and pulled the trigger in three successive shots.  James couldn’t tell if any had actually struck Jessica because instead of reacting with surprise, she had jumped and flipped as he brought the gun up.  Not just jumped, James realized, flew was more like it.  She had gone airborne at least five feet, jumped higher than most NBA players.  Her heels connected squarely with the man’s shoulders and both fell to the floor heavily.  

	Instead of springing up, as he had before, the man produced two dark black combat knives, each nearly a foot long.  He held them in his fists, blades pointing down.  Jessica stepped towards him, hoping to at last finish the assault on her home and person, but paused when she saw the knives.  It was the first instance of calm since the fight began.  She was sizing him up, James realized, trying to understand what the new situation held and how to best handle it.  Rather than attacking him, Jessica dove for the gun which had been knocked free when she kicked him.  The man had been anticipating the move and struck out, punching her in the side and leaving a long, clean slice behind.  A line of blood welled up on Jessica’s blouse, blotting out all the other smaller patches of red already staining it.  She faltered for only a moment, but missed the gun in the process.  The man pressed his advantage, leaping upon her, with a flurry of blows, each one leaving a long, thin gash in its wake.

	Under the onslaught, Jessica managed to get her legs wrapped around the man and spin him off, though not before he had managed to cut her three more times.  She hadn’t been visibly weakened by the loss of blood, and James watched as she rolled away from her savage opponent.

	The dual was too fast for James to watch and understand.  It had lasted far longer than he would have expected a fight with anyone against Jessica to last.  She had proven herself a highly skilled combatant when she’d subdued him instantly outside the elevator, and only the most skilled and fastest fighters in the world could stand a chance against her, but now James could sense it was about to end.  Growling, Jessica rose to her feet in a flash, but the man punched her solidly in the ankle and she went down again.  This time they wrestled longer than they had before and Jessica managed to overpower the man, again driving him towards the window.  He fought her, struggling to keep her onslaught at bay, but clearly loosing the fight.  She was faster and stronger than he, though not armored at all.

	They were mere inches from the window now, and Jessica seemed to try to detach herself from the man and finish him with a final shove.  As she did, he wrapped his arms around her shoulders and relaxed his legs.  Jessica’s massive strength and speed betrayed her and they shot out the window like a rocket.

	And just like that, the fight was over.  James was left, standing now, though barely, in the room with Thomas.  He was staring at the window, still expressionless.  It was silent, even Bailey had finally stopped her panting barks.  The quiet descended on the room like the stillness of a tomb as all three continued watching the window.  There hadn’t been the two splats some seven hundred feet below that James had anticipated hearing, there hadn’t been any cries of alarm or horror as the two people went out the window, all flailing limbs and thrown punches.  There was just silence so high up.

	James looked over again at Thomas who had taken Bailey up again and was calmly stroking her on the head and staring at where the window had been, as if expecting his mother to come back through it’s broken shards.

	Don’t you get it kid?  You’re an orphan now.  You don’t have any parents left to take care of you.  You’re all alone.

	And James you need to get out of here too if you’re going to survive the next few minutes, the police are going to be all over this place in next to no time and they aren’t going to let anyone out of the building until they have all the answers they’re looking for.

	James turned, still unsteady, but the adrenaline from watching the fight at last began overcoming his fatigue.  He thought he could make it out of the building.  Where he would go after that and what place would be safe enough to house him until he slept off the drug running in his veins, James didn’t know.

	What did she give me?  Lord, the woman is dead now and I’ve got, whatever, running rampant through me.

	Maybe someone at Utinics will know.

	Yeah, that’s a great idea.  I killed your CEO and was there when someone busted into his widow’s penthouse and killed her too.  You mind telling me what she injected into my body right before she launched herself off the 73rd floor?  

	Yeah, that probably won’t go well.

	Unsteadily, he turned to leave.  As he did, he heard a gentle scraping from across the room.  At first he thought it was Thomas, but a deep throated grunt broke the quiet.  James turned and saw the man pulling himself up onto the ledge of the window.  With a final heave he did and fell into a heap, helmeted face to the glass-covered floor.  Without a sound and almost as fast as both of his parents, Thomas drew a gun and pointed it at the man.  It was a big gun, looking even larger in the hands of a child, and where Thomas had gotten it was beyond James.  Thomas held the .45 revolver with the steady hand of a professional marksman, its with an eight inch barrel protruding absurdly.  He stared down the sights like he’d been the star in a half-dozen spaghetti western movies.  Without hesitation, he pulled the trigger.  The gun roared thunderously.  The man jumped, startled by this new threat.  He rolled out of the way, but James couldn’t tell if he’d been struck.

	For the first time since the fight began, James did something useful.  He’d started running towards the boy the moment Thomas had drawn the gun.  Jessica was dead, there wasn’t anything she could do to help him now.  Maybe this assassin could offer some kind of aid, that was, assuming, he lived through the next few seconds.  Thomas, incredibly fast as he was, was obviously unaccustomed to the speed of combat.  Unlike his parents, he had a childlike naivety and had forgotten to see how James would react when he drew his gun.  Now James ran with speed that surprised even himself, much more than he thought he’d be able to achieve, especially when accounting for the drug that Jessica had given him.  With his comparatively small hands, it had taken Thomas much longer to pull back the hammer on the gun for a second shot and James ran into him just as he pulled the trigger.  The gun roared again, this time leaving a high pitched ringing in James’ right ear.  Thomas, however, collapsed underneath him like a ragdoll, the gun clattering away on the marble floors.  

	James fell on the boy, giving him one solid punch to the face.  He had expected it to rattle the boy’s brain enough to knock him out cold but the Thomas just bared his teeth, fangless after all, and snarled at James.  James hit him again, harder this time, and snapped the boy’s head back and this time with the crunch of cartilage breaking.  He fell limply to the floor.

	And now I’m hitting children.

	You can add that one to the list.

	He turned to see the man, struggling to his feet now, but apparently uninjured by Thomas’ bullet.  

	“Come on,” he said, voice muffled behind the mask, “We need to get out of here now.”

	James didn’t hesitate, not that he had a choice as the man grabbed his arm and dragged him into the anteroom.  

	“Who are you?” James asked as they rushed to the elevator door.

	“Nightshade,” the man answered, hurried and seemingly annoyed that James would be thinking about a question like that right now.

	The door to the living room remained open as Nightshade hurriedly punched the button for the elevator.  He drew another gun as they waited, stepping to the side of the elevator and watching the living room.  Nightshade motioned for James to do the same.  It seemed an eternity before the elevator light finally dimmed and door chimed.  They jumped in and James pressed the button for the ground floor.  He had a clear view all the way to the other side of the penthouse and just as the doors were closing a hand reached up over the ledge.  It was covered in blood and as its owner pushed her way up, James saw the snarling, bloody, beautiful face of Jessica Carter.

	The elevator doors shut.

	Before James could do or say anything, the man was upon him.  He held a vial of clear liquid about the size of James’ index finger, “You need to drink this.  She’s given you a rather nasty virus and this,” he said, giving the hard plastic vial a couple quick taps against James’ shoulder, “is the cure.”

	“A virus?  I—I don’t understand,” James said, confused.

	“You will.  Drink,” he said, unscrewing the black lid and handing it carefully to James.

	“It seemed to work really fast for a virus, I was falling asleep in just a few minutes,” James said skeptically.

	“She laced the injection with a drug called chlorpromazine, it’s supposed to knock a person out until the virus has had enough time to infect the host and render any antivirals,” he said with a sweep of his hand to the little vial James now held, “useless.  This is going to stop the virus and attenuate the effects of the chlorpromazine.  So drink up.”

	James felt like Alice ever falling down the rabbit hole, just then, being told, “Shoot me” and “Drink me,” and “Inject me” whenever he came across a new character in this drama.  And just like Alice in her Wonderland, he downed the vial at a single gulp.  It was bitter and seemed to bite at the sides of his tongue, but the taste faded quickly enough.

	“I thought I’d killed her.  I really thought she was dead.  I.  I don’t know how,” the man’s voice was soft and gave James the chills as he listened.

	“Who are you?” James asked, but before the man could answer, the elevator doors opened.  The same secretary sat in their view.  She looked more frightened than James could really ever remember seeing a person.  There were two men, both in suits standing by her desk.  All three turned their attention to the two men in the elevator, watching them keenly.  The men looked at the desk worker who gave them a frightened little nod.  They exchanged a glance and began striding towards James and Nightshade.  

	“Gentlemen,” the taller of the two, a man with green-grey eyes and salt-and-pepper hair, said, “The police have informed us that we are not allowed to let anyone leave the building at this time.  Please—”

	Nightshade cut him off before he could finish whatever else he was going to say.  Without hesitating, he leaped for them, lightning fast.  Nightshade jammed an open hand into the taller man’s solar plexus and then swept up to deliver a sharp elbow to the other man’s nose.  Neither men, James guessed, had seen the gym in the last ten years, and certainly neither were accustomed to violence.  They both dropped in groaning masses.  The girl at the desk was screaming and frantically trying to dial 9-1-1 as she backed away from her desk and into the wall.  She wailed as Nightshade walked calmly up to the desk, yanked the phone cord out of the wall, held up his hand shaped like a gun, and pretended to shoot her.  The woman sank to the floor, a wet pool spreading from her crotch, and her terrified sobs drowning out the sickly moans of the man who had been hit in the stomach.

	Suddenly, they were outside and walking briskly towards Michigan Avenue.  The lights of the busiest intersection in town seemed to turn the whole place into day and while James would have been terrified to go to such a crowded location less than two hours earlier, next to this unknown savior—could James call him that?  He wasn’t sure—he felt secure.  

	James heard sirens echoing off the buildings and knew with certainty that they were coming for them.  Blue lights reflected off the Park Hyatt hotel on Chicago Avenue and James felt an increasing sense of dread even in the presence of such a capable fighter as this man.  They rounded the Hancock and turned north, walking above the little depressed plaza that featured a handful of stores and a beautiful Christmas tree in December, just as the squad cars came into view.  Two of them pressed through the throng of people wanting to cross the street, sirens blaring, and honking their horns deafeningly.  The two men walked faster. 

	They crossed the street at Delaware just as the police officers were getting out of their squad cars all along Michigan in front of the Hancock.  Nightshade led James into the courtyard of Fourth Presbyterian Church across the street from the throng of squad cars.  It was a beautiful place, one that James had always liked taking Monica.  It made him sad as he looked at the elegant fountain in the middle of the courtyard.  A trickle of water gurgled up from its center and splashed down its sides, barely audible amidst the chaos of the surrounding city, even in the relative quiet of the church’s courtyard walls.

	What is he doing?  If they see us, we’re going to be trapped.

	Just as the thought crossed his mind, a woman’s voice broke clear and loudly through the night.

	“Freeze!”

	 

	Chapter Sixteen

	 

	So this is how it ends.  Trapped by the police in the courtyard of a medieval style cathedral, next to a man whose identity I do not know, held at gunpoint.

	“Turn around,” the cop said, “Hands where I can see ‘em, boys.  Get ‘em up.  Good.  Now turn around.  That’s right, we can do this without too much problem.”

	James and Nightshade turned toward each other and for a moment, James caught a glimpse of the man’s eyes glinting in the shadows of the mask.  They seemed to sparkle with a sort of mischievous light, like this man knew something that neither of the other two in the courtyard did.  They turned and faced the police officer who was now speaking into her radio, gun still trained on them.

	“This is Officer McCormick, they’re in the courtyard at Fourth Pres.  One’s definitely in a mask and looks like he’s got some armor on.  The other is—” McCormick cut off mid-sentence as she recognized James, “It’s Wr—” 

	She was cut off again, this time by Nightshade as he rushed her, taking a quick step towards her and then cutting left.  A gunshot boomed in the enclosed walls of the courtyard and pedestrians outside began screaming and running in panic.  James dove for cover in the fountain.  He was immediately submerged, which surprised him, though he wasn’t sure why.  He splashed to the surface to see McCormick train her gun on Nightshade and fire a round into his chest.  

	He stumbled backward for a moment, the forward momentum of his charge nearly completely lost.  Then he flew at her, faster than he’d even attacked Jessica.  Faster than James could blink, Nightshade entered striking range, and with a quick flick of his wrist he’d disarmed her.  Rather than turning the gun on McCormick, he simply threw it into the street.  Into the street may have been an understatement, James realized as he watched the gun, metal surface sparkling with glints of light, spin end over end over six lanes of traffic and then past the Hancock building.  

	Officer McCormick recovered from the shock of shooting a man in the chest and then being disarmed by him in what James considered a remarkably short amount of time.  She threw a slightly awkward punch at her adversary, her relatively short and thick arm springing out without the confidence of an experienced fighter.  James wasn’t sure, but he guessed she’d never had to throw a punch in an actual fight before.  Rather than dodging, Nightshade ducked into the blow, taking it directly on his forehead, and the officer cried in surprise as she connected.  She’d likely broken bones in her hand.

	Nightshade didn’t give her a chance to throw another punch, rather he spun and landed a solid elbow in her throat.  She fell to the grassy courtyard gasping for air, but still had the tenacity to try to regain her feet.  Nightshade turned back to James, but before he could take more than a couple steps another shot rang out.  Nightshade pitched forward, almost losing his balance.

	Typical Chicago police officer, going around shooting people in the back.

	That’s not fair, despite the fact that you’re at something of odds with them right now.

	Surprisingly coherent, aren’t you?

	Nightshade was left unfazed, however, and turned his forward stumble into a somersault, but turning to face the officer as he came back to his feet.  He darted for the man, first springing right, then left, each time coming ever nearer the new officer who had opened fire on them.  The man was downright obese, too much time in the squad car and not enough preparing to deal with a, what could James call Nightshade?  Ninja?  

	Yeah, that’s about right.

	If ninja is the term you use for a whirlwind that employs hyperactive cobras as its primary means of destruction. 

	James watched as this officer, not as lucky as the first, completely missed Nightshade each time he fired, not once realistically slowing Nightshade’s advance.  The officer did manage to blow out a couple of hundred-year-old windows and put a bullet in the fountain so near to James’s head that a chip of stone broke off and hit him in the face.  James was so caught up in the events unfolding in front of his eyes that he didn’t even register that he’d been on death’s door yet again that day.

	His focus was entirely on the officers piling into the courtyard around Nightshade.  Nightstade engaged the second officer, disarming him in much the same way he disarmed McCormick.  This time, however, he pitched the weapon, catching the nearest officer squarely in his bulletproof vest and sending him stumbling backwards.  The other officers, James thought it was twenty at first, but realized his adrenaline-addled mind was playing tricks on him.  When he focused on them again he counted only four others, all keeping a healthy distance.  They all had their guns trained on Nightshade, though none was willing to take a shot while their fellow officer was in hand-to-hand combat.  

	However, what Nightshade and the officer were doing could hardly be called hand-to-hand combat.  It was more like Nightshade was a cat toying with a plump mouse, and taking his time as he did.  James watched as Nightshade finally closed in on the second officer, but instead of dealing him a knock-out blow, he struck a quick jab to the jaw, snapping the man’s head back, but not leveling him.  Nightshade then slipped his arm around the first officer’s neck, spinning him around so that they both faced the other officers.  

	His voice rang out clearly, “My friend over there and I are going to take our leave now.  If any of you thinks you’re a good enough shot to miss Porky Pig,” he said giving the officer a sharp jerk, “then go ahead and put one between my eyes.  Otherwise, we’ll leave him with you when we make our grand exit.”

	With surprise, James watched one of the younger officers, so young James guessed he couldn’t have been more than twenty, raise his gun, taking a better aim.  James wasn’t the only one who saw the young officer taking up Nightshade’s challenge and an older officer, a thickly muscled man with iron grey hair barked, “Swanson, stand down!”

	Swanson was jerked out of his focus and lowered his weapon a fraction of an inch.

	Nightshade laughed a little, taking note of the female officer who had finally decided it was safe to get to her feet, “Like children.  Don’t worry about it.  None of you needs to leave this place with a permanent injury, so long as you,” he said turning to McCormick, “take three steps back.”

	Warily, she did.  Nightshade watched as she did and when he’d decided she’d gone far enough he nodded and began walking backwards with the officer still firmly in his grasp.

	“Out of the fountain, James,” Nightshade said, and James realized with some surprise that it was the first time the man had actually used his name.  James complied with his order and they made their way around to the other side, facing the officers all the while.  Once there, Nightshade kicked a stone in the fountain and a chunk of grass and earth, about the size of a manhole and not six inches from James’ left foot, simply fell away.

	“And now, lady and gentlemen,” Nightshade announced as though he were a conductor of a symphony, “my friend and I make our Arrivederci!”  With that he let Officer Porky go with a harsh shove.  Nightshade pressed something on his wrist and an instant later the entire courtyard was lit up, burning brighter than a noonday sun.  James was instantly blinded, and the sound of artillery exploding all around him further disoriented him.  Acrid, sulfurous smoke began filling the area, making him cough.  A hand grabbed his wrist roughly and pulled him down into the depths of the earth.  

	His ears were ringing and it left him dizzy.  He tried unsuccessfully to yawn out the nauseatingly loud ringing in his right ear.  The air was better in the tunnel, or at least that was what James assumed it was.  He couldn’t see anything, the lights from the fireworks above being so bright and the utter darkness of the space they were in now.

	“I know you can’t really hear me right now,” Nightshade said, almost yelling in his ear, “but we need to move now.  It’s really hard to see down here and I’m sorry about that, but you’re going to have to trust me for the next few minutes.  If we follow the route I’ve got set out for us, we shouldn’t have any problem evading them, just hold on and keep up,” Nightshade’s voice was, for the first time, James thought, hurried and uncontrolled.  

	They jogged down a near pitch-black hallway, built entirely from old stone and uneven brick.  James struggled to keep his feet under him and twice tripped over a cobblestone that had come loose from its masonry, only to be caught by Nightshade’s sure hands.  He realized almost as soon as the smell of smoke had been cleared from his nostrils that it really didn’t smell too much better down here, only less toxic.  Replacing the chemical odor of burning magnesium was the long-undisturbed, heavy odor of damp and mildew, mixed with the faint aroma of decay.  

	Not a lot of decay, just enough to remind you that you are in the bowels of the earth, under a city that breeds more vermin than an overzealous rabbit farmer in spring.

	Or would he be called a rabbit rancher?

	James’ vision began adjusting to the dark and slowly some very faint outlines began showing themselves against the otherwise black hall.  They took two turns in the meantime and although the voices of several men echoed down the halls, they were far in the distance.  James realized that this was part of a network of tunnels and that the lights appearing every so often were coming from far away portions of the tunnel system that happened to line up straight with of a handful of offshoots of the tunnel they were now in.  Every light he’d seen, though, was far enough down that they made little difference.

	Still, that meant that people came down here every so often, at least to change the bulbs.

	But that’s not too much of a surprise; I mean lots of people like going down into a tunnel system that was built a hundred-and-fifty years ago.

	Sounds peachy.

	After wandering for what seemed an eternity, and with no improvement of his hearing, they entered a tunnel that dead-ended in a steel door with a light above it.  A sign read:

	 

	Danger! High Voltage!

	10,000 Volts.

	Please call 1-87-SAFE-OPEN

	 

	Nightshade reached it and drew a set of keys.  He jammed one into the knob-less door’s keyhole and turned.  The door swung outward that immediately the smell of damp and mildew was replaced by a gust of fresh, clean air.  By then, James’ eyes had adjusted well enough to be again blinded by the bright fluorescent lights that were set into tracks a mere seven feet above the floor, bathing the room in a false, bright, white light that seemed to scream secret lab.  

	Looking more closely, James realized that that was precisely what he’d stepped into.  The walls, floor, and ceiling were covered in the old-school porcelain tiles of a nuthouse or bathroom built before the 1970s.  A dozen small cages lined one wall, each holding its own rat.  They weren’t all the stereotypical albino-white rat you saw in the movies and, so far as James could tell, the lab did not sport the elaborate glassware most normally used in movie labs either.  There was a desk, immaculately clean, a table with a microscope and a few well-ordered test tubes, a large refrigerator and autoclave opposite the rats, and a single door on the other end of the room.

	Nightshade led the way, not yet bothering to remove his mask, “I assume you’re going to want to get some good rest.  I’ve got someone who wants to talk to you, but not yet, not until you’ve rested, I think.  There is a small bedroom through that door and to your right.  I’ve got some business here I need to attend to immediately, unfortunately,” he said the last part as if dismissing James from his mind completely.  He sat down at the table, mask, armor, the whole nine, still on, and, using a sterile swab, ran it down the length of one arm.  It came back a rusty brown.

	Jessica’s blood.

	But James was indeed too tired to think through what Nightshade may or may not have been doing, so instead he just walked towards the door.  Placing his hand on the knob he stopped and turned, “Thank you.”

	“For what?”

	“This is the first time I’ve felt safe since that animal Sebas took my family hostage.”

	There was a pause, “You’re welcome.”

	James remembered little of what happened after that.  He found the bedroom with little difficulty.  It was quaint almost, though sterile as well.  He fell into the bed, sending up the faint scent of pine and cedar.  It was nice, James realized, to be in a place where, for a while, he was safe.  He fell into the bed and slept so deeply, had someone come in they may have thought he was dead.  He had no dreams, that was, none that he recalled upon awakening some twelve hours later.  He woke with a longing to see Monica and Olivia again, to say thank you to Sean one last time for all of his good advice, to ask Nightshade for enough money to make an escape to  another country, somewhere in South America would be far enough, he believed.  He would take Monica and Olivia if they would go with him, though he doubted they would.  But if they did, all three of them could leave this life of violence and hate behind them and never look back. 

	All this passed through his mind as soon as he woke, leaving him to wonder if he had in deed dreamed all that and was now formulating cognitive ideas that his subconscious had suggested.

	Too much to think about when you first wake up, James.

	He rolled out of bed, left arm numb from sleeping on it.  His body was sore everywhere and being the first proper rest he’d gotten since the night before meeting Sebas, James spent five minutes rubbing the sleep from his eyes and trying to reorient himself to his surroundings.  It felt like he’d slept an eternity and was only now waking to something new.

	But nothing is new, it’s going to still be running away from the law, keeping my head turned over my shoulder, hoping the girls are safe, nothing is ever going to be the same.

	He stood slowly, taking a cautious step on the concrete floor.  There were a pair of puffy, powder blue slippers next to his shoes.  He couldn’t remember if they’d been there last night, but since they looked comfortable he slipped them on and shuffled out the door and into the hallway.  There were two doors other than the one he’d come through the night before, and he guessed that one of them had to be the bathroom, so he tried the one across the hall.  It was another bedroom, almost identical to the room he’d slept in.  The next room down the hall did indeed prove to be a bathroom and James took advantage of the shower and clothes laid out for him.  They were a little ill-fitting and the shirt featured a band called Seether, making James feel a little goofy as he slipped it over his head.

	When he’d finally pulled himself together enough to feel presentable he walked into the lab.  

	The moment he did, James could feel his heart freeze in his chest.

	 

	Chapter Seventeen

	 

	Sean.  It was actually him.  For a moment James’ breath caught in his throat as he watched his best friend.  He was alive, alive and here.  Sean sat at the table, a small mug of coffee in his large hand.  He turned and saw James.  In joy, he slammed the ceramic mug down so hard that James was surprised it didn’t break.  Coffee sloshed out of it, leaving a brown puddle spreading out around the mug.  A smile broke his ugly face as he rose and bounded across the room at a near jog that looked like a small elephant working up to its maximum velocity.  Sean reached James, lifted him off his feet, and gave him a bear hug.  His strong arms took James up almost affectionately and everything about him exuded a sort of caring love that could not be denied by anyone.  

	James was left speechless as Sean cried, “You’re alive!” and squeezed James more tightly against, forcing the remaining air from his lungs.

	“You aren’t dead,” James managed to whisper.

	Sean laughed a bellowing, belly laugh, “No!  Long story, that one.  But, praise Jesus, I’m in one piece, alive, and doing better than ever now that you’re safe!”

	“It is a long story, I’m afraid,” a voice said from somewhere behind Sean’s chest.

	If the face of Sean had made James’ heart stop, the voice of Sebas left his blood running cold in his veins, “Put him down, Sean, I’m sure he’s going to want to—”

	The second James’ feet hit the floor he was pushing past Sean and making a charging dash for Sebas.  He sprinted at the man, head lowered, and yelling a battle cry filled with rage as he did.  The momentary look of stunned surprise on Sebas’ face was replaced by a bemused smile.  He stood his ground before James, stepping aside at the last possible second, grabbing one of James’ arms as he did.  Sebas pulled the arm up and back, putting James into a half nelson as headlock as he did.

	He’s so fast.

	And you’re slow as an ox, when was the last time you took Karate?  When you were eight.  Probably should have stuck with that one.

	Shut up you.

	“Easy, easy,” Sebas said into his ear in the kind of soothing voice you use with a spooked animal, “Give Sean a chance to explain before you blow my head off, okay?”

	There was silence for a moment and then James asked, “What’s going on, Sean?”

	“He’s right, James.  Let us explain what’s been happening,” Sean said, using a similar tone and placing a hand on James’ shoulder.

	James relaxed and the pressure on his arm and head eased.  He turned and before either of them could react he swung the hardest, fastest haymaker he had ever thrown in his life.  The blow connected squarely with Sebas’ jaw and knocked him to the ground.  Pain shot through James’ hand, but he ignored it, trying to decide if he should fall on Sebas and deliver as many more blows as possible before Sean pulled him off.

	It turned out not to be necessary, because Sebas sprang back to his feet, rubbing his jaw with his left hand and holding a right fist up for defense or a counter strike if James tried another such blow.

	“Get that out of your system?” Sebas asked.

	“No,” was James’ simple reply.

	“Didn’t think so.  Well, I told you that you could have your way with me if you killed David Carter, so, go ahead,” Sebas’ voice was calm and collected.  He dropped the fist he held up for defense and faced James.

	Fire raged in James’ heart and he was on the verge of launching himself at Sebas, when Sean caught his eye.  Sean shook his head and looked down, at that the fight drained out of James; the need to beat Sebas to a bloody, pulpy mass passed and he relaxed his shoulders with a heavy shrug.

	“Good.  Sit down,” Sebas said, indicating a third chair that sat at the table.  James and Sean took their seats while Sebas strode across the room to the autoclave, “Would you like coffee, James?”

	“Who am I going to have to kill for it?”

	“I’m guessing regular?” Sebas answered as though he’d not heard at anything.

	Sean gave a hearty laugh and slapped James on the back hard enough for it to hurt.

	I guess when you come back from the dead you can take some liberties like beating your friends up by accident.

	Michael opened the autoclave and pulled out a stainless steel tea kettle with an oven mitt.  He poured the black liquid into a mug that was sitting out on a counter, as though it had been waiting for James.  Michael put the pot back into the autoclave and without even asking if James took cream or sugar, poured a somewhat excessive amount of sugar into the mug, gave it a quick stir with a wooden stirrer, and then retrieved a quart of half and half from the refrigerator.  He poured a lot in as well and when he finally placed the mug in front of James, its contents looked more like milk than they did like coffee.

	“Didn’t figure you liked coffee very much, so I hope it’s got enough cream and sugar,” Sebas said.

	“How’d you know?” Sean asked.

	Sebas gave a little chuckle, “When I told him to go to the Starbucks down the street from the apartment, James here actually wrinkled his nose in disgust.  That takes real loathing for something when faced with the kind of…predicament James was in at the time.  Bit of a shot in the dark, but, well, when am I not groping around in the dark?” James watched Sean tighten his lips and swallow as Sebas said it, an almost sad look passing across his face.

	“So,” Sebas said, turning to James, “I’m sure you’re wondering what is going on here.  I assure you, everything is going to be cleared up in the next hour or so.  We need to move relatively quickly, as I’m sure you understand.”

	James gave a little smirking smile, but Sebas was not deterred. 

	“I suppose I should begin a little after the beginning and explain how Sean is still alive,” Sebas said, sharing a little, knowing smile with Sean, “You see, he’s been working with me for some time now, since before you two met, I believe.  We’ve been biding our time, waiting for the right circumstance in which to act.  That seemed to coalesce somewhat recently.  I arranged for the two of you to be my movers and then staged his capture and gave you your directives.  Not long after you left for the Starbucks, I took Sean off the anesthetic I had him on and he revived rather quickly.  We then filmed a scene of me shooting him through the head as…motivation for you.  

	“I should say at this point, that the shooting was entirely staged, and the bombs in your home were a lie.  I know it’s a rather nasty lie to tell someone, particularly when it means holding their family captive, but I needed results, which you will, I hope, soon come to understand.  Sean, I’m sure, will be happy to fill in his story at the appropriate time.” 

	“My name is, as you may have guessed, not Sebastian.  It is Michael Mazzier.  They called me “M ‘n M” when I was younger until Eminem became something of a pop star and then it just became confusing.  Mikey stuck for a while, but I never really liked that since it made me think of the kid from those cereal commercials, Mike was okay, but I decided to use Michael when I got to college and it ended up sticking.  I went to the University of Illinois at Chicago for pre-med when I was sixteen and did medical school there also.  I’ve never had much of a bedside manner, so when I was trying to figure out what I would do for my residency, David Carter approached me and suggested I come work for him at Utinics.  There is a biomedical branch to the company, really it is the heart of the company, but they’ll never tell investors that, and Carter told me that they took two residents every couple of years to do research for them.  If I wanted the position, I could have it.  He promised me a massive salary, shares in his company, and a, shall we say, lucrative signing bonus.

	“So I went for it, never knowing I was signing a deal with the Devil.  Everything started well, as often does with things that go terribly wrong.  The lab was magnificent, the research interesting, and the other resident was a cute little Asian number.  Although I had never really liked Asian women, I was ready to make an exception for Christine.”

	The picture that Jessica had shown James flashed across his mind’s eye and he did indeed recall an attractive Asian woman in it.  She hadn’t been standing next to Michael, but she had a face that a man could get lost in forever.

	Michael continued, “So there we were, pulling long hours, doing research on a virus.  As you know, viruses, when they enter a cell, target the cell’s genetic make-up.  They inject their own genetic material, rewriting the cell’s DNA, and forcing it to begin other processes that it would not otherwise perform, most specifically and commonly, the production of other viruses which go on to infect other cells.  The true magic of the virus, is that because it rewrites genetic material, lots of scientists around the world are interested in utilizing it as a means to do things like eradicate disease, create super crops, make vaccines, though they have already been doing that with bacteria for a long time.  Patients with the HIV virus, for example, may very well be cured by another virus specifically designed to repair the damage caused by HIV, or by a virus designed to change the immune system to attack HIV effectively.  Genetic conditions like, say, Cystic Fibrosis, could theoretically be reversed if a person’s DNA were to be rewritten, and a virus is the prime candidate for the job.

	“And that’s what I thought we were doing, work with a virus in the Herpesviridae family.  It was a modification of a relative of, you guessed it, good ole Herpes, the gift that keeps on giving.  Which was why David and Jessica wanted it.  These viruses really don’t ever leave the system and with a lot of modifications, they could be made to rewrite every cell’s genes without killing the cell or the host.  We’d been told that this was simply a project to formulate a basic virus that would then be loaded with different kinds of DNA used to treat a plethora of diseases.  They were five years into the project and had, as far as I could tell, been doing very well.  They had a team of eight doctors, including Christine and myself, along with an army of techs, and a handful of nurses who were more on the patient side of things.  

	“We never saw any patients, mind you, they were never allowed into the lab.  We did all our work with animals,” Michael gestured to the wall of rats he kept, “After working there for about a year, it was announced by the lead researcher that we were within six months of a final product.  We were going to load it with DNA to increase longevity.  It seemed right enough to me, you know, all these years and millions of dollars in research to help people live longer.  We were trying to develop a fountain of youth as it were, and from what I could tell with the studies I’d done, it was working remarkably well.  So there we were, working eighteen-hour days, sleeping at the lab, you know, typical researcher stuff.  Now, I’m pretty bright, and I’m not just saying that to toot my own horn, I graduated at the top of my class from every school I’ve ever gone to.  But Christine made even me look like a dimwitted simpleton.  She figured out that there was something else going on, that while we were working on a virus to rewrite a person’s DNA, longevity wasn’t the end goal, or, I should say, the only end goal.

	“She snuck into a restricted area of the lab, only the company chiefs were allowed in there, them and the six doctors who worked there permanently, and found,” Michael stopped to shake his head in disgust, “she found bodies of people, but also not people, and not all of them were dead.  They were, all of them, different, changed.  Some of the changes were terrible, like one guy, she told me later, who had lost all his skin, or another who had grown limbs and hadn’t stopped growing them until he died.  They were being kept in liquid preservative, and there were dozens of them, Christine told me, as many as a hundred.  The really ugly ones, like that guy with all the limbs, were at the back.  She told me that they got better, less gruesome the closer to the front door you got, until there were a few that were still actually alive, though none had been conscious.  She walked into that room and found all these…things.  

	“Each cage or tank, depending on if they were alive or dead, had a computer designated to it.  Christine used the password she’d stolen from the head researcher to get into the lab to read about some of the subjects,” Michael’s voice took on a faraway quality then, drawing something verbatim from his memory, he spoke as if reading aloud:

	Subject 9.  

	Gender: Male.  

	Race: African American.  

	Age at beginning of trials: Fourteen.  

	Age at end of trials: Fifteen.  

	Condition upon entering trials: Healthy.  

	Condition upon exiting trials: Deceased.  

	Virus utilized: #2-57-4-1921 (See attached details).  

	Hypothesis: Upon proliferation of Virus #2-57-4-1921 Subject 9 will exhibit massive increase in muscle mass and metabolism.  

	Final Analysis: Subject 9 exhibited rapid muscle mass increase.  At the beginning of trials his height was 158 centimeters.  His weight was 51.2 kilograms.  Thirty days into the trial his weight was 65.4 kilograms.  Ninety days into the trial, his weight was 153.8 kilograms.  It is estimated that at the beginning of the trial Subject 9 had approximately 30 kilograms of muscle.  By the end of the trial, Subject 9 was estimated to have approximately 117 kilograms of muscle.  Subject 9’s diet increased at a rate proportional to his weight gain.  Subject 9 died of Acute Heart Failure due to Cardiac Insufficiency.  The changes caused by Virus #2-57-4-1921 affected, as predicted, skeletal and smooth muscle only.  Upon autopsy it was found that Subject 9’s heart did not have the Cardiac Output necessary to sustain the rest of his body.  

	Conclusion: Place limits to muscle mass production on Virus #2-57-4-1921.  Include Virus #2-57-4-1921 with limits in Utinica Project.  

	Addendum: See Subject 10 and Virus #2-2-95-116 for changes to Cardiovascular System.  See Subject 14 and Virus #2-57-4-1957 for appropriate limits to Virus #2-57-4-1921.

	“And they went on like that,” Michael said, his voice returning to its normal cadence, “All those subjects, the dead, malformed, half-living.  They’d been turned into something other than people.  Utinics had turned them into beasts, exploiting anyone they could make disappear without someone else noticing.  Christine took pictures, not many, but enough to have sufficient proof, and showed them to me the next day.  I was shocked, couldn’t believe it.  It didn’t make sense, I’d thought, Utinics was a good company.  I’d been working for them for more than a year.  They donated millions of dollars to communities in Africa, did cancer walks, I mean, even some of the company chiefs went out after work to pass out meals to the homeless people downtown.  

	“So I didn’t believe her, but she was so persistent, you know, wouldn’t give it up.  She kept taking me aside or out after work to talk about it.  She was so shook up, even days after it happened, she was still freaking out about it.  I finally gave in and told her that we’d sneak into the restricted area.  This was right in the last couple weeks of the project.  There was a lot of anticipation.  Everyone was working even harder, pulling triple time to make the deadline, but we found a time to slip in and what I saw horrified me,” Michael stopped with a shudder, “Everything she’d told me was true.  The pictures she’d taken, all of them, all those people were still there.  There were some new ones, she said, and the ones that were still alive were being kept behind two-way mirrors.  They looked normal, well, mostly normal.  Every now and again, you’d see in one of them something that made you think, they’re not quite right.  We were turning to leave when Carter and the lead researcher walked in.”

	Michael smiled a sad smile, “They were probably as surprised as we were to see someone else in the lab, but they caught us, Carter actually pulled a gun out and held us there in the lab until they figured out what they wanted to do with us.  They had two prototype viruses, the first of the 3 series, that they needed to try, so they gave each of us a dose and locked us away.  I got Virus #3-1-20-37 and she got Virus #3-2-5-17.  The changes came on fast for me.  Faster for me than they did for Christine, I’d guess.  It wasn’t anything overt at first, I did get a bit of a cold in the first day, but it passed, and then I started noticing other unusual changes.  My heart began beating more slowly, until its resting rate was around 30 beats per minute.  My lungs became more effective.  I became stronger.  I’d never been a strong person, but within a week, I could do three hundred pushups at a go, I had a vertical leap somewhere north of four feet.  My heart rate would soar, be well above 200, when I exercised.  That could kill a lot of people, but for me it just felt like I was working out a little harder than usual.  And I got fast.  I mean, really fast.  Doing pushups, I could clap three times before catching myself.  The world seems to move in slow motion for me.  My senses are about twice as effective as the normal person’s.  My bones are apparently so hard that the doctor recommended I eliminate all but trace amounts of calcium.  If any of the changes to my system kill me, it’s going to be calcification of my bones.  And for all this, I’m still human.  I had my DNA tested when I got out and it is still technically human, though I suspect I’m as far on the edge as is possible.  But I’m getting ahead of myself now.  I was obviously trapped while all these changes were happening and naturally, they were watching everything.  I was delivered a daily portion of food through a chute.  I had a toilet, showerhead, and cot, and that was pretty much all that the room included.  It was a lot like living in a hamster cage, except for the wood chips.  

	“Well, one day when the chute opened, I’d been ready for it, practicing jumping off walls for extra height, I jumped up, pushed off the wall closest to the chute, and grabbed the ledge just as the door started to close.  Of course, it pinched my fingers and that hurt and all, but I really didn’t care, I pushed it back and, finding that was a little hard, just tore the door completely away.  Above was the head researcher, looking just as stunned as you’d ever seen a person look, staring back down at me with a PB&J sandwich in his hand.  I pretty much rocketed through the opening, head-butting him as I did, and well, made pretty short work of him with the door in my hand.  I’m sure you get the picture.  I made my way back down into the lab and saw Christine in her cell, looking, I’d say, more radiant than I’d ever before seen her.  The virus she’d been given had made quite a difference.  I went to the door to let her out, but stopped and read the computer first.  What I read changed everything I’ve ever believed was true.

	“At the top it read Subject 112.  Success.  New Species: Homo Carterus.  I couldn’t believe it, of course.  Wouldn’t believe it.  You don’t just go around making new species, but there she was, and Utinics had no reason to lie to themselves about their progress.  They’d changed her into something else, another species.  She wasn’t human anymore.  I started to read more of the report, but suddenly, she just bolted for the glass, hitting it hard enough to make it bulge as she did.  She hit it like a bird hits a glass window.  It didn’t give, but she started punching it, again and again, the whole time, her nose was flaring, like she could smell something that she wanted to destroy.  She managed to crack the glass and about that time someone else with access to the restricted area came through the door.  He just stood there for a second and before he could do anything, I leapt on him, knocking him out—or maybe killing him, I’m not sure which—with one clean punch, and then I was gone, running through the lab in my gown, butt hanging out for the whole world to see.  I got out of Utinics and ran straight through downtown Chicago with my whole backside showing for all of them.  Eventually, I got ahold of a friend of mine who hadn’t realized I was missing, because, you know, I’d been kind of missing for the last year or two with the research and all, and so what was a few more months?  Anyways, he helped me to get my life back on track.  I moved out of state and did some research of my own, mostly on myself, and when I finally decided that I wouldn’t be able to reverse the changes that had been made I moved back to Chicago.  By then, it had started.”

	“What started?” James asked, coolly, still not believing the story.

	“The change.  I went back to spy out Utinics.  Every single person there, except for a few of the low level street thugs, had been infected with the virus that Christine had been given.  They could smell me.  Well, I’m sure they could smell everyone else, but when they smelled me, it made them made.  Crazy mad.  And none of them were quite right, like there was some kind of predatory need to hurt and kill lurking right under the surface.  You know something about wolves?  They are some of nature’s best killers, but they don’t always kill for food, sometimes, they kill for the simple joy of killing.  They’ll make a kill and leave it, not bothering to fill their bellies.”  

	James nodded, thinking about the Carters and their son.  They had all seemed that way, capable of tremendous violence and being kept in check only by the barest threads of restraint.

	“That’s the kind of animalistic aggression lies right under the surface with this species.  I can’t call them people, because they aren’t anymore.  They’re our cousins, but that’s as close as it gets.  And here’s the thing.  David wanted to change the world.  He wanted everyone to be like this.  I hacked his email account a year or so ago and found all these messages about how they could distribute the virus, infect the world, change humanity for the better, make us into something stronger, harder, more resilient.  It was the next step in the evolutionary chain, he’d say.  It was going to be what took mankind beyond the solar system.  It was going to be revolutionary to humanity in the way that the jump from Homo Erectus to Homo Sapiens was.”

	Sean grunted at this and James couldn’t repress a smile.  Sean had always been, since James had known him, a staunch creationist, taking a good half hour every couple of days to wax eloquently about how flawed the theory of evolution was.  James didn’t know.  He wasn’t a White Knight of the Cross, but he wasn’t sold on something that could cut God out of the picture as easily as evolution had the potential to do.  

	“But that’s kind of where my story comes into it,” Sean said.

	James and Michael turned to him and Sean gave a sad smile as he continued, “I was one of the thugs that Michael mentioned who’d not gotten the 3.2 series virus.  That’s what we called it.  I got a later version of 3.1.  It made me as physically capable as Michael, but removed the weird smell thing that the 3.2s have for him.  Well, I shouldn’t really say removed it, because they can still smell me, know that I’m different from everyone else and different from them, but they don’t get all crazy like Christine did when she saw Michael.  They used the later 3.1s on a few of their goons to see if it could change us into a new species, but it really didn’t work, so they stuck with the 3.2 and gave it to everyone.

	“I got caught robbing a place and put away for quite a while.  That was stupid, I’m still not sure why I did that, God knows we were getting paid enough.  I guess sometimes the Lord uses our really bad mistakes to have something good happen, you know, if you believe that kind of stuff,” he said with a meaningful glance at Michael, “Anyways, Michael here knew about me, of course, we’d seen each other a few times when he’d worked there and through his research he found out that I was in prison, but up for parole.  He went and talked to the parole office after we’d met a few times and took responsibility for me once I’d been released.  Of course by then I’d found Jesus and didn’t have much to trip me up as far as rough living went.

	“It took a long time, trying to figure out the best way to do all this, kill Carter, take down Utinics, and I wish I could have been there with you, buddy.  I mean, I really do.  But he would have known.  If he had even a hint that someone was coming for him who might pose a threat, he would have disappeared, killed us, I’m not even sure.  That’s why it had to be you, someone we knew would get the job done.  I.  I’m sorry man.  You were the only person we—I—could trust to do this.  I’m sorry that we’ve put your family and you at risk.”

	Taking a deep breath and hoping that they’d at last come to the end of explaining what had happened, James asked, “What proof do you have?”

	Sean and Michael exchanged glances, and Sean said “He’s got a lot of really good evidence.  Pictures of the deformed people, the people at Utinics trying to bring you down, emails about distributing the virus, bank accounts, records of people who have been changed and then the way they act afterwards.  He’s got a lot of them that he tracks with the cameras in the city, James.  I’ve seen a lot of them, and it’s pretty convincing.  The 3.2s are…I don’t know how to explain it.  Savage, harsh, I watched one of them drag a man into an alley and kill him.  Just slaughtered the guy, not for any real reason.  It was late and they passed each other and the next thing you knew he was killing him, and making a real bloody mess as he did.”

	James swallowed the knot that was rising in his throat, “And what about Monica and Olivia?”

	Michael bit his lip, “We lost them a while ago.  They were supposed to be picked up by Sean.  He got there, and Monica was in hysterics she thought you’d gone back to dealing.  Was afraid you’d gotten caught by someone, another dealer, the cops, she didn’t know.  Sean tried to calm her down, but she wouldn’t stay calm.  Then they came.  A lot of the Utinics guys.  It was a little after Carter died.  They shot Sean, but he was able to get away.  They got Monica and Olivia.  I’m sorry.  We were supposed to go pick them up right after you left the apartment.  We decided we’d keep them safe here, but we saw one of Utinics’ executive officers in an easy place to knock him off, so we went for it.  The job took a lot longer than we thought.  Our car was in a pretty bad accident and we couldn’t make it back to your place quickly enough.  Everything went to hell after you left.  I.  I am sorry that this happened.  You’ve got to understand.  I needed you to kill Carter, I couldn’t do it because he would have known I was coming, the same goes for Sean.  After reading what the State has on file about you, getting Sean’s take, watching you for some time, I decided that if Monica and Olivia were put at risk, or at least perceived risk, then you’d stop at nothing to follow through with the task I’d given you.  I know you’re not the ideal person for the job, but you felt like the right person for the job.  And you were.  I tried to keep them safe, I just couldn’t.”

	“Well why haven’t you gone after them?” James said, his voice rising, “Why were they not here the moment Nightshade—who was that?  You?—” Michael nodded his head, “brought me here?  You could’ve gone back out, you obviously know everything that happens in this city.”

	“I know where they are, and it’s not exactly an easy thing to just walk in and get them.  For one, Olivia was shot in the arm when Sean went to get them.  He says it will be fine, and from what I could see from the video footage, I agree.  The Utinics people seemed to want to keep them as hostages, not kill them.  We’re going to get them back, James,” Michael said, a look of regret impressed deeply upon his face.

	James stood, overturning his chair as he did, “Why have we been sitting here?  We need to go now.”

	“James,” Sean said, “It’s not going to be that easy.  You don’t just walk into Utinics.  You understand, right?  They’re holding them there as bait.  They want us to come find them so they can finish us once and for all.”

	“Wh—what?  You, Sean, how could you let this happen, man?  She was going to be my wife.  My little girl is going to die because of you.  And you—” James said, jamming a finger at Michael, “what good is all your technology and ideas if you can’t even keep them safe?”

	“He tried, James, we made a mistake,” Sean said, using a voice he surely thought was soothing, but that sounded more like rumbling cannons in the distance, “We’re going for them, but it’s not going to be easy.”

	“I don’t care.  I want to see them.  I want you,” he said, pointing at Michael, “To take me to them right now.”

	Again Michael bit his lip, but this time he nodded his head slowly and rose, “It will be possible, but not easy.  I’ve got one last back up plan for taking care of Carter that we could use for this.  It’s not going to be fun and it’s going to mean one of us will probably be in the history books.”

	 

	Chapter Eighteen

	 

	It was a bold plan if James had ever heard one.  It was incredibly dangerous and reckless and the risk of collateral damage was tremendously high.  They didn’t have far to walk through the tunnel system before they emerged into a series of tunnels that received regular maintenance.  These were well lit and although they didn’t see anyone else down there, James was sure that workers ensured the integrity of the tunnels with some regularity.  Dressed as custodians, and each pushing a cart with cleaning supplies and their equipment for the task at hand, they walked with purpose until they arrived at a new door.  This one was cordoned off with yellow caution tape, and a sign that indicated a construction project beyond the door.  Michael tried the door and found it locked.  Without hesitating he reached into his pocket and removed a lock picking set.  It was the matter of a few seconds before the deadbolt latch turned and they were inside a recently abandoned construction site.

	“You’re sure the workers are on strike?” James asked for the tenth time.

	“They’ve been tied up in negotiations with management for two weeks, and there’s no sign of the deadlock ending.  But like I said, just in case, we’re going to go through the whole place to make sure that no one else has gotten in the building since the construction was put on hold,” Michael answered, somewhat annoyed.

	They walked in silence until they came to ground level, then Michael reviewed the plan, “I’m going upstairs, I’ll start up there placing the explosives, you two start down here and work your way up.  Like I said, be sure to keep your eyes open for anyone in the building, and only place the charges exactly where I indicated on the blueprints.  Meet back here in half an hour.”

	They pulled the bricks of C4 explosive from the bottom of their carts.  Michael, with inhuman speed, ran up the stairs, a backpack full of enough explosive material to blow him into the stratosphere on his back.  James and Sean spread out, placing explosives and burying the charges in them at various beams and joints.  If Michael was right, and James prayed he was, upon detonation, the half constructed building would collapse in on itself, causing minimal damage to the surrounding area.  James attached the wireless detonator to his first block of explosive, placing it against a beam.  

	Though surrounded by walls, the building did not yet have glass in the windows and James could hear from outside all the commotion of rush hour.  Drivers honked their horns and people yelled at each other for reasons James couldn’t make out.  It was a typical chaotic afternoon in Chicago.  For the first time in his life James sincerely resented the city.  He wasn’t sure why, perhaps it was because it had robbed him of the only things that he truly cared about, or maybe it was because it had finally dealt him one too many bad hands.  Whatever it was, James wanted to leave.  

	Closing his eyes and breathing deeply, he focused on the task at hand.  The air was warm and humid, threatening another rainstorm.  If it did rain, their goal of rescuing Olivia and Monica would be drastically more complicated.  James put it out of his mind and focused on setting the charges as quickly as possible.  In half an hour they had set enough charges to bring the shell of the building down in what they hoped would be a fatality free explosion.  They reconvened on the first floor and Michael began pulling a small arsenal out of his janitor’s cart.  

	He handed two semi-automatic pistols to James, “I believe you know how to use the 1911.  I’ve equipped these with 15 round magazines, so they may be a little unwieldy, no quick draws, Tex,” he said, tossing him two more magazines.  James bit his lip in disgust.

	Turning back into the cart he retrieved an AR-15 and handed it to Sean, “I thought after last time, I wouldn’t temp you with the fully automatic version.  You seemed to have a little too much fun with it and it was very difficult to explain away to my distributor.  Grenades?”

	“Stun only, not taking chances,” Sean’s face had transformed from the eternally cheerful grin it always sported to one carried only by killers.  It scared James.  

	“What are you using?” Sean asked.

	Michael grinned, “New toy,” he said, pulling out a massive rifle, “This one was actually a legal number, fires a .338 Lampua.  Has a 10 round mag, and honestly is a bit above my pay grade, but I should be able to handle it,” he explained as he transferred it to a duffel bag, “Okay, game plan.  James.  I want you right where you were when we played this game last time.  That should give you a decent view of the front of the building.  I’m going to be across the street up there,” he said, pointing to the top of a lower building across the street.  I’ll be spotting for you and Sean, who’ll be in the alley at the loading dock.  I’ve got access to four cameras, one in the alley, one in the front, and two in the back, so if they try to take the girls out the back, we’ll be ready for it.  I won’t have a direct line of sight in that case, but I’ll be able to direct the two of you.  If they do, Sean, you move to the back, James you take the opposite alley and try to block them in.  I’m going to try to mark any targets that I see, mostly for your sake, James.

	“Escape.  I’ve got three green Honda Civics, parked four blocks north on Wells, west on Adams, and south on Clark.  The keys are on top of the driver’s side wheel, but now that I’m thinking of it, that might not be the best place for them, the explosion might knock them off, so if they keys aren’t there, they might be somewhere around the car.  Rendezvous point is the Rosemont CTA parking lot.  I know that we don’t have time for a perfect plan, not that plans really ever go as you intend, but they do make you feel better about things.  Originally, I saw this assault ending with a lot of dead Utinics employees, but that’s obviously our secondary objective, questions?”

	“You two stay here and wait for my signal before you take up your positions,” Michael said, handing them each earpieces and putting one in him own ear, “They should already be on and set to the right frequency,” he waited until they had inserted the earpieces before he spoke again, “Testing, gentlemen, let’s go have some fun.”

	With that, Michael turned and vanished through the door.

	James wasted little as he turned to Sean.  He looked the larger man in the eyes, trying to radiate everything he was feeling for him at the moment.  Words eluded him at first, but eventually he just asked, “Why?”

	Sean’s face dropped at the question, and for what seemed a long time, he didn’t speak.  Just as James was turning away he said, “I’m sorry, man.  You deserved better than this.  I lied to you, and I know that that goes against everything I’ve said for a long time.”

	James nodded slowly, “But, why?”

	“We—I had to.  There wasn’t anyone else out there who I could trust and we had to do it.”

	“Well then why not have Sebas or whatever his name is go onto whatever building he’s on now and blow the guy’s brains out?” James said quietly, but his voice rose to nearly a scream once he’d finished.

	“He could have, but we decided that the odds of that working would be very low.  Utinics has really good surveillance all over this part of downtown, and would probably have been able to spot Michael before he even got to a perch.  Believe me, that was what I wanted to do for a long time, but he proved that that wouldn’t work.  It didn’t end well.”

	“Well how do you know they aren’t watching him right now?”

	“We don’t we’re taking a risk, but we’re also guessing that the people there are going to be in disarray after what happened with David and then Jessica.”

	“Why not just hire someone else?  Hire a hitman or a gangbanger or anyone, why did it have to be your—your best friend?”

	“Who else could I trust?”

	“You think you can still trust me?”

	Sean bit his lip, “I hope so.”

	James shook his head, “After this, we’re done.”

	Sean nodded his head, “I understand.  I’m going to help you get out any way I can.  You don’t deserve a life like the one you’re going to have if you don’t get out of here, and for that I’m sorry.  Go somewhere, remote or another country, anywhere, just not here.  I want to help you.  I want to fix what I’ve done.  I know that you probably won’t, but please forgive me for hurting you like this.”

	James shook his head, “Let’s just get this over with.”

	James turned to leave the building, not waiting for Michael’s direction.  He was done taking orders from that pompous little prick.  Sean followed him.  

	Keeping his head down, James took up a position near the front of the Utinics building, only two doors down from the garage that Carter had been killed in front of.  He swallowed a lump in his throat as he watched Sean move quickly and with surprising grace around the corner and out of sight to the loading dock.  Closing his eyes, James focused on what he needed to do, he took a deep and calming breath.  The guns were stuffed into the waistband of his pants and made moving difficult, but he obviously didn’t want to pull them out until he absolutely had to.  

	Trying to keep his face down, he scanned the busy street consistently, hoping against hope that someone wouldn’t recognize him.  It didn’t make much of a difference at this point, James figured, because the whole world was about to blow up anyways, but he would generally prefer to not be noticed.

	Just as he was thinking this, everything happened.

	It began with a single scream, one of terror and revulsion that rose above the cacophony of downtown at its busiest.  Without even seeing its source, James knew it was directed at him.  On instinct, he ducked down and tried to slip into the rarely used service entrance for the building he was in front of, but instead of successfully ducking in, he stumbled over a piece of piping protruding from the sidewalk that a freshly minted civil engineer had incorporated into his plans for the development of Adams street several years before.  It saved his life.

	At that moment, bullets began whizzing through the air, coming from a silenced weapon.  They drove deep holes into the concrete around him and would have taken a large part of his head off had he not fallen at that precise moment.  

	As he was falling he heard Michael’s voice over the earpiece, “Is everything alright?”

	“Of course it’s not alright, someone’s shooting at me!” James yelled back.

	And without warning, the city erupted in flames.

	Two tragic events had marred Chicago’s history until that point.  One occurred quite by mistake or chance, depending on who you ask, and the other, though not well remembered was maliciously violent.  The first was the Great Chicago Fire of 1874, which most people believe claimed the lives of 20 people and destroyed over 800 buildings.  The second was the Haymarket Riot in 1886 in which a bomb and ensuing gun battle claimed the lives of eleven people.  This would go down as first great terrorist attack in America since the Boston Bombings of 2012, and would scar the city of Chicago for years to come.

	James didn’t see the actual explosion when Michael detonated the C-4, he was too busy hoping he wouldn’t get shot, but the shockwave was almost enough to burst his eardrums.   It drove him into the door he was crouching in front of and he could feel the crunch of glass as his back and butt slammed through.  It began to rain, James thought, but the rain was too musical, like discordant chimes falling from heaven, and then he realized that most of the windows around the construction site had been blown out of the buildings and were now raining down on the city.

	Dazed, James crawled from the doorway as the falling glass subsided and tried to get his bearings.  The world swam around him and nothing seemed to make sense.  People were screaming, no one could understand what was happening, and then James watched as the skeleton of a building began to fold in on itself.  

	Michael must have used a minimal amount of explosive for the job, and not placed them where he should have, because James had envisioned the middle caving in on itself, leaving much of the exterior intact.  Instead, the steel and concrete structure crumpled like a house of cards in slow motion.  First the top beams bent with a nauseating creak, and then one of the bottom supports buckled.  Then the entire building toppled, concrete floors, each several feet thick, falling on each other from the top down like someone dropping a loaf of bread.

	All of downtown shook under the weight, and as the rumbling ceased, it was overtaken by the shrill screams of terrified people and car alarms alike.

	James wasted little time.  He found the man who had been shooting at him, an average looking gentleman in a grey suit, now on the ground and nursing a head wound, but with a silenced pistol in his other hand.  James shot the man twice in the chest and ducked behind a car for cover.  He could see the front of the Utinics building clearly from there.  From it, like all others downtown, poured a constant stream of dozens of terrified people, fighting to get to what they thought would be the safety of the street.

	Without warning, a man’s chest exploded.  The following Crack! of a high powered rifle echoed through the canyon-like walls of the buildings around him.  It was Michael’s first kill.  

	“Got one!” Michael shouted into the microphone, an almost feral glee in his voice, “Two more coming around your side, Sean.”

	A second later, the Pop!Pop!Pop! of a semi-automatic rifle broke through the confusion.  It died away for several seconds and then began again in earnest, but this time intermingled with the deeper rumble of a large caliber bullet.  

	“Need some help here!” Sean yelled into their ears, “One down, but the other’s behind the constr—”

	The Crack! of Michael’s rifle filled the air again, “Thanks,” Sean said, then “Oh sh—” he was cut off by an incredible amount of gunfire that blazed up from the alley.

	The people on the streets were in complete panic now, some were dazed, walking like they were zombies, while others were running up and down, looking for a place to hide.  More people filled the streets, while those in them tried to escape.  It was madness.

	James continued hiding behind the car, but yelled into his mic, “Sean!  Are you alright?”

	The answer seemed to take an eternity, but finally Sean’s voice filled James’s ear, “Took a shot to the gut.  I’m alright, I think the vest took most of it.  Mhh, that hurts.  It’s a bloodbath here.”

	Two more Cracks! followed in quick succession, and two more people coming out of the Utinics building fell.

	Still James hid behind the car, keeping a close watch on the front of the building.  Michael must have forgotten his promise to mark targets because he seemed to be enjoying taking all the kills for himself, rather than letting James know who posed a threat.  James kept a steady gaze on the Utinics main entrance, waiting for his beautiful fiancé and daughter to emerge.

	Sirens broke the through the chaos, and James realized that it must have only been a couple of minutes since the building exploded, either that or he’d not registered them until that moment.  It was then that he saw them.  Olivia and Monica burst from the building, escorted by Miss Bowers Ol’ Long, Tall, and Ugly.

	They had only seconds to live.  A single shot rang out from Michael’s rifle and Ugly’s neck erupted in a fountain of blood, while Bower went down with a bloody red rose blossoming on her white blouse.

	James didn’t even have time to process their deaths.  He ran for the girls, couldn’t take his eyes off of them.  He was fighting through the hordes of people pushing him back and trying to keep him from getting to them, trying to keep him from keeping them safe.  Then suddenly, he was before them.  They both looked scared, but not panicked like the others around them.  He gathered them in his arms, holding Monica and Olivia close for what seemed an eternity.  He breathed in their scent, felt their warmth, and for a moment they were a family again.

	Then Michael was yelling, “Get out of there, James, what in God’s name are you—” he was cut off by another bull’s eye shot from his rifle, and Olivia screamed in James’s ear.

	“Time to go,” James said, and, holding Olivia, began running.  

	“I’ve got them, get out, get out now!” James was yelling in his earpiece.  

	He’d not heard the gun battle in the alley until then, but as he expected to hear confirmation from both Michael and Sean, he waited, hearing nothing.  Nothing, except the constant sound of Sean’s AR-15, breaking through the sirens all around them.  

	Police vehicles were pulling up now, trying to navigate the cars, panicked people, and debris that littered the street.  Michael shot two vehicles in the hood with devastating effectiveness.  They would only have a few more seconds before so many officers would descend on the area that none would escape to safety.  

	“Bug out, both of you!” Michael said, “Sean, you’re just going to have to run for it.” 

	James ran past the alley where Sean was almost certainly fighting for his life, and as he did, he looked down it.  He had a clear view of Sean, only ten yards from him, but pinned down behind a dumpster by three men in the loading dock and two more on the other side of the alley.  They were filling the metal bin with rounds, and based on the number of bullets that had penetrated it, James could see that he was incredibly lucky to still be alive.

	The cover that the dumpster offered him did not leave him with a viable option to escape the alley without risking a fatal shot to the head.  For the briefest of moments James wanted to keep running, leaving Sean to his fate, but something overcame that desire, and he found himself helping a friend who had betrayed him.  

	Setting Olivia down, James raised both pistols and began firing at the two sets of men that had Sean pinned down.  He wasn’t really aiming, only providing cover for his friend.  The return fire caught the Utinics guards so off unaware that they literally jumped backwards.

	“Run!” James shouted, and dropped his guns as he picked up Olivia, who had started to run for Sean.

	Even before James had yelled it, Sean dropped his weapon and bolted out of the alley.  He was incredibly fast, almost as fast as Michael, but with significantly more bulk behind him, giving James the perception of a freight train.  They had to get out of there before the police arrived, and Michael did too if he was going to avoid getting pinned down by a chopper.

	With Sean behind him, Monica at his side, and Olivia in his arms, James ran down Adams, trying to think of where the cars had been parked.  It didn’t even seem feasible to take one of them at that point, the gridlock of cars on the streets was complete and James wasn’t even sure he’d be able to get the car out of the parking spot, much less take it somewhere.  But they had to get out of the mayhem around them somehow, and that seemed the most feasible way.  

	He hadn’t noticed it, until Sean was almost right behind them, but Olivia was squirming in his grip, fighting him to get free.  And Monica wasn’t next to him either.  James turned and saw something that would haunt him for the rest of his life.  

	Monica in mid-air, pouncing on Sean with her fingers outstretched like claws, she landed on him and dug her nails into his neck as they fell.  James was surprised that his 115 pound girlfriend could take down an ox like Sean, but she’d been driven mad as soon as he’d emerged from the alley.  Olivia too fought for release, snarling as she did.

	James yelled at her to come on, but either she couldn’t hear him or was too lost in her own battle rage to understand what he’d said.  It hit him then what had happened.

	Utinics had changed them, had turned Monica and Olivia into…them.

	A fusillade of bullets broke his train of thought.  The men from the alley had sprung from it and were bearing down on the four of them.  James felt the air from one slug pass so near his face that it seemed to sting his cheek like a bee, hot and burning.  He ran to pry Monica off of Sean, but was too late.  Bullets tore through her body, leaving her dead before she hit the ground.

	They were followed by the Crack! Crack! of Michael’s rifle and the two men who had been firing on them fell with massive holes in their chests.  Sean rose to his feet and threw Monica’s lifeless form over his shoulder as though she weighed no more than a ragdoll.  To James’s horror, she moved like one as she dangled from his shoulder.  Olivia continued to scream and fight to get free of James’s grasp, not because her mother had been killed, but because Sean was right behind them.

	“Bug out time, you two.  Take the car south on Clark, it’s free from traffic right now.  And James?  I’m sorry.”

	Why can’t you just go die?

	They ran for the car and found that what Michael had said was true.  It was surprisingly free from the traffic that had locked up everything around them in the immediate vicinity of the explosion and subsequent gun battle.  The key was right where Michael had said it would be and they got in, with Sean driving and James doing all he could to hold Olivia back from attacking him, all the while trying to tear his gaze away from Monica’s lifeless form in the passenger’s seat.

	The drive seemed like an eternity, though it only took them two hours to get to the area outside of the airport.  James had seen the stunned faces of hundreds of people, unable to comprehend what had just happened to them, to their city.  One radio station was saying it was the largest terrorist attack since 9-11, another said that over two hundred people were said to have been killed, and a third was prophesying the end of the world.  To James’s dismay, the last was probably the most accurate.  He would be a wanted man now, there was no way any of them could have escaped the notice of authorities.  They would have hours at worst and a couple of days at best before the authorities determined who had perpetrated this attack and began a massive manhunt for them.

	But all this was like background noise, he had been left numb to the world around him.  Monica was dead.  She’d been ripped from him and this world, torn out of it by the lackeys of a dead mad businessman turned scientist.  She was gone.  He would never kiss her lips again in life, touch her soft cheek, feel her warm breath against his as they lay in bed together.  She was gone.

	For the remainder of the ride, James held Olivia back, doing anything he could to keep her from attacking Sean and tearing out his eyes.  The virus they’d given her had made her freakishly strong, stronger than anything James could handle easily, and it took all his effort to keep her in the back seat.  She snarled, screamed, and clawed to attack Sean, she had been turned into something that was more animal than human.

	This is what they wanted to turn the human race into.

	This is what we would have all become, vicious animals, maybe smarter, definitely stronger, but just animals in the end.  Without love, compassion, and goodness.  With only one purpose in mind, to kill or be killed.

	Oh God, if you’re out there, please help them change my Livi back.

	 

	Chapter Nineteen

	 

	They buried Monica outside of Rockford Illinois.  It was a short ordeal, with Olivia still raging in the back seat of one of the cars.  She had seemed to double in fury and strength as soon as Michael arrived at Rosemont.  He’d run the entire way and arrived only twenty minutes after them, foregoing the other Civics, which he’d said were hopelessly locked in traffic.  It was in the middle of the night by the time Michael pulled the car over to dig the grave.  James had said he wanted to do it alone, but found that it would be too difficult with only his hands to scoop out dirt along the old country road on which they were now parked.  

	They locked Olivia in the car and dug the grave without speaking.  Olivia’s cries of rage subsided eventually and James assumed she must have fallen asleep.  She couldn’t keep the fight up forever.  When they had at last dug a hole deep enough, James took the torn and bloody body of the woman he loved and placed it gently in the grave they’d dug in the corner of a field.  He hoped and prayed for her sake that the farmer wouldn’t ever till there, the thought of her body being brought up by farm machines was too much for him to bear.  He didn’t know if it would be or not, and he didn’t want to think about it.

	When James returned to the car, he indeed found Olivia fast asleep.  He drove the car to Rockford, leaving the other two in the field so he could buy food for her, all the while, trying not to see the blood stains on the passenger seat.  He arrived at a Burger King and bought three Whopper Jr.s with extra ketchup and no onions as well as two large fries and a milkshake.  The girl in the drive through was fixated on the TV they had running in the kitchen detailing the news of the attack in Chicago and hadn’t even bothered to count his change properly.  James pulled into the parking lot and tentatively woke Olivia up.  She seemed to come slowly out of a deep sleep, but then awoke with a start, swinging her arms wildly as she did.

	He caught them and said, “Hey baby girl, I’ve got some dinner for you.”

	She looked at him with a distant gaze, and suddenly James was transported back to the Carters’ home the night before and their creepy son, Timmy?  

	No.  Thomas.

	Yes, Olivia now had the same Children of the Corn stare, and it left James’s skin crawling.  

	“Are you hungry?” he asked, almost a little afraid of her now that she was calm.

	Olivia nodded slowly and took the first burger.  She sniffed it tentatively, as though she’d never before seen her favorite sandwich, and then tore into it, ravenous.  She crammed the burger into her mouth so fast James thought she was going to choke on it, but managed to get it down and then started in on the rest of the meal.  She ate quickly and hungrily, leaving debris all over the car.  When she had at last finished the food, she fell asleep almost promptly.

	What have they done with my daughter?

	James drove back and found Michael and Sean.  They agreed to camp near where they’d buried Monica for the night and then try to rent a car the next morning.  Olivia seemed to be relatively docile when she was with James alone and Michael said they had a long trip in front of them.

	As they lay on their sleeping bags, James asked, “What about Michelle and my mom?”

	There were a few moments of silence before Michael answered, “They were sent a letter explaining everything.  It also gave them directions on where to go should they choose to meet us.”

	“And your fiancé, Sean?”

	“She’s not coming with us man.  I broke things off around the time you capped Carter.  I love her too much, I can’t drag her into this kind of life.  I can’t put her in that kind of danger.”

	“Won’t they know you’re out there and use her against you like they did with—with…” but James couldn’t finish his sentence.

	“Yeah, they might, but Michael has some connections over in Europe that are in the advertising business and he agreed to ask them to offer her a job.  They did shortly before we broke up.  She was trying to convince me to go over there with her anyways and me leaving sealed the deal.  She should be safe, it’s remote enough that it should be pretty hard for Utinics to find her, and even if they did, they’d have to go to a lot of effort for someone they might not even know exists.  I wish it could be different, and maybe one day I’ll go back for her, try to start our life together all over again, but I love her too much to keep her close to me.  If God wants us to be together, then we will, until then, I just hope she’ll stay safe.”

	“I’m glad she’s going to be safe,” James said, not hiding the bitterness in his voice.  He rolled over, trying to embrace the sleep he knew would elude him.

	Elude him for years to come.

	 

	Epilogue

	 

	There is a cabin deep in the mountains of northern Montana.  It’s not large from the look of it on the outside, only a one or two room affair, reminiscent of the kind used by mountain men who braved the Rockies throughout much of the nineteenth century, save for the bank of solar panels on the roof.  Although it is late June, a curl of smoke rises from the stone chimney and there is a bite in the early morning air.  Though they can’t be seen from the dense woods around the cabin, the mountains surrounding them are nearly ten thousand feet tall and only one simple dirt road, not even connected to another road, leads to it.

	A man opens the door with a little girl at his side.  She looks scared, like she’s waiting for something to attack her.  It’s what the man’s companion calls “The Rebound Effect”, and he assures the man it will fade in time.  

	In truth, the man also cautiously surveys the area.  He may not be scared like the little girl, but he is on the lookout for something.  He is sure that it will follow him, attack him like he is attacked every night in his dreams.  Instead, he takes the little girl’s hand in his and they walk out into the woods, their breath blowing out in puffs of steam around them as they do.

	They are followed by another man, this one thin as a whip with severe features.  Next to him stands a short woman with a head of thick curly hair and dark, yet bright, eyes like black diamonds.  She looks at him and asks a question.  He bites his lip and chews thoughtfully for a moment before he nods.  The woman smiles, but it is a sad smile.  They are joined by an older woman who is holding two mugs of hot coffee.  She hands them each one and goes back to retrieve another for herself.  

	The three of them watch the man and the little girl as he explains what a chipmunk is, and cautiously she advances on it.  She is only six inches away before it bolts for the underbrush and she is startled and runs back to the man, grabbing him by the legs.  He breaks free from her grasp and kneels down to wipe her tears away.

	They share some more words that the three in the cabin cannot hear.

	A fourth person joins the three in the door, this one towering above them like Little John towered above Robin Hood and his merry band.  Not much could be said about this group to make you think they’re merry, though.  He watches the man and the girl with the rest of them and then gives a sad nod, as if to confirm his suspicion.  He looks sad, sadder than the rest.

	They continue watching the pair in the clearing and then one by one all leave except the old lady, who watches them with tears in her eyes.

	The inside of the cabin is immaculate, kept clean with the hand of a person who would call themselves obsessive-compulsive, but who really only liked things to be clean.  There is a kitchen and small dining area as well as a few chairs around a surprisingly large fireplace, but no beds.

	The big man kneels down and lifts a rug.  There is a trap door underneath and he pulls it open.  Below the cabin, there is an entirely different world.

	It is not small, it is not quaint.  It is large and very well lit with LED bulbs.  Surprisingly comfortable looking beds line one wall, while a laboratory sits on the other.  A centrifuge is spinning and mice are scurrying throughout their cages.  Two mice in adjoining cages continue to try to attack each other with abandon, even as it leaves them bloody and raw.  One will be dead by its own hand before the end of the day.  On the third wall are enough weapons to arm a small uprising in a South American country.  Crates with Danger! stenciled on them line the wall beneath a broad array of highly sophisticated weaponry.

	One person is sleeping in a cage all by themselves.  It is a woman, at first glance she appears old, but if you were to get closer, you’d see that she was really much younger than you’d originally thought.  She lays on her back and does not move.

	The whip like man opens the cage and takes her vitals before changing the bag hanging from her IV line.  He adjusts the drip slightly and then leaves, locking the cage behind him.  A smile crosses his lips, but then it turns into a sad smile, one that seems to rejoice in the present victory and the memory of victories past, but that knows that the future holds pain for which he must steel himself.

	He is joined by the large man at the lab and they discuss their findings quietly so as not to wake the woman.  The smaller of the two says something and the larger one’s face lights up.  For a moment, they are the perfect image of Steinbeck’s George and Lennie.  They share words again and this time the larger man’s face falls, but he nods in agreement and leaves the bunker.  Several minutes later the man comes down, though this time without the little girl.

	“James,” the whip like man says, “How is Olivia?”

	“Better, each day she’s been getting better, she’s still really afraid.”

	The whip like man nods, “I was a little surprised to see her violent reaction to the 3.1 series virus.  I’ve always known that it itself can eradicate the 4 series, but I’ve never injected a person with it after they’d been fully infected with the 4 series.  She should come back completely sooner or later.  The conversion from one to another is a longer process.  I think it will be safe for her as a child.  Maybe, hopefully, one day I’ll have a way to reverse the effects of the 3.1s”

	“What do you want, Michael?” James’s voice is deliberate, impatient.

	“We need to talk about next steps.  I think that Utinics, Jessica, is going to continue trying to convert the population.  They’ve gotten a whole lot more press after this ordeal than they probably wanted, but after blowing up their own building that night we left, the public and the government isn’t going to know what they were doing.  They’d obviously been ready for an eventuality such as that.”

	“So you think they’ve got labs somewhere else?”

	“I know they do, and I’m sure they’re working hard to develop enough 4 series to convert millions and a way to transmit it to the general populous.”

	“So what do you want me for?”

	“I want you to help us fight them.”

	James nodded, “I don’t really get much of a choice in this, do I?”

	“You can always run.”

	“You know I won’t.  Can’t.”

	Michael nodded, “It’s the reason we chose you for this.”

	“The reason you ruined my life.”

	“If Utinics had been allowed to run free without being checked it would have been ruined anyways.”

	“What we did didn’t exactly stop them from doing whatever they wanted.”

	“True, but it slowed them down drastically, gave the company a lobotomy when we killed Carter, now we just need to finish the fight.  Finish it before they find a way to turn millions of people to their kind.”

	“I don’t want to be changed.  I don’t want to be like you and Sean and—” his voice choked as he tried to say Olivia’s name.

	Michael nodded and stood, pistol in his hand, “Then I’m sorry.”  

	He raised the gun, pointing it at James’s chest, and pulled the trigger.
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