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  RANDY NEWBORN’S MOTHER tried to beat the devil out of him on a night like tonight. It wasn’t the rain plummeting from the dark sky above or the loud crack of the thunder rumbling in the belly of the black clouds: it was anger twisting in the pit of his stomach. The anger wrenched within him like it did when his mom flogged him in his room all those years ago. As Randy ran behind the suspect, he found himself running from his mother as a small child, turning down each hallway much like the alleyway he found himself in.


  What lacked from this pursuit were his mother’s roars at his back. His mother shouting religious excerpts as he fled as a child and the fear he felt at that time. Fear no longer lived in Randy, however, the rage and hatred survived. It fueled him as his legs pumped one after the other, propelling him closer to his target. His gun remained holstered. Even with the suspect reaching back to shoot at him, the weapon clung to his hip, untouched. The criminal slowed down, seemingly exhausted. That’s when Randy made his move. Before the criminal could flip around and empty what was left of his gun into the stalking detective, Randy lunged forward, tackling the suspect to the water-soaked pavement. In one last attempt to cause the officer harm, the criminal squeezed the trigger multiple times on his way to the ground.


  When he ran out of bullets, he attempted to strike Randy with his gun. He failed. The fury riddled detective broke the man’s wrist with one effortless twist, sending the empty gun to the concrete. In the suspect’s final moment to gain the upper hand, he reached for the detective’s gun holstered on the left hip. Randy secured that arm while holding the broken one and delivered a nose-breaking head-butt to the bridge of the criminal’s nose.


  The blow rendered the man unconscious. Randy didn’t care. He proceeded to pound on the man’s face with his clenched fists. His thrashing of the suspect would have continued had his trusted partner not intervened.


  “He’s out man! He’s out,” Marco shouted. “You got him man! Stop!” When Marco locked arms with Randy’s at the elbow, his eyes darted upward to meet his partner’s. His blue eyes seemed to glow in the faded moonlight as the clouds broke for a moment to shine down on the three men in the drowned alleyway.


  They both paused and Marco relaxed when Randy’s eyes tinted back to the normal blue he was accustomed to seeing every day. He patted his adrenaline-fueled friend on the shoulder, ending with a firm squeeze. Randy said nothing. He nodded, looking down at his assailant and climbed to his feet.


  “I got this,” Marco said. “Go calm yourself. I’ll think of something to tell the officers.”


  “Thanks Marco,” Randy replied to his trusted partner, walking toward the alley entrance where squad cars flashing red and blue lights awaited his arrival. The blinking beams danced up the brick walls of the adjacent buildings, illuminating Marco’s concerned face while he watched his partner stride toward the uniformed officers.


  On the rooftop overlooking the alleyway, in the darkness where the turning cop lights couldn’t reach, stood a dark figure peering down at the action. Behind the stranger, two larger figures approached cautiously. The man hovered an inch taller than the stranger, but the woman towered over both of them with her four-inch stiletto heels.


  “Gadreel,” the man said, “we received your message. What is the meaning of this?”


  Gadreel turned to the side, showing his one dull gray eye. “I hate it when things don’t fall into place as they should,” he replied, disregarding the question. Neither the man nor woman seemed to care. They both waited and folded their arms in unison. “Humans,” Gadreel continued, “they never seem to just fall in line.”


  “Are you going to tell us why we’re here?” the woman interrupted. Her aggressive interruption moved Gadreel to turn around to face them. She wasn’t affected by the gesture and kept her gaze fixed on him. Her familiar bright red lipstick and matching hair carved through the darkness like a hot ember in a dwindling campfire. He smirked, wiping the irritation from his face. “Abby, you are still as charming as ever,” he said. “That man down there is the key. Our key.”


  “For?” Abby urged.


  Gadreel looked up at the sky through the heavy rain, smiling as if he were gazing at someone. “Wouldn’t you all like to know?” he answered. “I’m not going to get into all that, not with them listening in on our conversation.” His head tilted back to Abby and her partner. “I want, no, I need you and Levi to locate our remaining brothers and sisters. It’s been a long time and they’ve scattered themselves across this world. Find them. Assemble them. And wait for my next instruction.”


  “If you can’t give us anything specific, can you at least provide some indication as to why this is necessary,” Levi asked.


  “All I can tell you at this moment is that I’ve been working on this for many years,” Gadreel answered. “I’m growing tired, and I feel I’ve waited long enough. It’s time to move this along.”


  “If you are referring to this man, then I’m sure I don’t have to remind you of the law regarding interference,” Abby sneered. “Did Lucifer put you up to this?”


  “I can assure you he did not,” Gadreel replied. “And I’m well aware of our father’s law. But I have my ways.”


  “I don’t believe you,” Abby snapped. “You don’t do anything without his say so.”


  Gadreel scowled. “Lucifer is not my boss,” he growled, “he does not control me. And what I do, I do for the good of us all.”


  “I’d like to be there when you say that to his face,” Abby joked.


  “When was the last time you saw Lucifer?” Levi interjected to calm the situation.


  “It’s been a long time,” Gadreel answered, keeping his eyes on Abby. “He split from me when Azazel left. I plan to find him when preparations have been made and things are ready to move forward.”


  “We’ll do as you ask,” Levi assured. “We will assemble our siblings as instructed. How do we contact you when we’re finished?”


  “Don’t worry Levi,” Gadreel chuckled. “I’ll know when you’ve completed your task and I’ll let you know what’s next.”


  “Whatever you plan to do, remember Michael is always watching,” Levi advised, adjusting his tone as Gadreel’s expression moved to agitation. “I know you know that, but it never hurts to remind you of our eavesdropping older brother. I’ve heard he comes down from time to time. Nobody knows why, but I assumed it had something to do with you three.”


  “The clock is ticking,” Gadreel warned, halting Levi’s reflection of his brothers. “You better get moving. Things are about to accelerate. I’m seeing to that personally.” Levi nodded, tugging Abby’s sleeve to urge her to follow him. She squinted at him one last time before following her brother’s lead. Gadreel turned back to the action below caused by Randy’s earlier chase. “It’s time for you to become what you were destined to be,” he said, gazing down at Randy.


  That night, when Randy went to sleep, the same nightmare happened again. The reoccurring dream that provided horrific imagery in Detective Randy Newborn’s mind. It played through his head like a sadistic highlight reel of fire, pain, and agony. This horror chain showed itself since he was a child, and he could never explain it. This night was no different: however, the flames felt more realistic this time and it felt like his skin was on fire.


  He trembled as his brain displayed images of his body engulfed in flames. Randy screamed in agony as he burned, the cascading fire immolating his skin. As per tradition, Randy saw the shadowy figure observing him from a short distance. But, this time, the silhouette stood more prominent than before. For the first time, Randy was able to see the size of the hulking shadow facing him as he sank further into the inferno. The shadow folded its arms as it watched Randy sink, his cries for help falling deaf upon its ears. His breathing quickened as the figure sprouted wings from behind its massive frame. The shadow untangled its large arms and reached out for Randy, not to help, but as if it meant to inflict more suffering.


  In the dream, Randy’s eyes melted from the heat as the winged man drew closer. He screamed as his skin boiled. Before his body exploded like a leftover dish in a microwave, he heard wicked laughter in the darkness and a voice emerged from the sudden blackness to whisper, “Randy.” The tone of the low voice snapped Randy from his slumber, and he sat up, struggling to catch his breath.


  The sweat covering his entire body glistened in the pale light from the window. Randy looked down at his trembling hands. To an observer, it appeared as though someone dumped a bucket of water over him while he laid defenseless in bed. Randy clenched his hands into fists to stop the shaking. He regained his composure as he looked down to make sure his wife Kate was undisturbed. She lay wrapped up in the blanket like a crepe and her dark brown hair cascaded over her face to protect her cheeks from the cool, Detroit autumn air.


  Randy breathed a sigh of relief as he smiled, knowing all was well in that moment and that he had not disturbed his love thanks to his nightly terror. He wiped his brow and cheeks, before he slid out of bed to prevent any noise or motion from alerting his wife. Randy walked to the bedroom window and cracked the blinds to look outside. The soft light from the streetlights illuminated his blue eyes with a subtle glow, making them appear like two glowing jewels in the slight crack between the stark white blinds. The air was calm, and the trees stood stoic and unhindered from any wind. It was dawn and the sky was a light shade of purple. Randy smiled, anticipating the moment when the sun would peek above the horizon and spray its warm yellow glow across the cloudless sky. The morning was his favorite time of day.


  He turned around, catching a glimpse of the camouflaged alarm clock that read 5:45 AM in a bright green color. Randy put on a tank-top and sweatpants before walking out of the room. The tank top covered the large tattoo that stretched across the entire surface area of his back. The image had a large cross with a white dove in the middle. Thorns wrapped around the entire crucifix, ensnaring the dove, and binding it to the cross. The sharp ends of the vine punctured the bird which created blood that flowed down the base of the cross into two cups at the bottom. The small cups overflowed with blood which spilled down to the bottom where demons crawled up out of the ground to drink the excess. Above the crucifix and along his upper back was a scene depicting angels swooping down to fight the danger creeping from below. The tattoo was his three-year project in his youth, and the means that helped create the separation from Randy and his mother. The image served as a constant reminder to him to avoid his mother’s mistakes regarding his own child.


  On his way to the kitchen, he peered into his daughter’s room through the cracked door. Jane was wrapped in her blanket like her mother and the top of her head sprouted just above the top of her pink quilt. Randy smiled at the similarity to Kate and the relief that his nightmare didn’t jolt her out of her beauty sleep, before continuing onward to the kitchen.


  Randy made a pot of coffee as he did every morning and took himself into the garage to complete his daily routine. Every day, Randy would complete a set of lifts with his weights. Afterward, he would move his exhausted efforts to the punching bag that hung in the corner by the garage door. His weights and other exercise gear were stacked to keep plenty of distance away from his car. Randy parked his 2014 Shelby Cobra GT 500 in the garage, closest to the door, and hidden from the external elements. Kate kept her Mazda in the driveway outside so he could preserve space for his other two passions.


  Even in the cold winter, Kate never seemed to mind. She knew he needed to maintain his physique for his job and continue to keep his knowledge of martial arts in top form. In Randy’s line of work, failure to do so could mean the difference between life and death. A few treks across a snow-covered driveway was a small price to pay for better odds of survival.


  Randy, a second-degree black belt in karate, focused his most recent efforts on his study of Muay Tai. He wanted to be sure he had knowledge in multiple areas of fighting styles to account for some of the more aggressive criminals he dealt with. Randy never wanted to be caught off guard in any situation and preparation was everything. Not that he needed an extra advantage, being he was six-foot-two with an intimidating frame, but more because he preferred not to discharge his weapon. Thus far, Randy was fortunate enough to avoid ever firing his gun or being involved in a gunfight throughout his life as an officer.


  Randy always said he would rather use his body and fighting tactics to apprehend his suspects, and he did so more often than not. His frame was broad enough to support his muscular shoulders and his thick chest was difficult to conceal with regular clothing. Those were his most prominent or otherwise impressive attributes. Overall, Randy was lean where he needed to be and muscular where it counted.


  After kicking and punching the bag until he couldn’t breathe, Randy finished his workout. He removed the gloves and tape from his hands. The sweat from his brow dripped onto his gnarled knuckles. He opened and closed his fists to ensure they were still functioning before he headed inside. When he walked back into the kitchen from the garage he was met with the smell of cooked eggs and sausage. Kate stood over the stove, pushing the eggs around for Randy’s preferred scramble. Kate was a beautiful middle-aged woman with long brown hair and bright green eyes. She stood with her back to Randy, and he stared at her figure.


  Kate was slender with curves in all the right places. She was gorgeous even in the pajama pants that dangled above her bare feet. He could see she had red toenail polish. The color was a wonderful contrast to her olive skin, and it was Randy’s favorite. Kate peered over her shoulder at Randy. He moved his eyes from her feet to her black pajama top that showed most of her back, before his gaze met her side profile. She smiled her bright ivory smile as Randy greeted her with a warm kiss.


  “Good morning,” Randy said as his lips pressed against Kate’s.


  “Morning,” she replied with a smile as she turned back to the pan.


  Randy strolled to the coffee pot and poured himself a large cup up to the rim. He didn’t waste any time moving the cup to his lips to take a long sip of satisfaction. Randy took his coffee black without cream or sugar. At first, he started leaving the extra ingredients out of his morning ritual, but over time, Randy took a religious opposition to tainting his coffee. Randy was a bit of a health nut, not for the job, but more because he wanted to live longer than the average man. He’d never thought of himself as average, so he never wanted to act like it.


  “So, I’m guessing it happened again?” Kate asked as she sprinkled cheese over the eggs in the pan.


  “Every night,” Randy answered as he leaned against the counter. “But this time it was a little different. It felt more real.” Randy paused to close his eyes for reference. Kate looked at him with raised eyebrows and motioned with the spatula to continue. Randy sighed, running his hands over his face. “This time, I saw more of the figure. It had wings.”


  “Wings?” Kate questioned, “like a bird’s wings or like an angel?”


  “I’m not entirely sure,” Randy replied, “it was still a shadow. Couldn’t see its face. But this time it reached out to me. There was laughter, then something whispered my name. That’s when I woke up.” He finished his description as he watched Kate finish up breakfast in the pan.


  “Creepy.” Kate said and slid the scrambled eggs onto a plate, “Maybe something is calling out to you.” Randy brought his hands from his face, revealing a bewildered expression. “Or maybe God knows you don’t like Him that much and He’s punishing you,” she continued with a sarcastic laugh as she placed silverware next to the plate.


  “Funny,” Randy said, unamused by her chiding, “If that’s the case, it just proves my point that He doesn’t really give a shit and is just as petty as I think He is.” Kate smirked and shrugged her shoulders as she sat across from Randy. “I doubt there is anything to it,” he continued, picking up his fork. “I just wish I knew why it always happens and why it’s been around since I was a kid. My distaste for Him started in my adolescence and grew from there.”


  “Maybe you should go back to a therapist,” Kate teased.


  “That never worked before,” Randy interjected, irritation lacing his every word.


  Kate propped her head on her hand and stared at her husband for a moment. “Then maybe you should talk to your mom.”


  “Oh, you’re on one today aren’t you?” Randy interrupted, “You know as well as I do, it would do no good. She’s crazy. As strained as our relationship was, we always talked openly with one another. Well, I would talk, and she would stare, then say, ‘Repent Randy, you must repent.’” Randy cringed at the thought of his crazy mother. Kate chuckled as she stood to collect the finished eggs from the stove.


  “Well, I will say what I always say,” she said, placing the plate on the table and caressing his arm. “If you’re going to Hell, then at least you won’t be lonely.”


  “And this, is why I love you,” Randy replied and kissed her.


  “You better,” Kate said after his lips left hers. “But if you really loved me, you would take my advice.”


  “I’m all for it when it’s about anything but my mom,” Randy replied. “I don’t need her. I needed her then, but she clearly thought she needed to beat the Devil out of me.”


  Kate conceded defeat. She looked at the half-empty coffee pot with a grimace, “I’m going to get Jane up and ready for school. Are you going to be able to take her or are you going to make me?”


  “I can’t take her,” Randy answered as he took a large bite of his eggs, “I have to be in the office in about forty-five minutes. We have a briefing.”


  “Figures,” Kate said with a fake smile and rolled her eyes. She intended for it to come across playful but failed. She didn’t like that Randy was obsessed with his job. She and Jane tended to fall by the wayside when it came to competing with Randy’s work. Kate was a successful businesswoman when they met and had a small fortune saved up. That allowed her to quit her job when Jane was born so she could be a full-time mother. Parenting responsibility wasn’t something she ignored, and it was something they fought about regularly.


  “Hey, I’m sorry,” Randy said as he scarfed the remainder of the eggs from his plate before he got up to place it in the sink. “You should have said something to me yesterday.” He continued with his mouth full of his breakfast.


  “I did,” Kate said, rolling her eyes.


  The bewildered expression returned to Randy’s face. “I don’t remember that. When?”


  “That doesn’t surprise me in the slightest. You never listen when I speak,” she said as she crossed her arms.


  “That’s not true,” Randy interrupted. “It’s not that I don’t want to, it’s that I can’t today. I’m surprised I didn’t tell you that yesterday. I will do it tomorrow. Deal?”


  Kate looked at Randy with her piercing green eyes. She knew he was saying it to avoid an altercation at the moment and expected that he would give her another story tomorrow. “You can’t keep doing this to us, Randy, and I’m tired of your halfhearted deals. We both know you’re going to do the same thing tomorrow,” she said in agitation.


  “I won’t,” he said. “Please don’t do this today. I have to get going.” It sounded as though Kate was beginning to speak but was hushed as Randy smiled and kissed her before he hurried to the shower to get ready for his day.


  She didn’t react or reply to his weak attempt to smooth things over. Kate went on with her daily routine of waking Jane up for school, pouring a bowl of cereal for her to eat, and getting dressed to appease the public eye.


  They left the house first and Randy followed suit moments after. Kate watched him turn in the other direction through her rearview mirror.


  “I thought Daddy was supposed to take me to school today.” Jane’s quiet voice snapped Kate from her stare.


  “He had to go to work sweetheart,” Kate answered with a soft smile. “Your dad had an early meeting to go to. You know how important his job is.”


  Jane nodded for her mother’s sake. She was still too young to know quite how important her father’s job was. All she knew was that he was gone a lot of the time and things tended to change at the last minute. “Is he going to leave us?” she asked.


  “No, why would you say or even think that sweetheart?” Kate inquired as her heart sank at the thought.


  “I dreamed that Daddy was gone and chose to be with the shadow,” Jane answered. Kate didn’t know why, but that statement chilled her to the bone. “And we were together, holding hands and smiling, but we were sad he was gone.”


  Kate pulled to the side of the road so she could turn to look at her daughter. “It was just a dream sweetheart,” she reassured her with a smile. “Your dad loves you and he isn’t going anywhere. No matter what, he will always choose us.” Kate tried hard to believe her own words because deep down she felt it was a possibility due to his passion for work. “He loves you very much and, as long as there isn’t a meeting tomorrow, he said he will take you to school.”


  Jane smiled in belief of what her mother had told her, and Kate got back onto the road. The rest of the drive was silent. Kate couldn’t shake her daughter’s dream from her mind. It was too close to what Randy’s nightmares consisted of, and she was too afraid to question further for what she might hear from her little girl.


  When Randy got to the office, he was late as usual, and the rest of the detectives were awaiting his arrival in the conference room. Randy walked in and his captain, Scott Hicks, shook his head in disappointment. His gesture forced the other officers to turn and give Randy a similar greeting. Marco, Randy’s partner, smiled at him with a grin that suggested he won some sort of bet regarding his tardiness.


  “How nice of you to join us,” Captain Hicks scoffed, as he scratched his head at the line where his part started off center. Randy could tell Scott was mindful of his executed wave comb over hair style and wasn’t about to mess that up first thing in the morning. Not with the rest of the workday to go. The captain’s dark green eyes followed Randy from the back of the room until he took his seat next to Marco in the second row. The other officers watched him and chuckled at the awkward encounter.


  “Sorry I’m late,” Randy said as he sat down, “Traffic. You all know how it is.” He began to prepare his paperwork to the sound of grumbling from the officers around him. Randy chose to tune out all the “bull-shit” and “liar” comments to prevent his situation from escalating.


  “I would say don’t let it happen again, but I think we all know it won’t be the last time you keep us waiting,” Hicks replied disinterested by Randy’s excuse and half-earnest apology.


  Marco leaned in and whispered, “You’re gonna get us in deep shit if you keep this up and I’m not going down with you.” Marco’s breakfast burrito breath caught Randy off guard, and he leaned away from the scent. Marco straightened up, confused by Randy’s change in posture, and sniffed down at his shirt. Marco was a short Latino man with a buzz cut. He always wore bright colored collar shirts with his dark slacks and a thick black beard.


  “Your shirt ain’t the problem,” Randy said while he looked forward. “Did you not brush your damn teeth this morning?”


  Marco chuckled and relaxed in his seat. He turned his body to face the captain along with his partner. “I did, buddy, but then had a delicious fried burrito,” he said and scratched the corner of his mouth.


  “Well I beg you to chew a piece of gum or something because it smells like that burrito was smothered in shit,” Randy replied.


  “Hater,” Marco said smiling. “Is this how the day is gonna be? ‘Cause I have some sick days saved up.”


  “Feel free to utilize one of those today because your breath is making me sick,” Randy said with a chuckle. Marco chuckled to himself and quieted down once Hicks began to speak. Marco and Randy were partners for the better part of five years and were perfect for each other due to their track record. Both men had smart mouths and temperament against authority. But what they lacked in professional diplomacy, they made up for in effectiveness. They got the job done and their results were why they were still employed.


  Over the years, Randy and Marco learned when to shut their mouths to refrain from pushing their luck. This meeting was one of those times. Hicks stared them down while presenting the case to the group. The captain looked in their direction as if they were the only officers in the room, much like a teacher would when the two friends in class wouldn’t stop talking. The tactic worked as the two men ceased their sarcastic insults to one another.


  Hicks softened and continued on with the briefing. After about a half an hour on the case, he singled Randy out amongst the group. “Newborn, I need you and Sanchez to tail Cruz for the time being,” he said setting the folder down on the table. “We will need to know every move. All his comings and goings. You think you can handle that?”


  “Shouldn’t be a problem,” Randy answered. “But I really don’t see how it’s fair to put us on the babysitting detail when Thompson and Bernson fucked up on this from the jump.” The two men called out by Randy turned to scowl at his attempt to throw them under the bus.


  Detective Thompson and Detective Bernson were tasked with watching Cruz on a sting operation a couple weeks prior to the meeting. They fell asleep and everything fell apart, including Cruz slipping away to finish the drug deal. Their informant went missing, presumed dead, and sent Cruz into hiding. They were in the doghouse with Hicks and Randy wanted to use that to his advantage, so he wouldn’t have to do the thing he hated the most, which was sitting around doing nothing.


  “I really can’t argue with you on that point Randy.” Hicks answered, scratching his head again. “But, you see, they were on time this morning and they already proved they can’t be trusted on Cruz. Plus, I feel like this is a perfect job for the two of you. You can sit in a confined area and put each other down to pass the time. Much like you showed all of us just an hour ago. You will be out of my hair and out of the way. It’s a win-win situation.”


  “We wouldn’t want to mess up his perfect hairline,” Marco whispered to Randy out of the corner of his mouth. The captain’s eyes darted to Marco. Marco fumbled with his words as the captain’s gaze met his, “So, we watch him, then what sir?” Marco asked. “What if we see something, you know? Like, he makes a deal or does something shady, you know? Are we to apprehend? Shoot on sight? What?”


  Randy looked at Marco while he questioned the captain and nodded in sarcastic agreement. He knew that Marco was trying to piss him off and succeeded. The captain’s nostrils flared, scrunching his face into a scowl.


  “He’s got a point, sir,” Randy added before Hicks could open his mouth for a rebuttal.


  Hicks stopped what he was going to say, licking his lips prior to his revised response. “If you determine that he is up to illegal activity and you have the proof to make it stick, then by all means, apprehend the suspect and bring him in,” he said, “but if you don’t have anything to bring actual charges, then you keep your butts in the seat and continue to monitor his comings and goings. You are not to shoot him or create anymore paperwork than is necessary for this case. Do I make myself clear?”


  Randy and Marco looked at each other to ensure they were finished giving their boss a hard time. “Crystal,” Randy replied as they turned back to Hicks.


  “Good, now get out of my sight and find Cruz,” Hicks growled. Randy and Marco stood and left the room, both realizing that another word may land them in unpaid suspension.


  Randy fixed himself a cup of coffee while Marco blew over his fresh cup to cool the liquid. Officer Thompson stalked toward the detectives. Marco ignored him. Randy didn’t notice him because his back was to him as he measured the coffee filling the mug. Officer Thompson was a man of average height and an even more mediocre temperament. He and Randy joined the Detroit Police Department within a year of one another, but Thompson always liked to remind Randy who came first. Thompson stood silent for a moment before grunting in agitation to gain their attention. Marco continued blowing the steam away from the rim of his cup as Randy set the pot back onto the burner.


  “What was that shit all about boys?” Thompson asked through gritted teeth.


  “Don’t take it personally, Thompson,” Randy assured him, placing the lid over the top of his cup. “We don’t want to play wet nurse to a suspect that should already be behind bars. So, in my mind, it was only fair to give you guys another crack at it.”


  “Blow me, Newborn,” Thompson growled.


  “And what’s this ‘we’ stuff? I didn’t say shit,” Marco added, sipping his coffee.


  “You’re just as bad as he is,” Thompson snapped back at Marco. He turned back to Randy. “It happens to the best of us, and we’ve already suffered for it.”


  “It’s never happened to me,” Randy said. “Has it ever happened to you?” he asked Marco.


  “Not once, buddy,” Marco replied.


  “Not once,” Randy repeated back at Thompson. “You see, we know how to handle our assignments, whether we’re late or not; we take care of our business. You and your partner would rather have a sleep over on Uncle Sam’s dime.”


  “Fuck you,” Thompson barked. His loud response got the attention of Captain Hicks as he exited the conference room. Hicks’ head snapped over to the three men and he gestured at Randy to head over to his office.


  “I would love to stay and chat, but I have to go get cussed out by Hicks,” Randy said with a chuckle and walked past Thompson.


  “And I, well I just don’t like you and I don’t want to be near you for longer than I have to be,” Marco said to Thompson and walked around him toward his desk. Thompson shook his head in disgust and stormed off.


  Randy walked into Hicks’ office, drinking his coffee. “Shut the door,” Hicks barked as he sat down. Randy closed the door carefully then turned to face his boss. Hicks sighed as he sat down. “What am I going to do with you? You are by far my best detective, but you are by far the biggest headache. You’re habitually late and you constantly ruffle the feathers of your peers. I just don’t get what I’m supposed to do with you.”


  “You could start by giving this detail to someone else,” Randy piped up.


  “Forget it,” Hicks interrupted. “You are doing it and that’s final. Get over it. God, what is with you and Marco always being difficult with every little assignment I hand out?”


  “We feel we deserve better than the work you give,” Randy answered.


  “You do, do you?” Hicks asked. “So, you guys are those cops from Lethal Weapon? Is that it? Need to defend our city against the most heinous terrorists. Car chases at high speeds, drugs, automatic guns, and all the glory. I’m I warm?”


  “You’re getting there,” Randy mocked. Hicks’ face shifted from Randy’s act of defiance. His eyebrows pinched together, slumping over the top of his eyes. Randy tapped his fingers as he sat adjacent to the captain’s desk. “Look, captain, we do a good job, and we want to be where the action is, but we feel we get the short end of the stick sometimes. We don’t want to do work like this when we could be out there solving other cases. Plus, personally, I don’t like my plate being overloaded all the time. I have a life outside this place. I have a family.”


  “We all have families, Randy. You’re not special,” Hicks interjected. “You think your family is more important than mine? Because I have a wife and kids I hardly see as well, but this is the life I signed up for, son.” He wiped the sweat from his brow, mindful to avoid disrupting his styled hair.


  “Son?” Randy questioned. “You’re only, like, ten years older than me.”


  “I’m still your superior, which means I can call you whatever I feel in the moment,” Hicks said, cutting Randy’s sarcasm off before it could grow into something that would really make him mad. “How are Kate and Jane?” Hicks asked, directing Randy’s mind elsewhere.


  “They’re good. They want me around more, but overall things are good,” Randy answered. He didn’t want to go into too much detail but could tell Hicks was offering an olive branch.


  “I know what you mean. It comes with the territory,” Hicks agreed. “Look, if you take care of this then I promise to lighten your load a little moving forward. The faster you get something on Cruz, the faster I can do that for you. Does that sound fair?”


  “I appreciate that, but it’s going to be a little hard when all we’re doing is watching. Especially, now that he knows he was being watched before. I can only imagine he will be more careful,” Randy explained.


  “I’m not asking you to run up there with your badges and guns blazing.” Hicks fired back. “Just watch and use your instincts. He’ll slip up. They always do. But Randy-” he paused, straightening up in his chair, “don’t underestimate him. He’s a thug and will do whatever it takes to get away. The man surrounds himself with guns and explosives.”


  “I know that, and I’m not worried about it,” Randy said.


  Hicks’ eyes narrowed. “You ever been in a shootout or anything like that before?” Randy knew that question was coming because he was never in any threatening altercation or shot anyone in the line of duty before. Randy shook his head with a careless expression on his face. In his mind, Randy didn’t think that mattered as he was always able to diffuse the situation without having to shoot his gun. “Didn’t think so. Well that could change quickly with Cruz. He’s a shoot first and ask questions never type of guy. Not the type that prefers hand to hand fist fights like you do.”


  “I’ll be ready, and so will Marco,” Randy said, putting his captain’s mind at ease and to remind him that he had Marco. Marco was in many shootouts and altercations before. He grew up in a rough area and survived gang attacks. So, if Hicks didn’t think Randy was up for the task due to his inexperience with that specific type of altercation, maybe he would feel better knowing that Marco was around to help.


  Hicks nodded and dismissed him to get going on the lead they had regarding Cruz’s whereabouts. Randy flagged down Marco and they both headed out to the car. Hicks pulled his cell phone out as he watched the two detectives exit. “Yeah, it’s me. They are headed to your house now,” Hicks said, pausing for the response. “They will be driving a beige Ford Tempo. Two men. Make sure you make it clean. I don’t need any blow back.” He paused briefly before continuing, “I did what was asked. We’re square now right? No more favors.”


  “Yeah,” a male voice agreed, “we’re square after this.”


  Randy and Marco left the precinct in Marco’s beige car and headed to the last known location for their suspect Cruz that Hicks gave them. The interior was ratted and torn from long years of abuse. Every time Randy climbed into the car, he’d bang his knee on the dashboard or scrape his palm on the inside door handle. This time, Randy accomplished both and grumbled, slamming the door shut as hard as he could.


  “Come on, buddy, no need to treat my car like that.” Marco said, turning the ignition. The engine pumped a couple times before turning over. The sound reminded Randy of a dying animal about to be consumed by its predator. “She’s not as pretty as your car but she’s as reliable as ever.”


  “It’s funny you bring that up, Marco,” Randy interrupted, “Because why is it that we have to ride in this pile of junk? Are there anymore Ford Tempo’s in existence besides this one? Jesus, I feel like I’m in a rusted tuna can that smells like breakfast. I contemplate getting a tetanus shot every time I get out of this car.”


  Marco laughed, “She’s a classic, buddy. There aren’t any more of these babies around that I know of, that’s why I keep her around. It’s vintage.”


  “Vintage. Classic. Whatever you want to call it,” Randy groaned, “it’s garbage. I hate it. No horsepower at all and every time we ride in it, there is a new sound coming from under the hood.”


  “Personality, buddy,” Marco teased. “And not all of us can afford a car like yours.”


  “Speaking of which,” Randy interrupted, “I can tell you this long surveillance would be a hell of a lot more comfortable in my car. I don’t care that it sticks out.” Randy leaned back in the coffee-stained seat and the lever holding it upright snapped, sending Randy into the back seat. Marco did his best to stifle his laughter, but a few snorts popped out.


  “I hate you and this car,” Randy said with his arms folded.


  When they arrived outside of Cruz’s last known address, Marco turned the music down and they watched in silence. They sat for hours before any sign of him surfaced. Every so often, Marco talked about the same stuff as he always did, his girlfriends and good clubs, anything to break the silence. Randy stared straight ahead and focused on other things. Randy was content with sitting in the car in silence, but Marco couldn’t handle it. That was what drove him the craziest about stakeouts. It wasn’t a problem for Randy to sit and watch for criminal activity. The job was dangerous enough on its own in that city, so Randy welcomed the slow times like these where he knew there was a greater chance of making it home to his family again. He made it an issue with Hicks more for the fact he felt it wasn’t his problem and for the reasons Hicks warned him regarding Cruz.


  Cruz had poked his head out the window to look over the area before he disappeared. When he resurfaced, Randy leaned forward, and Marco stopped talking. They watched him look around and close the window. Cruz retreated to his sanctuary and, both men relaxed in their seats, preparing themselves for the long day.


  “At least we know we’re in the right place,” Marco said to break the silence.


  “That doesn’t make this anymore pleasant,” Randy grumbled.


  “I’d rather be cracking heads for sure,” Marco replied, “but I don’t mind quiet and easy. I’m just pissed off because it’s Thompson’s mess.” Marco reached under his seat and after some considerable difficulty, retrieved a bag of chips. Randy watched him struggle with the bag before it burst open. Some of the chips spilled into Marco’s lap and the bag ripped down the middle. “At least I have these chips to lift my spirits about this garbage.”


  “I’m so happy for you,” Randy dismissed.


  “Did you and your old lady have a fight or something this morning?” Marco asked with a mouthful of chips. The crunching of the chips against his teeth made Randy shudder. The crinkling of the bag made it worse.


  Randy took a deep breath in order to calm himself before he replied. “No, we did not and if we did, it would be none of your business,” Randy assured.


  “Then what’s the problem, buddy?”


  “I don’t like being sent on an assignment that has nothing to do with me,” Randy answered in frustration. “I don’t like covering for other people’s mistakes. Don’t get me wrong, I like that we aren’t dodging bullets, but sitting in your car, hearing you eat, it makes me yearn for something more, so we can be done with this.”


  “I think it’s something more, buddy,” Marco said and shoved another chip in his mouth. “I know you. I know how you think and there is more to your mental state right now than just having this assignment.”


  “Okay smart guy, then what’s my problem? What am I thinking about right now?” Randy challenged.


  “Well for one, you’re an angry guy, buddy. Always have been, but lately it’s progressed,” Marco explained, “Which leads me to believe that something happened or that you may be going through a rough patch with your lady.”


  “My anger is not the issue,” Randy said. “Although, you are right about that. Kate’s been riding my ass about not being around or being there for Jane. I guess some of that is spilling over right now. But we’re not fighting.”


  “I knew it had to be something like that,” Marco added and inserted another chip in his mouth, crunching down with his mouth open.


  “You’re not smart Marco,” Randy snapped, raising his voice over Marco’s loud eating. “There’s just a lot on my mind right now and it’s not helping that I can’t get a good night’s sleep lately.”


  “Still having those dreams?”


  “Yeah, but lately they are getting more intense,” Randy said and nodded in thought over the imagery from the night before. “They’re getting more vivid. As I see more, I feel more and it’s worse. I can feel my skin boiling and stripping off my body. It goes on longer now and I experience more.” Randy stopped and took a moment to think of the shadow figure. “The figure was more prominent this time. I could see a little more. It had wings. They fanned out from behind the shadow.”


  “Jesus, buddy,” Marco interrupted, “that’s heavy. Were they like wings of a bird or like an angel?”


  “It happened too quickly,” Randy explained. “By the time I saw that, it reached out for me, and my eyes bubbled out of my face. Everything went dark, but I heard something whisper my name in the blackness.”


  “You’re scaring me, buddy,” Marco said looking straight on at Randy. He stopped chewing, so Randy knew Marco was being serious. “That shit is disturbing, and you may want to talk to a professional about that.”


  “You sound like Kate,” Randy groaned. “I don’t want to talk to a therapist.”


  “I didn’t mean a therapist,” Marco interrupted, “I meant a priest. A professional regarding that shit you just mentioned. Maybe that is an angel and it’s reaching out to help you from whatever has a hold of you.”


  “Maybe, but that’s not the feeling I got from it,” Randy replied. “It wasn’t something that made me feel safe. It made me feel like it wanted me. It was reaching to obtain me or my soul.” Randy stopped talking to reflect on his analysis. Marco stared at him without moving a muscle. “Anyway, I don’t think a priest is the answer. They’ve never been able to give me any guidance or help in my life in any sort of way. I’m sure they would just tell me to say a few Hail Mary’s, flick some holy water on me, maybe say a prayer, and shove me out the door. That won’t be any help at all. Unfortunately, I feel that I’m alone in this and that’s fine by me.”


  Randy could see Marco didn’t know how to respond to his explanation. Instead of a reply, Marco folded the top of the bag closed and set it down on the cup holder between them. Randy sat further contemplating what he’d shared and gazed toward the house that concealed Cruz. It was going to be a long day and he hoped Cruz would do something stupid to get the two men’s minds on something other than his dream.
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  RANDY SAT IN THE car all day with Marco. All was quiet within the neighborhood as nightfall swallowed the city into darkness. Nothing had developed or manifested from Cruz’s last known hideout and the green car sat idle in the driveway. Marco shifted in the driver’s seat, littered with many empty potato chip bags and pop cans. He fidgeted, sliding his backside around like his seat was wet. Randy sat still in the passenger seat. He remained stoic as he stared straight ahead at the off-white house in front of them.


  Marco cracked his window and lifted his leg. The sound that followed didn’t amuse Randy in any way. “You ever hear a dying pig?” Marco chuckled. Randy didn’t answer, cracking his own window with minimal movement from his arm. “‘Cause I imagine that’s what it would sound like. And smell like,” Marco added when the foul stench of his bowels tickled his nostrils. It didn’t take long to flow in Randy’s direction. It struck his sense of smell like a forceful punch to the face, and he tilted his face out the window.


  “What did I tell you earlier?” Randy snapped while his face pointed outward from the car through the small window opening. Marco laughed at his partner’s rigid body positioning. Randy’s body twisted up like he was confined to the seat with chains and curled up in agitation. His head held high toward the night sky and away from his contorted body. “Your stomach can’t handle that garbage and you end up farting for hours,” Randy growled. “This happens every God-damn time. I can’t breathe.” Randy rolled his window down further until he was able to hang his entire head out from the car.


  “You know what your problem is, buddy? You take things too seriously, you know?” Marco said, continuing to chuckle. “I don’t know if you realized this, but we have this same argument every time we’re in this situation.”


  “Yet you continue to do it,” Randy interrupted.


  “So, do you,” Marco interjected. “In a way, I think I do it to see if you will ever change or react differently, but you’re just too angry. I know you know this, but if you don’t get it under control, it will be your downfall.” Randy scowled at him, not amused by his skin-deep observation. Marco shook his head and turned to look out his own window. “I’m just saying, you need to get it checked. Get it under control.”


  “You make it sound like a disease,” Randy replied, hanging his head out the window.


  “It is,” Marco insisted.


  “I have it under control,” Randy interrupted.


  Marco raised an eyebrow. “How?” he asked.


  “You know how,” Randy snapped, turning his head around to face Marco.


  “Eventually, exercising and growling at me won’t be enough,” Marco advised. “All this time you’ve been ignoring your real problems and they will catch up with you.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind, and I appreciate your concern as always.” Randy brushed him off, pulling his head back into the car.


  Marco snorted. “Maybe therapy is what you need, buddy.”


  “Therapy is a waste and definitely not something I need,” Randy growled. He didn’t want Marco picking at that scab, knowing he couldn’t leave. Randy stared at the house to ignore Marco while the two men sat trapped in the uncomfortable environment.


  “As long as I’ve known you, you have been balancing along the razor’s edge of your anger.” Marco broke the silence, “I’ve had a front row seat to your drama, and I’ve seen how you’ve been so close to losing your temper. If you say you have it under control, then I believe you, but I’m curious how. How the hell do you keep your gun holstered? How do you keep yourself from beating people like Cruz to death? Because it sure as shit ain’t my advice.”


  “You’re just now asking me that?” Randy wondered.


  “I want to know,” Marco urged.


  “Kate,” Randy answered. His light tone of response caught Marco off guard.


  “And what happens the time she’s not around to keep you in check?” Marco asked, to keep Randy talking.


  “It’s not something I tend to dwell on,” Randy growled and looked at Marco, breaking his staring contest with the house. He fought hard to keep himself from divulging more information to his partner. He bit his lower lip, gritted his teeth, and averted his eyes from Marco. Randy hated talking about his feelings. He felt it unnecessary, even more unnecessary talking to his partner about it. Similar exchanges had happened many times before. Marco would try to pull something from Randy and Randy would shut down before Marco could get too close. But Randy decided to spill what was on his mind in order to keep Marco quiet for the next while. “Truth is, Kate is everything and I couldn’t imagine my life without her, nor would I want to. She is the light in my heart, and she keeps me focused on the important things,” Randy said, shifting in his own seat. “Now, I’ll be the first one to admit she can be a pain in the ass, especially when she’s calling me on my shit, but that’s probably what keeps me from flying off the handle. And Jane, who is every bit of her mother and then some. I love those two more than anything in this world. They keep me from crossing over into the darkness.”


  “I’ve been your partner for many years, and this is the first time I’ve heard you say anything about darkness,” Marco said with growing concern.


  “Well, this is a don’t ask, don’t tell partnership,” Randy barked. “Look, if you want to know the truth, Marco, I deal with a tug of war inside of me every day. Sometimes it seems like the light inside pulls hard against the dark that tugs relentlessly within me. There are a lot of times that I feel it would be easier to allow the darkness to win and pull me all the way down until I don’t feel anything anymore. But that wouldn’t do me or my girls any good, so I keep my head down, put my nose to the grindstone, and focus on other things to get me through each day.”


  “That shit is deep.” Marco replied. It felt good to for Randy to open up about the things within. Even if it was a small sample size or generally vague, it was hard for Randy to let him or anyone in. He didn’t give anyone the chance unless it was ripped it out of him with constant questioning. “Kate’s a good woman and Jane is a good kid,” Marco added.


  “The best,” Randy chimed in.


  “It’s a shame I don’t see them more,” Marco added, obviously hinting for a potential dinner sometime soon.


  “I know. It’s been tough lately. You know how it is,” Randy replied and paused. “You’ll have to come over soon.” He added after the brief pause. Marco didn’t respond, nodding in agreement with Randy’s empty promise.


  They shared a few moments of silence accompanied by the sound of crickets chirping around them. The cold air crept into the car through the cracked windows. Each man’s breath began to show with every exhale. Both men rolled their windows up in unison without coordinating with one another. That sort of thing could give away their position if Cruz were to watch for anything out of the ordinary from his sanctuary position inside the quiet house.


  Randy couldn’t stop thinking about Kate after being reminded of her through his discussion with Marco. He went back to that morning to think about their discussion and how upset she was about his choices. It was impossible for Randy to abandon anything in his life, his job being at the top of that list. That was often what he and Kate fought about. It hit him like a heavyweight punch to the gut, he wouldn’t be able to take Jane to school the next morning as he promised Kate he would earlier that morning. Randy removed his phone from his pocket, staring down at the screen. He didn’t know what he would say or how he would say it, but Randy knew he needed to rip the Band-Aid off before the awkward morning came. It was better to face the music than to have the fight in the morning when he wouldn’t be there to follow through on the promise he made.


  “You can go ahead and hit the hay,” Marco said while yawning, “I’ll take first watch and I’ll wake you in a couple hours.” Randy wasn’t listening, focused on typing his message to Kate. He advised her that he wouldn’t be home later and wouldn’t be there tomorrow morning to take Jane to school. He didn’t have to wait long for Kate’s reply, “Figures.”


  “All right. Wake me if anything happens before then,” Randy replied with obvious frustration in his voice, sliding his phone back in his front pocket.


  “Sure thing, buddy,” Marco said and slapped Randy on the shoulder, ignoring whatever had agitated his partner. Randy slouched in his seat and folded his arms to get comfortable. Marco readjusted himself in his own seat to get in the right frame of mind for the next couple hours ahead. The last thing Randy saw before he nodded off was Marco leaning forward toward the steering wheel, blinking to stay alert while staring forward.


  When Randy awoke with his forehead against the passenger side window, he felt the warmth from the sun on his face. Randy shook his head to wake himself up and looked over at his partner. Marco was fast asleep with his head tilted back against the headrest. “Son of a bitch,” he muttered to himself. Randy looked at Cruz’s house. Nobody was outside and the car that stood in the driveway hours before was gone. He shook his head in frustration at his sleeping partner in the driver’s seat.


  Without allowing another minute to pass for Marco to get more sleep, Randy slapped Marco across the cheek, pushing the other side of his face into the driver side window. In a befuddled daze, Marco reached for his gun holstered on his left side and grumbled in Spanish. Randy sat fixed in his seat, scowling at his partner until Marco collected his composure from the abrupt wake up call.


  “You fell asleep!” Randy exclaimed. His voice carried like thunder in the confined space, causing Marco’s ear drums rattle. “What the fuck, Marco? What the fuck happened?”


  Marco pressed his thumb to his temple with his eyes squeezed shut. The loud noise and antagonizing attitude wasn’t working well for him fresh from his recent slumber. “I don’t know what happened,” Marco answered with his eyes still closed, “And I won’t figure it out with you yelling at me right after a slap to the face.”


  “When did it happen?” Randy interrupted, “What’s the last thing you remember?”


  Marco opened his eyes and looked at Cruz’s house. His eyes darted around in their sockets as he searched for the last memory he had of the night before. “Where’s the car?” he asked turning around to look down the street over his shoulder.


  Randy gestured to the empty space where the car once sat, “That’s what I’m asking you!”


  “You went to sleep, I leaned up to keep myself from getting comfortable.” Marco paused to recount his next actions. “I must have dozed off right after that because I don’t remember anything else.”


  “You’re shitting me.” Randy snapped, “You don’t remember anything? Any activity? Cruz? Anything!?”


  “Nothing.” He answered, “I’m sorry Randy, but I haven’t been sleeping well and I guess all those long nights stacked up on me.”


  “You better hope they didn’t make us and that he’s still in there,” Randy growled with his lips flexed over his big teeth. “You realize that if we fuck this up, it’s only going to get worse. Hicks will put us on some shit duty. Thompson will never let this go.”


  “I said I was sorry,” Marco pleaded to Randy with his eyebrows up to show he was being genuine. “I’m sure we’re good. The whole day there was nothing and it was pretty dark last night.”


  “If he left for any reason and spotted us, then we are out of luck. Cruz wouldn’t be coming back-GOD!” Randy shouted and punched Marco in the same spot he slapped to wake him up just moments earlier. This time it was his right hand, dominant hand, and the force shook Marco’s teeth. He went limp from the punch, like a child cowering. His head fell forward into the steering wheel. The horn blared for a couple of seconds before Randy pulled him off the wheel.


  Marco slumped over into Randy’s lap, unconscious from the unforgiving blow. Randy looked around to assess the situation. Nobody seemed to care and there was no movement he could see from the street or in the homes that surrounded them. Randy exhaled in relief and looked down at Marco. He felt bad for losing his temper and taking it out on his partner. He didn’t want to admit it, but he was angrier with himself for not waking up earlier. Randy’s body clock failed him. Most likely due to the exhaustion he felt from juggling his professional and personal life.


  Marco was infamous for making mental errors when they were on similar jobs. These mental blunders added up to the point where they forced Randy onto thin ice with their superior. Randy knew this was a high-profile case and any mistakes would spread like wildfire throughout the precinct.


  His attention was moved from his unconscious partner to the bright white pigeons flying upward from behind Cruz’s house. They moved in a thick group above the roof from what appeared to be in the back yard. They flew in unison, flapping their wings a few times, before descending behind the house. Randy found that behavior to be odd given the spontaneous nature of the ascension. He stared harder at the house for any other signs of strange activity or movement.


  While Randy watched the house for movement, he didn’t notice the same dark green car, parked in the driveway earlier, as it crept up from behind in a slow roll, moving alongside the detectives’ vehicle. Even if Randy had noticed, it wouldn’t have saved him any time because guns were drawn from the car’s windows.


  The movement from the car got Randy’s attention and he turned to face the crowded vehicle. He saw multiple gun barrels aimed at him. He removed his gun from its holster but stopped as Marco recovered from the knockout punch and sat up. Everything moved in slow motion for Randy. He couldn’t draw his weapon quick enough, nor could he alert his partner to the danger that moved on them. He watched the guns fire, riddling Marco with countless bullet wounds. The chubby detective flung forward into Randy as the glass shattered in around them.


  The loud pops from the guns poured in waves, along with the sound of pinging metal ringing throughout Randy’s ears as he lay underneath his partner. Randy could feel every bullet enter Marco’s body, blood spraying like a mist in every direction. All Randy could do was hold his partner in front of the wall of lead to shield himself from the pistols firing and scream out in fierce horror from the uncontrollable carnage.


  Once the shots ceased, Randy’s ears were met with the squealing tires from the car’s hasty retreat. Randy’s ears hummed like a faint school bell heard in the distance. He could barely hear the loud barks from neighborhood dogs. During the discombobulation, Randy felt like his head was being held underwater, which muffled all sounds chiming around him. He looked up at Marco’s wide and emotionless eyes as they stared through him. Randy knew his partner was gone. The twinkling light that danced in Marco’s eyes was extinguished from the assault. Blood oozed from his mouth onto Randy’s shirt and jacket. Randy sat in shock for a moment from the spontaneous act and allowed Marco’s body to slump onto him while he tried to regain his composure.


  The neighboring good Samaritans rushed to his aid but stopped at the perimeter of broken glass that scattered around the car. They investigated the car to check for any survivors or signs of life. The tiny shards of glass popped under the witnesses’ feet, which brought Randy’s hearing back. Randy remained motionless, concealed by the passenger door, with his eyes closed to calm his nerves before he would address the witnesses. The sounds of sirens in the distance snapped Randy from his daze. He jerked upward to reach for the door handle behind him. His quick movement made the witnesses gasp and take a step away from the horrific scene.


  His blood-soaked fingers kept him from grasping the handle. They slipped off the narrow, flimsy piece of aluminum before he clamped down with a strong fist. Randy jiggled the handle a couple times before it pulled itself loose and the door swung open. Randy’s upper body fell out of the car with the swing of the door as he crashed onto the unforgiving cement. He coughed and wiggled his legs out from under the dead weight of Marco’s lifeless body until he was free from the make-shift tomb.


  Marco’s body slouched over the front seat, with his arms outstretched above his head, and hanging out of the car. The blood ran down Marco’s arms, dripping off his fingertips, and created a tiny pool below his hands. Randy felt too many emotions rush in all at once. There would be no way he could decipher or pick out a single feeling from the never-ending swirl that flooded his mind.


  None of the witnesses offered help or said anything. They didn’t know what Randy was or who he was other than a man lucky to be breathing. The onlookers could see Randy was armed, however, his weapon remained holstered on his belt, his badge concealed by his jacket. Covered in Marco’s blood and disoriented from the near-death experience, Randy reached for his phone, his body trembling, and called captain Hicks.


  The wails of the sirens drew closer, drowning out his message to Hicks. All the captain could hear from the commotion on the other end, was that Marco was shot. Hicks promised that he would be there as soon as he could, and Randy ended the call as the first responders arrived on scene. Randy watched the paramedics pull Marco from the seat to assess him. The shock overwhelmed Randy, but he did his best to ignore it. His saddened eyes never left Marco’s blank face. Randy could feel in his heart that his life would never be the same. Everything was about to change forever.
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  “YOU ARE DAMN LUCKY to be breathing right now,” Hicks said to Randy, handing him a cup of fresh coffee. “Just start from the top and tell me what you remember,” he continued, sitting down in his chair across from Randy.


  When Hicks arrived on scene, Randy was too disoriented and couldn’t seem to focus on the pertinent facts. Hicks made multiple attempts to get him to speak along with the officers that arrived on scene before the paramedics. The statement they received from Randy was brief, including the obvious fact that shots were fired, and his friend was dead. Randy repeated that he didn’t see anything or anybody when it happened. The one thing he described were the loud pops ringing in his brain. He explained the red wave that poured over him in abstract and incomplete sentences.


  Hicks took Randy back to his office after the initial statement at the scene. He wanted to get to the bottom of what happened to his officer but not with swarming medical personnel, uniform police, and nosy onlookers. Hicks felt there were too many distractions for Randy to recall any important details. Hicks wanted to strip that all away before asking Randy about something so traumatizing.


  Randy’s hand trembled to the point it forced him to set it down on the captain’s desk. It wasn’t normal for Randy to wait to sip his favorite drink. Hicks knew Randy was shaken and wanted to know everything he could about the situation. A good cop was dead, killed in the line of duty, and Randy lost a close friend.


  Randy stared down at the steam radiating from the tiny circular opening of the off yellow cup and white lid. Hicks cleared his throat to signal Randy to speak. Randy shifted his eyes from the cup to his boss. He took a careful drink of his cup to coat his throat.


  “It all happened too fast.” Randy replied, closing his eyes after his brief explanation. “I had just woken up,” he paused and swallowed hard, “then they opened fire. Had Marco not reacted quickly the way he did, most of those bullets would have found me. My palms are still vibrating from all the bullets. It’s like when you hit a baseball off the handle of the bat. It lingers.” Randy looked down at his hands and balled them up into fists. After he clenched his fists, he opened them back up as if he were trying to will the feeling back into them. “This is no different.”


  “What about Cruz?” Hicks nudged.


  “Have no idea,” Randy answered. “Like I said, I just got up. I didn’t see anything. Just heard the shots. The pinging. The glass shattering.”


  “You were asleep? What time was this?” Hicks became agitated at the thought of them sleeping on the job and moved his tone to more accusative.


  “I don’t know,” Randy growled at the sudden shift in Hicks’ voice. He’d gone from a concerned and caring captain to a hard-nosed internal affairs officer. Randy didn’t want to let Marco’s negligence leave a negative lasting mark on his legacy. He was determined to make sure his friend went out a hero. Even though it wasn’t entirely true, Randy felt he owed Marco that much for absorbing the lead meant for him too.


  Hicks straightened up away from his desk after Randy’s angry response and slumped back into the soft leather seat. He brought his hands together and interlocked his fingers in his lap. Hicks relaxed his face and eyes for a moment before he furrowed his brow at his traumatized detective. “It was morning—early; I didn’t have time to look at the clock.”


  “So last night when you set up shop, you took the first watch while he slept?” Hicks inquired.


  “Yes.” Randy lied.


  “When did he relieve you of your watch? Or when did you wake him up?”


  Randy pretended to think hard for the exact time to provide his boss, but he needed to come up with a realistic time that sounded like one of their historical stake outs. “I woke him up around five-thirty. And I didn’t see anything on my watch,” Randy added before Hicks could interrupt him.


  “I’m sorry Randy—I am—I’m just trying to get all the facts,” Hicks reassured. “I know this is hard on you, I can only imagine, but you know the drill. I have to have a timeline and I need any relevant information on our person of interest.”


  “I understand, but there is nothing to give you,” Randy responded with irritation and took a longer sip of his hot coffee, “I took the first watch, nothing happened, I woke him up, and then went to sleep. Then I woke up just as everything was happening.”


  “Understood,” Hicks replied. He took a moment to study Randy. There was little life in him, and Hicks could see there was something different in Randy’s eyes. It was subtle but it was evident. Something was growing in Randy and Hicks didn’t like the look of it. As captain, it was his responsibility to ensure the safety of his officers as well as the public. The feeling he received from Randy’s current state concerned him deeply. Hicks looked down to the paperwork on his desk as he readied a pen. “Randy, I want you to take a few days off, starting right now-clear your head-and come back ready to get after this thing,” he said, scribbling Randy’s statement onto a notepad. “But only after you’ve healed.”


  “I’m fine,” Randy blurted out before Hicks could continue, “that’s not necessary.”


  “That may be, but sorry Randy, it’s protocol,” Hicks continued. “We all know you’re a tough guy and we know you want to nail whoever is responsible, but you have to follow the rules. Go home to your wife and daughter. Hug them and be thankful you are able to do so because it very easily could’ve been you.”


  “Did anyone say anything? Did anyone report they saw anything useful?” Randy said disregarding Hicks’ words.


  “If they did, nobody’s talking,” Hicks answered in his trademark matter-of-fact tone. He sat up straight in his chair, leaning closer to Randy with his forearms on the desk. “That neighborhood, they stick together, and even if they didn’t, nobody in the projects snitches. Unfortunately, we don’t have a bead on Cruz’s whereabouts. He wasn’t at the house and, because nobody’s talking, we have no idea where he is. So, we’re back to square one.”


  “Bull-shit,” Randy growled under his breath. “Somebody saw something.”


  “Be that as it may, it’s none of your concern at this point in time,” Hicks interrupted, raising his voice to reestablish his position. “This is why I’m forcing you out. We are back to having nothing and it’s more important for you to recover.” Randy’s face contorted, scrunching his cheeks up to his eyes and running his tongue along his teeth as Hicks continued. “No more fighting me on this, Newborn. There’s a reason why your coffee is in a to-go cup.” Hicks chuckled as he stood from his seat. He strolled over to Randy and sat on his desk in front of him. “If we get anything or I hear anything, I promise to keep you in the loop, but unless you hear from me, assume there is nothing. We are dead to you for the next few days.”


  Randy nodded in reluctant agreement. He couldn’t muster the ability to look Hicks in the eyes. Randy knew it was no use fighting Hicks on the matter. Hicks would do his best to ignore everything Randy would say and would continue to mention his family to deflect the situation until Randy would acquiesce to his will. Randy got up with his hot coffee in hand and walked to the door. What Hicks didn’t know was that Randy had plans of his own to settle the score.


  “Marco was a good man. He went out like a hero. That’s how he’ll be remembered,” Hicks added as Randy approached the door. Randy didn’t reply, nod, or acknowledge him in any way. He took a deep breath before he left the office for his forced vacation.


  On his way home, Randy stopped by his favorite spot downtown, the iron fist monument. He parked his Cobra down the street and walked up to it. There had been many times throughout his career he sat and looked at it for inspiration. It was the one simple thing in his life that seemed to make all the sense in the world to him. For Randy, the monument displayed all the things that were right in the city and its people, along with teachings that resonated deeply within his own heart. Randy was as blue collar, tough and hard-working as the people of Detroit. That fist would pound through the thickest barriers without a scratch, like Detroit, and like Randy. Marco’s death wasn’t going to shake him for long and Randy stared at the fist with determination. He vowed in that moment he would bring Cruz to justice for what happened to Marco. It would happen one way or another. Randy didn’t care how, but he knew he would stop at nothing to do it.


  As Randy fantasized about bringing Cruz down, he gazed at the fist, realizing he was different somehow. There was something rising within him, growing to heights that made him feel powerful yet powerless at the same time. It didn’t frighten him or bring concern. Whatever this was, it felt right deep in his heart and Randy wouldn’t fight it. If this feeling manifested itself into something tangible, he would embrace it, submitting to its familiar presence. His phone snapped him from his intense gaze to remind him that Kate had been calling all day, leaving multiple voicemails to ensure he receives the proper message for her agitation. Randy texted Kate to let her know he was fine and would be home as soon as he was able. After he sent the message, he looked up to see a pub across the way. Randy could use a drink and something to eat before he faced the music at home.


  Randy sat at the bar on the rotating cylindrical seats that reminded him of his youth. His mother’s house had a bar seating area in the kitchen where he would eat his grilled cheese sandwiches when his mother wasn’t flogging him with lectures about ‘the Lord’s will.’ It was one of the few good memories he had of his mother. He cherished it as much as he could, the nostalgia of simpler times lifting his spirits.


  The whiskey, neat, that sat in the glass in front of his plate was nearly gone. Randy had a plateful of food, a burger and fries, but it had been untouched. The burger was stuffed so full that its contents and condiments spilled onto the generous number of fries. He tipped the thick round glass to slosh the brown liquor around before he took the last swallow. When he set the glass down on the countertop, he snapped his finger to gain the attention of the bartender to pour him another glass. The thin older gentleman behind the bar obliged Randy’s request with a faint smile then his eyes darted to the figure behind him.


  “Rough day?” a deep voice rattled behind Randy.


  “Something like that,” Randy answered without turning around.


  “Mind if I join you?” the deep voice asked at his back.


  “Not at all,” Randy replied. He took a sip of his new drink and followed it up with a fry. It was the first one Randy had touched since the plate was placed in front of him.


  The man who asked the questions sat next to Randy, signaling the bartender to pour him a drink as well. Randy remained fixated on his drink without turning to look at the person that requested his company. “I’ll have whatever he’s having,” the man advised the bartender when he walked over.


  “I don’t know if I will be any good company,” Randy said and paused. His thoughts were interrupted when he saw the man with the distinguished white collar of a priest’s uniform. The priest was shorter than Randy and lean in his pressed uniform. His one eye was gray with the appearance of a thick film over the entire surface area. The other eye was a dark blue, navy in color and it struck Randy as unusual. Randy didn’t know which eye to look to, both were unlike anything he had ever seen. So, Randy’s eyes moved back and forth between each eye until he decided to fix his focus on the bridge of the priest’s nose. The priest was slightly scruffy, which didn’t match his starch pressed attire. The man wore a short, stubbly blonde beard and longer blonde hair that fell flowed over his face. Randy’s silence after studying the odd-looking man of God made the priest chuckle.


  “I understand I’m not the most conventional looking priest, but I assure you I am a son of God,” the priest said with a smile, brushing his hair back out of his face.


  “I’m glad you addressed the elephant in the room, so I didn’t have to,” Randy joked.


  “I know how I look, but I decided a long time ago to stop running and embrace what I am,” the priest explained. “So, what seems to be troubling you?”


  “Why do you think something is troubling me?” Randy inquired.


  “Oh, I don’t know, maybe because you’re in a bar, drinking at eleven in the morning by yourself,” the priest answered.


  “It’s five o’ clock somewhere. Right?” Randy teased and took another drink.


  “I won’t argue that” he replied with a chuckle. The priest took a drink, positioning himself forward to imitate Randy’s hunched posture. “Woman troubles? Or job troubles?”


  “What happened to your eye?” Randy interrupted in an attempt to offend him. He hoped that his blunt manner would deter the priest from continuing the conversation. He turned away before the priest had a chance to respond, grabbing his burger with both hands, and taking a large bite of the sloppy mess.


  “Do you always push people away?” the priest asked, brushing away Randy’s venomous remark.


  “Come on, tell me. It has to have a cool story behind it,” Randy said with his mouth full. “I mean, look at the fucking thing.”


  “That’s a long story for another time, but what I will tell you is that it was a parting gift from someone very close to me,” the priest replied without offense. “I’m glad it happened though. It pushed me to my work. And for that I will be eternally grateful. But this isn’t about me. This is about you and what is going on with you right now.”


  Randy’s phone rang. It was Kate. He muted the ringtone and set it down next to his plate. The priest glanced over at the screen and snorted, “So, woman troubles then. Only a woman can drive a man to drink in solitude.”


  “How the hell would you know?” Randy growled. “Have you even been with a woman, Father?”


  “That experience is overrated,” the priest mocked. “Just because I haven’t endured certain Earthly things, doesn’t mean that I can’t recognize the problems or issues they can present. I know that women can be vindictive and manipulative.”


  “So can men,” Randy interrupted.


  “Why yes, they can, but not in the same ways,” the priest continued. “Did this Kate do something to you or say something to you? Did you catch her doing things she wasn’t supposed to be doing?”


  Randy turned to face the priest in defense for the love of his life. He wanted the man of God to know how serious he was about things of this nature. “That is none of your God damn business,” Randy barked. “Even if she had done any of the things you implied, I wouldn’t share it with some weird slave to God, who probably enjoys the company of boys rather than the women he talks about in disgust.”


  The priest smiled, seeming to admire Randy’s aggression, all of his ivory white teeth were on display with the deep grin. His smile was so big it took up most of his face, appearing to enlarge his head in the process. “I love your honesty and your aggression regarding this Kate. But I am no slave to God,” the priest said, changing his candor when he spoke of the Lord. The change in his demeanor regarding God caught Randy off guard more than his external appearance and strange smile after Randy provoked him. It intrigued him to a depth he didn’t anticipate, and he found himself drawn to the stranger. The man’s smile faded to a slight grin, “Allow me to depart with these words of wisdom before I officially outwear my welcome. If you will allow me to.”


  “I’ve never heard of a priest that doesn’t see himself as some sort of slave to God,” Randy remarked. “Are you even a real priest? Or is this a Halloween costume?” The priest pounded the rest of his drink and got up from his seat. “Where are you going?” Randy asked. “I thought you were going to give me words of wisdom.”


  The priest stopped and leaned in closer to Randy. “They will always try and change who you are,” the priest explained. “They will do whatever they can to keep you from being who you’re destined to be. Embrace who you are and what you are. Don’t fight your urges. Submit to their will and you will find true happiness from within.”


  The words penetrated Randy like a sharp dagger through his heart. Randy never uttered a word of his feelings out loud, but the priest seemed to understand him. Kate always disapproved of his choices. She didn’t like Randy was a cop and she hated that he used anger as a tool to complete his work. The look on his face told the priest everything he needed to know.


  “I don’t know this Kate,” the priest continued, “but I would be shocked if she hasn’t already tried to get you to change. Maybe she wants you to choose a different career or maybe she doesn’t think what you do is good enough. Or it could even be her trying to change how you look at things or handle things. Tell me, does she complain that you aren’t around enough?” Randy’s eyes widened and he nodded. The priest chuckled and placed his hand on his shoulder. Even though the shorter man looked a bit frail, his touch weighed Randy down like a boulder on his back. “You are what you are my friend. Embrace it and don’t allow anyone to try to tell you differently.”


  The priest gave Randy a warm smile and threw a ten-dollar bill down before he walked away. Randy stood dumbfounded from the awkward exchange with the stranger. He pondered how a person he’d never met could say things that were so personal and touched on everything regarding his relationship with Kate. He mulled that over along with his advice while he had another drink and worked on his plateful of food. It was eerie how much comfort Randy felt from the priest’s words. It weighed on his mind like the heavy touch of the man’s hand. The comforting advice remained with him throughout the rest of his meal and his commute home.


  When Randy walked in the house through the door from the garage, Kate sat at the table, facing him with a scowl. Her green eyes burned with disappointment, clearly fighting back tears of frustration. Kate furrowed her brow, attempting to conceal any weakness. Kate wanted to ensure she got her point across. Randy knew she was upset but didn’t care enough to acknowledge her distaste for him at the moment. He had a rough morning that bled into the rest of the day and Randy was in no mood for a debate.


  “I’m really glad you called me to let me know things were all right,” she hissed at him. “I could have really been worried about you if you hadn’t called to let me know you were alive. That would have been really bad if I had to sit here all day, wondering if my husband was okay.”


  “I was working,” Randy interrupted in frustration.


  “I’m getting really tired of that answer, Randy,” Kate said as her voice shook under the weight of her current emotional state. “You think that gets you a free pass all the time, when it doesn’t, and it shouldn’t. You’re gone sometimes for days at a time, and you don’t call or text. You emerge after all that time, you ignore my feelings, then give me that bull-shit response about you doing your job.”


  “I don’t need this right now,” Randy growled, walking past her toward the staircase that lead to the bedroom. Kate leapt from her chair and cut him off before he could take that first step. She stood on the first step so she could be eye to eye with Randy. Her tears couldn’t be sheltered anymore as they poured from her eyes and down her olive cheeks.


  “You don’t get to walk away anymore,” Kate asserted. “You don’t get to do this. I can’t live like this Randy, and I know you can’t either.” She took a moment to gather herself before she continued because she could see Randy’s eyes gloss over because of her abrasive attitude. Kate wanted to make sure her voice was heard, and that Randy wasn’t off in his head somewhere else. “I know your job is hard. This isn’t an easy city to be in, so I get it, but you neglect everything else in your life because of your job. All I’m asking is for you to reach out to let me know things are okay and to actually follow through on the things you say you’re going to do. For Christ’s sake, Jane hasn’t been able to talk to her dad for longer than a few minutes in the morning for the last couple weeks. This is why I ask you to take her to school, be a part of things, be a part of her life.”


  The priest’s words shot through his mind like a lightning flash across a black sky. Everything he referred to over that drink was unfolding before his eyes. Randy smoldered in anger as he stood stoic in front of Kate. He fought every urge in his body to lash out verbally or assault the nearest wall. Kate could see Randy tussle within himself and stopped talking. There was more to the situation than usual, so she let Randy process those feelings before they were to move forward with the conversation. Randy took a deep breath after reason won the tug of war over his rage by the slimmest of margins. Even though that strange man’s words rang a loud truth he couldn’t ignore, Randy couldn’t help but feel the deepest love for Kate as she stood in front of him. Her candor melted away all animosity and allowed him to push the priest’s advice from his mind. Randy thawed his ice-cold exterior in order to speak to his wife. He reached out to place his hand on her cheek.


  “Believe me when I tell you that you and Jane mean everything to me,” Randy said. “I had every intention of following through on my promise to take her to school, but shit happened.” Kate opened her lips to chastise what she perceived as another excuse, but Randy continued. “Yesterday, Hicks put us on a surveillance detail for a suspect that we have been trying to nail for a while. Marco and I were outside that person’s house all last night and into this morning. When we are tasked with surveillance or have to stake someone out, we can’t leave or initiate contact outside of our priorities. You know this, besides, that wasn’t what ultimately kept me from calling you.” He took a moment to gather himself as the vision from the shooting washed over his mind like a crashing wave. His eyes welled up with tears as he looked at Kate. Randy inhaled and continued with the explanation. “When I woke up, I woke up to the sounds of gunshots and breaking glass. I watched Marco die in front of me.”


  “Oh my God,” Kate whispered in shock, her eyes welling up with fresh tears.


  “My friend died in my arms and all I could do was lay frozen in what I can only assume was fear as the men responsible fled the scene,” Randy continued uninterrupted by Kate’s astonishment. “So, needless to say, I’ve had a full plate today with issuing statements, filing paperwork, mourning my partner, and trying to keep my nerves in check. To top it all off, I’m on mandatory leave so I cannot even help find the fucker responsible. All this in addition to the guilt I feel for my broken promise to my daughter and my worried wife at home. So please, please, do not make this day any harder for me than it already is. I don’t have the patience for it.”


  Kate grabbed Randy’s hand as it pressed against her face, and she moved to hug him. She clutched him and Randy wrapped his arms around her back. Kate cried and squeezed him, while Randy kissed the top of her head, rubbing her back. She sniffled and sighed in relief that Randy had survived the ordeal.


  “Marco is really gone?” Kate asked. Randy didn’t speak, nodding as he held her. Kate pushed back from the embrace only enough to look at Randy’s face. “What’s going to happen now? Besides your being suspended.”


  “I am on a sabbatical leave,” Randy answered with frustration to let her know he disagreed with the decision. “It’s mandatory and I cannot continue with the investigation at any point. After that, I will be assigned someone new, and I will have to start all over again.”


  “Why won’t they let you help?” Kate asked and pulled her face away from his chest to see his reaction.


  “Protocol,” Randy replied. “He was my partner and I’m too emotionally attached.”


  “They do realize you would be the best person for the job and catching them, right?”


  “Whether they realize it or not, they’re just following procedure and it’s something I can’t argue with,” Randy said and kissed her forehead, “but that doesn’t mean I will stop looking for them on my own. I plan to reach out to some of my informants to see what they can dig up and that piece of shit better hope I don’t see him on the streets.” Randy smiled in his self-fulfilled justification on the matter. He would back down for the time being but planned to make it his top priority to find Cruz. Randy would dance to Hicks’ tune for the time being. After that, he would dance with the devil for a chance to avenge his friend.


  Kate’s slender fingers slipped from the embrace to caress Randy’s weary face. “How about you go upstairs and get some rest and later we can all go out for a family dinner?” Kate suggested with a warm smile. “It will be good for us all to get out of the house and spend some time together.”


  “That sounds nice,” Randy agreed. Kate’s lips met his own briefly before she stepped down from the first step. Randy returned her smile and walked upstairs to the bedroom. He plopped onto the bed face down. Sleep came to his exhausted body as soon as his head hit the pillow.


  Sleep didn’t provide Randy the escape he wanted from the situation. He relived that moment over and over in his mind while he lay sound asleep. In between the never-ending cycle, his regular nightmare crept in with him in flames, screaming in anger and agony. He watched himself use Marco as a human shield while engulfed in flames. Marco’s eyes sharpened, not empty as they were, and focused on Randy. He smiled at Randy with a mouthful of blood. The blood oozed from Marco’s teeth and dripped onto him. His face appeared to contort then shift, altering his appearance and expression from what Randy remembered. Randy wailed from the flames and attempted to heave Marco off him. Marco grabbed Randy’s flame-engulfed arms and leaned in. “Vengeance can be yours, Randy,” he hissed through the flames. “Avenge. Restore the balance. Do it for me,” Marco said in his own voice. The flames burned hotter with more intensity than ever before until Randy’s screams in the dream drove him from his slumber.
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  “HOW ARE YOU FEELING?” Kate asked Randy as he emerged from upstairs in a light blue button-down shirt and dark blue jeans. Randy had showered and dressed in decent attire for their dinner plans. When Kate told him about dinner, Randy knew it was going to be somewhere classy and he didn’t want to stick out like a sore thumb in his regular t-shirt. As he walked down the stairs to the main floor of their house, he buttoned his shirt to the second button from the top and moved to the cuffs. Kate dressed herself in a blue evening dress that went to her ankles. She wore her favorite pair of black heels that matched the black sweater that she wore over the dress. It was one of Randy’s favorite outfits for his stunning wife. He smiled in admiration as soon as her beautiful figure came into focus.


  “Better now,” Randy answered, smiling at her beauty. He finished his last cuff running his fingers through his hair. His blue shirt, a lighter shade than Kate’s dress, made his piercing blue eyes pop from their sockets with a warm glow. “You look gorgeous,” he added with a kiss on her cheek.


  She smiled with appreciation as Jane ran up to hug her father’s leg. Jane wore a dress that matched her mother’s blue shade with a matching bow that held her ponytail in place to finish the adorable ensemble. “I’m happy you’re home, Daddy,” Jane said with her youthful smile. Her adult teeth were too big for her face and appeared like they didn’t belong. The freckles ran across her cheeks and over the bridge of her nose. She looked like Kate with Randy’s lighter skin tone.


  “Me too sweetheart,” Randy replied and hugged her back.


  “You ready to eat?” Kate asked Jane. She looked up at Kate with an excited nod then ran to the garage. Randy’s eyes followed her to the door as it flung open, and she disappeared into the darkness of the garage. Marco’s image from his dream flashed before his eyes. Randy shut his eyes tight to avoid the horrific scene. The nightmare was always difficult for Randy to handle but now that the image of his friend had been mixed in, it became too much for him. Kate took notice. “You all right?”


  “I’m fine,” Randy answered with his eyes still shut. He shook his head to rattle the site from his mind. Randy blinked his eyes a few times before he focused on Kate. She looked concerned. Randy smiled attempting to squash any doubts from her mind. “Really, I’m okay,” he said with reassurance. “Let’s go eat.”


  “We don’t have to go out if you don’t want to,” Kate assured. “It was just an idea, but if you’re not feeling good, we can stay here.”


  “No, that’s ridiculous,” Randy interrupted with a chuckle. “We’re dressed, you look amazing, and my stomach is ready to eat itself,” he added with his hand on his abdomen.


  Randy knew Kate could tell whenever he tried putting her mind at ease. He had to be convincing so she wouldn’t know this was one of those times. She had been with him long enough to be able to read his facial expressions and to dig below the surface to know when something was bothering him. He knew it was obvious to her that the shooting and the death of Marco affected him deeply. That didn’t deter him from downplaying it to her.


  “Randy, we can stay home. Really, it’s fine,” Kate said and straightened his collar. “Let’s just stay home.”


  “Why do you do that?” Randy grumbled. His mood changed from loving reassurance to unguarded agitation.


  “Do what?” Kate replied in matching agitation.


  “You do this too much,” Randy continued. “Everything is good, and we are ready to do something, then you have doubts for whatever reason and won’t accept anything I say. I keep telling you I’m fine, but you keep picking at something that isn’t there.”


  “Randy, I know you,” Kate interrupted. “Don’t pretend that I’m dumb and can’t see that something is eating at you. When you feel things, it’s put out into the air like a dense fog, and everyone can see and feel it. It’s all over your face. It’s obvious that what happened this morning is bothering you, which I get, believe me, but you’re playing it off like nothing’s wrong. I’m just giving you options because I love you and I don’t want you to feel pressured into doing something you’re not feeling up to.”


  “I am though, Kate.” Randy snapped. “I am fine, and I want to go. Christ, you’re dressed the part, so am I, and I’m starving, so why even suggest anything else?”


  “Why are you always fighting?” Jane asked, leaning up against the door jam. Her expression made Randy feel like a jerk as she appeared to be on the verge of tears. Jane’s eyes moved from the two of them to the wood she picked at.


  “Honey, we don’t always fight,” Kate assured her and turned all the way around to face Jane, “Daddy has just been through some stressful stuff at work and we’re talking through it.”


  “Is that what happens the other times?” Jane asked, changing her focus to Randy. “I hear you sometimes when I’m in bed or in the morning. You don’t have to take me to school if you don’t want to. I don’t want to be a burden.”


  Randy’s heart sank in his chest. Her mature words for her age made him proud, but the words came with a cost. “You’re not a burden. I’m sorry sweetheart,” Randy said, walking up to her and taking a knee to drop down to her eye level. “That’s my fault, not yours or Mommy’s, and I do want to take you to school. But there are times that I can’t, as much as I want to, I can’t because I have responsibilities. I love you sweetheart. Very much. I can get a little stressed and angry but only because my job is so demanding. Not because of you and not because of Mommy.”


  “Because you have to put away the bad guys,” Jane added with pride.


  “Exactly,” Randy answered with a smile, “Jane, please know that I want to be with you and Mommy all the time. I would take you to school every day and pick you up if I could, but sometimes that just can’t happen.” Jane looked down as Randy explained things to her. “Hey, sweetheart,” Randy said to get her attention. She looked up at him, making eye contact that tugged hard on Randy’s heart. “I know I make a lot of promises that I don’t follow through on and I’m sorry. From now on, I’m going to try harder to make good on my promises.” Randy smiled up at Kate to include her in his promise. “But for now, I say we go eat, and have fun as a family. What do you say?”


  Janes smiled and nodded her head. Randy gave her a hug before she ran over to the Cobra. He watched her open the door carefully as he had taught her to and climb into the back seat. “We’re not done talking about this,” Kate said at Randy’s back.


  “I didn’t think we were,” Randy replied.


  “I want to believe that you will be better, but you’ve said all this before,” Kate whispered. “Jane was just too young to remember. Now, she’s old enough to remember things. If you don’t make good on this promise, it will stick, and I don’t know if she will be able to trust you again. At some point, you’re going to have to decide what’s more important. Us or the job. I hope when that time comes you make the right choice.”


  “You plan to leave?” Randy growled.


  “I don’t plan to, but I will if I have to,” Kate answered. “I love you Randy and I always will. I’m just getting really tired of being the runner up to your job and your pride.”


  “My pride,” Randy jumped in.


  “Yes, your pride and anger,” Kate hissed, her whisper escalating to a soft storm. “You tend to act in the moment and go with whatever satisfies your anger in that moment. It’s been a while since that’s happened and your job seems to have kept you distracted from your anger for the time being. But we both know it’s temporary and only a matter of time before it catches up with you.”


  “I’m always in control. You act like I’m some loose cannon shooting at anything in my path. I can’t believe you’re acting like this right now,” Randy replied in disbelief.


  “You’re not though,” Kate interrupted. “You snapped at me just moments ago and got angry over something as stupid as dinner.”


  “Because you always do this,” Randy snarled.


  “I’m done talking about this,” Kate interrupted to keep Jane from hearing their follow up argument. “Let’s just go to dinner and put our game faces on for Jane, then we can discuss this afterward.” Kate walked away from him before he could get in the last word. She smiled at Jane as she climbed into the car. Randy’s blood boiled at the notion he was beat in the discussion. It didn’t help that she felt the way she did about his choices. The fact of the matter was he would have to wait until later before he could redeem himself in their argument, so he plastered a smile on his face in the meantime for Jane as he walked to the car.


  The drive from the suburb to downtown was longer than usual due to thick traffic and Jane sat in silence in the back seat with Kate’s tablet. Kate always had Jane play games on it when they had longer car trips to keep her occupied. At the moment, Jane looked down at the screen to focus on her coordinated finger strokes.


  Randy kept his eyes forward on the red brake lights in front of them. They were surrounded by them, and the lights cast a bright red glow throughout the Cobra’s interior. His brow furrowed so far it crinkled the bridge of his nose as his face smoldered with anger. The traffic congestion didn’t help his mood, but the influence of his anger stemmed more from Kate’s attitude. She looked over at him for the first time since they entered the car to take witness of his distasteful gaze.


  He didn’t move a muscle, and although he noticed her looking at him through his peripheral vision, Randy kept his focus forward and the easy pump of his foot on the brake pedal. He knew she hated when he got like that, which is why he ignored her stare. He felt justified in his anger and refused to compromise.


  Kate placed her hand onto Randy’s as it rested on the gear shift knob. Her warm touch wrestled Randy away from his anger. He turned to look at her for the first time since they left the house. Their eyes locked and they felt better about things. Kate smirked, resting the back of her head against the seat, and Randy returned her embrace with his own familiar smile.


  “I’m sorry,” Kate said. “Sometimes I don’t think about how my feelings may affect you and I know you’re dealing with a lot right now. It’s just, I guess it’s just lately I feel like you’re slipping away from us. Lately, it seems like you’re becoming this other person.” She paused to allow her words to sink into his brain before she continued, “We are partners in this, and I want you to play a bigger role. Jane is growing up way too fast. You’re missing the good stuff.”


  “I know. You’re right,” Randy replied and turned his attention back to the moving traffic. “I’m not mad because of the things you said,” he continued while driving, keeping his eyes on the road. “I’m angry because I want to be more involved but not at the expense of my job. It is my duty to do whatever it takes to get the guy. You know? That’s what I do—what I’ve always done—and I know that it can be hard sometimes. Believe me, I don’t like that you feel like a single parent all the time with Jane. I want to help you and I want to be here more for her, too.”


  “I’m not trying to fight, Randy,” Kate said, “but you need to realize that you don’t make an effort. More can be done on your end to making this family a priority, but you continue to choose the badge over the ring every time.”


  “That’s not fair,” Randy answered.


  “You and I have a very different definition of fair,” Kate snapped back. “Fair would be you taking Jane to school more and being home for dinner. Fair would mean that I don’t have to cook, clean, and do everything for our daughter because I have help from my significant other.” Kate’s eyes flicked up to the rearview mirror. Jane continued playing on her tablet, undisturbed by their quiet argument. Kate sighed and clenched her hands. Her knuckles turned white for a moment before she relaxed her fingers and continued. “The fact is you are able to do what you want, when you want, and how you want without any say from me. I don’t have that luxury. Even if I did say something, you would brush me off and do it anyway.” Randy’s forehead crinkled, and his nostrils flared, keeping his angry face forward. “Again, I’m not trying to fight,” Kate continued, switching gears from her previous statement. “I just needed to state my peace about how I’ve been feeling lately. Now that I have everything completely off my chest and you understand the situation we’re in, we can move forward with the night.”


  “So, because you say so, we’re done with this conversation?” Randy mocked. That statement didn’t seem to agree with Kate at all. She removed her hand from his and folded her arms, Randy’s fingers tightened around the gear shift knob. “I hate that you always have to have the last word. It pisses me off. You think you can say all that shit, throw me under the bus, and not expect me to have any more to say about it?” Randy snarled, moving his head between from her to the road and back.


  “Keep your voice down,” Kate snapped back, looking out the corner of her eye to make sure Jane was still focused on her game.


  “Don’t tell me to keep my voice down,” Randy growled. “Since I’ve been home, you’ve barely done anything to make me feel better. I lost my partner and friend this morning—not to mention I almost died myself—but all I’ve heard today is my failings as a functioning member of this family.”


  “There you go again, Randy,” She interrupted. “Putting the job first before us. Talking about your partner instead of addressing the problems you’ve created for yourself and us. And just so we’re clear, it is not my job to ‘manage’ or ‘fix’ your emotions. Ever,” she growled.


  Randy squeezed the steering wheel with both hands, groaning in anger from being cut off. His knuckles popped under the unforgiving force of his grip. “I can’t win with you. Can I?” Randy asked while gritting his teeth. He turned to look at her as he accelerated through the gap in the next lane over. “You know something, you were the one—"


  Kate’s reaction to the dilemma ahead stopped Randy in his tracks. His head snapped back to the road to see a green car pull out in front of him. Randy threw the car into neutral, slamming his feet down on both the clutch and brake pedals. The seatbelts yanked Randy, Kate, and Jane back into their seats to prevent them from jerking forward. The tires screeched and squealed for a couple seconds before the car came to a halt inches from the rear bumper of the green car. Kate turned to check the welfare of Jane. Her daughter breathed like she ran a mile, frozen in fear with her headphones in her lap and the faint glow of the tablet.


  “You son of a bitch!” Randy screamed, staring hard at the side mirror that displayed the driver’s reflection. The green car looked familiar to Randy. The profile of the driver made Randy study it further. It didn’t take long for Randy to realize it was Cruz and the car was the one that conducted the drive-by shooting from that morning. The images of Marco’s death passed over his mind along with quick snippets of his dream from earlier.


  An eerie silence fell over the family of three. Randy sat still in his seat speechless, glaring ahead at the driver. Cruz, the driver, looked through the side mirror at Randy, without recognizing him from earlier, and blew smoke from his cigarette at the reflection as a sign of disrespect. Randy began to lose his internal battle with the demons inside.


  Randy remembered Marco’s message in the dream he had after he got home. He didn’t know if that was Marco or his own consciousness trying to cope with the loss, but Randy knew that he wanted to get the people responsible any way he could. The car that rolled by them with automatic weapons was in front of him. The driver was his suspect for that murder along with the case that he was assigned. At that moment, Randy decided he wasn’t going to let him get away this time.


  Before Randy could reach for his gun underneath the seat, an opening emerged from the traffic in front of the green car and Cruz took it. He bolted through the gap and Randy followed. The roar of the V8 supercharged engine blared like sirens throughout the cluster of vehicles. Cruz took the lane until it ended and sped along the shoulder. Randy pursued him the entire way, including the illegal maneuver on the shoulder, and took the highway exit with Cruz.


  “Randy, what the hell are you doing?” Kate exclaimed. “What has gotten into you?” she yelled, clutching the door and center console to brace herself against the force from the powerful car.


  “Don’t pester me right now,” Randy answered, focusing on his racing behind Cruz. “I can’t deal with your shit right now.”


  “Stop the car now!” Kate yelled. Jane sat in her seat and tears filled her fearful eyes.


  “I will when he does,” Randy replied.


  “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Kate screamed.


  “I’m not speaking in riddles Kate,” Randy said back while downshifting in order to take the sharp right turn with Cruz, “As soon as he stops, I will stop, and then I will take care of him.”


  “Take care of him? What’s that supposed to mean? For cutting you off?”


  “He’s the son of a bitch that killed Marco,” Randy answered.


  “Stop the car. Randy, stop the car right now,” Kate yelled. Her screams moved Janes tears to flow and roll down her trembling face. Randy didn’t listen and continued with his pursuit. “Randy, you are putting us in danger. Stop the car!”


  “No, goddammit!” Randy yelled back, looking at Kate to let her know he was serious about his decision. It was a yell Kate had never heard before. His voice silenced her, filling her soul with genuine fear of the moments to come. “This son of a bitch is going to pay for what he did to Marco, and I’m not letting him get away.”


  Cruz started to take random turns attempting to shake Randy from his tail. The quick turns along with the high speeds caused both vehicle’s tires to squeal to announce their arrival to any potential witnesses within a hundred yards. The green car screamed down a neighborhood street until it reached the end. Cruz had taken the chase to a dead-end circle with Randy blocking the exit. Cruz slammed on the breaks and turned the wheel, so the car spun around to face the midnight black mustang.


  Randy pummeled his own brakes and turned his car sideways to block Cruz from any escape. He spun the car to where Kate’s side faced the bright headlights from Cruz’s car, and she ducked in fear. Randy wasted no time after coming to a stop and jumped out of the car with his gun at his side. Cruz opened his door and got out. Randy raised his gun at him.


  Cruz wore a white button-down shirt with the top three buttons undone. When he got up from the car, the wind blew, whipped, and revealed his bare chest. He had a pencil thin goatee that hugged his upper lip and both corners of his mouth. His hair was done up in a lazy spike with the distinct appearance of being wet. The door blocked the lower half of his body and concealed the large AK-47 at his side. Randy couldn’t see much squinting through the blinding headlights beaming at his face.


  “You have any idea who I am?” Cruz asked with entitlement.


  “I know exactly who you are. And I don’t give a shit,” Randy snapped back unimpressed by Cruz’s attempt to intimidate him. “Get your hands up where I can see them and walk around to the front of the car.”


  “You that same cop?” Cruz said squinting at Randy for a better look. He became amused at the fact that his stalker was the cop he shot at earlier that day.


  “What do you think?”


  “Man, you all talk and act the same you know that? It’s the same speech with the same directions. It gets old, man,” Cruz interrupted, shaking his extremities to loosen up. “You pissed about me shooting at you? Because if that’s so, then you have bigger problems to deal with now.”


  “Do as I say, Cruz. Now!” Randy ordered and pointed his gun at Cruz. Cruz’s cocky smile faded when Randy used his name. He knew that things were about to turn violent.


  “Is this worth dying over, pig?” Cruz asked, pointing his automatic weapon back at Randy.


  “Funny, I could ask you the same thing,” Randy answered. “You have five seconds to drop your weapon and put your hands on the car.”


  “Or what, pig?” Cruz interrupted with a faint chuckle. Randy heard the safety click off in the darkness and his adrenaline pumped throughout his body. “’Cause you got less than that before I smoke your motha-fuckin’ ass. And who knows, I may just take my time with that little piece you got in that car with you. She is damn fine.”


  “Drop it! Last chance,” Randy ordered. The stress from the imminent use of his gun caused his palms sweat profusely along with the rest of his body. He felt a bead roll down the side of his face as he watched Cruz.


  Cruz took a deep breath and exhaled like he was trying to blow out birthday candles. “Times up,” Cruz replied at the end of his breath and opened fire. He squeezed the trigger down all the way and poured as many bullets as possible in Randy’s direction. Randy took a shot, ducked down, and rolled to the side to evade the wall of lead. The gunfire followed his movements and ceased. Randy fired his entire clip into the green car while moving in on Cruz’s position.


  Randy’s gun ran out of ammunition when he got to the passenger side door. He crouched under the window and loaded another clip. “Put the gun down and lay down on your stomach.” Randy yelled over the door. There was no reply or sounds of compliance. “Or don’t, I really don’t care. I’d much rather kill you anyway you piece of shit.”


  The lack of resistance or sarcasm made Randy pause. He stood up with caution to look through the shattered car window. He couldn’t see Cruz anywhere. Randy scanned the area around the green car, moving to the other side from the back of the car. When he reached the driver’s side taillight, he could hear a low groan and gurgling sound.


  Randy peeked around the car to see Cruz lying on his back, struggling to take every breath he had left. There wasn’t any light available to give Randy the verification he wanted, but he could see there was blood on Cruz’s pristine white-collar shirt.


  He walked up to Cruz with his gun pointed down at him. Cruz’s chest was pulsating, struggling to fill his lungs with oxygen. There was a single gunshot to his chest. The bullet entered in the middle of his sternum. The blood poured out from all angles of the wound. The gurgling Randy heard was from the blood that rushed upward from Cruz’s mouth.


  Randy snorted, pleased with the outcome of the standoff, and looked up at his car. The well-kept Mustang was riddled with bullet holes and the passenger window was shattered. Randy’s eyes opened wide with fear and his pupils dilated with a sudden rush of panic. His deepest fears ran through his head. Randy envisioned himself walking to the car and finding his family dead. There was no way they could have escaped that many bullets. He knew that. There were too many holes scattered across the car and Randy could not ignore his instincts.


  “I hope I took her with me,” Cruz struggled to say through the blood that filled his mouth, while looking up at Randy’s reaction. “I wasn’t going down without getting at least one of you.” Randy cut Cruz’s derogatory statement short with another shot to his heart. The gurgling and struggling breath stopped. In a sudden burst of rage and extreme euphoria, Randy squeezed the trigger until every last bullet in the clip was buried in Cruz.


  Randy’s eyes welled up with tears. Sadness overwhelmed his soul. He was stuck frozen in place. He didn’t want to discover his family dead where he’d left them. For a moment he allowed hope to creep in and allowed a voice to say that they were fine somehow. Randy wanted to believe the best, but the fact remained that he couldn’t hear anything. If Kate were alive she would be screaming at him. If Jane were alive, she would be crying. The silence provided him with all the proof he refused to accept.


  Randy stood over Cruz’s body for a couple minutes before he mustered the strength to walk to his car. The sirens from the authorities snapped him from his hypnosis. He prepared himself for the horror he was about to witness. Randy moved to the car and became startled when the glass crunched under the soles of his shoes. The crackles of the shards popped from the pressure of each step. Those sounds echoed in his ears and his vision became fuzzy. It was like a dream or one of his infamous nightmares without the surrounding fire. But Randy knew he was awake and held his breath when he looked down through the passenger side window.


  To his much-appreciated relief, Kate and Jane were gone. There was no sign of them. Randy let out a yelping exhale that trembled through his throat. His eyes darted all around. Randy located Kate across the way on the porch of a neighboring house. She had her phone to her ear and her back to Randy. Guilt replaced his relief, which then turned into remorse for his decision to confront Cruz. There were other emotions permeating his body. He also felt a yearning and lust for more violence. The euphoria was a new feeling he had never felt before. He could have been mesmerized by it had he allowed himself to give into its beauty but, seeing Kate, and the way she was now, reminded him of the storm that was surely set to follow. Randy knew there would be a heavy price to pay for this decision, but he didn’t know how steep it would be.


  The authorities arrived on scene. The neighbors poured from their houses to play their part in the carnage. Officers pulled Randy away to question him while the medics performed their respective duties to Cruz. The scene was identical to the one Randy experienced earlier that morning. Another set of officers pulled up to the house that Kate was in front of, and she walked out to greet them with Jane attached to her side.


  Randy watched them as the officers interrogated him about the confrontation he had with Cruz. He didn’t care about the questions or providing them with the answers they needed to complete their job. Randy’s eyes never left Kate from across the way, pleading for her to look over at him. She didn’t acknowledge his silent request. Instead, she kept her dry eyes fixed between the officers tasked with obtaining her record of what transpired. Randy could tell, even at that distance, that Kate wasn’t holding anything back in her statement. Her hand gestures and quick head movements let Randy know she was angry. He knew she had every right to be furious with him.


  Uniform police officers sealed the crime scene with yellow tape and set the necessary perimeter from the exhilarated onlookers. The medics that arrived on scene deemed Cruz dead on arrival. They zipped him up in a black body bag. It was Randy’s first kill in the line of duty. Randy felt different but there was comfort in it. He looked over at the bag on the gurney and snorted to himself before he scanned the surrounding area back to Kate. The officers interviewing him became frustrated when his one-word responses were getting them nowhere, so they began to press him harder.


  Randy didn’t pay any more attention than before and remained fixed on his wife. She nodded a couple times and looked down at Jane. Jane nodded her head and Kate escorted her to the unmarked car the detectives showed up in. They both entered the back seat of the car with the assistance of the detective and pulled away, out of sight.


  When he got home later that night after the long questioning at the scene, he was met with emptiness. Kate and Jane weren’t there. There was no sign they had even been home since they all left together. Randy grabbed his phone from his pocket to call his wife and read the bright message on his screen.


  Do not call or text me. I want you out of the house by tomorrow night. You stay away from us, Randy Newborn.
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  “YOU CAN’T KEEP AVOIDING this,” Hicks said to Randy over the phone. “I’ve pushed this back as far as I can, but it’s time to come in.”


  “She has to come home some time,” Randy said, looking out his living room window. The neighborhood was as dead as usual. He watched for any sign of his wife, any familiar car or movement to suggest she was in the area, but there was nothing. This was a normal day for everyone else in the world. They all went to work or school, preparing for the regular activities to come.


  For Randy, it marked day thirteen since the incident and Kate hadn’t been home at all during that time. He wore a ratty white tank top that hung off his torso, stubble adorned his face, and his eyes showed the fatigue of his extended stakeout. Randy had worn the same clothes for the entire time, unwilling to leave in case his family returned home. Nothing else mattered to him. He desperately needed to know where his wife and child were.


  “Randy, you need to let this go,” Hicks urged through the phone. Hicks made his best effort to sound caring for him during Randy’s trying time, but he had a duty to complete. Hicks had a responsibility to reprimand Randy and go through the motions for him killing in the line of duty. There was another protocol that Randy forced him to uphold. That stressed Hicks to the point he felt anger towards his once best detective. “She knows where the house is, and she will come back when she’s ready.”


  “How could she do this?” Randy grumbled sitting down on the couch. “Jane has to be confused and I don’t know where the hell they could be. It’s not like she has any family here.”


  “That doesn’t and shouldn’t concern you right now,” Hicks explained.


  “Are you fucking kidding me? They are my only concern,” Randy snapped. “I have no idea where my family is, but you want me to care about coming down to give a statement?”


  “Randy,” Hicks interrupted, frustration coloring his tone. Randy stopped talking and did his best to listen. “I promise you; we will talk about this and after we’re done, and should I feel that it’s the right thing to do, I’ll send a BOLO out on Kate. But until then, you will need to come down here to fulfill your responsibility as a detective. Hold your end of the deal.”


  “You told me I could take all the time I needed,” Randy growled in disappointment. “Was that just a lie so you wouldn’t have to deal with me?”


  “It wasn’t a lie,” Hicks answered. “It was the truth at the time, however that time has since passed. It’s almost been two weeks since then. I have I.A. breathing down my neck as well as the community flooding our precinct with complaints and questions regarding the officer that shot one of their community members while off duty. Now, I have done all I can up to this point, but my hands are tied. You need to come down today or I will send a uniform to your house to bring you here. Understood?”


  “Give me an hour,” Randy hissed through the phone, hanging up on his boss.


  Randy didn’t bother showering or even dressing presentable for his mandatory meeting. He kept the same tank top on, without deodorant, and gave his neck a brief spray of cologne. Randy put on his leather jacket with dark blue jeans before he jumped into his appointed undercover cop car. Randy hated driving anything else but understood the process his Mustang had to go through after the altercation. He looked up into the rearview mirror at his disheveled appearance before he tilted the mirror upwards away from his grungy reflection in disgust.


  The elevator doors opened to reveal the lone occupant. Randy emerged from the confined area and was met with abrasive confusion. The entire building knew what happened to, and because of, him. They also knew that Kate took Jane before disappearing out of Randy’s reach. The men pretended not to look, more out of fear for how Randy might react and not respect for his current situation. The women weren’t so modest. They glared at him, hissing under their breaths at his appearance without trying to conceal their judgement. None of them cared about what he thought or how he would react. They all felt pity for Kate. They all supported her decision to leave him.


  Randy didn’t care about either sexes reaction to him entering the department. There were two things on his mind. Nothing else. He wanted to get everything else over with and put whatever may come down behind him. Afterward, he would go back home to sulk in his own misery and play lookout some more for the potential arrival of his family.


  Hicks saw him from the other end and gestured at him to head over to his office. Randy walked his normal pace to Hicks’ office, making eye contact with all who would stare in his direction. He glared at them with his lips pursed. Randy didn’t like being judged by people who didn’t know the situation or have all the pieces of the puzzle. So, he did his best to intimidate any able body until he reached Hicks’ office.


  “Shut the door.” Hicks ordered as Randy entered. Randy closed the door behind him and sat down. He didn’t say anything to Hicks. He barely looked up at him. Hicks stared at Randy for a few moments without uttering a word to gather his thoughts. The last thing he wanted to do was make Randy mad or propel him in the wrong direction. This meeting was to get the details of the situation, but it was also to see how Randy was doing with all the carnage that surrounded his life within the last couple weeks. “How have you been?”


  Randy’s eyes darted upward, piercing through Hicks’ eyes. “Is that a real question?” Randy snarled.


  Hicks placed his hand in the air for remorse and acceptance for his ill attempt to break the uncomfortable ice. “Stupid, I know, I’m sorry,” Hicks recanted his statement. “I know things have been tough, but I don’t know the extent. I haven’t seen or talked to you since it happened.”


  “I’ve had a lot going on,” Randy replied, softening his appearance by relaxing his rigid shoulders. “The text I got that night was the last time I heard from her. I’m getting concerned now. She hasn’t even tried coming home.”


  “Have you left the house at all?” Hicks asked.


  “Nope,” Randy answered, scratching his coarse beard. “I’m afraid if I leave, she will come and pack up all her stuff.”


  “She wouldn’t leave you, would she?” Hicks chuckled in disbelief, knowing their love for each other.


  “I honestly don’t know anymore,” Randy said, shaking his head. “We’ve had our problems and our differences, but this time is different. I’ve never seen her like that, not with me anyway. Then for her to not come home.... I crossed a line.”


  “Which brings me to why you’re here,” Hicks interjected. Randy bridged the two topics for Hicks, and he didn’t want to lose that momentum of the conversation. “What the hell really happened? How is it that you came face to face with Cruz and had a shootout like it was the Wild West?”


  “I already told you that when you got there,” Randy answered with agitation. He didn’t want to have to relive that situation but knew there was no more avoiding it. “It happened by chance. He jumped in front of me in traffic. I recognized him and followed him to that neighborhood. I identified myself as an officer and he fired at me. I took my shot, ran for cover, then fired the rest of my clip into the car.”


  “And when you got to him, he was bleeding from the excellent shot you got off?” Hicks added, displaying that he already knew this information.


  “You know the story, yet you ask me,” Randy growled.


  “I feel like there’s something you’re not telling me,” Hicks added, standing up and walking to another vantage point in the room. “You see, I’m amazed at the shot, I truly am, especially for a guy that hasn’t had to shoot anyone since he became a detective, but there wasn’t just one gunshot wound and the science of the shots suggest they were executed at close range. Also, there were multiple eyewitnesses that can attest to you firing your gun until it was empty, then watched you reload another clip and shoot him repeatedly point blank.”


  “I don’t remember that,” Randy replied.


  “Don’t remember or don’t want to admit?” Hicks demanded. Randy slouched in the chair and looked at the opposite wall away from Hicks. “There are people that say he was still alive before you shot him at close range. They also say words were exchanged, and lucky for you, they couldn’t hear what was being said, but that makes it look worse.”


  “What do you believe?” Randy snapped in frustration. “You believe a bunch of civilian strangers or a guy you’ve known for years?”


  “I want to believe you Randy, but I can’t ignore what they saw and told the officers on scene,” Hicks answered with his own frustration regarding the situation. “This is why I’m feeling the heat to get answers. You were on leave, and you killed the guy we were looking for. It sounds like some rogue cowboy shit, Randy. No matter what I say to them, they’re going to want your head on a stake or at the very least your badge.”


  “Fuck them,” Randy hissed. “They care more about a dead criminal than the good guy that was instructed to deal with him in the first place.”


  “Dealing with him doesn’t mean offing him,” Hicks interrupted, levity disappearing from his tone. “You are supposed to bring him in. That’s what we do. Besides, you shouldn’t have been tailing him in the first place. You should have called me and told me where he was so we could detain him.”


  “I don’t have time for this,” Randy barked and stood up to leave.


  “On the contrary, time is all you got and, unless you stay and answer my questions, you’re going to have a hell of a lot more of it on your hands,” Hicks warned. Randy stopped and turned to face him. Hicks bridged his fingers. “Look, the last thing I want is for you to lose your badge or be sent to prison. Cruz was a piece of shit and got what he deserved. Now, what I think you’re telling me is that when you came to him in that position on the ground, he raised his weapon. The witnesses couldn’t see that in the dark and you plugged him before he could get another shot off. You were overcome with adrenaline which caused you to fire multiple rounds and you were then struck with panic that sent you into a daze regarding the welfare of your family. And it was this emotional distress that led to your behavior at the scene. Am I making myself clear?”


  “What about my suspension?” Randy inquired.


  “Luckily for you, it hadn’t been officially filed yet,” Hicks answered in the same sarcastic tone. “What I just said is what you’re going to give internal affairs. They will log it away, you will finish your suspension, with more time added of course, then you will come back better than before.”


  Randy cracked a smile in appreciation for his captain. The situation could have ruined his career. Hicks had his back and the right mind to line the ducks in a row over the last couple weeks to protect Randy. He understood what this meant, and he walked over to Hicks. Randy put his hand out for a shake. Hicks smirked and grasped his hand. “I truly appreciate this Captain,” Randy said.


  “Don’t mention it. Ever,” Hicks replied. “They’re expecting you in the interrogation room. Go give your statement, then you’re free to leave. I’ll call you when I know more and for God’s sake, take a shower. You know cologne isn’t a cure-all.”


  Randy nodded in compliance with a slight chuckle for Hicks’ comment. He opened the door and stopped. “Have you heard from Kate at all? Has anyone?” Randy asked in hopes that he could validate she was still breathing. Hicks shook his head as if he couldn’t bring himself to add to Randy’s despair. Randy didn’t say another word and did as he was told.


  The roar from Randy’s beloved Shelby Cobra rumbled his neighbors’ houses as he barreled onto his street. Randy always made a point to rip into the neighborhood when he arrived. He always told people, when asked, that he loved the acoustics that the cul-de-sac provided. That loud gurgle of his exhaust was one of the biggest reasons why he loved the car so much. Plus, he felt it was something to give him joy in his despairing time of need.


  The garage door opened on Randy’s signal and the loud rumble became amplified within the confined space. He turned the car off, pressing the button on his visor to lower the door behind him. Randy took a moment to reflect on his decisions while he sat against the warm leather seat. He did his best to remember Kate. Every line and contour of her face was something he memorized since the time they met. But at that moment, he couldn’t envision her or Jane for some reason. The memories of them all had no face. Randy squeezed his eyes shut in hopes that the tension would force his brain to show him the vision he yearned for.


  In the few minutes that passed with his eyes shut, he ran through any memory he had of his wife and daughter. His mind scrambled to place them in the moments he shared with them in the past. Nothing came through. Randy scrunched his face so hard that tears pierced through the tight slits of his eye lids, rolling to the tips of his cheeks before dropping onto his pant legs. They weren’t tears of sadness or regret. They weren’t tears at all. They were a result of his eyes moving back and forth like he was reading text on the back side of his eye lids. The clenching didn’t help matters, nor did it provide him the images he needed to see.


  It had been too long since he’d seen Kate. Never had there been a time in their life together had Randy spent this much time away from her. Randy wanted to smell her perfume again, feel her touch, and apologize for his actions. But he was never given that chance and he feared that he may never get the opportunity.


  Randy climbed out of his car. He sloughed to the door and stopped when he noticed it was cracked open. He switched into detective mode, getting his mind ready for any intruder’s attack. Randy pushed the door open, scanning the kitchen area that was visible to him. He allowed the door to open enough for him to slip his body through. Randy slid his body sideways through the narrow opening, keeping his eyes moving all around the familiar area.


  There were no signs of forced entry. He deduced this information as he walked through to the living room. The front door was shut and locked, but the deadbolt was unlocked. Randy paused, staring at the horizontal lever, and tried to recall his last moments before he left for the precinct. That door was never touched. He never left from the front door for anything because his car is always parked in the garage at all times. Someone was in his house.


  Randy walked up the stairs, taking each step as if he were afraid they would cave in upon impact. He listened for any sounds or rumbling in the upstairs quarters of the house. When he got to the top of the steps, he noticed that things were out of place in Jane’s room. There were stuffed animals on the floor and her drawers had been rifled through. He hurried to his room that he shared with Kate to see the same thing and it hit him like a bolt of lightning. It wasn’t an intruder; it was Kate coming to pack her things.


  Her jewelry was gone along with most of her clothes and her suitcase in the closet. It was obvious she was in a rush to get her things before he could get home to confront her. Randy ran throughout the house to see if anything else was missing that could mean it was a criminal that needed clothes and not his wife running out on him. But he couldn’t prove that story true. None of the electronics or other valuables were removed from their resting places within the house. He found Kate and Jane’s necessary items were missing from the home.


  Anger boiled up within Randy and he became consumed with its relentless power. He stormed into the kitchen to grab a drink. Randy didn’t take notice of his surroundings when he ripped the fridge door open. He had a one-track mind to be angry and take an aggressive swig of his beer. Randy popped the can open and guzzled until he was satisfied with the amount he ingested. The thought of Kate scurrying around the house to pack things up added fuel to his enraged inferno within his heart and slammed the fridge door shut.


  The tink-tink-tink sound relieved him of his rage-filled tantrum and he looked down to locate the culprit of the light noise at his feet. There it was, spinning at his shoe like a coin flipped onto a hard surface, Kate’s wedding ring. Randy watched it spin and flutter until it rested flat on the hardwood floor. He bent down and picked it up.


  When Randy erected himself upright after retrieving the ring he slid on Kate’s finger all those years ago, he noticed the paper held in place by magnets on the refrigerator.


  Randy,


  I don’t know of any other way I can say this and I


  wish there was a better way, but this is what


  needs to be done for Jane to be safe.


  I’ve watched you put yourself and your job ahead


  of us time and time again and I refuse to allow it


  to happen any longer.


  You put all of us, even our daughter, in harm’s way,


  bullets were fired at your daughter because you couldn’t control yourself.


  We are over and I’m taking


  Jane somewhere safe, where you can’t hurt her


  or put her life in danger anymore. You need help


  and I hope you get it soon. Please take the opportunity


  to get the proper help you need and talk to someone about


  what’s going on inside you. It will consume you if you


  don’t take care of it now. I left my phone on the counter,


  so, don’t bother calling or texting. Please take care of


  yourself. I’m sorry.


  Kate.


  Randy looked down at the counter next to the fridge to see her phone as promised in the note. He grabbed it and chucked it into the wall across from him. It smashed into pieces upon impact. Randy turned his attention to the note, punching it with his right fist over and over until his knuckles bled. The refrigerator dented from the many forceful strikes and the paper smeared with Randy’s blood.


  It wasn’t the pain that made him stop. It was the realization that she may have not acted alone in this plan to leave. Kate hadn’t been home at all, and it was too big of a coincidence to Randy that the one time he left the house, she arrived in his absence to claim what was hers before leaving him. He figured Hicks had to be a part of this plan. Randy didn’t know if he was responsible for her decision, but he felt Hicks was guilty of at least aiding Kate in obtaining her belongings before fleeing from Detroit without him. Randy growled in spite and ran to his car.


  Hicks couldn’t have prepared himself for Randy’s arrival even if he had been warned beforehand. Randy burst into his office, darting to his seated position, and removed him from his chair. Randy had Hicks by his shirt, and he slammed him onto the top of his own desk.


  “What the hell, Randy?” Hicks exclaimed but was cut short because Randy punched him in the jaw.


  “You God-damned son of a bitch!” Randy shouted, punching Hicks a second time in the same spot. “You lured me here, so Kate could grab her things and leave. How could you do that to me? How could you lie to me like that? When did she ask you to do that? Why did you agree?” Randy asked him questions in rapid fire fashion.


  Every officer and detective in the area rushed in to detain Randy. It took all of them to restrain him. Two uniformed officers worked on Randy’s tight grip on Hicks’ shirt and three detectives, including Thompson, worked on pulling Randy’s torso backward. They shouted at Randy to calm down and let go of his superior. When their muscle failed, Thompson removed his gun and clocked Randy across the back of the head. Randy’s grip loosened enough for the officers to pull Hicks from his grasp. Hicks was disoriented from the attack but was coherent enough to watch Randy crumble to the floor.


  Many hours passed before Randy awoke on Hicks’ couch in his office. Thompson’s strike allowed Randy to get the much-needed rest his mind yearned for after the sleepless nights and long days these past couple weeks. It was nightfall when Randy opened his eyes. Hicks sat in his chair looking over documents at his desk. He held a bag of ice to the left side of his face to keep the swelling down that arose from the punches. The bag was wet as most of the ice melted from the application. The office was quieter than usual because it was late, but also because Hicks made sure that most of the officers were off the floor.


  Randy inhaled deeply, gaining Hicks’ attention, and sat up. Once he was upright, he groaned in pain from the lump on the back of his head, reaching up to feel the tight knot that developed during his slumber. Randy was still a little out of sorts. Hicks could discern that and got up to stand in front of him.


  “Rise and shine,” Hicks joked to Randy. His voice boomed throughout Randy’s head, making his migraine reach a new level of agony.


  “How long was I out?” Randy asked, squinting from the dull light in the room.


  “Almost a full eight,” Hicks answered.


  “Why didn’t you wake me up?” Randy asked, rubbing the goose egg on the back of his skull.


  “After what you pulled, hell no,” Hicks replied. “You are much more peaceful when you sleep, so I decided to let the sleeping bear lie. Didn’t need to stir up any more of your demons.”


  Randy snorted at Hicks’ analogy and a somber feeling overcame him. He realized that he didn’t have his dream this time. That fire dream where he was tortured by a large dark figure with the giant wings and creepy voice never entered his brain during his time of rest. He scrambled to think of a time he could remember that being the case. Randy didn’t have any luck because there wasn’t a time his mind didn’t go to that terrifying place during sleep.


  The look of concern and confusion prompted Hicks to break the silence. “What’s wrong? What are you thinking?” Randy realized he was showing too much to his captain and shook his head in response. “Something’s up. I can tell.”


  “Nothing. It’s nothing,” Randy interrupted still dazed. “I’m just a little groggy from everything. That’s all.”


  “Fine,” Hicks replied, sliding the guest chair from its normal place to in front of Randy. “Then tell me what the hell that was all about earlier,” he asked and sat down in the chair.


  His words jolted Randy’s memory into place. Randy’s eyes pierced Hicks as he leaned in closer to his captain. “You tell me,” Randy hissed. “You have me come in to give a statement and I come back to find that Kate was there. She came by and packed some of her things. She did however leave me a couple keepsakes before she left.”


  “What keepsakes?”


  “Her ring,” Randy clarified without going into any other detail.


  “That had nothing to do with me,” Hicks replied, knowing what Randy was insinuating. “It was a coincidence. That’s all.”


  “I don’t believe in coincidences,” Randy barked rage seeping into his words. “She knew I wasn’t there or that I wouldn’t be there. How could she have known that if she wasn’t talking to you?”


  “Listen to me very carefully Randy,” Hicks replied in a calm voice. “I haven’t seen or heard from Kate. Honest, I haven’t, nor would I do something like that. Especially, when I know how much you love her. If you don’t believe me, I can call her up on my phone and put her on speaker. What’s her number?”


  “It won’t do you any good,” Randy interjected. He knew deep down that Hicks wouldn’t do what Randy accused him of. Hicks was as honest and forthright as anyone could ever hope to be. “That was just one of the things she left behind for me to find, her cell phone. Right there for me to see. So don’t bother trying to prove your loyalty to me.”


  Hicks sat back in his chair deflated from Randy’s news. “I’m sorry Randy. I really am.” Hicks added and grimaced from the pain his new expression caused his facial bruise. “Is there any place you know she would go?”


  “I don’t really want to talk about that right now,” Randy growled. “I just want to go home and drink until I can’t feel my legs. Maybe passing out in a drunken daze will help me catch up on more sleep.” Randy mocked his current sleep schedule and stood up.


  “You really think I’m going to let you leave?” Hicks questioned. Part of him was being serious and the other part was rhetorical. Randy knew the difference and smirked.


  “Neither one of us wants me here right now,” Randy teased. “I know how this goes and I know that the only place for me to go is home.” Randy walked to the door. “I’m going to spend this suspension unconscious. So do me a favor and leave me the hell alone.”


  “Randy,” Hicks said, and Randy paused with his hand on the doorknob, “I can’t promise you’ll get your job back after this. I wish it were different, but with your actions in front of everyone today, I’m afraid I have to make an example out of you. Your suspension is indefinite from this moment on and I don’t know if they will allow me to bring you back.”


  “I expected nothing less, Captain,” Randy replied with his back to him. “I’m not sure if I even want it back.”


  “That’s nonsense,” Hicks grumbled. “You’re a cop. I don’t think you were put on this Earth to do anything else.”


  “I disagree,” Randy remarked still turned away from Hicks. “Lately, I feel like there’s more to this life or more for me to do. I just have to figure that out for myself.”


  “What happened to you?” Hicks asked in confused astonishment from Randy’s comments. He’d known Randy for years and what he was saying, how he even sounded, wasn’t him at all, “You’re acting like a totally different person. I don’t even recognize this person I see in front of me,” Hicks continued as Randy opened the door to leave. Randy paused for a moment to reflect on those words. “Tell me what happened to you, Randy.”


  “I woke up,” Randy answered and left.
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  ANOTHER NIGHT PASSED, still no nightmare. Randy couldn’t understand why, out of nowhere, the dream released its sinister clutch on his mind. He began to wonder if it was due to sleep induced by another means. He didn’t have one when Thompson knocked him out. He didn’t have it when he used liquor to subdue him into his slumber. All the times he went to sleep of his own accord, Randy would have the vivid night terror, but it appeared to vanish as his family did.


  Randy pondered this as often as he could in between his drunken hazes. He was glad it was gone, but he didn’t know how or why they’d stopped altogether. The fact was that Randy was angry with Kate for leaving the way she did. He didn’t want her to leave at all, but that wasn’t the worst part of it for Randy. For him, the worst part of the situation was being shut out. Because he was shut off without a way to explain himself or have a conversation with her, Randy was left to boil in his own anger.


  It was the unknown that Randy had a true conflict with regards to his current situation. Sleeping through the night without waking in a horrific sweat and being alone without his wife, partner, or child was all new territory to him. He wondered how she landed on the conclusion of leaving. Who had influenced her decision and where was she at that present time? Everything he tried brought him to the same resolution. Loneliness.


  Kate wasn’t from Detroit, and he figured she went back home to be closer to what family she had left. Randy couldn’t know for sure because none of them answered or returned his numerous calls. That could mean she was there, but it could also mean they knew the situation and had chosen to side with their own kin over him. All he could do was sit at home, drink everything in sight, and slip into his alcohol-induced coma for the remainder of the day. This would be his life until he could muster up the courage to face his new reality.


  The sun rose and fell four times before he received a phone call. Randy awoke to the sound of his phone buzzing in his face. He must have dropped it on the floor because he was sprawled out on the carpet with his face turned to the side. The lit-up screen flashed across his eyes and forced him to focus. He reached out with terrible coordination to retrieve his phone. After two failed attempts, Randy grabbed the phone and put it to his ear.


  “This is Randy,” he said with a throaty, hoarse tone.


  “Your mother isn’t doing very well,” a soft female’s voice said from the other end. “You better get down here as soon as you can.”


  “What is it?” Randy asked disinterested.


  “We don’t know how much time she has left,” the soft voice replied.


  “Can it wait until tomorrow?” Randy questioned with the same disinterested tone.


  “Mr. Newborn, I don’t think she’ll make it beyond today,” the soft voice answered in a sterner tone. Randy chuckled to himself because that tone had been used on him by the same person she begged him to go see.


  “All right, all right, give me an hour,” Randy said, and his words satisfied the woman on the other end. Randy got himself to his feet. He moved to the kitchen to brew a pot of coffee, then continued his casual sloughing upstairs to get a semi clean shirt on his back.


  Once he had a cleaner shirt on, he sloughed into the bathroom. He opened the medicine cabinet to retrieve a bottle of aspirin for his hangover. Randy shut the door on the cabinet and peered at his reflection. His appearance in the mirror was unrecognizable to him. Randy had more facial hair than usual, his hair lay ratted on his head, and his eyes looked dim. After a moment of staring at his strange reflection, he popped the top of the bottle, pouring a few aspirin pills into his mouth, and dropped the bottle into the sink once he felt he had enough to chew on. Randy stomped downstairs to fill his to-go cup full of coffee before heading out the door.


  “Thank you for making it down here on such short notice,” the woman said at the entrance as Randy walked in. Randy could tell by her voice it was the same woman he spoke with over the phone. She was a tall, middle-aged woman, with gaunt features accentuated by her blondish hair pulled back into a perfect bun. Her name tag on her purple-colored scrub uniform read “Loraine”.


  Randy placed his mother in their care years ago when her health took a turn for the worst. His mother was always in poor health due to the reckless decisions of her youth. He seldom could remember a time when his mother did not have a glass of wine or other hard alcohol in her hand. She always said it was her vice whenever Randy or anyone else would make a comment about it.


  His mother had severe dementia in addition to her failing liver. She needed twenty-four hour, around the clock care. Randy couldn’t provide this, nor would he want to after the carnage she put him through growing up. But at the end of the day, she was his mother and Kate wouldn’t allow Randy to toss her aside. She forced him to pay the bill for the nursing home he had arrived at, and, in his mind, he hoped he would no longer have to write those checks.


  Randy cared for his mother on some insignificant level. Nobody would ever mistake it for actual love or anything that would resemble how normal people feel about their parent, but there was no denying that he did have feelings for her. People close to the situation thought it was callous for him to think of being free from the financial burden of keeping her alive and he knew that, but Randy didn’t care.


  “She’s been slowly declining over the past few weeks,” Loraine continued, “but she’s been struggling in particular today and the doctors don’t think she’ll be around to see the sun set.”


  “Define declining,” Randy replied trying hard not to make a comment regarding the poetic way the woman spoke. In his mind, he laughed at the soft, elegant tone she talked with. Loraine told him his mother was dying but said it in an iambic pentameter sort of way. This was funny to Randy, but he knew any jokes he made would be thrown over the tall woman’s head. So, he decided to keep it to himself for his own amusement.


  “She sleeps more,” she answered. “She’s not eating as much. Her episodes are becoming more convoluted and difficult to decipher. We think her brain is shorting out because what she’s been saying doesn’t make any sense. One of the nurses thinks that she may be combining many different things from her life into the same paragraph of speech.”


  “The sleeping part I get,” Randy snorted. “The eating, well she wasn’t much of an eater, more of a drinker. But I wasn’t aware she was having episodes. What are ‘episodes’?”


  “Didn’t your wife tell you?” Loraine asked, clearly puzzled that Randy didn’t have working knowledge of his mother’s condition.


  “No, tell me what?” Randy asked in slight frustration.


  “Over the past year, your mom has acted as though she isn’t sick and trying to leave to ‘finish her errands’,” Loraine explained. “We’ve had to watch her at all times for fear of her leaving and wandering around the streets.”


  “She never told me anything or mentioned anything like that,” Randy replied, disinterested after Loraine’s explanation. He didn’t care about that but became irritated by the thought that Kate had been keeping anything from him. His change in tone and lack of concern for his mother turned the tide of emotion within Loraine. She became agitated with Randy, folding her arms in disgust, and he took notice. “Did I say something wrong?”


  “It’s the way you’re treating this situation,” Loraine barked. “It’s as if you don’t even care for your mom’s well-being.”


  “That obvious, huh?” Randy mocked. “Look, you can judge all you want, but at the end of the day, you don’t know shit about me or her. You only know some crippled, twisted up thing that resembles a mother that was both physically and mentally abusive. Her religious bull shit and stories about what she thought of me should have landed that bitch in prison a long time ago. So don’t jump on your high horse with me when you don’t know a God damn thing about my history.”


  “That may be true, but you would know more if you chose to answer your phone when we call about her condition,” she replied, seeming to be unmoved by Randy’s rant. “Mr. Newborn, we have all kinds of patients, most of them discarded by their family like a piece of trash. We become their only sense of family and we take that very seriously here. We are protective of them because nobody else will be or wants to be.”


  “We can trade banter all day, but it won’t change anything,” Randy interrupted. “I get it. You’re a saint and so is everyone else here. You care and provide everything these people need. I’m grateful for it, as I’m sure the other people in my position are too, but don’t try and throw it in my face. You chose this profession. Just like I chose mine. You don’t hear me trying to preach to people that don’t care about crime.”


  “Mr. Newborn—"


  “Just take me to my mother, please,” Randy interrupted again before she could go on another rant. “I don’t have all day and I don’t want to be here any longer than I have to be.”


  Randy stared at her expressionless face. After the silent moment, Randy glared at her to urge a response. “This way,” she said and turned to walk away from him.


  She led him through the labyrinth of hallways that all seemed to look the same. Randy wondered how any of the staff could know or remember where any of the patients were. There were elderly people roaming the halls. Some of them seemed to have their wits and were there more for the healthcare aspect. Randy watched as an old man, hair white as snow, walked by, clutching his pole that held his IV bag in place. When they turned the corner, Randy saw a balding older woman curled up on the floor. She was drooling from the medication, and it was obvious to him that she suffered from some issue or another. As they passed her, Randy turned to continue to study her until he bumped into Loraine. She didn’t say a word. She held her arm out to direct him into his mother’s room.


  He walked in as Loraine closed the door behind him and stood over his mother. She laid there in a relaxed state, watching the TV with no sound. His mother had the covers pulled up to her chin and she had a faint smile on her face. She focused on the TV and didn’t even notice her son standing next to her. Randy looked around at the bare, turquoise colored room. The blinds were drawn to allow minimal sunlight to peak through the cracks. He didn’t want to turn the bright light on and create some sort of scene, so he walked over to the window to open the blinds.


  Randy didn’t know what to expect with his mother at this point. He hadn’t been to see her since he admitted her there. He knew she would be in good hands and that was enough for him. But Randy didn’t want her screaming from changing her atmosphere or causing her to have any episodes like the ones described by Loraine. For all he knew, they could be more severe than what Loraine had led him on to believe. He turned back to look at his mother before he twisted the skinny rod on the blinds to let a little light shine through.


  As they opened, soft yellow light poured into the room and spread over his mother’s bed up to her smiling face. The sudden change forced his mother to look over at him. Her expression didn’t change when she saw him. She stared at him until her mouth closed and her lips covered her teeth. She studied Randy with a single eyebrow raised and her smile gone. He could tell she didn’t recognize him. Randy moved closer to her, and she recognized him as soon as he came into focus.


  “Well I’ll be,” she said in controlled astonishment. “Praise the Lord, it’s my only son, come to visit me at my retreat. Why has God put you on this path to me? Has He delivered you from evil?”


  Randy rolled his eyes in disgust. She didn’t sound any different than what he was accustomed to throughout his entire life. “Nobody put me on any path, Mom,” he answered. “The people here called me and told me you weren’t doing so well.”


  “I’m definitely not long for this Earth, my son,” she replied. “I’m just biding my time until the angels come for me. They will lift me up to the Heaven, where I can be free from evil.”


  “Jesus Christ,” Randy mumbled to himself as he pulled a chair closer to her and sat down. “How have you been?”


  “Small talk? Really, Randy?” she scoffed. This was the other tone she used in between her religious babbles, which made Randy feel ten again. “You throw me away, never to return or check on me, then after all that time you come here and ask me how I’ve been? Shame on you, boy. Thou must repent to the Lord and beg for His forgiveness.”


  “I’m not begging for shit,” Randy growled. He regretted even going there. He figured she must have been on her death bed for Loraine to make it seem so urgent. Come to find out, she’s the same as she was when he left her, except a little more withered. “God never did anything for me. After all, He sent me to you.”


  “Blasphemer,” she shouted. “You must not speak of our Lord God in such a manner.”


  “Mom, can we skip this crap for Christ’s sake?” Randy interjected to keep her from creating any further scenes.


  “I did not raise you to take our Savior’s name in vain,” she groaned in frustration.


  “That’s right, in fact you didn’t raise me at all,” Randy hissed. “My childhood was filled with nothing but Bible talk, Hail Mary’s, and the threat of Hell or eternal damnation or whatever the fuck you were feeling on that particular day.”


  Her eyes glazed over, and she smiled again once the wash over was complete. “Randy, it’s so nice to see you. Do you want some coffee or something to eat?” she said as if he walked in, and they hadn’t already started arguing.


  Randy looked puzzled, leaning back in his chair. “No, I don’t want anything, Mom. Do you know where you are?” he asked, to probe for more information within her head.


  “I’m just at home after a day’s worth of worship,” she said, turning her head to the side looking at the blank wall. “Father Williams missed you at church today. You know you shouldn’t avoid God’s house. Remember, He is the only one to provide you with true salvation.” Her head moved back to Randy. The smile had left her face. “But what would you know heathen? You are a spawn of a demon, potentially the Devil himself. Damnation is all that is in store for you. You will ask the Lord for help, and He will ignore your pleas. He will cast you into the fire where you belong.” Her voice grew louder until she was shouting at the top of her lungs. She sat up to face Randy in her dominant form from when he was a child. Randy sat without fear or intimidation. “Why me, Lord?” she groaned toward the ceiling. “Why was I chosen to bear the son of the fallen? What did I do? Did I not repent? Did I not beg for your forgiveness? It was a test.”


  The nurses burst into the room to restrain her. She didn’t fight them. She allowed them to lay her down and inject the sedative in her arm. Her eyes never wavered from the ceiling. Randy watched in agitation that he had to be this close to her and hear the ramblings that he was used to all his life. Tears rolled from his mother’s eyes and disappeared behind her greyish flowing hair. She mumbled and muttered to herself before she closed her eyes, succumbing to the medication pumping throughout her body.


  Loraine stood in the doorway. When Randy noticed her, he shook his head, jumping from his chair. “What game are you playing lady?” he growled and walked up to her. “This is no different than what I saw my whole life.”


  “I’m not playing a game,” Loraine said. “This is how she gets when we make any mention of you. She goes off just as she did.”


  “So what?” Randy snapped. “That’s who she is.”


  “It doesn’t change the fact that she’s dying, Mr. Newborn,” Loraine interrupted. “Her organs are failing, and her breathing has slowed down.


  “Well, I saw her. Can I leave now?”


  “Mr. Newborn, I believe that nobody should die alone,” she explained. “I think everyone deserves to die with someone they know or someone they love. Please stay. Just sit with her until she passes.”


  “You’re so sure she’s going to pass,” Randy said with irritation. “What happens if she doesn’t? Then I sat around with a person I’ve hated my whole life for nothing.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that and I’m truly sorry you feel that way,” Loraine replied. “I’ve been doing this job long enough to know when someone’s knocking on death’s door. I know it doesn’t seem like it with the way she just behaved, but she is there, make no mistake about it.”


  “I’d rather be doing anything else,” Randy commented, looking back on his sleeping mother. He didn’t want to be with her or around her, but what Loraine said was true. Randy believed in his heart that nobody deserved to die alone. Even though he hated his mother, he felt remorse for how her life turned out. If this was to be her last day on Earth, Randy would be there to see it through. It would provide him the closure he would need to move on with his own life. “I’ll stay the rest of the day. That’s it.”


  Loraine nodded in satisfaction before walking away. Randy grabbed the remote from the top of the TV and sat down in the chair next to his mother.


  The sun was setting, and Randy had been there for hours. He had watched many different television programs, all with the sound up loud, but his mother hadn’t moved. Randy checked for breathing on commercial breaks. Her breathing was slow, and he could tell every breath was difficult for her to perform.


  Deep down, in his heart, he felt for his mother. He fought the feelings of care and regret for the entire duration of his time with her. Randy would look at her with angry eyes but found himself ease his scorn for her after witnessing her weakened state. She was many things to him, but she was his mother, and he did have love for her. It was buried under a thick layer of hatred; however, it was there. After a few hours of watching TV, Randy quit looking at her with resentment and began to monitor her condition with care.


  At this moment, all Randy could do was wish that things would have been better between them. He missed out on so many things in his life. He never knew his father, and any attempts he’d made to discuss the man had ended in a lecture. His mother never talked about him, and Randy was robbed of having that loving relationship that a son needs from his mother. Randy’s feelings had never been more concentrated for her than they were at that moment, so he decided to talk to her unlike he ever had before.


  “Mom, I uh, I’m sorry for the way things are,” Randy whispered after muting the TV. “You were terrible. You made life so difficult. But I can try and understand that they came from places of love and care.” He leaned in and touched her hand. “I want you to know that I do love you and if you die tonight, I hope you do get whisked away by the angels you hold in such high regard. And maybe, you can ask your God to help me out with things here. After all, I think you owe it to me, and we can both agree on the fact that He owes me tenfold.” Randy chuckled at his debt to God and his mother’s eyes opened.


  Their eyes locked in warm embrace. It was the nicest way she had ever looked at Randy. Her eyes were the loving eyes of a mother, beaming with pride for her son. The ice broke across Randy’s heart. His eyes welled up with tears of true acceptance. She smiled at Randy like a proud mother on her son’s graduation day, forcing him to return the same smile.


  “My boy,” she said as her voice crackled, “I’m sorry for the things I did and the way I treated you. I’ve always loved you. Even though it didn’t feel like it or seem like it. You were always in my heart.” She stuttered and struggled to regain her breath. “I haven’t much time. So, I’m going to tell you what I should have told you a long time ago.” Randy leaned in closer, squeezing her hand, “Your father was... He was... An angel. I don’t mean that figuratively, either. He was a genuine angel.”


  Randy sunk back in his chair, let down by her mind slipping away after such beautiful words for him. “Mom, what are you talking about?” he groaned. “You can’t mean that. That’s just your belief shining through. At the worst time, I might add.”


  “Sweetheart,” she said with a stern loving tone. Randy hadn’t heard her call him that since he was six years old. “I know how I’ve acted, and I know my mind has been rotting for a long time, but it’s true. He came to me at my lowest point. At that time, I loved to drink, party, and spend my time with any man that would give me the attention I thought I needed.” She paused for a moment to reflect on her wild past before she continued her story. “Your father approached me after buying me a drink. We talked for hours. He was quite the charmer, very charismatic. I was into him instantly. I took him home with me, I did my thing, and that’s when things changed. They got weird. For the longest time, I thought it was the combination of booze and drugs, the face shifting, the hallucinations. But I found out later on that it was what he was. A fallen angel.”


  “How the hell could you possibly know that? Or find that out?”


  “To this day, I wasn’t sure if it was a dream or reality, but I was approached by an angel,” she answered. “I don’t know who it was, they never introduced themselves, they only told me what and who he was.”


  “What did this angel say?” Randy scoffed.


  “Not much, other than your father was a fallen angel,” she replied. “He had committed the oldest and most final law of their angel code, which was not to lust for mankind. He kept making comments about a child. The child is evil. The child can’t be trusted. That is honestly all I remember, but the thing that stood out most was the concerned manner of his face and tone of his voice. He made the situation sound like it was doomed and that this child would be the reason for it. I remember not knowing if it was the end of something or the beginning of something, but he made me feel threatened by the severity of it. I didn’t give it another thought after I awoke, but then a few weeks later I found out I was pregnant.”


  Randy sat in silence for a moment. He didn’t know how to respond to this story. The knowledge or the lie that he was the result of some angel breaking a law didn’t make sense to him. It sounded too far-fetched for Randy to swallow it as truth. Given his mother’s mental health and current state, he couldn’t accept this information as anything other than a farce. “So, you’re telling me I’m part angel? Evil?” He asked after about a minute of pure silence.


  “That’s what I thought in the beginning,” she answered. “Half of what makes you is angel, and the other half is me. A sinner and a condemned angel who turned their back on God. I didn’t quite know how to handle that.”


  “Why give birth to me? Why didn’t you get an abortion?”


  “I could never do that,” she snapped. “Regardless of my choices or how you were conceived, it was not your fault. I was not going to kill you because of it. When I found out I was pregnant with you, I really thought it would be the thing that turned my life around. And it did.”


  “So, that’s why you forced me to read the Bible, go to church, pray about every little thing?”


  “Partly, yes,” his mother answered. “When I was about six months pregnant, I started having these dreams.” Randy’s ears perked up. He leaned in, more interested in the information to follow. “It was fire, so much fire, and pain. I was burning alive with you in my belly. Every night this would happen and the more often they came, the more pain I felt, the more real it got. I remembered being terrified of you being in me, burning up with me, and me feeling helpless to protect you. Toward the end of my pregnancy, just before you were born, the image I can still remember burned in my mind was a shadow figure with wings. It scared me to my core.” Randy felt a chill run down his spine from the eerie nightmare he realized he shared with his mother. “After you were born, the dreams stopped, but that feeling never left me. The haunting message from an angel, the dreams, and fear of what you could be, sent me into a panic. Then you began to cry constantly from infancy throughout your childhood. I could only assume it left me and went to you. I wanted to help you get on the right side of things. Get rid of any evil you may have had in you. When you acted the way you did early on, I thought you were doomed, so I only got harder on you. Now, I realize that you were just being a kid. I ruined your life for nothing, and I see that now more clearly than ever. It was my job as a mother to protect you and do so any way that I could. At the time, I just didn’t realize it was doing more harm to you than good. I hope you can forgive me, Randy.” Her breath fluttered and she inhaled before she looked into Randy’s eyes. “You are my angel and I love you.”


  His mother’s exhale after her loving words were her last. Her breathing ceased and the light in her eyes extinguished with her final words. Randy felt an overwhelming flood of sadness wash throughout his body. The beautiful words from his mother, her remorse for her wrongdoings, and her final thought provided him no escape. That was all Randy ever wanted from his mother. The acknowledgment of the way she treated him and the apology for the anguish she caused.


  The anger and rage he felt for her for so long were drowned out. After the initial wave of his regret, Randy was left vulnerable to his human emotion for a dying mother. He sobbed while he held his mother for the first and final time.
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  RANDY STOOD ALONE IN the cemetery where his mother had been buried the day before. He hovered over her headstone, reading the epitaph in his head. Randy would read her name and move to the dates before his eyes moved to the quote, “FREE TO FLY WITH THE ANGELS.” When they asked him what the headstone should say, that was the first thing that came to mind. Randy decided to go with it based on the last conversation he’d had with his mother. He felt that it would have a poetic irony.


  He attended the funeral proceedings alone. She didn’t have any friends or family left to speak of. Randy felt he understood why she was a loner after she explained her past. He felt that it was cruel that he drew closer to her more in her death than when she was alive. Randy continued to feel a pull to her resting place even after he’d already spent hours there once the funeral ended. He figured it was the guilt and regret for not trying earlier in his life or maybe he decided to make up for the lost time. Whatever the reason, Randy was content with spending as much time as he could with her grave. After his wife and child left, her headstone was all he had left of family.


  His friend and partner died. His family left him. He might have lost his job altogether and his mother passed away. Randy felt like his life was crumbling underneath his feet and he was in a free fall waiting to hit bottom. Randy tried to glue the pieces of his shattered life back together with broken hands. He was lost. He knew that, but he also didn’t know what to do to remedy his predicament. He decided to stare at his mother’s resting place until he would receive something to help him move forward. In his mind, he wanted some sort of sign that would point him in the right direction, any direction. Randy asked for it over and over like a broken record on repeat. He wasn’t going to pray or say anything aloud, however he hoped fate would step into his corner after hearing his silent plea.


  “I’m sorry for your loss,” Hicks said as he approached from behind Randy. “I heard the news last night. I went to your house, but you weren’t home, so I figured you might be here.”


  “I appreciate the thought,” Randy said.


  “I was a little surprised I didn’t hear about this sooner,” Hicks continued as he stood next to Randy. “Someone in the office read it in the obituaries. Then the news spread like wildfire. You know how that goes.” Hicks paused, but Randy didn’t look at him or respond. “How come you didn’t tell me?”


  “What’s it to you?” Randy answered. “You never even met her so it’s not like you’re missing anything. And I’m suspended indefinitely remember?”


  “That doesn’t mean that I don’t care about you, Randy,” Hicks explained. “I’d like to think that I have a good working relationship with all my officers. And I don’t have to meet someone to feel bad when I hear they’ve moved on.”


  “Are you really here for that or for something else?” Randy barked before Hicks could continue his explanation. “Because I feel like you’re here on some other business and are using this as some sort of bridge.”


  “I do have news, but that’s not only why I came—"


  “Save it,” Randy interrupted. “What’s the news?”


  Hicks swallowed his pride, turning from Randy to look at the sea of gravestones. “I found out where Kate is,” he said, looking out at the graves.


  “Where?” Randy asked, eager at the mention of his estranged wife.


  “Skollpan City,” Hicks replied. “I pulled a few strings and asked a few favors, but I received confirmation that she’s there.”


  “It makes sense,” Randy said, nodding his head. “That’s where she’s from. But she didn’t leave her parents on the best of terms, so it surprises me a little to hear that.”


  “Why don’t you go there? Talk to her,” Hicks suggested with confidence.


  “Because there’s nothing for me there,” Randy snorted.


  “There’s nothing for you here,” Hicks advised.


  “She left a pretty big message for me not to follow her anywhere,” Randy replied.


  “So, you’re just going to give up, then?” Hicks questioned in disappointment.


  “I appreciate what you did. I’m sure that you had better things to do than to track my wife down, but—"


  “No buts,” Hicks interrupted. “Just go. Maybe the change of scenery and pace is what you both need. I’m surprised that you aren’t happier about this. I thought you were up for days on end because you didn’t know where she was.”


  “I’m glad I know where she is, but I don’t know how I feel about it. I’m happy to know she’s okay, but I really don’t know what this means for me, for us,” Randy explained. “Besides, my life is here. It’s always been here.”


  “I understand that, but things have changed,” Hicks said, stepping in front of Randy’s mother’s grave. “There is nothing keeping you here. Is there? Your mom just died, rest her soul, and your family’s gone. Your job is, well it’s complicated, but there are things I can do to help with that.”


  “What can you do about it? You made it sound like I already lost it,” Randy replied. “Now you’re saying there’s something you can do.”


  “I think it’s safe to say that you’ve outworn your welcome in this city,” Hicks said with a slight smile. “But that doesn’t mean your career has to end completely. If you’re willing, I can put in for your transfer to Skollpan City. Then you can go there to rebuild your family and career.”


  “It’s a nice gesture, Captain,” Randy responded, “but there is no guarantee they will need or even have an opening for me.”


  “They do actually,” Hicks interjected with faint enthusiasm. “I called ahead when I found out where Kate was, to feel out the situation. They told me they had recently lost a couple men and were open to replacements. I told them about you, and they were interested. Say the word and I’ll make it happen.”


  “What about the suspension? The case against me? Our misunderstanding?”


  “There are ways around all that,” Hicks replied. “I am prepared to bury all that in a large pile of red tape and litigation, of course that is if you choose to take me up on my offer.”


  Randy broke eye contact to look around at his surroundings. He was surrounded by nothing but death. Everyone he’d known or cared about was gone from that place. The idea of moving somewhere else to start fresh did appeal to him, but Randy didn’t know if he had the strength to leave his home and build a life somewhere else. He had never been outside Michigan for longer than a few days. This city was all he ever knew. Change was something Randy didn’t like or welcome, even if it was an improvement. But if he wanted Kate back, he would have to step out of his comfort zone.


  He closed his eyes and let the cool breeze blow over him. “Give me some time,” Randy said with his eyes shut. “I really have to think about this.”


  “I understand,” Hicks replied. “It’s a big step. I get it, but you don’t have a ton of time to decide.”


  “How much time do I have?” Randy asked, opening his eyes to focus on the captain.


  “Tonight,” Hicks answered.


  “Christ, thanks Hicks,” Randy mocked. “Way to leave it until the last minute.”


  “That wasn’t by design,” Hicks assured. “I made the call a few days ago and they just got back to me this morning.”


  “What happens if I go there, and Kate doesn’t want me back?” Randy asked, rubbing his head in frustration. “Then I will have uprooted myself for nothing.”


  “Not for nothing. You will be closer to Jane, right? Besides, if you don’t do this now, I can guarantee you that you won’t be a cop here anymore,” Hicks warned. “I’ll put it this way: you leave, you have the job you want and be closer to the ones you love. You stay, then you will have nothing.” Hicks looked down at his watch. “I will be in my office until eight tonight. I told them I would let them know before I left. Just think about it, okay?” Randy nodded and Hicks patted his shoulder before walking back to his car down the hill.


  Randy had a lot to think about. He knew Hicks was right about everything he mentioned. This was a big decision and an even bigger step in his life. Randy had to make this decision with the utmost care. He decided in that moment he would weigh all the possibilities, scenarios, and options over a stiff drink at his favorite pub before he would make the final decision.


  This time Randy didn’t sit at the bar. He chose to sit in the corner booth away from the entrance. The pub had worse lighting during the evening hours than it did when he stopped for lunch. It was fine for him though. Randy preferred to be hidden from the world while he mulled over his current predicament.


  The bartender left the bottle of bourbon at his table with a large plate of cheese fries. Randy found that large amount of cheese to be disgusting, however, he felt it appropriate given his circumstances. Anything with cheese became his favorite thing whenever he was feeling depressed or stressed out. Randy preferred working out, but it was hard for him to be home without Kate. So, he was fine to be there wallowing in his anguish, burying his stressful thoughts with melted dairy, taking large gulps of his liquor.


  There was no scenario he could muster that didn’t end with him packing up and moving to Kate’s childhood city. It made more sense to do that than the alternative of being unemployed in a large house and a city that Kate had no interest in returning to any time soon. He missed Jane. Kate was at the forefront of his mind, but Jane wasn’t far behind. Randy found himself staring down the half full glass, thinking of their times at the park together. They would ride bikes, toss a small football around, or play a game of horse on the basketball courts if they were empty. The nights Randy cherished most were the Sunday movie nights. They would cuddle up on the couch and watch any movie that was appropriate for Jane. He didn’t realize how much he missed that or how much he would miss it until there was the threat of never having it again.


  Randy wasn’t naïve enough to think that he would go there, and Kate would welcome him with open arms. He knew he would be swatting a hornet’s nest and the unforgiving sting was sure to follow. Randy felt he had to do whatever he could to win them back. He felt lost without them. More than anything, Randy felt empty, and he needed their love to see him through all the rough times in his life.


  But as soon as he tried to make up his mind that he was leaving, the fear, guilt, doubt, and discomfort set in. This was his home. It was all he’d ever known, but he thought he could go to smooth things over and bring them back with him when they were ready. Randy took another swig, nodding in agreement that it was the best course of action he had so far. He looked out the window next to his booth. Randy gazed at the city lights and melted under the weight of familiarity. For a split second, he decided maybe letting them go would be for the best. Randy put the glass to his lips, but they weren’t met with the slight soothing burn, forcing him to look down. The glass was empty. Randy poured another glass, not noticing the priest he crossed paths with before, standing over him with a smile until he was in his face.


  “How many of those have you had?” the priest asked, rubbing his chin from the obvious thirst he felt for his vice.


  “Not nearly enough,” Randy answered, taking another drink.


  “You mind if I sit?” the priest asked and held his hand out at the empty seat in front of Randy.


  “I mind, but something tells me you’re going to sit anyway,” Randy snorted.


  “You must be clairvoyant,” he chuckled and sat down. He motioned to the bartender for a glass. The bartender walked over and set one down in front of him. “You mind?” he asked again, grabbing the bottle of bourbon.


  “Not at all I guess,” Randy replied, irritated at the priest’s interruption.


  “There’s no need to be hostile,” the priest said, pouring the light brown liquid over halfway in his own glass. “I was in the neighborhood and thought a burger sounded nice.”


  “And look, you found me instead,” Randy teased. “How did I get so lucky? I’ve run into the same priest, in the same place, twice. Boy, if my mom was alive to see this.”


  “I heard about your mother. I’m very sorry for your loss,” he replied and took a drink.


  “How did you hear about my mom?” Randy questioned. The defensive feeling that overcame him when the priest mentioned his mother drifted away as he realized obituaries could be read by anyone who would care to look at them.


  “I read about it in the papers,” he replied.


  “That’s the second time I’ve heard that. I can’t believe people still read those,” Randy observed.


  “Apparently,” the priest said and held his glass up. “So, I couldn’t help but think of our prior conversation. I’ve been wondering about you, hoping everything had worked out. How did all that go for you?”


  “I’m really not in the mood,” Randy answered in frustration.


  “Did you talk to your wife?”


  “How the hell do you know so much about me? What are you, stalking me or something? And what do you know about my wife?” Randy snapped, leaning over the table to get closer to the prying priest.


  “Easy Randy,” he replied. “Your wedding band,” he continued, pointing at Randy’s ring finger. It forced Randy to break his gaze to look at his own hand. “And to answer your question about stalking, well, you’re just not that interesting.” The priest chuckled and took another sip. His gray eye fixed on Randy, even when his other eye looked onto a different target. It gave Randy the chills. “Come on, talk to me. What could it hurt?”


  “Did it ever occur to you that I just don’t want to or that I don’t want to talk about it with you?” Randy growled. “I don’t even know you and what, I’m going to open up like a flower, confide all my secrets to you?”


  “I’m not asking for your secrets Randy,” the priest assured. “I’m just curious if you want to talk about what has you here late at night, instead of at home, drinking heavily and eating cheese fries.”


  “What’s wrong with cheese fries?”


  “You strike me as the type that doesn’t typically touch the stuff,” the priest explained with a faint chuckle in the back of his throat.


  Randy didn’t want to admit it, but the priest was wearing on him. He managed to get Randy to open up more than he did with strangers. It occurred to him that it might help him with his decision. Randy had been playing volleyball with his emotions since he left the cemetery. One side would serve what made sense for his heart and the other side would send it back from a place of logic. At that moment, logic and comfort were winning the match. So, he figured it couldn’t hurt to have a man close to God weigh in on the subject.


  “You’re right in your assumptions,” Randy broke the moment of silence. “I have been having a tough time at home. My wife left me with our kid and moved back to where she’s from.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that,” the priest said. His tone of voice didn’t match his statement. It didn’t have any empathy or sympathy in it. Randy paused at the fact it sounded satisfied in nature. Randy stared at him, studying him, wondering what he could have meant by saying it that way. “My apologies, please continue,” the priest said to nudge Randy into continuing his thought.


  “Anyway, she moved there, and it would appear she’s leaving me for good,” Randy continued. “My job isn’t going so well, and it’s been brought to my attention that it may be a good idea to move there to start fresh.”


  “That sounds like a great idea,” the priest said in an enthusiastic tone. It caught Randy off guard. “What are you waiting for? Why aren’t you there already?”


  “And miss our talks?” Randy interrupted. “Why would I want to jeopardize what we have going here? But the bigger question is, why does it seem like you care so much?”


  “I’m sorry, I realize that may have come off a bit strange,” the priest said, laughing at the awkwardness of his responses. “I can see it vexes you to be apart, so I figured it would be best to go to her.”


  “No apologies necessary,” Randy said and took a drink, “The thing is, I’ve never lived outside this place, and I don’t want to uproot if I’m going to be rejected anyway.”


  “Is there something keeping you here?”


  “Nothing is,” Randy answered.


  “Then what’s the problem?” He asked and set his glass down, “It sounds to me like everything has left you behind and you can either stand still or move forward to something that means more to you. Plus, the bright side is, you won’t have these run-ins with me if you leave.”


  They both laughed together. Randy poured a little more in the priest’s glass before emptying the bottle into his own. “What if she doesn’t take me back?” he asked the priest, looking for true guidance.


  “Then you will be in the same position you’re in now, just in a new place, but at least you will know for sure,” the priest said. “This could be her way of having you show your love for her. Having to prove to her how much she means to you. One of those big gestures you see in romance movies.”


  “Or it could go the other way and I’m forced to come back here with my tail tucked between my legs.” Randy groaned at the thought.


  “Don’t think that way. If you want something, if you want her back, then you’re going to have to go for it,” the priest explained. “But you have to be willing to show her. You can’t just tell her.”


  “You lost me,” Randy said. “I have no idea what that means.”


  “I wish I could tell you, but you have to figure that out on your own,” the priest stated and took a large drink. “Some things you have to figure out for yourself. This is no different. You will have to decide what needs to be done and do it. Don’t be afraid to listen to that voice inside you. He may just surprise you, should you take his advice.”


  Randy allowed the priest’s words to sink deep into his subconscious. He poured the rest of the bourbon that was in his glass into his mouth. Randy swished the liquor around in his mouth to savor the taste, before swallowing it in one final gulp. The priest looked intently at Randy, eager to hear his decision.


  “Well, you do seem to be well-informed,” Randy snorted, making a point to stare at the gray eye of the priest.


  What the priest didn’t know or realize was that Randy had already made his mind up at the beginning of their conversation. It was the priest’s words that allowed Randy to feel confident with his decision. He could hear a voice inside calling out to him, influencing his thoughts. The voice inside him was driving his mind, guiding him to the best resolution possible for the two of them. He, as the priest called it, advised Randy that he didn’t exist without his family, and it was time to move onto the next chapter of his life. Randy wanted to be sure he didn’t let the priest know this because he didn’t want to give the man of the cloth any additional satisfaction. To Randy, he felt he didn’t owe anything to anyone else. He didn’t want to be in debt to a religious man. But in a way, Randy was glad he had words with the priest on both occasions. For whatever reason, he felt a sense of comfort, which didn’t make sense to him because he was against everything the priest stood for but was appreciative for his thoughts on the subject.


  Randy got up from his seat. The priest’s face shifted. His eyebrows pinched together, and his upper lip curled. His eyes dimmed as they followed Randy upward. “Where are you going?” the priest asked in an authoritative tone. It gave Randy pause as he stood over the priest because his voice seemed to drop a couple octaves. The two times he had talked with the man, the priest had a gentle nature that came through his voice. Within an instant, that changed into something that gave Randy concern. He couldn’t pinpoint why or how, but he felt a different energy from the priest and that voice inside told him he didn’t want it to escalate. Randy looked down at the priest for a moment, not sure which person was the real one.


  “I have a lot of packing to do,” Randy answered in a light-hearted tone. He did his best to mask any reluctance or doubt in his voice to leave the strange priest without an altercation.


  “That’s great,” the priest said, smiling wide with approval. He stood up and held his hand out to Randy. “I think you’re making the right choice. Your family needs you as much as you need them. I have no doubt that fact will come screaming back to her when you arrive.”


  “I hope you’re right,” Randy replied, shaking the priest’s hand. Randy broke eye contact to look down at the priest’s hand. His grip was tight and powerful. His hands were not that of any priest he’d come into contact with before. Every other time he shook hands with one, their hands were soft and smooth. This priest’s hands were rough, calloused, and the grip suggested there was a ton of hidden power in his thinner frame.


  The priest saw the suspicion in Randy’s eyes. “I love to garden,” he explained. “I take it a little too seriously, which shows in my hands and other parts of my body. There’s something about planting a seed and watching it grow that gives me such satisfaction. It is my purpose.”


  The explanation put Randy’s mind at ease, and he loosened up a bit. “Hopefully I find my purpose where I’m going,” Randy said with a hint of self-doubt.


  “I wouldn’t worry at all about that,” the priest assured. “Family is the most important thing in this world, and we must stick by them in their darkest of times. Regardless of what may happen or how it may happen, try to seek comfort in the fact that it’s all part of God’s plan. You play a part as much as I do and I’m sure it will start to make sense.”


  Randy nodded in understanding of the priest’s mention of family but kept the cynicism of ‘God’s plan’ to himself. He broke contact with the priest’s hand in order to throw money down on the table for his food and drink. Randy didn’t say another word, walking to the exit. The priest didn’t stop him or attempt to utter anything to Randy as he left. He looked forward to creating as much distance as he could between himself and the strange, strong-handed priest.
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  “HEY, SUGAR TITS,” A large man said to a young waitress in a crowded bar. The bar was a hot spot, several miles from the Las Vegas’ downtown area, where tourists and truck drivers would attend as they passed through. This large man was a line haul truck driver on his way home after dropping off his trailer in California.


  He sat at a table with three other men, all of whom were truck drivers like he was and all of whom shared the same callous manners regarding women. When the man called over to the waitress, they laughed as she rolled her eyes from across the room. She maintained an icy glare as she strode toward another table, taking the derogatory comment about her full bust in stride. The look melted from her face as she arrived to take their order.


  The trucker table was a booth tucked back towards the corner of the bar with one other booth positioned behind them. The back of each of the booth seats was so high to conceal each party in their own cubicle. This allowed people to eat or drink with minimal distractions. An ‘uninterrupted atmosphere’ was what the owner wanted to advertise most in a city full of distraction. The booths and open floor space made accomplishing that goal simple. There were a few tables scattered around the floor, but the space was large enough that every party had their own privacy.


  For a Vegas bar anywhere near downtown, it was well-lit and cleaner than most places found within proximity. The waitresses and waiters both had humble well-covered uniforms. The owner of the establishment placed value in the food and service rather than in the skin serving the orders. He was bound and determined to stray as far from a ‘Hooters’ stereotype as possible. It was obvious to everyone in the place that the truckers hadn’t been there before.


  The four men were well over six feet tall and each of them tipped the scale nearly three hundred pounds. The man who yelled over to the waitress was the biggest. His head was shaved to the skin, with a full brown beard that started from the top of his ears and flowed down past his chin. He wasn’t well-kept in any sense. The moustache hairs were long and concealed his mouth entirely. He wore a tight, dark blue t-shirt that appeared to be a size too small. It clung to every inch of his torso, leaving little to the imagination.


  The distinguishing feature of this man was his tattoos. He had full sleeves that disappeared under the tiny shirt sleeves wrapped around his thick, farmer-like arms. On his right forearm, the words read “Morgue” and on his left forearm, the words read “Hospital.” These words were placed between all the other designs he inked into his skin. He had large hands with puffy knuckles evidenced he enjoyed punching things, be it people or doors in his spare time. His jeans were the right size, flowing down over his steel toe work boots that were at least a size thirteen. The man’s large stature and nature for violence earned him the nickname ‘Buck.’


  The other three men looked and wore similar attire. The man next to him, Allen, was more fat than muscle. He wore a mesh hat, with his company logo, that covered his balding head. Allen’s teeth were crooked and chipped from lack of dental care and years of smoking. His breath didn’t help his appearance and people rarely got close to him.


  The two men who sat across from Buck and Allen were Pete and Slim. Pete sat across from Allen. Slim sat across from Buck on the end. They didn’t plan to have the two nicknamed men on the outside, but it happened to work out that way because Buck didn’t care about Allen’s breath at all but Slim wanted to be as far away from Allen as possible.


  Slim was the heaviest man at the table. He stood shorter than Buck but outweighed him by at least fifty pounds. Slim dressed more for his frame, using suspenders to keep his large pants from falling lower than his waistline. He seemed to care the most about his appearance because aside from the well-fitting clothes, his beard was straight and trimmed.


  Pete was the smallest of the men. He was over six feet, however, he was the thinnest man at the table. Pete wasn’t scrawny but wasn’t fat or muscular either. He looked the most normal out of the group and was the most approachable, aside from his tobacco chewing habit. Pete wore clothes that hung off his skinnier frame. He didn’t like hats for fear of going bald, so his longer brown hair was done up to keep him from looking as though he rolled out of bed.


  When Buck yelled over at the waitress, the other three men joined in simultaneous laughter. Buck barely cracked a smile. There was truth to his statement, and it was a poor attempt to show the woman he was interested. The other people in the immediate area raised a few eyebrows and shook their heads, but otherwise avoided eye contact. The calm and inviting atmosphere was polluted with the disrespectful scent of the four men, but nobody wanted to cause any problems or stir up the confrontational group more than they already appeared to be. Buck became angry when the waitress ignored him.


  “Hey, I’m talking to you sweetie,” Buck yelled again, this time banging the table with his thick open hand. The chatter in the area dwindled down to a whisper. She turned around to face Buck and the others, not amused by his candor. “You can drop that attitude of yours at any time,” he continued with sharp eye contact on her chest. “Me and my friends are hungry. We intend to tip really well, too, especially if you bring them sugar tits over this way. Let us have a better look at them.”


  “I will get to you when I’m ready to take your order,” she replied in annoyance. “These people were here first. After I enter their order, I will come and take yours.”


  “I don’t give a shit they were here before us,” Buck interrupted. “I’m more important. You should aim to please me. Hell, I will aim to please you later if you’re up for it. The road is as long as my dick is hard, and I’ve been waiting for a gal like you.”


  “Disgusting pig,” the woman in the next table over said, shaking her head at the man she sat with.


  “What did you just say, bitch?” Buck barked, standing up to walk over to the table. When no response followed, he stomped to the woman’s table. “Pig was it?”


  “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to sit back down or leave,” the owner said with a stern tone, interjecting himself into the unpleasant conversation to reestablish order. The owner was much smaller than Buck and he wore a white-collar shirt with a black tie. His blonde hair thinned on top however his blonde beard remained thick after all these years. The owner was far too skinny to inflict any fear or intimidation, but that didn’t hinder him from standing up for his employee and the rest of his guests. At this point, the bar became silent to see the reaction of the much larger man against the tiny owner and the average-sized man and woman at the table.


  “Fuck you,” Buck growled at the owner. “I will leave when I’m good and ready.”


  “If you don’t comply, I will have to call the police.”


  “Call them,” Buck interrupted. “It’s going to take more than a few pigs,” he said and scowled at the woman, “to get me out of here. So, why don’t you have sugar tits come over here, take mine and my friends order, and we can go about our merry way?” The three men at his table chuckled behind him.


  Pete spit some of his chew into a cup he brought from his truck. “It’s okay, honey, we don’t bite,” he said to the waitress. “Unless you want me to,” he continued with a smile, revealing his browned teeth from the tobacco that lodged deep in his lower lip.


  “I have the right to refuse service and I’m refusing you and your group,” the owner said, reaffirming his stern position. “I don’t want this to get any uglier than it is.”


  Buck’s laughter interrupted the owner. His friends joined in the laughter. The onlookers watched as the man seemed to disrespect anyone in his path. None seemed to be willing to interject to diffuse the situation. They knew it would do no good, like pouring water on a grease fire. So, everyone decided that on their own it was best to be nothing more than spectators to the unpleasant scene. Buck reached down and crushed the napkin holder in his powerful hand and tossed it underhand to the owner. “It’s already gotten ugly guy,” Buck said.


  “Just leave,” the man said, sitting with the confrontational woman and avoiding eye contact with Buck. He tried to stand up for his significant other by throwing out a demand of his own. Buck didn’t respond. He grabbed the man by the back of his neck and slammed his face into the table.


  “And who’s gonna make me?” he asked, looking down at the man as he grimaced in pain. The area froze and watched the man’s face scrunch between both surfaces. All of them hoped somebody would stand up and do what was right. They didn’t have to wait long.


  “I think I’m up for the task,” a loud voice boomed from behind Buck. He turned around to the booth that was behind his and his friends’. It was in the corner and sheltered from the good lighting. Buck could see the large hands of the man that made the bold statement. That’s all he could see as the man leaned back against the bench, hidden by the cover of darkness. Buck never shied away from an altercation before. He didn’t intend on starting that trend.


  “You think so?” Buck said captivated by the brass of the unknown stranger. He released the man from his pressure and turned to face the stranger head on. The confrontational woman moved to the man’s aid as Buck shifted his attention elsewhere.


  “I do,” the voice boomed once more. The voice was deep, and the look of his hands suggested he was at least as big or bigger than Buck. The witnesses in the area tried to get a better look of the man willing to put a stop to the chaos. Many of them leaned in or around the others for a better look but the stranger remained masked in the shadows.


  “Well, pal, there are only four things I like to do in this world,” Buck responded after the awkward silence. “Fucking,” he continued, turning to the waitress with a perverted smile, “driving truck, drinking beer, and kicking ass. Not necessarily in that order.” Buck chuckled at himself, and his friends joined in. Slim leaned out to peek around their booth to get a look at the stranger. Pete and Allen watched Buck because there was no way to observe the man exchanging words with their friend.


  “You must be very proud of yourself,” the stranger said with condescension, lurking in the darkness of his own booth. “Those four things are quite an accomplishment in this world. And I can tell they have been so very good to you. But you don’t seem like such a terror to me.”


  “You talk a lot,” Buck growled.


  “So do you,” the stranger interrupted with a hint of laughter. His responses lightened the mood of the onlookers, and they began to snicker.


  “Guy, if you don’t knock it off, you’re gonna be in a whole world of hurt,” Buck hissed to re-establish his dominance. “I’m not playing around.”


  “That’s funny, I was about to say the same thing to you,” the stranger replied unaffected by Buck’s threat. Buck, agitated by the man’s lack of respect, took a step toward the stranger’s booth. “Careful,” the voice called out, “You may not like what you find. If you start down this path, it will only lead to misery and a lot of pain. It will prevent you from doing your four favorite things in this world. I can’t imagine that it would be much fun for you not being able to fuck,” he gestured air quotes with his visible hands, “drive a truck, drink beer, or kick ass.” The stranger leaned into the light to show Buck his face. “Is that really what you want?”


  He revealed himself to be a handsome, strong jawed man with rugged features. The stranger had a defined jawline and was clean shaven. His light blue eyes pierced through the lighting. They appeared to glow in the anticipation of violence and his smile reaffirmed that assumption. His smile spread across his face. Even though he smiled, his brow remained furrowed with intent to strike with the fierceness of a rattlesnake. The man appeared to be mature but didn’t have a wrinkle in sight. His milky white complexion was perfect, which made women, including the waitress, take notice of his beautiful appearance.


  “You don’t scare me, pretty boy,” Buck answered. The stranger’s reveal didn’t make Buck quiver. In fact, it made him feel better about the altercation knowing that he was up against a man that looked like he posed for magazine covers for a profession. Buck stalked over to the man. He placed both fists down on the tabletop. His tattooed words ‘Morgue’ and ‘Hospital’ faced the stranger.


  “That’s adorable,” the man said looking at the tattoos. “At least you got the spelling right.”


  “Keep it up buddy,” Buck warned, “and I will show you exactly why I have them.”


  “Let me ask you a question first, before we proceed,” the man said. “If you were to choose, which option would you go with? Would it be the hospital or morgue? I’m assuming you have a preference.” His index finger pointed and moved back and forth between Buck’s arms.


  Buck looked over at the leaning Slim and chuckled. “You believe this guy?” He mocked. Buck turned back to the stranger, who’s gaze fixed into his eyes when he faced the man again. “Well, I don’t feel like going to prison, so I guess I would prefer the hospital. That way you can live to tell all your buddies about me,” Buck said with laughter in his breath.


  “What a letdown,” the man replied. “I was hoping for the other. But it really makes no difference to me.” The man gripped Buck’s wrists so tight, his hands turned purple. His grip and strength shocked Buck to the point he couldn’t speak. The pain rushed in; his bones buckled from the pressure. Without warning, the stranger pulled upward and the radius bone in both his arms snapped. They broke with the quick motion, protruding out of the skin. Buck yelped in agony before the shock set in.


  The man stood up, clutching Buck’s broken arms, to reveal his entire stature. He towered above Buck to the point he looked like a pubescent teenager compared to his large attacker. The witnesses gasped in satisfying horror at the sight of the compound fractures and the blood that followed. The stranger smiled, gazing into Buck’s eyes with self-fulfilling pride. Buck’s friends watched as the man pummeled Buck with a few unforgiving blows to his torso and face. The strikes were as deliberate as they were punishing.


  Buck dropped to the floor unconscious. The man turned to the three truckers who stared at him in horror. They never witnessed that type of brutal force on the man they knew to be the one to dish out the punishment.


  “Would you like to eat something or join your friend in misery?” the stranger asked. The three men didn’t respond to the question. They moved to pick up their wounded mate as fast as they could and fled the bar.


  The stranger stood in silence while the rest of the bar stared at him in awe of what had transpired. The man didn’t say a word to any of them. He didn’t hold eye contact or stand in the spotlight to be admired for his bravery. After a moment of ensuring the men left the bar, watching them carry their friend out the doors and to his truck, he lit a cigarette and walked back to his booth.


  “He can’t smoke in here,” the waitress whispered to the owner.


  “I think he’s earned it,” he replied. She shrugged and walked around to the other side of the bar.


  The owner didn’t have the heart to tell him that he couldn’t smoke. In fact, he believed he owed it to the stranger to allow him that luxury after handling that uncomfortable situation. Instead of ruffling the man’s feathers or bothering him with any appreciation, he gestured to the waitress to bring the man a bottle of the whiskey he’d ordered earlier in sign of good faith.


  When the waitress arrived at the booth, the stranger sat in the shadow and out of the light. The cigarette ash dangled in the light as he inhaled in the darkness. The smoke billowed into the light as the bar atmosphere returned to normal. She placed the bottle down on the table. The man grabbed it and poured himself a drink.


  “Thank you for doing what you did,” the waitress said with a shy smile.


  “Don’t worry about it,” the stranger replied. His careless voice cut through the darkness.


  “You wouldn’t believe how many times that happens in a week,” she continued to attempt to build a conversation, “but it hasn’t ever been that bad before.”


  “You can get back to work now,” the man interrupted, leaning into the light so she could see his disinterested expression. His eyes looked through her, not at her, and his face remained stone cold as he continued to distance himself from their brief interaction. “You don’t owe me any thanks. I don’t care about what goes on here or how your day is. I saw an opportunity to act on something I’ve despised my entire existence.”


  The waitress gazed at his expression in appalling awe for a moment before looking down in discomfort. The stranger took a long drag, watching her reaction with distaste. The waitress backed away, leery of turning her back on the man as she moved.


  “Humans,” the man snorted and took a drink of his whiskey reward.


  Hours passed, people came and went, but the stranger sat with his drink until closing. They closed the bar as soon as the man finished his bottle. Everyone avoided him after witnessing his interactions with Buck and the waitress. Clearly, he was a troubled man with great strength, and nobody wanted to mix themselves with that frightening combination. Besides, the stranger sat alone and didn’t say a word to anyone. There was no need to bother someone that kept to themselves and didn’t create problems.


  As the stranger exited the bar, he was surprised to see Slim, Pete, and Allen surround him. Slim led the charge and was sure to be facing the man that broke his friend’s arms. He stood face to face with the larger stranger, while Allen and Pete stood guard on each side. The stranger cracked a smile of excitement over his handsome face. His expression angered the would-be attacker.


  “You won’t be smiling when I’m through with you,” Slim growled. “You’re gonna pay for what you did to Buck. You don’t mess with a man’s livelihood.”


  “His livelihood?” The man answered. “I didn’t realize that truckers were in short supply.”


  “Stop it, wise-ass,” Pete piped up. The man turned to look at the skinny guy with the loud bark. The stare the man gave Pete would make a lion quiver. Pete did his best to conceal his intimidation by spitting a long string of chew onto the man’s boot. Both Slim and Allen laughed in satisfaction.


  “You’re gonna wish you stayed out of our business,” Slim continued, taking another step closer.


  “Please stop with the threats. It’s old. Okay?” the man interrupted. “I’m going to save you boys a ton of trouble and just tell you that I’m not afraid. I’ll never be afraid, so you can all drop the tough guy act. The fact of the matter is, I’ve seen worse. I’ve fought worse. And you don’t really know what you’re getting yourself into.”


  “You ain’t never seen me,” Slim said and lunged at the man. His best efforts to take the man by surprise and strike with brute force fell short. The stranger stepped out of the way, allowing Slim to stumble forward onto his face.


  Allen charged but was met with the man’s foot to his chest. The kick sent him ten feet backwards into the gravel. Slim jumped to his feet and threw his best combination at the stranger. The man evaded Slim’s attacks with ease before he delivered a bone shattering punch to Slim’s jaw. Pete heard Slim’s teeth pop on impact. He crumbled face first into the ground.


  Pete froze in fear. He knew he was no match for the huge stranger. After watching what he did to Buck earlier and what he did to his other two friends, Pete figured it was best to run. He turned and ran in the other direction but stopped when he saw the stranger standing in front of him. It terrified Pete to his core. The stranger moved with impossible speed. He turned around to prove to himself there were two of them but came up empty.


  When he twisted back around to face the stranger he was met with the man’s thunderous grip around his throat. He picked Pete off the ground, squeezing as he hoisted him up into his face.


  “Humans,” the man hissed. “You are all pathetic. You all live with a false sense of entitlement. You think you are better than you are-more than you are. Well, I’m your strong dose of reality. You’re weak. One simple twist and I send you packing to the afterlife.”


  “You don’t want to do that, Lucifer,” a voice said from behind. Lucifer turned to find a familiar gray eye glaring back at him. “If you do, you will make everything I’ve worked so hard for mean nothing.”


  “Gadreel,” Lucifer said with a warm smile, clutching Pete tightly. “It’s been a long time brother.”


  “Yes, it has,” Gadreel replied. He had long since left the priest outfit behind for his meeting with his long-lost brother. Gadreel’s suit was all black from top to bottom. His collared shirt was unbuttoned without a tie. It looked as though he dressed up to go out on the town or celebrate something important.


  “What brings you to my end of the rock?” Lucifer asked with a grin. Pete struggled to regain his breath as he flailed in Lucifer’s grip. He gasped so hard the chew he had lodged in his bottom lip fell to the ground. His eyes started to roll back and his fight to survive declined.


  “I have news and much to discuss,” Gadreel answered. “Lucifer, please let go of him. He’s not worth it. Not when we are so close to getting everything we’ve wanted.”


  “I hate them,” Lucifer growled, glaring back at Pete.


  “We all do Lucifer, but there is a way we can have our war,” Gadreel said, pausing to reflect on the possibilities, “and go home.”


  “You have me intrigued brother,” Lucifer said, dropping Pete to a crumpled heap on the ground and turning around to Gadreel. “Shall we go inside to discuss your news?” Gadreel nodded and held his hand out to allow Lucifer to lead the way.


  Lucifer led Gadreel around the back. He pulled the locked doorknob out of the thick wood and pushed it open. The owner gasped when he saw the two men walk through the back of the bar past his office. He had finished placing the money from the night’s earnings into the safe underneath his desk. Neither man looked in the owner’s direction when they walked past the open door. Their intimidating stature and silent hostile familiarity with each other, forced the owner to cower under the desk with the safe to avoid being seen. The owner was alone and after he witnessed what Lucifer could do, he didn’t want to be the recipient of any conflict the two men may share. He planned to hide there until he knew they both left his bar for good.


  Once they both made it to the bar, Lucifer grabbed a bottle of whiskey from under the counter with two glasses and proceeded to the same booth he was sitting in earlier. He poured himself a drink and passed the bottle to Gadreel to fill his own.


  “Where’s Azazel?” Lucifer asked to initiate the conversation.


  “Don’t know,” Gadreel answered, filling his glass halfway and setting the bottle down in the middle of the table. “I haven’t had any visions since he left, nor have I seen anything myself. So, I was hoping you could shed some light on that.”


  “I lost track of him the day you two left,” Lucifer responded while lighting a cigarette.


  “He never tried to come back?”


  “Nope. I’ve been roaming around alone ever since,” Lucifer explained. “Not that I have a problem with that, I just figured we would all stick together. We fell together. We’re all stuck here together. But for some reason you all wanted to go your own way.”


  “Don’t pretend you didn’t have a hand in that, Lucifer,” Gadreel interrupted. “You were the one who was so angry, you couldn’t lead anymore. And everything became about your sword.”


  “Oh, but all your whining played no part in anything?” Lucifer interjected before he took a drink.


  “My whining?” Gadreel repeated. “I never whined about anything, Lucifer. I merely stated the facts of our predicament at the time and potential things to come.”


  “Your gift, yes of course,” Lucifer brushed him off.


  “You think I like having this eye?” Gadreel groaned and pointed at his gray eye. “When our father handed us our abilities, he never said anything about mine coming with a cost. That’s why I joined you from the beginning. You were the only one who didn’t ostracize me for my imperfection, and I hated him for doing this to me.”


  “I have no interest in history, brother. I already know this,” Lucifer interjected with disinterest. “It’s only because you’re my brother that I’m not scraping you from the bottom of my boot at the moment.” Gadreel tensed up from Lucifer’s sudden shift to anger. “The fact is that I needed you and the rest of our brothers, but you all left. Most joined the low ranks of humanity to take part in the spoils of this rock. Others went into some sort of solitude. You and Azazel, you were my closest brothers and you disappeared.”


  “Only part of that is true,” Gadreel intoned in his trademark matter-of-fact tone. “But you don’t know all of it, Lucifer. Azazel, without conflict or violence, is lost. He couldn’t sit idle with you to wait any longer. I tried to convince him to stay but he just wouldn’t listen. I left because of the visions I had. I wanted to alter the course and I did.”


  “You must be very proud of yourself.” Lucifer added, “as much as I love this trip down memory lane, I would like you to get to the point.”


  Gadreel steeled himself to keep from fanning the flames of the argument. He struggled with not reminding Lucifer he brought up Azazel first, which opened the initial can of worms that were spread all over the table. Instead, he decided to swallow his pride in order to get back on his brother’s good side.


  “A while back, I received a glorious vision,” Gadreel explained. “One that saw us storm the gates of Heaven. One that saw you on the throne.” Gadreel peered at the bottle as though his mind were somewhere else entirely, his gray eye flashing as he continued, “I learned of a prophecy that has been hidden for centuries and it is what will wage our war.”


  “What prophecy?” Lucifer urged for the answer.


  “I won’t bore you with all the details,” Gadreel answered. “What you need to know lies in the laws that were handed down from above. When we were cast down, it was said we couldn’t mix with mortals. And above all, we could not procreate with them.”


  “Who the hell would want to?” Lucifer interjected with distaste.


  “The prophecy tells of a Nephilim that will end life on Earth and start the war,” Gadreel continued without pausing or addressing Lucifer’s statement. “The key to this is if they are resurrected after a violent death.”


  “I’m going to stop you right there,” Lucifer said pointing his finger at Gadreel, “For one thing, Michael has sworn to uphold the laws and kill whoever would be dumb enough to try. And two, if you’re planning on attempting this—"


  “It’s already been done,” Gadreel interrupted with a smile of accomplishment. Lucifer’s furrowed brow relaxed into a combination of shock and joy as he heard the words. “I persuaded one of our weaker minded brothers long ago and he sacrificed himself for the cause. For you to balance the scales. He gave his seed to a lonely woman many years ago. Michael struck him down swiftly but not before she was with child. I did my best to keep the woman hidden from Michael. I kept her off his radar just in case our father had a change of heart to allow Heaven to intervene with human life. She gave birth to a son. Now, after all these years, he’s ready.”


  “What do you mean?” Lucifer asked. “Why now?”


  “I have kept a close eye on him his entire life,” Gadreel explained. “His mother tried to put him on some false path of divinity. She worked tirelessly to keep him from the strong urges he felt inside. He fought it tooth and nail, and in the end, he refrained from giving into his lust for blood. Even my attempts to accelerate the process failed. When he became a police officer, I thought it would happen, but visions never came, and apparently, he never gave in. I began to think he had more of his mother in him than originally anticipated. But a little while ago, I received the vision of him finally giving into the violence that dwelled within him since the beginning. I moved the pieces around on the board and made it so.”


  “Gadreel, you’re speaking in riddles,” Lucifer said, trying to understand what his explanation meant. “Who is he? What visions? What violence? And what did you do?”


  Gadreel took a drink to gather his thoughts to provide the details Lucifer asked for and continued, “I will not give his name however, the visions I had were of him killing a man, while enraged, to trigger his bloodlust. He was born with the violence and hate we fallen angels feel. He feels the rage and the urge to kill constantly, but he refused to give into it. He needed the right push and when I received my vision of him killing a man, I aided in that push. He and his partner were watching a criminal. When they fell asleep, I let the criminal know who and what they were. The criminal killed his partner, and he was left alive. I knew the passion he had for his job would lead him straight to the criminal to even the score. He shot the man to death in front of his family. Now, he has the thirst for violence and destruction that cannot be undone.”


  “Why is all this important?”


  “Because he needs to die violently, with that bloodlust in his heart, so you can resurrect him in your image. He will be more willing to listen to your offer if everything is carried out properly,” Gadreel paused to take another drink. “You are the only one with the power of resurrection.”


  “That’s all fine and good, but when mortals die, they crossover instantaneously,” Lucifer interrupted.


  “That’s the rub,” Gadreel said with a smile. “He’s a Nephilim, and because he’s half mortal and half angel, it will prevent him from the crossover. That’s where you can intercept his soul and complete the resurrection. He must agree to it though. That’s the fine print, I’m afraid. You can’t just do it, or it won’t work.”


  Lucifer’s brow furrowed in irritation. He didn’t like being told he couldn’t do something when he had the power to do almost anything.


  “I didn’t write the rules Lucifer,” Gadreel reassured. “Everything had to be just right. The right combinations with the right situations and the right execution. It had to be perfect to work. It took me a long time to ensure its preservation, but I did it. And now we’re on a path destined for greatness and you on the throne of all creation.”


  Gadreel held his glass up. Lucifer smiled again, holding his glass up with him. They clinked the glasses together for a cheer to Gadreel’s hard work and Lucifer’s work to come later.


  “That’s fantastic news,” Lucifer said after he swallowed the rest of his whiskey. “So, my magical little seer, what’s the plan now?”


  “Now, we go to Skollpan City,” Gadreel answered and finished his drink, the flickers from his gray eye coming to rest. “Let me handle his death. Allow me to pull the strings necessary to get everything moving and, when he dies, we will be on our way to getting everything we lost before.”


  “Why there? As long as he dies, I can work my magic.”


  “I go where my visions lead me,” Gadreel said, “just listen to me and allow me do what needs to be done.”


  “His name?” Lucifer demanded.


  “Not now,” Gadreel replied, pointing his finger to the ceiling, “Not while they’re listening. They already know too much, but this still allows us the upper hand.”


  “Don’t let me down, brother,” Lucifer replied with trust in Gadreel’s methods. “Before we go there, we will need to locate as many of our fallen brothers as we can.”


  “The army will be assembled,” Gadreel assured Lucifer. “Trust me. There is no heavy lifting for you. All that will be handled for you. We just need you to show up and use your God given talent when the time is right.”
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  SKOLLPAN CITY WAS UNLIKE anything Randy had ever seen before. Located high up in the Rocky Mountains, Skollpan City sat atop one of the larger peaks in Colorado’s vast mountain range. Randy gazed out the window in amazement as the plane flew in from the East. The rocky pine tree covered mountainside cradled the city, creating a large crevice that the city dwelled within. The mountain peaks outstretched toward the gray sky and disappeared within the dense clouds like pillars holding them in place above the nestled city. Sprinkled across the dark forest greens of the pine treetops were the dark reds and vibrant oranges of the surrounding trees changing their leaves for autumn.


  What was most unique about Skollpan was how the city was built within the mountain range. The backdrop of the city was a river that flowed across the top of the mountain peak. The river stretched a mile wide and narrowed as it rushed to a one-hundred-foot-wide waterfall. The waterfall cascaded from the top of the flatter part of the mountain down another two hundred feet, splashing into the lake that sat overlooking the city.


  The lake sat at the base of the smooth canyon wall, which resembled that of a basketball hoop. The light gray canyon wall served as the backboard to the large lake as the rim and two separate streams broke off at each end, flowing down toward the outstretched city. From the aerial view above the canyon, it looked like a capital “U” shape with the city planted at the center and it ran westward for miles from the lake base of the canyon wall. The streams rushed along the base of each mountain range that sat on both sides of the city, providing a protective barrier for the city on both the north and south side.


  Along these mountains sat various different types of trees, sprinkled between towering pine trees, that scattered across the stony range. Within the protective cove, the city stretched in length through the entire corridor with both houses and buildings. From what Randy knew of the cityscape, the downtown area was considered to be the middle of the corridor, with its numerous towering buildings stretched up toward the sky in a circular structure. The roads wrapped around the cluster of buildings, which gave the illusion of an eye peering back from the center of the city and provided equal traveling distance for citizens on any end of this large community.


  The city itself is located so high up in the atmosphere that the residents had to endure the most unpredictable and harshest weather nature could offer for most of the year. They withstood frigid temperatures in the winter, which are accompanied by heavy snowfall and freezing rain. However, the region’s short summers were some of those renowned worldwide for their comfortable temperatures that rarely topped seventy-five degrees Fahrenheit.


  Randy, with his limited knowledge of the city’s climate, elected to relocate there in early autumn. Though he would have to prepare himself for the harsh rains until the frigid and heavy snowfall that would soon follow, he didn’t think much of the weather. Randy smiled to himself as he peered from the window, mesmerized by the verdant and picturesque landscape. He peered down to marvel at every nook Skollpan had to offer.


  The airport was located at the end of the “U” shape before the mountainside forked off into two different directions with a four-hundred-foot cliff that seemed to hold the city up high on its plateau. If someone were to be at the bottom of the cliff looking up toward the city, they would see nothing but rocks and trees. The forking cliff side provided the perfect space for Skollpan both to either land planes or send them to other destinations across the globe.


  Despite the towering metropolitan area, the appearance of being a small town, it housed more than one-hundred thousand people, which is how it became classified as a city. The reason why the city was the best kept secret, or didn’t appear to grow much, was for the simple fact arrival by plane was the exclusive way to get to Skollpan City. Randy didn’t arrive alone. He couldn’t leave his car behind, being his most prized possession, and had it shipped with him. Nothing about traveling to the city was convenient. If that wasn’t enough, the extreme weather would keep the most seasoned travelers from settling in, but those things didn’t bother Randy.


  He didn’t appreciate the inconvenience of his move, but he resolved to do whatever it took to reunite with his now-estranged family. That was what he hoped to demonstrate to Kate by his presence there. Randy knew he had been selfish, putting his family second, and he was determined to make it right. He hoped it would be enough to persuade her to reconsider her decision to leave him.


  He exited the plane, and the crisp wind shocked his senses like a punch to the stomach. Randy dressed for the climate, knowing where the city was located, but he couldn’t prepare himself for that icy introduction when the plane door opened. The wind whipped through his thermal long-sleeved shirt and blew his leather jacket back, forcing him to zip it closed to shield his body from the cold.


  The airport was unlike conventional ones found in other cities. The passenger jets were smaller and cargo planes were allowed to land on the same runway to bring bigger shipments like Randy’s car. To say the terminal was small would be a gross understatement. It didn’t have to be large, as the terminal saw a few hundred visitors a year, even during the busy tourism peaks. Randy was able to traverse the terminal, retrieve his luggage, and find his car that was waiting for him in the pick-up parking area within a matter of minutes.


  The rumble of his engine turned every head in the area. Most of the residents within Skollpan City drove trucks, SUV’s, or Jeeps to navigate the rugged terrain. The loud sound of an otherwise foreign muscle car was something for the locals to behold. The heavy snow conditions were also less accommodating for a car, but Randy didn’t care. That car was his pride and joy, and there would be no way he would part with it.


  Randy drove around the “U” shaped city for most of the day to get a feel for his new home and unique surroundings. He found himself unable to process just how beautiful everything was there. The sun seemed to shine brighter and the people in the city all had smiles on their faces. Randy rolled his windows down to hear the city. The sounds crashed into his ear drums. He could hear the city’s horns, vehicles, and distant construction, but he could also hear the birds, wind and rushing water. Everything was magnificent to him, and he knew right away why Kate chose to come back. From what he could see and hear, he didn’t understand why she left in the first place.


  When he was done sight-seeing, he stopped in at his new department, located in the epicenter downtown. The structure towered in place, wider than any building in the immediate area and at least a hundred feet taller than its neighboring buildings. From the street view, it towered upward to the gray sky above Randy, high enough that he couldn’t quite make out the last of the stories that disappeared into the fog. He stood there, looking straight up to the top of the precinct in awe. Randy hadn’t ever seen anything like it. The structure reminded him of an ancient Greek grand hall or coliseum. The face of the building was as white as ivory, yet there were no chips or cracks in its pristine surface and appeared to be brand new. It had the look of a well-kept courthouse, including the cylindrical pillars that lined up across the front above the staircase that stretched down from the building to the street about fifty feet away.


  The area housed a lot of pedestrian traffic. People were walking in and out of the precinct along with other individuals walking up or down the stairs. Randy didn’t pay them any attention, nor could he move his eyes away from the pristine building. He looked at it from the sidewalk with his mouth agape. He must have looked like a tourist because a uniform police officer approached him when she noticed him staring up at something so routine to her.


  “You must be new here,” a voice said, snapping him from his stupor. Randy turned to face the stranger, closing his mouth. The tiny officer had to look up at Randy as she stood toe to toe with him. Her pearly white smile shined brighter against her fair skin and red hair. The woman’s hair was more of a burnt red, like the leaves he saw on his way in from the plane, and her eyes were dark green. Her badge displayed Sgt. Berry above her left breast.


  “That obvious?” Randy replied with a warm smile, realizing how he must have looked gawking up at the building they see every day. “It’s incredible. I’ve never seen anything like it before.”


  “It’s definitely one of a kind,” Berry said, admiring the precinct herself. “But you know you can go inside too? It’s not just for show,” she continued with a chuckle.


  “I’m just debating if I should wash my hands first before entering,” Randy joked and chuckled with the officer.


  “Maybe I can help you out with something,” she said, walking in front of him to gain his attention. Randy looked down at her. She surprised him with how attractive she was in the boxy uniform. She was short like Kate, and it was important for him to make that comparison due to his immediate attraction to her.


  “Actually, I think you can,” Randy replied with the same warmth she showed him. It was hard for him not to smile back as she smiled with her big teeth. “I’m starting here tomorrow, and I wanted to check in. Get acquainted with the department, my new captain, my partner.”


  “Oh, so you’re the new guy from the big city,” she interrupted, still showing the same candor.


  “So, you heard,” Randy said with a shrug and looked back at the building.


  “Yeah, you’re kind of the talk of the town right now. So to speak anyway,” Berry answered.


  “Hopefully good stuff,” Randy inquired.


  “Honestly, it’s a mixed bag. Your reputation definitely precedes you,” she said with a wink. “Personally, I don’t like to talk or make judgements on people until I know them. So, you’re not on my chopping block yet.”


  Randy cocked an eyebrow. “I’m not that bad.”


  “Nobody thinks that,” she returned. “Everyone knows you’re a good cop. You hit a speed bump recently and are looking for a fresh start.”


  “Exactly,” Randy replied with a satisfied nod.


  “But can I give you a piece of advice?” she asked. Randy nodded in compliance. “Be careful here. This place is as dangerous as it is beautiful. It can swallow you up pretty quickly if you’re not paying attention. The city moves at a different speed and pace that will take time to adjust to. Just fall in line, listen to your partner, and you will be just fine.”


  Her tone took Randy by surprise. She went from warm and inviting to cold and ominous with the flip of a switch. Randy thought about it for a moment before disregarding the warning internally. He would appear to comply, but he felt he was above the city on some level. Randy grew up in Detroit. He was a successful detective there. In his mind, there was going to be a pace in that city that he would have to slow down for, not adjust in a way that would make him uncomfortable.


  “Thanks for the tip,” Randy said with as much sincerity as he could muster. He didn’t want to offend the person who took interest in helping him on the first day of his arrival to the new city.


  “Come on, I’ll show you where you need to go and help you get acquainted,” she said, smiling again as she tilted her head toward the large building.


  Randy followed the petite officer as she sashayed up the stairs, into the building and through the hallways. She moved her body in such a graceful way that Randy nearly felt as though she was being suggestive and attempting to persuade him to take a chance on her. Every few moments, she would turn sideways to look at him, to make sure he was still following but also to be flirtatious. Randy did his best to keep his eyes off her backside, but they wandered a few times and every time she caught him doing so she’d smile and turn away.


  The halls weren’t as busy or crowded as they would seem with as many people as Randy saw coming and going from the front. The people sloughed about, lacking the sense of urgency he was accustomed to in Detroit. He stuck out like a sore thumb. People knew he was new to the area, but it was his stature that everyone seemed to notice first. Most of the individuals on the main floor were women. They were a mixture of uniform officers and what looked to be secretaries dressed in business casual attire.


  Randy was surprised when they reached the elevator and Sgt. Berry didn’t start a banter like they had outside. She was the same, smiling when looking up at him, but she refrained from conversation until the elevator doors opened.


  “Go straight ahead until you reach the pit,” she said and pointed forward. “Turn right and the captain’s office is the one in the back corner.”


  “The pit?” Randy questioned.


  “That’s what we call it,” she answered with a chuckle. “You will walk the marble plank until you reach the carpet with the many desks. The pit. Then you will go right. You will see his office. You can’t miss it.”


  Randy thanked her as he exited the elevator. Though they’d shared a laugh at her remark of the marble plank, the white marble floor under his feet left him speechless. The whole building was surreal but the current hallway he found himself in seemed like something from the future. Randy recovered from his second stupor for the day and joked to himself about how it reminded him of a futuristic hospital room or something from an old Twilight Zone episode.


  He walked down the wide ivory hallway that seemed to grow longer as he got closer to the pit. His heels clicked the hard marble with every step, and it echoed throughout the empty corridor. The whole situation was surreal to him as he reflected on everything he had experienced within the last couple hours. The city was breathtaking, the architecture was phenomenal, and the people seemed different, but in a good way from what he was used to in all his years in the mid-west.


  Randy’s heels ceased their clicking as he reached the carpet of the ‘pit.’ The officer’s desks were spread out across the carpet with ample room for them to move between. The desks appeared to be arranged in the same manner and created unison throughout the large area. All their computers, desk lamps, and folder trays were placed in the same spot and lined up along each column and row of desks within the ‘pit.’ The windows towered from the floor up to the vaulted ceiling. Natural light cascaded through the open room, which negated the need for artificial lighting. Everyone on the floor acted differently from any officer he’d been in contact with before. They reminded him of bankers or high-end salesmen based on their appearances. Each detective moved, stood, or sat while Randy remained stiff at the entrance watching his new co-workers move about their regular workday.


  He scanned the entire area, attempting to drink it all in, before he looked all the way to the right. Nobody glanced up or even noticed the new arrival, staring at them and their every movement. They were immersed in their work, focusing on their various tasks. Randy stalked forward, attempting to keep the sound of his footsteps to a minimum as he rounded the corner to face the huge office tucked in the back corner of the room. This had to be the captain’s office Sgt. Berry told him about in the elevator.


  Randy continued toward the corner office, staying close to the wall to avoid any unwanted attention. They all knew about him and had already talked about him. He didn’t want to know how they would receive him all at once. Randy never liked the spotlight or being the center of attention, and he wasn’t about to change his disposition on the topic. He would rather fade into the large crowd, so he could watch those around him.


  His mind was blank as he sloughed between a couple desks closer to the office. He kept his eyes forward and used his height to his advantage. Randy looked over the top of each person that came into view and ignored what was happening in his peripheral vision. As he drew closer to his new boss’ office, still nobody took notice or tried to engage him in any conversation. The invisibility Randy felt in that moment was something of a comfort in his new environment.


  Randy’s new boss caught a glimpse of him moving toward the office. He gestured over at Randy with a smile, like Berry’s before, and stood up to greet him. The captain’s office was enclosed by windows which had all the blinds pulled up. It was a fishbowl of the captain’s own design, allowing him to look out and keep watch on all his detectives. Randy knew he could vouch for them simply by how they behaved as he walked through the pit.


  The captain opened the door for him as he approached. “Come on in Randy,” he said, still smiling. “Good to have you here,” he added as Randy walked by and into the office. The captain shut the door and walked over to Randy. He held out his hand. Randy gripped it. “How was your flight in?”


  “Not bad,” Randy replied.


  “Perfect. Have a seat, Randy,” the captain instructed.


  Randy sat on the cushy chair in front of the desk. He read the plaque name tag before him. The understated font read “Captain Johnson” in all capital letters. Captain Johnson was an average-sized man. His face looked to be around Randy’s age, but had silver hair that sat as a clean buzz cut on top of his round head. Johnson wore a thick goatee that matched his hair and hung off his chin about an inch. He seemed to make up for his narrow shoulders by having over-sized forearms and big hands. A small weight set, encompassing various types of office equipment, sat next to the large walnut desk. When Randy shook his hand, the powerful grip like his own took him by surprise at first, but from his assessment of the room and the general feeling of the pit, Randy assumed Johnson was left with plenty of time for exercise during a workday.


  Johnson had dark brown eyes that were beady due to his light hair and complexion. However, his face would put anyone at ease that may feel threatened by his outer appearance. The goatee ran in front of the dimples he had on each cheek, which were both staring Randy in the face from his enthusiastic smile. His white eye-brows raised upward from his brown eyes as a result of the smile attempting to invite Randy to partake more in the conversation.


  “We’re excited to have you on board,” Johnson continued. “You came highly recommended from Scotty.”


  “I’m happy to be here,” Randy replied with his best attempt at a nice tone. “I just hope that he didn’t divulge too many of my exploits.” Randy wanted to speak more intellectually this time around. This was a new place and a new chance for him to start over. Randy felt it to be important to start off on the right foot. He was making a lot of changes in his life, with more to come, so he figured it was the right place to start. As Randy said those words, he felt like an outsider in his own skin.


  “Good. Good. So what brings you here?” he asked Randy and picked up his grip handle from the fitness equipment. Johnson began squeezing it as he awaited Randy’s response.


  “I wanted to introduce myself and get a feel for the department,” Randy said back and watched his new boss’s forearms spider with muscularity from the ensuing workout. “I know I start tomorrow, but I got in today so I thought I should hit the ground running. Get acquainted with everyone I need to be aware of.”


  “I appreciate that, Randy,” Johnson answered. “It shows you’re a member of the team. I like that. Before we get started on anything else, I want to ask you a few questions about your recent history. I want to know and gain an understanding of who you are and how you will work here under me. Is that fair?” Randy nodded his head with a slight grimace. Johnson continued, taking Randy’s shift in expression in stride, “Perfect. So, it says in your file you recently had an altercation while off-duty and you shot a person of interest. I spoke with Scotty about this, and he assured me it was an isolated incident, but I need to hear this from you. What went down exactly?”


  “It was me allowing my emotions to get the best of me,” Randy replied. “I was on leave due to the shooting I was involved in earlier that day. My partner and I were on a stake-out. We were to surveil a suspect that was involved in criminal activity. He rolled up alongside us and opened fire. My partner was killed, protecting me in the process.”


  “I read all about that,” Johnson added.


  “Well, later that night, I went out with my family,” Randy continued. “I saw his vehicle and followed him. When I knew it was the man that was responsible for my partner’s death, I snapped and pursued him until he stopped in a neighborhood. He shot at me, so I put him down.”


  “Even though Scotty instructed you to stand down from the investigation?” Johnson asked even though he knew the answer.


  “Yes, I went rogue at that moment and didn’t listen to any instruction I had been given earlier,” Randy explained. “I took full responsibility for my actions.”


  “I’m not interested in that Randy,” Johnson interrupted, “What I want to know, really get to the bottom of, is why you ignored a direct order and acted on impulse?”


  “I wanted to get the man responsible,” Randy answered.


  “You wanted to get him or kill him?” Johnson interrupted.


  “At the time, I wanted blood,” Randy continued. “Blood for blood. That sort of thing. In hindsight it was wrong, and I should have done my best to bring him in alive.”


  “You see, I’m getting a sense of you already,” Johnson said with a condescending smile. “I’m glad you came in today. This way I can nip this shit in the bud right now.” His change in tone and diction threw Randy for a loop.


  Randy’s immediate reaction was to become defensive and combative, which he did right away. His rigid shoulders and broadening neck angered Johnson. Johnson let the grip clatter to the desk and pointed a thick finger at Randy. “I don’t care much for the way you’re looking at me and you better wipe it off your face right now,” he demanded.


  “What just happened?” Randy asked in confusion, “What did I do? I don’t understand what this hostility is for.”


  “It’s from your careless cowboy antics that I will not tolerate here,” Johnson barked. His loud voice gained the attention from the other detectives that all looked on inside the fishbowl, less preoccupied with whatever cases they were working on. Johnson continued, “It’s that selfish way of thinking that gets people killed. What you should have said was you should have left it alone. You were given an order from your superior to cease your pursuit of the suspect. You ignored that order and reacted from a place of pride. Here, we don’t tolerate that behavior. You do as you’re told, when you’re told. No exceptions. Do we understand each other?”


  “I got the guy that killed a cop, and you want me to feel bad about it?” Randy scoffed.


  “I didn’t ask you about your feelings,” Johnson interrupted louder than before. “I asked if you understand. You want to justify your actions, but I won’t have it here. You killed a man and endangered the lives of many civilians, including your own family. That is not acceptable in my eyes. Tomorrow when you report to me officially, you will fall in line like all my other officers and do as you’re told. No cowboy shit. Do you understand?”


  “If this is how things are going to be, then I may as well just pack up and head home,” Randy growled.


  “Do you understand?” Johnson repeated.


  Randy stood up and leaned in toward Johnson. The anger that rose up within him made him yearn to snatch him by his facial hair and yank him forward. Randy’s eyes burned attempting to inflict pain on his new superior. His blood sang to him as his heart raced in his chest. The yearning, the urge to inflict maximum pain and violence on the person that would challenge him was all he could think about. The new voice inside rose up within him, daring him to give into his urges. Hearing the voice gave him enough pause to douse the fire within and act as he always had before.


  “Is this how you act with all your detectives? Lure them in with a false sense of comfort with your smile and friendly bull-shit? Because that shit doesn’t work on me,” Randy growled, challenging his new boss.


  Johnson stared at Randy with his thick furrowed brow and smiled in acceptance. “I admire your confrontational manner to stand up for what you believe in. You can’t and won’t admit you’re wrong. No matter how hard I push,” Johnson said. He retrieved the grip and turned. “Even in the face of everything that could make your life worse, you still cling to your pride. It is a good asset to have. But it can be toxic here.” Johnson leaned back in his chair away from Randy. “You remind me of me back in the day. But let me explain something to you about Skollpan City. This is not the place to make enemies. It’s not the sort of place you try and throw your weight around. It can be giving, but it can also be unforgiving. I want you to remember that when you start to revert to your natural impulses.”


  “I’m confused,” Randy said. “One minute you’re happy to see me. Then next your yelling at me in disagreement for my actions, and now you admire me? Which one is it?”


  “All the above,” Johnson answered. “I wanted to gain the sense of the man you are, not what I read on a piece of paper or what I hear from another colleague. So, I hit you from many different angles to see how you react. Your true colors will come out as yours did and that way I can measure the man accurately. That way I know what I’m getting. You know? But I will need to hear that you understand.”


  “I think I’m getting there,” Randy replied. The loud knock on Johnson’s door interrupted their moment. The door opened, even without Johnson’s compliance, and a detective poked his head in.


  “Everything alright in here? Someone need a hug?” the detective asked.


  “Cooper, I want you to meet your new partner,” Johnson said, looking at Randy.


  The detective walked in and stood next to Randy. He looked Randy up and down with a single eyebrow raised. An awkward silence settled in the room.


  “My what?” Randy asked, as it was all he could fathom to say at that moment.


  “This is typically the part where you acknowledge and introduce yourself,” Cooper said to the side of Randy’s face. Randy held his stare down with Johnson who chuckled.


  “Cooper, show Randy out and be sure to go over some of the important things before he leaves,” Johnson ordered in a casual tone and looked at Cooper. Randy turned to face the stranger Johnson addressed in such a casual manner.


  Detective Cooper was a short, stocky man with a clean-shaven appearance. He was always well groomed and did it for the attention of any woman who would give him the time of day. His eyes were a unique type of turquoise that Randy had never seen before. He wore a nice blazer with a bright yellow collared shirt underneath that had floral patterns and left the top two buttons undone to reveal the top of his chest. Cooper’s smile revealed a platinum tooth on his lateral incisor on the left side of his teeth. After Randy took in Cooper’s somewhat garish appearance, he caught the sense of his strong smell. He reeked of Axe body spray and cigarettes.


  Cooper held his hand out to Randy. “You can call me Coop. Everyone does. Come on dude, I’ll show you ropes,” he said with a trusting smile. Randy looked down to shake his hand and noticed many circular burns on his hand. When he clasped hands with Cooper, his skin was rough, and his grip was as tight as Johnson’s. Randy figured it was because Cooper looked squatty, like a powerlifter who needed a neck.


  Randy followed Cooper out of the office and through the pit. This time all eyes were on Randy, no doubt thanks to Johnson’s ‘interrogation.’ He couldn’t avoid eye contact. It was difficult for him to tell if they were looks of admiration or reluctance. It was quiet, not like when he entered, and Randy could hear paper shuffling to go along with the staring. None of that mattered to him as he was more eager to learn about his new partner.


  “You’ve gotta learn to pick your battles with the dick bro,” Cooper said as they hit the bright white hallway that led back to the elevator.


  “The dick?” Randy repeated.


  “Yeah, his name is Richard Johnson,” Cooper replied with a chuckle. “His parents didn’t give him a chance, bro. Either that or they had a much better sense of humor than he does.” Randy joined his partner to chuckle at the name. Cooper jammed a finger into the elevator’s call button as he continued. “So, everyone around here calls him the dick. Not to his face obviously, and you know why now. Some of the more daring people on the floor call him Popeye, because of the spinach-gripping arms he has.”


  “He seems bipolar,” Randy said feigning disinterest at the nicknames for his new boss.


  “Slightly, but you get used to it,” Cooper replied. “You have to just let him feel like the big dick on campus, so he’ll leave you be. That’s what I do, but I’ll be damned if I don’t tease him relentlessly behind his back.” With a quiet ring, the elevator doors slid open. Cooper pressed the button for the main floor, readjusting his shirt under the navy-blue blazer. “Stick with me, bro, and we’ll fuck shit up,” he added as the elevator descended.


  Randy thought to himself how odd Cooper was to be a cop. He reminded him a lot of Marco, but Cooper seemed way less serious about anything. His colorful attire and language made Randy feel even more out of place. Cooper pulled a pack of cigarettes from the inside pocket of his blazer and placed one between his lips.


  “You’re not going to smoke that right now are you?” Randy asked with slight offense that Cooper would assume it wouldn’t be a bother to him.


  “Easy, Nancy,” Cooper answered and looked over at Randy. “I’m getting it ready to fire up when we get outside. It’s been about an hour since my last one and I want to get that sweet taste in my mouth.” The elevator doors opened to the main floor as Sgt. Berry walked by with her partner. “Oh sweet lord,” Cooper said and put his hand out to keep Randy from obstructing his view of her. “She’s by far my favorite thing about this place,” he continued.


  “Officer Berry?” Randy questioned.


  “You know Cherry Berry,” Cooper said with surprise. He waited until she was around the corner before he moved his gaze to Randy.


  “Her name’s Cherry?”


  “No, Cheri, but that’s what I call her,” Cooper answered. “How do you know her?”


  “She showed me in,” Randy replied. “Took me upstairs.”


  “I’m jealous,” Cooper said and led Randy out of the elevator toward the exit. “I’m the only one she seems to give the time of day here. She must dig you, bro.”


  “I’m married,” Randy said, showing Cooper his wedding band.


  “Well your wife must be something for you to not imagine what it would be like to see her rolling around,” Cooper said looking back to where he last saw Cheri.


  “Okay, enough. Just so you know, my wife is off limits,” Randy interrupted. Cooper swung his head back around to look at Randy funny. He smiled with the cigarette still in his lips and held the door open for Randy.


  “After you, boy scout,” Cooper joked.


  Randy didn’t say anything and trotted down the steps. Cooper followed behind, lighting his cigarette. When they got to the bottom of the steps, the clouds started to form above them. The thunder rolled as each separate cloud clung to the other to darken the sky. Cooper took a drag, looked up for a moment before looking down to see Randy’s car.


  “Jesus holy loving Christ,” he exclaimed. “This is your car?” Randy nodded in pride of Cooper’s reaction. “Beautiful, bro. Absolutely sexy. I can tell you keep her clean too. You couldn’t have driven that here.”


  “I flew it in,” Randy said.


  “I would have too. Jesus,” Cooper replied in admiration. “Well, enjoy it for another month or so, because once the snow falls, this lovely beauty will be permanently parked,” he said while he admired every inch of the car.


  “Winters are that bad?” Randy asked as he fumbled through his coat pockets for his keys.


  “Terrible and as unpredictable as Captain Dick,” Cooper answered with another drag, “But I say fuck it, enjoy it while you can. And we’ll see her back in the spring.”


  “Are you from here?” Randy asked, looking at Cooper’s strange appearance.


  “Yep, born and raised,” Cooper replied. “I know everything there is to know about this place. You stick with me, and you will get to know it as well as you know your ball sack.”


  “Johnson made it sound like it was a dangerous place,” Randy said, attempting to probe him for more information after the altercation he had with the captain.


  “It can be. I won’t lie to you. In the end, it only comes down to one man,” Cooper said and took a giant drag. “You exclude him, then the unpredictable weather, and you have yourself a fucking utopia.”


  “Who?” Randy asked in his regular detective voice. It piqued his interest to hear Cooper reference one man that would be threatening to an entire city.


  “Ah, we’ll get to all that tomorrow,” Cooper interrupted. They both felt rain drops kiss their bare skin. “You should just head out and enjoy your day off before it all snaps back to reality. You and your wife have a place to crash yet?”


  “Possibly,” Randy said unsure about the situation while he fished his phone from his front pocket. “Do you happen to know where this address is?” He asked and showed his phone to Cooper.


  Cooper studied it for a second, “Yep, just head East until you hit Valkyrie Drive. Turn left then follow that road as it wraps up and around and it will spit you out right there. Is that where you and your wife are staying?” he asked and snatched Randy’s phone from him.


  “Yes,” Randy growled, irritated that Cooper took his phone without asking.


  “Here’s my number in case you want to get a beer or something,” Cooper interjected before Randy could get after him about taking the phone. “Tomorrow when you get here, you can park in the underground garage back there,” Cooper continued and pointed around the building. “Keep this beauty out of harm’s way until then. I’ll talk at you tomorrow.” Cooper finished and flicked his cigarette butt into the gutter. He jogged up the steps and into the doors before the downpour came from the clouds above. Randy ducked into his car away from the storm and headed East.


  After a ten-minute drive and directions from Cooper, Randy found himself in front of the light blue house with white trimming. It was a nice two-level house, with no basement, and large windows. The front door was so white it looked as though it had been carved straight from the same ivory as the precinct. Randy knew Kate was there as he stared up at the house from the comfort of his own car. He could see her sitting in the living room, in front of the window, reading a book. He watched her with a grin, his eyes filling with tears. His palms wouldn’t stop sweating and he kept rubbing them dry on his jeans.


  Randy kept running what he was going to say through his head over and over. Each time he said it in his head, the worse it sounded and made him unsure if she would hear him out. Kate didn’t look sad. He figured it was due to her reading but maybe she seemed happy to be without him. She was back in the city she loved with her daughter and her parents, so there would be no reason for her to be upset. Enough time had passed from the incident that Randy assumed she had gotten over the grief of leaving him. Whether she would take him back or not, he didn’t see a point stalling any longer. He needed to know where they stood and where they were headed.


  He forced himself out of his car. Randy straightened up his appearance, making sure everything was folded how it was supposed to be and nothing was out of place. The walk up to the door seemed like miles away. His feet felt heavier than they were, reminding him of the sensation of walking through thick mud. It was the unknown that bothered him. It was as if she easily turned her feelings off for him like pressing a button on a TV remote. By the time he got to the front door, he was sweating, and the cool breeze made his hairs stand up. He mustered every bit of courage he had left to ring the doorbell.


  As Kate opened the door, Randy felt his heart sink into his stomach. The initial shock of seeing him there wore off. She crossed her arms, her emerald eyes burning through him like a lit candle in a dark hallway. Kate wore a tight tan blouse, showing off her best attributes and Randy’s favorite pair of blue jeans that she owned. Her dark brown hair cascaded down her right shoulder. Even though her stature was small compared to Randy, her frame housed a presence that filled the entire doorway.


  “What are you doing here?” she demanded.


  Her words shook him from his third and most pervasive stupor for the day. “I just...” he paused to regroup. “I wanted to see you. I-I couldn’t stay away any longer,” Randy stammered, attempting to get his nerves under control.


  “I see you couldn’t part with your beloved,” Kate said, looking over his shoulder at the mustang resting on the street. “I can’t believe you flew that in here.”


  “Who is it Mommy?” Jane’s voice called from inside.


  Kate rolled her eyes with a sigh, “It’s nobody honey,” she called back over her shoulder. “Just finish up your homework and I’ll be in there in a minute.” Kate fixed her eyes back on Randy and shoved him backward away from the door. “All you’re going to do is confuse her,” she said as the door clicked shut behind her.


  “I’m her father,” Randy said with annoyance.


  “Yeah, a father that was barely there for her and a father that she hasn’t talked to for weeks,” Kate snapped.


  “Who’s fault is that?” Randy growled. “I’m not the one that made you leave. You did that on your own.”


  “I wonder why Randy?” Kate hissed in response. “I wonder who could have possibly pushed me to that decision? Do you remember having anything to do with that?”


  Randy got lost in her eyes. Even in that moment when he was angry with her, he couldn’t help but love her. She was strong and seemed to double in strength since she left. He missed her. Seeing her in front of him, looking the way she did made him fall for her all over again. “You look so beautiful,” Randy said, trying to use his authentic feelings to distract her from her agitation.


  “That won’t work,” she snapped. “What are you doing here? I didn’t think you would come all this way to pay me a compliment.”


  Randy reached for her shoulder and Kate dipped to avoid the contact. Her cold and distant reaction forced Randy to absorb his feelings about everything that has transpired over the last few weeks. He realized at that moment it was best to be forthright and direct. “I’m really sorry Kate,” Randy murmured.


  “I don’t need your apology. I got plenty of those back in Detroit and they didn’t mean a damn thing, Randy,” Kate hissed back. She crossed her arms again with a scowl, “I thought my leaving my ring and my phone may have been a strong indication of that fact.”


  “I’m really trying here, Kate,” Randy interrupted in slight desperation. He slouched slightly to lean closer to her line of sight. He wanted her to see what her absence has done to him.


  “So, you came all this way to try?” Kate mocked, “So, you ignored the signs I left for you in Detroit and just flew here to try? To tell me you’re sorry for putting us in danger,” she continued and uncrossed her arms for a moment to gesture her arm towards their daughter inside.


  “No, actually, I uh, I’m moving here,” Randy replied, struggling to say the words that rolled around in his scattered brain, “The Skollpan police department approved my transfer last week and now I’m here.”


  “Unbelievable,” Kate groaned, “Unbelievable, I can’t believe you.” She shook her head and turned around to open the door. Kate stopped and turned back to him. “You know, this is just like you. This is typical Randy Newborn behavior. Something happens, because of your anger, and you choose to ignore it and pretend like it never happened. Pretend that it’s everyone else’s fault. You think you can just come here and tell me you’re sorry and I’d what? Jump into your arms and tell you how much I’ve missed you? Invite you into my parents’ house so we can start all over here? What is wrong with you, Randy?”


  “I don’t do that and that’s not what happened,” Randy answered with frustration.


  “Oh, I’ll bet you begged your Captain, didn’t you?” Kate barked, continuing her condescending onslaught. “What did you think when you saw the ring? That it fell off and I just forgot it and my phone?”


  “Kate, please,” Randy interrupted. “That is not what happened, okay? It’s a really long story and I was hoping to tell you over dinner.”


  “Hell no,” Kate snapped.


  “Coffee?” Randy asked, shrugging at the idea.


  “Absolutely not,” she hissed.


  “What can I do, Kate?” Randy asked. “What do you want me to do? I just want you back. I want my family back. I miss you and Jane both. I’ve been lost since you left. There are so many things that happened when you left me there. My life fell apart all around me and there was nothing I could do to keep it together. The harder I tried, the easier it crumbled. I know there is a lot I have to do, and I know that I’m the reason for all this, but I also know that I love you. I want to make this work and I will do whatever it takes. I just need to know what you want me to do.”


  Kate shook her head in disgust. Her upper lip curled before it scrunched in angst. She struggled to refrain from attacking Randy like a rabid junkyard dog. Kate spun on her heels, turning her back to open the front door without answering him. Randy lunged forward to stop the closing door with his powerful hand. The hard jolt forced Kate to look up at him. They’re eyes locked in a stare to the death, neither one willing to avert their eyes from the other as both sets of eyes burned through their target. Kate had enough of the stare down. Her right eye twitched and she turned her body in a defensive position for what may come after.


  “You know what you can do, what you should do?” Kate asked, pushing the door against Randy’s strong palm. “You can get back on the plane and fly home. We don’t need you here. I don’t want you here.” She leaned into the door with all the might her tiny frame could muster. Randy was too large to overpower.


  “Jesus, am I really that bad? Is me coming here to get my family back so bad? Do you even love me anymore?” Randy asked in disbelief of her cold attitude, “Did I waste my time trying?”


  “I don’t know,” Kate answered. “I just don’t know anything about us anymore.”


  Her words pierced his heart like a thousand daggers plunging through his heart all at once. Randy took a step back and let Kate shut the door in his face. Numb, Randy gazed at the door in an expressionless sorrow. Before he could make another move, the door flung open revealing an even angrier Kate than what Randy experienced before she shut the door on him. Her eyes were welled up tears and her cheeks were smeared with mascara. It was clear she broke down while inside after their altercation. Kate had mustered all the strength she had left to keep it together for one last confrontation for the night. She handed him a blue file folder.


  “What’s this?” Randy asked as he took the folder from her.


  “Sign it,” Kate demanded as her voice trembled. “No more nice words. No more apologies. Just sign it.” She twirled around and slammed the door behind her before Randy could interrupt or keep the conversation going. He heard the deadbolt lock click into place as he read over the first paragraph of the divorce document.
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  RANDY WAS DUE TO report first thing in the morning at eight o’clock but never showed up. Cooper waited in the parking garage at the precinct for over an hour. After four cigarettes, pacing around his truck, and an empty coffee mug, Cooper decided to find out where his partner was and jumped in his truck to locate Randy’s whereabouts. Cooper didn’t know his new partner, but what he knew had given him reason to be concerned for his new partnership’s survival. Randy’s track record wasn’t the best and Cooper assumed their partnership would have its fair share of bumps, but Cooper also sensed the relationship had a lot of promise.


  Cooper felt a strange bond with Randy as soon as he saw him, feeling an overwhelming sense of familiarity as he spoke with him. He felt as though he’d known Randy his whole life. Randy may not have reciprocated the thought, but their interaction felt easy and the two seemed to hit it off in a unique way as far as Cooper was concerned. Cooper had always been one to rely on his intuition rather than facts when feeling people out for the first time and chose to hide Randy’s absence from the rest of the precinct. If his new partner was going to take the fall for being late on his first day, Cooper felt it would be right for him to decide whether his absence was forgivable.


  Skollpan City’s urban landscape was as large as it was tall, but Cooper knew every inch of it like the back of his hand. He would start with the address Randy showed him and if he came up empty he would take his search to every hotel in the area. Skollpan’s notorious lack of consistent tourism narrowed his search to the surrounding downtown area. He figured Randy wouldn’t be difficult to find given the flashy car and complete lack of a functional knowledge of the city.


  Randy wasn’t at the address he showed Cooper the day before. He scanned the street as he drove on past the light blue house without stopping. Cooper rolled his eyes and sighed as he turned out of the subdivision to make his way back to the downtown area. Much to his surprise, Cooper drove past two additional hotels before he located Randy’s car parked on the outer edge of the parking lot. The Winter Gardens hotel sat on what would be considered the city’s western outskirts and was notorious for housing anyone who was trying to keep a low profile. The hotel’s ‘we don’t ask so we can’t tell’ policy made the establishment popular with every imaginable unsavory individual that visited Skollpan. The hotel’s parking lot was obscured from the immediate view of passing traffic and concealed Randy’s car from both onlookers passing on the nearby streets or potential thieves looking for a quick score.


  The Winter Gardens was a smaller hotel than others in the area. Anyone could park right outside their room, allowing them to come and go as they needed without a valet service. The modest courtyard was surrounded by a large enclosed rose garden that was a sight to see during the spring season.


  The stark white blossoms would pop against the dark green leaves from the bushes around them, both obscuring and complimenting the red bricks that made up the hotel’s exterior walls. To some it seemed antiquated, but all the colors mixed together gave a strong Christmas look that Cooper was fond of. The ivy that climbed and spread across the building gave it the charming mountain personality that no other hotel could. However, due to the season, the leaves on the ivy were either a burnt orange color or they had already fallen off the vine. The roses no longer popped and were wilted from the cold weather to come.


  Cooper let his engine idle as he examined the parking lot. Randy’s car was parked outside of room 412. Cooper retrieved a cigarette from his pocket and placed it between his lips. Based on what he knew of Randy, he guessed the room he’d be in would be near where his car was parked. A car like that, with the care vested in it, Cooper figured Randy would park it where he could keep an eye on it at all times. He lit the cigarette as he stared at the windows of room 412. Cooper jumped out of his silver truck letting the door shut behind him and approached the door to Randy’s room.


  A “do not disturb” tag swung in the light breeze from the door handle. Cooper read it with a careless smile as he wound his fingers into a fist. He banged against the door, leaning his ear to the door for sounds of movement. Cooper paused at the sound of rustling on the other side. He continued rapping his fist against the door. The more noise he heard on the other end, the quicker and harder his banging became.


  Randy flung the door open, his face scrunched as it would be while looking up at the sun. Randy opened his mouth but stopped what he was about to say after seeing his visitor was Cooper. Randy stood in the doorway, shirtless and wearing his boxer shorts. It was obvious to Cooper that Randy just rolled out from bed ready to launch a verbal assault on the person responsible for disturbing his sleep. Both men stood in silence for a moment waiting for the other to initiate the conversation.


  “I’m sorry, did I wake you?” Cooper joked to break the silence.


  “What are you doing here?” Randy growled, still groggy from his slumber.


  “Me? What the fuck are you doing here? Alone?” Cooper replied, looking over Randy’s shoulder to verify there was nobody else in the room with him. “I thought you were shacking up with your wife.”


  “Things have changed,” Randy said. “I’m not coming in today. In fact, I think I’m just going to quit.”


  “You’re what?” Cooper interjected with wide eyes. “You can’t quit. What the hell was the point of you transferring here if you are just going to quit?”


  “It’s not your concern. It was nice meeting you,” Randy barked, shutting the door. Cooper shoved his foot in the door jam and thrusted his thick body into the door. It jolted Randy back a bit, but he regained his balance. Randy pushed the door even harder, forcing Cooper back out of the way. Randy turned to walk to his bed and the door swung open. Randy’s head spun around to find Cooper in the room, lighting a cigarette with satisfaction of kicking the door inward.


  “This isn’t the first time I’ve been shut out of a room, bro,” Cooper said blowing smoke in Randy’s direction.


  “You’re paying for that,” Randy hissed.


  “Nah, you are. It’s your credit card they have on file. Not mine,” Cooper replied.


  “Whatever,” Randy said, turning away from the crushed door frame. He climbed into bed while Cooper walked around the room. Cooper studied the room. Empty bottles littered the floor around the heap of clothing tumbling from a modest suitcase. Cooper shrugged, satisfied with his conclusion that nobody but Randy had been there.


  “Where’s your wife?” Cooper asked, retrieving an empty can from the floor to use as an ashtray.


  “Not here,” Randy answered with the blanket pulled over his head to shield his eyes from the sunlight shining through the wide-open door. “I thought that would have been obvious.”


  “Then where is she, wise ass?” Cooper asked, rolling his eyes.


  “Just mind your own fucking business and get the fuck out!” Randy yelled from underneath the blanket.


  Cooper marched over to Randy and yanked the blanket off him. “What the hell is going on, bro?” Cooper snapped. “Yesterday, you were a completely different person. You told me you would be with your wife. Things seemed to be just fine. Then you don’t show up for your first day, leaving me standing around at work like a jack-ass. Now I find you here at a hotel alone. I wouldn’t think this is how you are normally.”


  “You don’t know a damn thing about me,” Randy said and sat up.


  “You’re right, I don’t, but I know this doesn’t look good,” Cooper said. He looked past Randy on the bed to find a large bottle of whiskey, half empty, on the table by the window, “What the hell is that all about, bro?” Cooper asked and walked around the bed to the table.


  “What? Is this a dry city?” Randy mocked.


  Cooper pondered the question for a moment before he took a drink straight from the bottle. He wiped his mouth with his hand. “I didn’t say that,” he said after swallowing. “At least you have good taste, this stuff is so refreshing,” Cooper said, smiling at the bottle. He put it back on the table and sat down on the chair.


  “Can you please leave?” Randy asked in a defeated tone, bringing his hands to his face. After a few moments of silence, indicating Cooper had no intention of leaving, Randy turned his back on him, sitting on the other side of the bed. Cooper studied his tattoo and took a couple drags of his cigarette before putting his butt into the can.


  “Does your wife have a matching tattoo to go along with all this?” Cooper asked, leaning in to get a better look. “It looks like a priest, or some holy man of the cloth jerked off on your back.”


  Randy pulled the blanket over his back. “Please go away,” he said muffled under the blanket.


  Cooper’s phone rang. “What’s up, Captain?” he asked and leaned back into the chair. Randy turned around. “Yeah, he’s with me,” he said winking at Randy. Randy’s face twisted in disbelief as the conversation continued. “Sorry about that. I just thought it would be good for us to get out in the city together. I’m showing him around, getting him comfortable with the new surroundings.” Cooper paused to listen to Johnson on the other end, “I will be sure to pass that by you first next time. We’ll be in a little later. Most likely in the afternoon. All right.” Cooper hung up and turned to Randy with a ridiculous grin, his one platinum tooth shimmering in the light from the doorway. The two sat in silence as Randy stared into space.


  “You didn’t have to do that,” Randy said.


  “I know, but I wanted to, partner,” Cooper replied. Randy’s expression flinched at the mention of the word. Cooper cracked his neck as he placed his thumbs in his belt. “Yeah, that’s right. I said partner, bro. We are partners and I’m not letting you quit. Especially, not on your first day. That’s bogus, bro.” Cooper strolled to the other side of the bed to face Randy and leaned forward again. “Now, I believe I earned an explanation for covering for your ass.”


  Randy shook his head, “It’s a long story,” he said with a sigh.


  “Good. Those are the only one’s worth hearing,” Cooper interjected. “But don’t worry, you don’t have to tell me now. Get dressed and we’ll go out for some coffee. You’re driving by the way,” he added before he walked out of the room to give Randy privacy.


  Randy muttered as Cooper strutted out of the room. Randy cast the blanket off and stretched, the muscles in his back sending ripples through the ornate tattoo that decorated his body. He made his way to the suitcase and selected a faded pair of jeans and a flannel shirt to counterbalance the chilled morning air. Randy gazed at his toothbrush but decided combining the aftertaste of alcohol and toothpaste may be the final straw to push his hangover too far. He slathered on deodorant and stalked out to the parking lot as he buttoned his shirt. As he crossed the threshold, he removed the ‘do not disturb’ tag from the door and cast it aside.


  Randy approached his car and eyed Cooper, who leaned against the vehicle, fidgeting with his cellphone. Randy unlocked the car and slumped into the driver’s seat for a moment before firing up the engine. The sudden noise made Cooper twitch and pulled him back to reality. Cooper slid into the passenger seat, dumping his keys into the cup holder.


  The men sat in silence as they made their way to the diner. Randy didn’t know what to say, dwelling on the folder Kate handed him. The uncomfortable quiet didn’t seem to bother Cooper, who had simply chosen to wait until they arrived before discussing the events from this morning. Plus, Cooper was in love with the car and wanted to hear it rumble as they drove to their destination. Every once in a while, Cooper would rub his palms on the leather or take a quick look of the inside while Randy was occupied with his driving.


  When they arrived, Cooper ordered coffee for both of them. The waitress filled their mugs full before walking away to assist her other customers. Cooper drank it black. Randy used a couple sugar packets to sweeten his to taste. Randy stirred the sugar into his drink, ignoring Cooper’s impatient gaze.


  “If this is a long story, you better start now because we have work to do,” Cooper said, staring at Randy’s profile as he looked out the window.


  “What if I don’t want to work anymore?” Randy hissed looking back down at his steaming cup of coffee. He stared down at the blackness inside the mug and couldn’t help but feel a familiar connection to it.


  “You got dressed and you’re here with me now, so it’s hard for me to believe you’re not ready to press on,” Cooper said leaning his head down to obtain Randy’s attention. Randy glanced up at Cooper who returned his blank stare with a smile. “Come on, bro, just let it out,” he continued. “I know you’ll feel better and this weird tension we have going right now will disappear. Besides, this is a great way to get to know one another.”


  Randy contemplated Cooper’s words for a long minute. He knew Cooper was right again and hoped it wasn’t a trend he would have to put up with moving forward. Randy wanted to talk about things, because he didn’t know how he felt about it all but didn’t know how to articulate his feelings. His privacy was important to him, and he wasn’t the best at letting new people in, however, Randy would attempt to give it his best shot. Not for his new partner’s sake, but for his own sanity. Thinking about not having Kate anymore tore him apart inside. Randy needed to get some things off his chest to ease his pain and find the right step to take to get going in the right direction.


  “All right.” Randy broke the silence and took a small sip of his coffee. “Without getting too deep into things, I will tell you the brief history of what’s happened.”


  “Fair enough,” Cooper grunted as he sat back into a straighter posture.


  “I’m married. My wife’s name is Kate, and we have a daughter, Jane,” Randy explained and took another drink. “We’re from Detroit originally-well Kate’s from here but moved to Detroit. Shortly after is when we,” he stopped and leaned back in frustration. “I can’t do this. I don’t want to do this.”


  “Dude, this is going to happen,” Cooper replied. “We are not leaving here and I’m not getting back in that sweet ride without your story. So spill it.” Cooper took an authoritative tone with Randy. It took Randy by surprise, given Cooper’s appearance and candor. He gave Cooper an intrigued look full of both respect and angst. Cooper rolled his eyes again, “C’mon, don’t look at me like that man. Just talk. I’ll listen. I’m not here to give advice or judge, I just want to know who my partner is and move on.”


  Randy rubbed the stubble of his short beard with slight anxiety before he continued with his story. “I’m not a perfect man or model husband. I know that. Over these last few years I’ve become consumed with work. I happily took on jobs to keep myself immersed in it. The job is the only thing that keeps me focused and my mind away from-” he stopped. Randy didn’t want to get into his dream or the odd explanation from his mother before her death. He changed gears. “My lack of focus divided us. We started bickering. It created tension in the house, and I know Jane could feel it. The harder I tried to keep things together, the further apart we got. Then my partner was killed by a major player in Detroit. All I wanted to do was get him.”


  “You wanted to kill him,” Cooper interjected knowing the answer before Randy could acknowledge.


  “I did,” Randy agreed. “I got my chance and took it. Kate took Jane and left. Now she wants a divorce.”


  “Because you killed a guy?” Cooper questioned in confusion.


  “Because I did it in front of them,” Randy answered with shame. “If Kate hadn’t acted quickly and got her and our daughter out of the car, I would have had to bury both of them.”


  “Jesus Christ,” Cooper said. “What happened?”


  “He fired his AK at me. He missed but hit my car. The bullets that were meant for me would have torn through my family,” Randy said in regret. “They should have never been there. I should have listened."


  “He shot up that car?” Cooper gasped, pointing in the direction of the Cobra. Randy nodded. “Damn, you can’t even tell. An AK? Dude, that’s nuts.”


  “Yeah, I can fix that, but I can’t seem to fix the dents I inflicted on my family,” Randy groaned before taking another drink.


  “That’s deep, bro,” Cooper replied. “So, Kate came here, left you back in Detroit, and you followed her?” Randy nodded and took another sip. Cooper signaled the waitress for a coffee refill but maintained his gaze at Randy. “And I’m guessing when you went to go see her she didn’t embrace you with warm, loving arms?” Randy shook his head. The waitress reappeared and filled Cooper’s mug again. He smiled at her as she poured, “Damn, that’s cold bro. But it’s not too late. You haven’t signed the papers, right?” Randy shook his head again. “Good. Perfect. Don’t. Just bide your time a little bit and ease your way back in. Like a gentleman,” he said to Randy while he smiled at the waitress.


  “Can I get you boys something to eat?” She interrupted.


  “Yes, two breakfast burritos, loaded please,” Cooper answered with a smile to reveal his shimmering tooth. She smiled, turned with the half-full pot of coffee, and walked away.


  The mention of breakfast burritos made Randy think of Marco. It had been a while since he crossed his mind. Reflecting on the good times and the event of his death shook him up. “I don’t want anything,” Randy uttered to Cooper.


  “Too bad bro. This is on my dime, and you need to soak up that shit from last night,” Cooper replied. “These burritos are the bomb dot com. They have bacon, eggs, sausage—"


  “Don’t care,” Randy interrupted.


  “Potatoes, cheese and country gravy,” Cooper continued without breaking his stride. “Some say it’s divine.” Cooper chuckled and took a drink from his mug.


  “You’re fucking relentless,” Randy scoffed. “You know that?”


  “I’ve been called worse. Charming isn’t it?” Cooper answered with a smile, leaning back against the bench. Randy studied Cooper for a moment. He figured he had the young charismatic man sized up but wanted to give Cooper a turn to give insight into who he is.


  “What’s your story?” Randy asked to avert the attention on his new partner and away from himself. “How does a guy like you become a detective in a place like this?”


  “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Cooper asked.


  “You don’t look the part,” Randy explained. “You have to know that, right? You seem like you would be better suited doing, well, pretty much anything else.”


  “Luckily for you, I don’t get offended easily,” Cooper said with a smirk. “But that is a dick move to get the attention off yourself. No worries. I’ll play along. You gave me what I needed, and I understand your actions from earlier, so I’ll give you some insight into Coop. Where do you want me to start?”


  “You mentioned to me yesterday you are from here,” Randy replied. “Why did you stay? And why become a detective?”


  “I love it here,” Cooper answered with a flippant gesture. “No other place on Earth like it. And my dad was a detective. Next question.”


  “Come on. You wanted me to spill my guts,” Randy reminded him.


  “You didn’t though,” Cooper interrupted. “You gave me the highlight reel, bro. So, I’m doing the same.”


  Randy furrowed his brow. “Why the silver tooth?”


  “It’s platinum and my white one got knocked out,” Cooper said, revealing the sparkling incisor.


  “How?” Randy inquired.


  Cooper folded his arms. “Bar brawl.”


  Randy became annoyed with how Cooper was acting. It reminded him of schoolyard banter from when he was in elementary school. Kids mimicking one another or acting a certain way out of spite. Randy decided to drop the act of wanting to get to know him better. Cooper saw through his weak attempt and Randy wasn’t that interested, anyway.


  Randy thought it would be best to take this time to learn about the city. Cooper mentioned something daunting the day before about one man being an issue. Randy wanted to know more about that.


  “You told me yesterday about an important man or something,” Randy nudged. “Since you want to play this bullshit game, I won’t press any personal shit, but I will need to know important shit pertaining to the job and you said you would tell me about things today. What did Johnson mean about this city being dangerous and I’d have to fall in line?”


  “Great transition, bro,” Cooper answered with a smile. “We’ll shelve our ‘getting to know you’ portion of this discussion for a later time. You know, for when you actually let those towering walls down.” Cooper repositioned his posture to a more straight and professional one before he continued, “This next piece of information is important, crucial to getting along in this city.” His more serious tone got Randy’s undivided attention to the information that would follow. “This city is amazing. It has everything you could ever want and need, but it comes at a cost. Everyone, including the precinct, is under the control of one man. Troy Hutch. He’s an evil dude and super powerful, well connected and ruthless.”


  “You’re telling me that cops in this city are willingly controlled by some guy, and everyone knows it?” Randy asked in disbelief.


  “It seems odd, I know, but it’s true,” Cooper said, “He doesn’t necessarily control everything as much as he dictates everything. Any shady shit that he has going on keeps cops miles away and most of us keep our eyes in the other direction for fear of the consequences.”


  “That’s bull-shit,” Randy snapped. “Not me. That’s not how I do things.”


  “You will and you have too,” Cooper interjected with a matter-of-fact tone. “I don’t like it either, but there’s not a whole lot that can be done, bro. He has enough cops in his pocket to get his bidding done, Johnson included, and the honest ones tend to be weeded out.”


  “Or swallowed up,” Randy said referencing his conversation with Johnson.


  “Exactly bro,” Cooper agreed. “I’ve seen a lot of shit happen over the years. Many good honest cops have made their way through Skollpan, only to be driven out or killed. My advice is to stick with me, follow my lead, and all will go well.”


  “I’m not going to look the other way or let that asshole get away with crime if I see it or know it’s in progress,” Randy insisted.


  “It’s not like he commits crimes in broad daylight in front of the world,” Cooper joked. “You misunderstand me. When he has something go down or a deal in place, there are a select few that know about it, and they are the ones that protect it. Johnson knows everything and will carry out the necessary orders to keep Troy protected.”


  “Why?” Randy asked in confusion.


  “They’re best buds, bro,” Cooper answered. “They came up together. It’s my belief that Johnson became a cop to help Troy with his illegal shit. Maybe it was Troy’s idea. I don’t know for sure. It’s just a theory of mine. I don’t give it much thought. I just keep my head down and clock out when I’m done.”


  “You sound like you’re okay with this,” Randy growled.


  “I’m not, but I have to be, bro,” Cooper explained. “He’s God here. To go against the grain will guarantee your fall. Trust me, I hate it and wish there was something that could be done, but there isn’t. He’s too well connected and protected.”


  “Well I’m not going to ignore my duty,” Randy replied with aggressive factuality.


  “So, you’re back on duty? Ready to do your job?” Cooper asked, hopeful that he could change the subject.


  “I guess so,” Randy answered with a faint smile. “But me being on the job means I do my job. I will put away anyone who breaks the law. That goes for any cops I see doing illegal or questionable shit.”


  “All right Batman,” Cooper said. “This isn’t Gotham. Just remember what I said. Stick with me and follow my lead. Everything will go as it should, bro, as long as you listen to me.”


  “You make it hard for me to want to,” Randy joked with a wry smile. Cooper raised his mug and returned the grin. The waitress walked over with two large plates and set them down with a soft clatter. Cooper dove into the burrito no sooner had the plate touched the table. Randy couldn’t admit to Cooper that it looked delicious, so he focused on his coffee instead as Cooper cut into his burrito.


  “Eat up, bro. We have a lot to catch up on.”
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  AFTER THE TWO DETECTIVES had breakfast, Cooper showed Randy the ropes. He had Randy drive them back to the precinct, where Cooper took him on the full tour of the entire building this time. Cooper broke down the paperwork and introduced him to some of the main players he would be dealing with on a day-to-day basis. Randy pretended to listen and care but his mind was elsewhere.


  He couldn’t stop thinking about Kate. He couldn’t stop thinking about what Cooper said about Troy, either. His mind was divided and didn’t know which issue was more important. Randy knew how much he wanted Kate back, but he also knew he couldn’t allow a man like Troy to dictate anything in his life. He hadn’t even met him yet and Randy already spent the better part of the morning devising ways to put an end to a corruption he didn’t understand.


  Every face he saw and hand he shook, blended together into a blur that he couldn’t describe. The people were faceless. The hands were nameless. Randy went through the motions as he followed Cooper around like a stray dog. Cooper wanted Randy to follow his lead, therefore he complied without any resistance.


  Randy found himself resenting Cooper a little after their earlier conversation. Cooper had stirred things up within him to the point Randy didn’t know how to slow it all down. The blender of Randy’s emotions was turned on without the lid and his feelings spun their way out of their container, making a mess of everything inside of him. This was why he didn’t want to talk about his situation or delve into his feelings. On the outside, he was calm, collected and maintained a quiet confidence, but on the inside, he was a mess. He had to reign it in when Cooper bumped into the woman he knew from internal affairs.


  There was something about her that made Randy uneasy. She was tough. Even though she smiled when Cooper leaned in to kiss her on the cheek, her eyes told Randy a different truth. Randy raised an eyebrow at the two of them regarding their unorthodox embrace. It wasn’t a common thing to see cops so close inside the precinct where it would be visible to anyone who would bother to look.


  “Randy, I want you to meet Anne. She’s our best I.A. officer,” Cooper said, turning to the side to clear a path for their handshake. Anne was a short, stocky woman with a dark complexion. Despite her squatty frame, she stood and moved with effortless grace and femininity. Her straight black hair rested above her shoulders, framing strong cheekbones. Anne wore little makeup and a burgundy dress-suit with matching heels.


  “I’m the best damn officer period,” Anne said, looking at Cooper while shaking Randy’s hand. Her voice was melodic, and yet it seemed that her words were laced with a commanding tone.


  “It’s nice to meet you,” Randy said.


  “Likewise,” she returned. “I’ve heard some things about you. I really hope you left most of that in Detroit.”


  “Just the bad parts,” Randy replied. It bothered him that she was sizing him up, but he didn’t want to stir the pot. The fact that Cooper had such a great relationship with her made Randy feel more at ease. In his mind, having an internal affairs agent on their side could come in handy later.


  “Good to hear,” Anne said crossing her arms and widening her stance. “Because I hate unnecessary paperwork.”


  “Where’s the macking Jay?” Cooper interjected to relieve the gradual tension.


  “You mean mocking Jay?” Randy corrected.


  “No, I mean macking Jay,” Cooper answered. “His full name is Jay Mack, and it just came to me.”


  “You know he hates that Coop,” Anne answered with a grin, tapping his arm.


  “It doesn’t make it any less cool,” Cooper shrugged.


  “Does he repeat things a lot?” Randy asked.


  “Nope, actually the opposite,” Cooper replied. “He hardly says anything.”


  “He’s probably in his office, making sure everything is straight and tidy,” she said with a smile. “In fact, I need to be going. We have some things to review, and I’ve dawdled enough already.” She gripped Cooper’s arm with a firm but sensual grasp as she winked at him. “You know my number, Coop,” she added as she walked away.


  Cooper watched her walk away as Randy slid next to him with a baffled expression. “You can’t be serious. Her?” Randy gasped.


  “You bet your ass, bro,” Cooper answered. “She is a ball buster. No doubt about that. But she is tender and loving when it comes to my balls.”


  “I didn’t ask you that, nor did I want to know that,” Randy replied, scrunching his face at the detail. “You think it’s a good idea to get mixed up with someone in I.A.?”


  “Anne is a wonderful woman and an even better person,” Cooper said. “She is the perfect person to have on your side, especially when shit hits the fan.”


  “So, that’s why you’re hitting it?” Randy blurted out.


  “Nope, I like her a lot,” Cooper answered with a smile. “She has two kids from her previous marriage though, which prevents me from going all in, but let me tell you, bro, she is a freak. Sex with her is so much fun and it’s the best I’ve ever had, which keeps me coming back for more whenever possible.”


  “I’m almost afraid to ask, but what about Cheri?” Randy asked as a grimace crossed his face.


  “We have fun too,” Cooper answered. “Cheri Berry is very good at what she does, and I have fun with her, too. The thing about Cheri is that she’s ambitious and works more. She makes me work harder for it, which is okay sometimes, but not what I need constantly, you know?”


  “You’re going to get yourself in trouble,” Randy snubbed, disapproving of his preferences. “Eventually, they will test you, maybe even get in the way of what you’re trying to do later on.”


  “They know about each other, which makes it even better because I don’t have to sneak around or lie,” Cooper said.


  “Not what I meant,” Randy quipped as he raised his eyebrow.


  Cooper lowered his voice to a near whisper, “I’ve been trying to get them in a three way. Anne’s good with it but Cheri—"


  “I definitely didn’t want to know that,” Randy interrupted. “Maybe you should consider settling down with just one.” Cooper started to speak, but Randy cut him off. “Just please finish the tour so I know where everything is.”


  Cooper nodded and laughed. Randy could see his good nature and appreciated his desire to keep things on the lighter side. He followed Cooper around the tour of the entire building. He felt he had a firm grasp on his new surroundings.


  When their shift ended, Randy headed back to the hotel. Cooper left his truck there all day as Randy drove them around town. Cooper reached into his pocket to retrieve a cigarette but stopped when Randy shot him a look. He shrugged his shoulders.


  “So, you think this is a good fit? You think it can work for you?” Cooper asked from the passenger seat. Randy had been silent for the majority of the day. Cooper wanted to know how he felt after being shown around and meeting all his new co-workers.


  “So far, so good I guess,” Randy answered. “We’ll see how the other things in my life go before I am completely bought in.”


  “I think this will be good for you, bro,” Cooper added. “I think you will do just fine here, especially if you listen to me.”


  “I don’t need you to show me how to do my job,” Randy said, annoyed at Cooper’s unwelcomed mentoring. “And you need to stop saying things like I need to follow you or listen to you all the time.”


  “You need an attitude adjustment, too,” Cooper continued after Randy’s irritated grumble. Randy looked over at Cooper to scold him and fell silent when he saw Kate walking down the street with Jane. They were holding hands. Both of his girls were smiling and looked happy. Randy pulled over to the side of the road.


  “What is it?” Cooper asked and looked around to find the source of Randy’s focus. He followed Randy’s gaze to Kate. “Is that her?” Randy nodded still captivated by their appearance. Cooper whistled in appreciation. “She is gorgeous, bro.”


  “Shut up,” Randy growled.


  “I mean that respectfully,” Cooper returned.


  “Stop. Just stop,” Randy pleaded in order to observe them in peace. Kate must have been on a jog because she was wearing her black leggings with a tight-fitting hooded sweatshirt. She had a purple headband on that covered both her ears and her hair was pulled up into a ponytail. Jane had her hair in pigtails with a matching sweatshirt. “I wonder where they’re headed,” Randy wondered aloud.


  “There’s a local ice cream parlor around the corner,” Cooper said even though he knew Randy wasn’t talking to him. “Maybe they’re going there. Does your daughter like ice cream?”


  “Of course she does. She’s ten,” Randy answered, watching them through the back window of the car as they walked in the opposite direction. Randy started to exit the car when Cooper grabbed him by the arm.


  “What are you doing man?” he asked with concern.


  “Let go of me, Cooper,” Randy demanded.


  “Dude, if you go over there you’re only going to make things worse,” Cooper urged. “You said it yourself she wants a divorce. You’re only going to piss her off.” Randy didn’t respond. He ripped his arm from Cooper’s grip and jumped out of the car. Cooper exited the vehicle too, but more interested in lighting a cigarette for the upcoming interaction.


  “Kate,” Randy yelled, running up to where they were.


  “Daddy!” Jane screamed in excitement. She let go of Kate’s hand and ran to Randy. He bent down as she leaped into his arms. Her eyes squinted at Randy and her nostrils flared. He ignored her, focusing on hugging their daughter.


  “Oh, I missed you, sweetheart,” Randy said, hugging his daughter.


  “Jane, come on we have to get going,” Kate said in the nicest way she could.


  “But Daddy—" she began.


  “Now,” Kate demanded.


  “It’s okay, sweetheart. Listen to your mom,” Randy told Jane. She walked to Kate slowly, showing her disappointment as obvious as she could. Kate glared at Randy.


  “I was driving by, and I saw you. I couldn’t help but say hi. I miss you. Both of you.”


  “You’re unbelievable,” Kate replied. “Still thinking of only yourself.”


  “Can Daddy come get ice cream with us?” Jane asked.


  “No, Daddy has to leave,” Kate answered, scowling at Randy. “God knows he probably has important work to attend to.”


  Randy grimaced as Kate’s icy words grazed his ears. “Next time sweetheart,” he said, beaming at Jane.


  “There won’t be a next time, Randy,” Kate interrupted. “Sign those papers. I mean it. And stay the hell away from us.” She grabbed Jane’s hand and whisked her around the corner.


  Randy watched them disappear from view. Cooper approached from behind him. “Damn, she’s mean as hell,” Cooper half-joked. Randy turned to Cooper. His eyes appeared to glow from his sadness and sudden anger. “I’m just sayin, she’s an awful lot like you, bro. That’s all,” Cooper added with his hands up in defeat.


  “You don’t know anything about her,” Randy growled in agitation.


  “I saw enough to know she doesn’t want you around. At all,” Cooper replied. “As I’ve said many times, you pointed that out, I think it’s best if you follow my lead with everything here in Skollpan. You are whiffing big time, bro, and I think I can help. If you let me.”


  “What are you going to do? Go to the ice cream place and smooth things over? Put in a good word for me or something?” Randy barked, folding his arms.


  “Nope,” Cooper said. “I suggest you give her space and work on yourself. She said you’re thinking of yourself. Well, you need to stop thinking of yourself and get better in every way possible. I tell you, bro, I would do anything to get her back.” Randy snatched him by his blazer and backed him up against the building.


  “Don’t get any ideas,” Randy growled.


  “Jesus Christ, man. You need anger management. That’s what you need and where to start.” Randy caught a glimpse of himself in the reflection of the window next to them. Through the window, two small children watched in terror at his aggressive actions and Randy let go of Cooper. He backed away while Cooper readjusted himself and cleared his throat. “Dude, I want to help you. Let me help you,” he said, running his hands over the fabric of his blazer.


  “I honestly don’t think anything can be done,” Randy replied softly. “I’ve always been this way. For as long as I can remember. Now for some reason it’s getting worse. I don’t even realize I’m doing these things until I’m doing them.”


  “That’s defeatist bull-shit and you know it,” Copper muttered with a sudden serious tone. Randy stared at him for a moment, shocked at his sudden shift in mood. Cooper smiled. “It’s understandable given what you’ve been through and it’s never too late bro,” Cooper said with a smile. “My previous partner had some rage issues, not like you, but bad enough he got some help. The rec center holds anger management meetings as well as others every week. It helped him. Maybe you should just give it a shot. See how it goes. What do you have to lose?”


  Cooper’s words rattled in his brain. He knew Cooper was right and he needed to do something different to win his family back. His way wasn’t working. It made things worse. Randy felt like there was an unhealthy change rising up within him and his will became powerless to his impulses. He decided that it may not be a bad idea to try Cooper’s suggestion. Randy didn’t respond. He managed a slight nod of agreement. Cooper smiled and slapped his shoulder.


  Cooper showed him where the rec center was as they pulled up to the front. The orange brick building wasn’t large, one level, but seemed to reach out wide in every direction. Randy stared at it without any intention of going in. Cooper patted him on the shoulder with an encouraging smile. Randy didn’t know why he felt comfort from Cooper’s encouragement, but it gave him the strength he needed to get out of the car.


  Randy walked into the rec center to look at the meeting board on the wall of the greeting area. There were flyers, pamphlets, and other pieces of papers pinned to the cork board. At the top of the board, the date and time for the next anger management support group flashed like a beacon with its bold red lettering. The meeting was scheduled for the following day. He planned on forcing himself to go and would make sure he would be alone while attending.


  Randy walked out of the rec center and back into his car. “The meeting is tomorrow,” he said to Cooper as he closed the door.


  “Right on, bro,” Cooper replied.


  “I’m doing this alone,” Randy said.


  “You think I want to come with?” Cooper chuckled. “I don’t think so. Listening to a bunch of babies cry about their life. Not for me. I have better things to do.” He realized as soon as he finished that he inserted his foot in his mouth. “Jesus, my bad, bro. Sorry. I don’t mean it that way. I mean, there are people that, well like you that—” he stammered.


  “You can stop. I know what you mean,” Randy interrupted without judgement.


  “Thank Christ.” Cooper sighed in relief.


  “I’ll get you back to your truck so you can do those better things,” Randy said with a smirk. “I have some cry-baby shit to work out on my own.”


  Randy was late to the meeting. He strolled in about ten minutes after the group had started. He was surprised to see as many people as he did. There were at least thirty people in the gymnasium, sitting on the fold out chairs set up for them by a counselor named Daniel. Nobody noticed Randy when he walked in, which he used to his advantage, doing his best to slip in without making any commotion. His goal for the first day was to hang back and observe how things worked, not participate in any fashion.


  Daniel was a gaunt man of average height with few notable features. He had auburn hair that was combed into a wave with a thick moustache over his thin upper lip. His eyes were brown and plain. He looked like a facilitator of this type of meeting should look, unassuming, gentle, and passive.


  When Randy entered and snuck into the back row, Daniel was at the podium going over his regular announcements. Randy wasn’t listening. He was too busy looking at the rest of the people in attendance. For a large gymnasium inside a nice facility, it wasn’t well lit and there were many lights burned out. This created dark spots within the crowd of attendees and Randy found the perfect shaded area to sit in.


  Everyone there was interested in what Daniel had to say. Many of them nodded their heads along with his speech. Others were stiff like boards, with their eyes locked forward. They seemed to have become accustomed to the regular group in attendance.


  Daniel reviewed the final pieces of information with the group. He informed them when the next few meetings would be, who he had coming to speak as a guest, and who would be next to bring snacks or refreshments to the meetings. Once he finished with his opening statements, his eyes zeroed in on Randy as if he had a flashing sign to say, “pick me, I’m new.”


  “It appears we have a new member today,” Daniel said, looking at Randy. Randy’s broad shoulders sunk as he tried to ball himself up small like an armadillo would when threatened. He couldn’t hide any longer. Everyone there turned around to look at Randy. All of them had warm, inviting expressions on their faces as Daniel always preached this was a safe zone that is welcome to anyone trying to improve themselves. “Come on up and introduce yourself,” Daniel continued. “We would all love to get to know you and your story.”


  “I’m all right,” Randy said. “I think I’ll pass today. I’m just here to feel out the situation. Get my bearings.”


  “Nonsense, friend,” Daniel insisted from the podium. He leaned in closer to the microphone to make his lighter voice seem booming and more demanding. “The only rule of my meetings is that everyone at least says something, and first timers always go first.”


  “No, really, I just want to watch,” Randy called back.


  “Come on sir, we don’t bite,” Daniel insisted again. “Plus, if you don’t, then I will be forced not to sign your papers for any judge appointed attendance.”


  “I wasn’t forced here. I’m here on my own accord,” Randy snapped back.


  “Even better,” Daniel cried with a smile, his dull eyes lighting up. “That means you’ve already conquered the first step of the pyramid. You’ve recognized you have a problem and are seeking help. Bravo, sir. Bravo.” Daniel clapped and, as if on cue, the rest of the group followed suit. The sound reverberated off the walls and screamed into Randy’s ears until his brain rattled. He was not enthused by their gesture and the sound was loud to him. “Come on up sir. Tell your story. We want to hear it. We want to know you,” Daniel yelled into the microphone while the group continued to clap.


  Randy didn’t see any point in further refusing the offer. They all knew he was there. They all knew he was new to their group. Randy didn’t want to do it, but if it got the others to stop clapping, he would acquiesce to Daniel’s demands. He reminded himself that he was trying new things, walking a different path, to get his life back. Randy, at that moment, made peace with the fact that public speaking would be a part of that change.


  He made his way to the front where Daniel stood banging his hands together. Randy gave a slight nod toward Daniel as he got to the podium. He turned to face the crowd and adjusted the microphone for his much larger stature. Once the microphone was in place, the group’s clapping dwindled to an awkward silence.


  Randy peered out into the sea of encouraging faces. His mind went blank. He raced to find a starting point to begin speaking. Randy hated public speaking. He’d never had to do it before, other than to a small group of ten people or less. Therefore, his situation at the unfamiliar podium, in an unfamiliar city, with unfamiliar people, made Randy feel even more isolated than he already did.


  “Just start with your name,” Daniel said with an encouraging smile.


  “Randy,” he replied while looking at Daniel. “My name is Randy Newborn,” he repeated, facing the group. The crowd responded with an unenthusiastic “hi, Randy” in unison. The loud, collective greeting made Randy flinch in discomfort. “I’ve been angry my whole life,” he continued, regaining his composure. “As far back as I can remember, I’ve been solving my issues with conflict and aggression since I was a boy. My mom always tried to provide outlets for me, but in the end, the rage stuck with me through thick and thin. It’s been the closest thing to me and knows me better than anyone else. I’ve always had a hold on it. I wouldn’t say a stranglehold, but I had enough of a grip on it to stay out of trouble. That is until recently.” Randy paused and cleared his throat to keep himself composed for the remaining explanation. “I ignored the ones closest to me. My anger put them at risk, and they left. I’m trying to mend the pieces of that shattered puzzle back together. My attempts at that have been poor and I ended up making things worse. That’s why I’m here. I want to make a change in a way that I can show them my efforts are real and I can win them back. Thank you.” Randy bowed his head and moved away from the podium when Daniel prevented his exit.


  “That’s very interesting Randy,” Daniel said. “Do you want to tell us the story of what happened to lose the ones closest to you?”


  “No, I don’t,” Randy growled in response.


  “Fair enough, fair enough,” Daniel replied to put Randy’s mind at ease. “I’m glad you showed up today and shared your story. But can I ask you something?” Randy nodded in compliance. “Are you seeking help just to win your family back or to invoke change within yourself?”


  “Both I guess,” Randy answered in confusion.


  “Well, that’s a problem Randy, because you either want to change for yourself or you want to change for those around you. You see, when you embark on a journey that is for you and you alone, you tend to be more successful because your mind is more receptive to information you obtain along the way,” Daniel explained and stalked around Randy, like he was attempting to rescue a piece of meat from an angry tiger. “It sounds to me that you are only doing this because your normal way of doing things hasn’t worked so you’re trying a new angle. Am I right in assuming that?”


  “I’m not sure,” Randy answered in disbelief. He was wracking his brain for answers, but Daniel had thrown him for a loop. He thought he was doing this for the right reasons, but after Daniel’s insight, he wasn’t so sure of his intentions. “I mean, I’m doing this for my family because they deserve better. I recognize I’m the problem and my habits are the real issue.”


  “That’s good, it really is,” Daniel interjected. “I’m only afraid that if you are able to win them back, as you put it, then you will revert back to your old ways once you become comfortable again. And that’s not healthy for anyone involved.”


  Randy stared at the thin awkward looking man, puzzled. Daniel flipped him upside down and he didn’t know what to make of it. Randy thought he was doing the right thing, making the change for his family. He stood in silence as he couldn’t muster the words to explain anything.


  “Forgive me, Randy,” Daniel apologized. “My intent was not to upset you or confuse you. I’m simply trying to get you to be honest with yourself. The truth will set you free, that’s God’s honest truth. You can only get what you want or desire by being up front and honest with yourself. That starts with opening up about everything. Get all your cards out on the table and study them.”


  “I don’t want to talk about what happened and I won’t,” Randy snapped. “I’m here to get better. No matter what the reason is or what you think is a better reason for a change, I’m here to get my issues straightened out so I can be the man they both deserve.”


  “Okay, okay, fair enough Randy,” Daniel said, warmth exuding from his words. “I’m not trying to make you mad; I’m only trying to help. If you don’t want to divulge certain details about your life, then that’s your prerogative. I don’t want to push you to do anything you don’t want to do. Whenever you’re ready, we’ll be here to listen and support you.” Daniel started clapping again and the rest of the group joined in. The booming sound made Randy flinch again. “You’re brave to attempt this on your own. It’s a true testament to your character, Randy,” Daniel announced.


  Randy walked from behind the podium and hurried back to his seat. Their claps and eyes followed him all the way to the back row. He sat down doing his best not to make any eye contact with the other people. As quickly as their support came for him and his story, it left the moment another member of the group stood up to make her way to the podium. Relief set in for Randy once the attention moved from him to the husky woman from the second row.


  Every person in the room got up to speak. Randy stayed for all of them. He listened to their stories, their triumphs, their troubles, their lessons, and their emotions. Each person that stood at the same podium he did delivered a profound description of their issues. The members of the group listened, clapped, cheered, and smiled with each and every person that poured their life into the spotlight.


  Randy couldn’t explain it, but he started to feel more comfortable. He began to feel a sense of joy for these strangers. With each of their stories shared, Randy felt hope for his own situation, and it gave him much needed gratification. He felt like a part of the weight he carried with him for the last couple months had lifted. It was like he could breathe easier. By the end of the meeting, Randy made up his mind that he would continue to attend every meeting. He would apply the same principles and tactics shared by the other members to conquer his own troubles. He hoped through this continued guidance he would be able to rekindle his flame with Kate once again. But within his newfound joy was the anger that walked hand in hand with all other emotions. It was always there, waiting for the right moment to take over.
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  RANDY FOUND HIMSELF split into two different people after attending the anger management meetings. He had attended his second meeting and found himself feeling a distinct difference within himself. When he was at the meetings, listening to everyone speak about their journey, he felt a sense of relief. He found himself surrounded by like-minded people and he wasn’t alone in dealing with his problems. However, when he left the meetings, the overwhelming sense of anger and violence filled his heart.


  The more he resisted it, the more it spread throughout his entire body. It’s as if someone poured liquid rage into the top of his head and he could feel the warmth fill up each leg, working its way to the torso before extending out to his fingertips. Randy tried to stay away from Kate and even Cooper when he felt these urges. He had no idea what would happen or what could happen.


  His yearning for violence grew stronger every day. It started growing from the moment he killed Cruz back in Detroit. The feelings hadn’t stopped growing within him since that time and they gathered steam since attending the meetings. After the first meeting when he got to his car, he felt the anger grow like a dull pain and it made him want to lash out.


  When he attended the third gathering of the group, Randy felt he had a grasp of what made him tick. The feelings of hate subsided, and he felt good about his situation. He opted not to speak that time, more because he wanted to hear others and draw from their strengths to apply to his own weakness. The problem was, Randy found himself lip syncing with the members of the group. They had said the same things, drew from the same experiences, and it started to wear thin on Randy. With every story came another beacon of disdain inside his heart.


  Randy focused on images of Kate to conquer that swelling within himself. He shifted to his daughter Jane, picturing their wonderful moments together. Randy found through his focus on his family suppressed his need to become powerless to his anger. With his inner turmoil in the back row, he found his own strength and muse. Nobody could see it, but Randy smiled, proud of his accomplishment to choose happiness over his rage.


  It didn’t come without great difficulty to choose the joy over the anger, because inside Randy drowned in the fury every time he left, and it bled over into other areas of his life. He found himself becoming angry within the meetings and it escalated when any positivity was sent into his direction. Randy did his best to swallow it, holding on to the thoughts of Kate. There was no doubt in that little timeframe, he was making real progress in his life. But his major breakthrough didn’t occur until his sixth meeting, which was three weeks after he began.


  The rain poured from the sky. The water was so thick it looked like a bunch of miniature waves crashing into vehicles and buildings. Randy barely made it to the meeting in time. The streets were flooded and made it difficult to maneuver his car from block to block. He parked and ran through the wall of water until he reached the safety of the rec center doors.


  His arrival was announced by the squeaking of his shoes on the floor. The group members turned to greet him with a smile before they returned their gazes back to Daniel. He was running through the scheduling and other items on the to do list as he always did before. A strong feeling gripped Daniel as he looked at Randy.


  “Randy, is everything all right?” He asked him with a warm smile. Daniel wanted him to know he was concerned for his state of mind but didn’t want to push him in the wrong direction.


  Randy nodded, “Aside from the weather, how have these last couple of weeks been?”


  “They’ve had their ups and downs,” Randy answered. Daniel’s growing concern for him prompted the other members to turn back around. Randy tried to put their attention on something else. He forced a smile, which Daniel picked up on, and looked to the door where he entered from. “Does it usually rain like this? If so, I’ll be sure to skip my morning shower,” he joked in order to clear the air a bit.


  A few people chuckled. Daniel snorted hard enough that the small microphone picked it up. “How about you kick us off? You haven’t spoken the last couple times. I think it would be good to hear how your journey is going.” Other individuals joined in on the encouragement when they too realized Randy hadn’t talked in a while.


  “I really don’t feel like it—"


  “Come on,” Daniel interrupted, “just get yourself on up here and talk. Talk about whatever you want or whatever’s on your mind. Remember, the only way to change is to go against your natural instincts and do the things you don’t want to do.” Randy adjusted his body as if he were going to decline but gave into Daniel and the others’ enthusiastic support when he could see his resistance wasn’t going to get him anywhere.


  Randy sloughed down the path in between the chairs to the podium. He took a deep breath into the microphone, stretching his hands over the top of the podium’s surface. Randy thought about making a sarcastic remark and walking down, but he reminded himself that it wouldn’t work. Daniel wouldn’t allow that to be all he said at the podium. His mind went blank. Randy didn’t know what to talk about or what he wanted to say, and he knew he didn’t want to dive into what happened. He wasn’t ready to open that information up to strangers. Randy remained statuesque while water dripped onto the podium from his face and beard.


  “Why don’t you start with how you’ve been since your first session?” Daniel urged.


  “It’s been both good and bad. Strange,” Randy mustered after a brief pause.


  “How so?”


  “I can’t explain it,” Randy answered. “I don’t know how to put it into words, other than I feel different. I feel,” Randy paused to find the correct explanation, “I feel stronger. And it scares me. When I’m here, I feel focused and capable. I’m ready to take on whatever problems I have. I draw strength from everyone here, but at the same time I feel pain. Like my body is rejecting the positivity from all of you. I still have the same urges and they’re stronger when I leave here. I’ve been coming more frequently because I’m hoping it will stop, but it doesn’t. It just gets worse.”


  Randy’s description left Daniel speechless. He could see Daniel had never heard this sort of confession before by the look on his face. Randy didn’t care. He stood at the podium, shifting his eyes from him to the tops of everyone’s head.


  “We all have our demons, brother,” a man’s voice shouted from the crowd. Randy watched as many others in the sea of faces, nodded along in agreement.


  “Absolutely,” Daniel spoke up. That was a good break in the silence and allowed him to bridge something good to Randy. “I think what you’re feeling is normal. After all, you have been accustomed to living and thinking in a certain way. Now, you are undoing all that and rebuilding yourself into something better. So, it’s only natural to feel like you’re unraveling in a sense.”


  “I don’t feel like I’m unraveling,” Randy snapped in frustration. The smiles dissipated among his peers. Daniel’s expression moved to concern with Randy’s outburst. “I can’t explain it. That’s what I said before. It feels like something more to me. It feels dangerous, but at the same time there is comfort within that danger that makes my heart race towards it. The angrier I feel, the more natural and right it feels to me. Now, I know that’s not healthy and it’s not the right thing. That’s why I’m here.” Randy rubbed his brow with his hand as it trembled. “My anger, my rage, it has stripped everything away from me. Everything I care about. It’s isolated me. I feel alone.”


  “You’re not alone Randy,” Daniel interjected.


  “Not while I’m here, no, but when I’m out there, I’m a lone wolf left to deal with my demons on my own,” Randy replied.


  “I’m sure there’s someone you can talk to.”


  “There’s not,” Randy interrupted. “My wife wants nothing to do with me. After my first session, I went to her to let her know I was taking the steps to recovery. She avoided me and didn’t even answer the door. I haven’t attempted to make contact since.”


  “What about friends? Family?” Daniel encouraged.


  “I have no family outside of my wife and daughter,” Randy answered. “The only friend I had was killed in front of me.”


  “How?”


  “On the job.”


  “Are you a cop or a firefighter?” Daniel asked, interested to know more about Randy. Until this point, Daniel hadn’t heard this much from Randy. It excited him to know his barriers were being brought down. He wanted to get to know Randy more so he could help him deal with whatever he was feeling inside. Daniel was bound and determined to keep the momentum going.


  “I’m a cop,” Randy answered.


  “Was your friend killed here in Skollpan?”


  “I think that’s enough for one day,” Randy growled. “I’ve said all I need to say.”


  “But Randy, we’re having a breakthrough,” Daniel explained as Randy walked away from the podium. “This is the most you’ve said, and I think it’s important you continue to share your feelings. It’s the only way to conquer what you have inside of you.”


  Randy stopped and turned to Daniel. “I don’t even know what’s going on inside me so how in the fuck would you know what will solve the problem?”


  Daniel moved to Randy. He leaned into Randy to prevent the others from hearing what he had to say. “Stay after and speak with me in my office,” Daniel whispered. “Trust me and know that I think this is the best thing for you right now.”


  Randy stood in silence with Daniel a few inches from his face. He felt uncomfortable with how close his facilitator was to him, but he could feel that Daniel wanted to help him. If he had any chance at winning back Kate’s affection, he would need to take the lead of others in this battle. He nodded in agreement before he walked to his chair in the back row.


  After a couple hours passed and the meeting drew to a close, Randy upheld his agreement to stay behind. Daniel finished up with a couple conversations and led Randy out of the gymnasium. They walked down the hall to his tiny office. The rain still pounded the building from the outside as they walked. The wind howled and the water sounded like pebbles hitting the glass.


  When Randy arrived in the office, he found himself shocked to see the clutter and disorganization from the man who seemed so well put together. There were files all over. Stacks of papers on his desk and chairs. Daniel quickly removed a stack, brushing the chair off for Randy.


  “Have a seat,” he instructed Randy. Randy sat down and watched as Daniel attempted to organize his things before diving into what he wanted to do with Randy. “Thank you for staying after,” he said and sat down in his battered old office chair.


  “I would have thought your office would be more than this,” Randy said with a chuckle.


  “Yeah, well, beggars can’t be choosers, I’m afraid,” Daniel replied and looked around at his clutter. “I’m going to shoot straight to the point. I think this turmoil you have inside is a result of you not letting go or getting out the things that bother you most. They are eating you up inside and that could be the result of the pain you feel. I think something inside is telling you to release whatever you’re fighting against in order to become whole.”


  “I doubt that.”


  “Seriously,” Daniel interrupted. “I think you need to talk about what happened and how you’re truly feeling about your life. Once you identify what’s going on inside you, then you can begin to treat it and heal.”


  “I’ve never been one for personal conversations. I’m a private man,” Randy replied.


  “That’s your problem Randy,” Daniel interjected. “Now, the reason why I wanted you to stay back was to talk with you one on one. I figure it’s difficult for you to pour your private emotions with a group of strangers. So, how about you just let one stranger in? Let me help you in any way I can. I can see you’re hurting inside, and I want you to be with your family. If I can somehow allow you to get past whatever you’re feeling inside, then I’m sure it will translate into everything you’re actually working towards. Let me help you, Randy. Please.”


  His concern and genuine feelings surrounding Randy’s issue made Randy feel comforted in the strangest way. Randy didn’t trust many people. Throughout his life, he was dealt an unfavorable hand to play at any table he found himself at and nobody in his life, except Kate, seemed to care about him. Daniel wanted to help him through his difficult time. Randy could see that and the expression on Daniel’s face told Randy everything he needed to know about his true intentions. His captivated eyes and raised brow put Randy’s anxiety at ease. Randy decided at that moment to pull his wall down and let him in.


  Randy brought Daniel up to speed on everything that had happened. He told him about the incident and everything that followed. His desire to rekindle his relationship with Kate, his need to fulfill his duty with his job, and the new people he’d met along the way. Daniel sat in silence for the duration of Randy’s explanation. He said nothing. He didn’t interject or provide anything during the time Randy spoke. Daniel sat in silence while Randy expunged everything on his mind. When Randy finished, both men sat in a brief silence while Daniel allowed the information to sink in and Randy allowed him the time to do so.


  “You have endured a lot over the past couple months,” Daniel said, still processing all the information he was given. “It’s no wonder you feel the way you do and act out the way you have. All of that emotion and anger regarding so many different things I would guess has been the culprit behind the turmoil. If you bottle things up like that, especially when there are strong emotions involved, it will eat you up inside and cause a whole mess of other health concerns. Thank you for allowing me in.”


  Daniel’s kind words made Randy smile. He felt much better about everything after opening up about his difficult life over the past few weeks. The joy he felt briefly fluttered from his heart when the pain set in. It came on like a punch to the stomach and Randy did his best to conceal that from Daniel. His angry side wouldn’t allow him to feel too comfortable. It needed what it desired most. Happiness and positivity would not suffice or quench its thirst. He craved violence. Randy didn’t know where it came from and tried his best to keep his internal struggle from Daniel.


  “So, what should I do now? Should I continue to keep my distance from her?” Randy asked. He tried to get his mind off what he was feeling inside.


  “I think that’s best for now,” Daniel answered. “She clearly has things she’s working through right now. By you showing up unannounced, only drives her deeper into her scorn for you. Time heals all wounds. You just need to give her that space and allow her to grip her emotions tightly. When you attempt to talk to her, it confuses her, as I’m sure her love for you is just as strong as yours is for her. Give her time to realize that. When she does, she will let you in on her terms. Immerse yourself in your work. Continue to come to meetings. And I would say try to open up a dialog with your partner. Another’s perspective might help you even more.”


  “Maybe,” Randy agreed. “But do you think I can stop going to the meetings and maybe set something up to speak with you personally? One on one like we are now?”


  Daniel smiled in satisfaction. “Absolutely. The group is more for people to feel support in their struggles with anger. From what you’ve told me and what I’ve observed, you don’t need the support. Rather, you need to be able to confide and release your feelings. I’m more than happy to accommodate you with this. How many times would you like to meet?”


  “As many times as you can spare,” Randy replied.


  “Okay then,” Daniel chuckled. He flipped his schedule book open, surrounded by various colored papers. Daniel looked over his pages and thumbed through the coming weeks ahead. “I have other commitments, but I can squeeze you in at night at least twice a week. Does that sound okay?”


  “Perfectly fine.”


  “Great, so I will see you back here, say nine-thirty on Friday?” Daniel asked.


  “I will see you then,” Randy confirmed.


  They left the rec center at the same time. Daniel ran off to the left towards his Range Rover parked near the building. Randy strolled to his car parked at the back of the lot. He allowed the rain to soak him. Randy didn’t care. He was happy with his progress from their meeting. The pain subsided to a point where Randy could tolerate it as he walked. He tried to take everything in around him. It was amazing to him at the amount of water that fell from the sky, the wind that whipped and pushed the storm forward, and the serenity within all that chaos that was so familiar to him.


  Randy climbed into his car and watched Daniel drive away. The brake lights disappeared into the darkness. He inserted the key into the ignition and an overwhelming sensation gripped him with the force of a heart attack. Randy arched his back in pain, gasping for breath as his chest pounded. The bloodlust he unlocked within him wouldn’t take a back seat any longer. His blood felt like it was boiling under his skin. He felt his heartbeat everywhere as his flesh pulsated to the same rhythm. The pain was too much for Randy. He passed out and crumpled into his cold leather seat. The fallen side made its presence known and would drive him to fulfill the desire as soon as he was conscious.
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  RANDY AWOKE TO THE banging sounds on his window. He jerked, twisting his head to the left to find Cooper shaking his head at him. Randy took a couple breaths to regain his composure before he prepared to exit the car. The thought of his agonizing pain from the previous night washed over his mind briefly. He shook it off as best as he could, wanting to keep Cooper in the dark about what transpired the night before. Randy brushed off Cooper’s scolding and opened his door.


  “You have a terrible habit of doing this, bro,” Cooper said while backing away to allow the door to swing all the way open, “You keep saying you’re going to show up, but you don’t and then I’m forced to track you down. You may not believe this, but my job is not to babysit you, dude.”


  Randy inhaled the crisp air with his eyes closed and his posture rigid. He ignored Cooper, focusing on wrestling his temper into submission before he responded. The morning sun felt nice on his face. He could feel the slight warmth blanket his cheekbones and eyelids as birds chirped in the background.


  “Are you fucking listening to me, bro?” Cooper snapped, slapping Randy on the shoulder. Randy’s eyes shot open, focusing on his partner.


  “Yeah, I heard you,” Randy barked, sleep still lacing his words. “I’ve had a lot going on. All right?”


  “You act like you’re the only one with shit to do,” Cooper replied.


  “Look, I’m sorry, Coop. I had kind of an intense night last night,” Randy said, attempting to smooth things over. He felt bad for how he’d behaved since he arrived. It wasn’t his intention to be so high maintenance, but things kept happening.


  “He’s sorry he says,” Cooper mocked. “Dude, do you have any idea how difficult it has been for me to cover for your ass? Every day for the last couple weeks I’ve had the dick ask me where you are, how things are going, when you’re going to come to the office. Every time I lie for you and tell him that you’re working a lead and I’m just there to touch base. He knows it’s bull-shit but as long as you’re not getting yourself into trouble, he doesn’t care that much.”


  “Then why are you busting my balls?” Randy muttered under his breath as he surveyed the empty parking lot.


  “Because we’re supposed to be partners,” Cooper exclaimed. “Fuck man. I realize this is a relatively quiet place and not a lot happens here, which I like by the way, but you need to start pulling your weight. I can’t keep finding you in shambles all the time.” Randy continued to stare out over the parking lot, undisturbed by Cooper’s outburst. Cooper rolled his eyes as he retrieved a cigarette from his jacket pocket. He didn’t say another word to Randy. He lit his cigarette and took a deep drag to calm his nerves. Randy could see how flustered Cooper was from his flaky actions. He switched his emotions from defensive to understanding while watching Cooper smoke.


  “You’re right, man,” Randy admitted. “You’re absolutely right. I don’t mean for this to happen. Believe me, a few months ago I would have been the best partner you ever had. I don’t know what keeps happening to me but shit just keeps building.”


  “What shit?” Cooper asked, blowing smoke from his nose.


  Randy was reluctant to share what’s been going on with him but realized what Daniel had told him the previous night. He thought it would be good to let another person in so he could continue to lighten his internal burden before it collapsed around him. Cooper was a good man and despite their brief history together, he felt a strong attachment to him. Randy knew that because everything he’d done for him in such a short time. He warmed to the idea of letting him into his issues. He figured Cooper couldn’t hurt the situation. If anything, Cooper was the first person to behave in a genuine way toward Randy since childhood.


  “You know I’ve been going to these anger management meetings,” Randy said, shifting his focus back to Cooper who merely nodded in agreement. “Well, they’ve been helping me and hurting me at the same time. They’ve been helping me cope and come to terms with myself, but at the same time I’m falling further into my own darkness.”


  “Always with the deep metaphors,” Cooper remarked, flicking the expired cigarette butt to the ground below. He’d no sooner ground it into the pavement with the toe of his shoe before he lit another. “But that doesn’t explain your behavior. Care to share with your concerned partner?”


  Randy paused for a moment, eyeing Cooper. “If I tell you, can I trust that you won’t go spouting off to people in the precinct?”


  “Is that a serious question?” Cooper chuckled, bringing his hand over his chest. “Randy, do I look like a teenage girl?”


  “Just put my mind at ease,” Randy interrupted.


  “You know I won’t, bro,” Cooper assured him with a shrug.


  “For as long as I can remember, I’ve had this horrific nightmare,” Randy explained, leaning against his car for stability. “I’m burning alive. Screaming out in pain. I can feel my skin bubble. Then a figure appears. It just watches me burn. It doesn’t help or say anything. It’s been like that since I was a kid and, a couple months ago, it showed a little more of itself. It had wings and it reached out for me.”


  “Creepy shit, man,” Cooper said, shuddering.


  “Definitely,” Randy continued. “Well, after I killed Cruz, it went away. I stopped having it but for some reason I have this uneasy feeling. It’s like there is something inside of me, pulling me into this darkness. I haven’t told anyone about this, but all I want to do is inflict pain or commit violence.”


  Cooper pulled the cigarette from his lips and squinted at Randy. “On who?”


  “Anybody. Everybody. I don’t know,” Randy answered. “It’s hard to explain and I haven’t said anything about it out loud. I feared that if I did I would be admitting to myself that it’s real.”


  “That’s not exactly comforting,” Cooper muttered under his breath. He flicked the second cigarette to the ground and crossed his arms. “So, did you tell that counselor guy about it?”


  “No, and I don’t know if I will,” Randy said and straightened up. “I don’t completely trust him. He’s helped me, and I trust that he genuinely cares, but I’d rather not go into detail about what’s happening inside of me.”


  “So, then what’s the deal with you sleeping in your car and not showing up for work again?” Cooper asked.


  “I told him about what’s been going on with Kate and myself. My recent history up to this point,” Randy replied, “It felt good in the moment. You know, to release it, but then when he offered support, I felt pain. Then when I got in my car to leave, I remember nothing but pain. I don’t even remember falling asleep.”


  “You should tell him,” Cooper advised, lighting another cigarette. “I think you may be dealing with some sort of psychological issues. You blacking out and shit ain’t healthy, bro. Not to mention you’ve been having some weird dream with a shadowy bird thing. If I were you, I would be asking for some medication before too many screws pop loose.”


  Randy rolled his eyes. “You sound like my wife,” he scoffed.


  “You’ve been talking to your wife about this?” Cooper said wincing. He thought Randy had been taking his advice in stopping all communication with Kate before things escalated.


  “No, not recently anyway,” Randy said. “But she knows about the dreams. She’s the only one who knows anything and everything about me.”


  “Well have no fear dude, because you happen to have an A plus partner and a guy willing to hear about all your crazy shit. Let’s go check in with the dick and then get something to eat. You’re driving,” Cooper added and walked around to the passenger side of his car.


  “Put that out first,” Randy said regarding his cigarette. Cooper mocked him with nagging sounds and sucked on the cigarette until the ash went to the filter. He flicked it away, staring at Randy. “Now, blow it out,” Randy demanded. Cooper’s squinted at him as he exhaled the smoke from his puckered lips.


  “You know, your love for this car is unhealthy,” Cooper said, climbing into the passenger seat.


  “Says the guy chain smoking cigarettes. And, again, you sound like my wife,” Randy replied, backing the car out of the parking stall.


  “From what you tell me, I can only take that as a compliment,” Cooper said in admiration. “Hopefully I will get to meet her one day.”


  “Maybe.” Randy brushed him off and turned the key in the ignition.


  On their way to the precinct, Johnson called Cooper and told them to respond to a crime scene that had been called in. Randy drove them to an apartment building on the east side of the city that stood ten stories high. It was a taller structure that had a great view of the waterfall from its east facing side. When they pulled up Randy thought to himself how it had the similar look of a hotel he knew in downtown Detroit.


  Squad cars littered the area around the parking lot and uniform police officers sealed off the area from the public. Randy and Cooper flashed their badges as they ducked under the yellow caution tape. They were led to the ninth floor of the apartment complex to room 901. As they entered, the detectives were met with a horrific scene.


  Two charred bodies smoldered in hunched positions on the floor. They were bound from behind and appeared to have been placed on their knees. The immediate area around the two victims was blackened from the fire and both detectives were overwhelmed with the smell of burnt flesh. Cooper scrunched his face in disgust, revealing his platinum tooth, while Randy covered his face with his arm.


  “Jesus Christ, what the hell am I looking at?” Cooper asked, looking down at the two apparent burn victims. “Is it bad that I’m craving barbeque now?” he joked. Randy wasn’t amused and gazed at them in disbelief.


  Randy approached the first officer he saw, “What do we know?” Randy asked the uniform police officer.


  “Neighbors didn’t hear anything out of the ordinary,” he replied. “They called us when they could smell the foul stench coming from in here. When the neighbor next door knocked on the door to see what the smell was, they could feel the heat from the fire and called 911. When we arrived on scene, they hadn’t been burning for very long. Maybe an hour.”


  “Nobody saw anything?” Randy asked, pulling his arm away from his face. The officer shook his head. “Is that gas I smell?” Randy asked and walked closer to the bodies for a better look.


  “Yep. They appear to have been bound and doused in gasoline,” the officer added.


  “It definitely wasn’t a Jiffy Pop accident,” Cooper bantered, continuing his tirade of ill-advised jokes.


  “Who were they?” Randy asked.


  “We won’t know for sure until the autopsy, but it appears to be Mr. and Mrs. Sanchez,” the officer explained. “That’s who owns the place.”


  “Do they have a rap sheet? A record?” Randy asked as he continued to probe for more information.


  “Nope. They were quiet people that kept to themselves. Both of them worked at the restaurant called the Three Amigos downtown,” the officer answered, pointing in the direction of the restaurant. Randy took notice of the small tattoo on the officer’s hand. At the base of the thumb, above the wrist, was a small black symbol. The officer moved his hand before Randy could make out exactly what it was, but Randy felt it weird for an officer to have such a random mark visible on his hand.


  Randy didn’t ask any more questions. He walked around the crime scene, studying everything visible, before he moved to the other rooms to check for hidden clues. Cooper finished up with the officer and made his rounds to question the neighbors regarding the smoldering victims on the floor.


  Randy moved to the bedroom and surveyed the area. It was clean. Nothing appeared out of place. The bed was made, and the clothes were hung up in the closet or folded in the dresser drawers. Randy looked under the bed but found nothing hidden from view. He felt around the mattress as well but found nothing. Randy stood from the mattress, his brow furrowed. There must have been something he was missing. Randy laid on the bed to replicate the vantage point the victims would have had, in one swift motion, Randy sprang from the bed, and grabbed the mattress. When he lifted the mattress up from the box spring, Randy was surprised to see a couple packages of plastic duct taped underneath.


  He placed gloves on his hands before removing them from their hiding place. Randy pulled a small knife from his pocket and cut into the package. It was a fine, dull, white powder that left a light residue on his blade. Randy licked it off and knew what it was. Cooper entered the room after his questioning to find Randy holding the packages.


  “What did you find?” He asked Randy.


  “Heroin,” Randy answered. “Decent stuff too. These are two bricks of neatly packaged heroin. They were taped under the mattress.”


  “I guess shitty Mexican food wasn’t all they were involved in,” Cooper chuckled.


  “Apparently not.” Randy added, “It looks like we know why they were burned or what the murderer may have been looking for.”


  “No shit,” Cooper agreed.


  Randy yelled for the uniform officer to come to them. When he entered, he didn’t seem surprised to see them holding the two bricks of heroin. “Looks like we have motive,” Randy said to the officer.


  “Where were they?” the officer asked.


  “Under the mattress,” Randy answered. He handed them to the officer. “Who is involved in the drug trade here?”


  The officer’s demeanor changed. His shoulders and neck stiffened as he stared at Randy. “There are a few individuals, but we won’t know whose this is until we continue the investigation,” the officer explained to Randy. He snatched the other brick from Randy’s hand. “I’ll take these back immediately,” the officer said as he hurried away before Randy could reply. Randy watched the officer flee the apartment with both bricks tucked under his arms.


  Randy turned to Cooper. “What the hell was that about?”


  “Goddammit, now we won’t get credit for the find,” Cooper said, folding his arms and pretending to pout. Randy stared down at him, Cooper sighed and unfolded his arms. “He doesn’t like to be shown up,” Cooper answered, “I’m sure he combed through this entire place and didn’t think to look under the mattress. Let’s boogie out of here—"


  “He can’t just take that away from us,” Randy insisted. “We’re the detectives—”


  “Let it go, man,” Cooper interrupted.


  “What are you not telling me,” Randy inquired.


  “There’s a lot I’m not telling you, yet anyway,” Cooper replied. “Let’s just bounce—"


  “No, not until we finish up here,” Randy interjected.


  “There’s nothing to finish up, bro,” Cooper replied in frustration. “Dude, you saw the charcoal in the other room. There’s not going to be any evidence available. No DNA. They’ve dusted for prints but haven’t found anything. I just questioned the neighbors, and they didn’t see or hear anything. That, as they say, is a wrap. It’s a dead end.”


  “Just like that? Giving up? Is that how it works here?” Randy asked in astonishment.


  “If you think you can find something, be my guest, but I’m telling you there is nothing to find,” Cooper fired back. “It sucks, I know, bro, but that’s how the cookie crumbles sometimes. You of all people should know that.” Cooper kept giving Randy a look to suggest he needed to drop the subject. Randy saw it but didn’t adhere to Cooper’s suggestive expression.


  “I think we should at least follow him to the precinct to see what they find with the heroin,” Randy said. “It could give us a lead as to who packaged it and maybe that’s who did it. The couple could have stolen them or were dealing for this person. There are all kinds of directions we could be led in.”


  “I’m going to stop you right there,” Cooper interrupted Randy, “We won’t find anything,” Cooper leaned closer to Randy. “Don’t say a word. Just follow me to your car, okay?” Cooper whispered. Randy, puzzled by his candor, started to speak. Cooper stopped him by placing his finger to his own lips. Randy could tell by his demeanor that it was best to listen to him and follow his lead.


  Cooper led Randy away from the scene and down to the car. Cooper moved to the vehicle with intent and wasn’t going to speak until they were inside. Randy climbed in after Cooper, staring at him puzzled about the exchange upstairs. “What the hell was that about?” he asked Cooper.


  “Bro, I’m going to only say this once and I really hope you take my advice,” Cooper said. “You will need to let this go.”


  Randy couldn’t believe what he was hearing. One moment Cooper was surveying the same crime scene he had been, the next Cooper was doing everything in his power to ward him off. “Are you fucking kidding me?” Randy barked.


  “No, I’m not, man,” Cooper insisted. “Johnson is testing us and it’s up to me to show you the way.”


  “What the fuck does that mean?” Randy snapped.


  “That heroin belongs to Troy Hutch,” Cooper explained.


  “How do you know that?” Randy interrupted.


  “Because he’s the only player in town. He eliminated all the others,” Cooper continued, “Troy is the only person here that deals drugs and has more money than anyone in town. Remember when I told you that everything here comes down to one man? Well, that’s it. He’s it. And I’m telling you to drop it. All those cops in there, including the one you handed the drugs to, are on his payroll. I’m sure you noticed the tattoo on his hand. It’s best to let the sleeping dog lie and move on.”


  Randy folded his fingers together and took a deep breath to steady his tone, “So, what? You expect me not to do my job?”


  “Exactly. And you will still be breathing long enough to rekindle your relationship with your wife,” Cooper said. “Trust me when I say you don’t want to mess with this guy.”


  “You’re scared,” Randy accused.


  “You’re damn right I am,” Cooper snapped. “Not for me but for you and your family. I know what he’s capable of. I’ve seen what he’s capable of and I know what it looks like to be on the receiving end of his wrath. The dude is fucking ruthless. He already knows about you, and this is probably his way of seeing what kind of man you are.”


  “What does that mean?” Randy asked.


  “It means he’s feeling you out. Seeing whether you will listen to those around you or play cowboy,” Cooper answered. “I’m sure these people probably were dealing for him or maybe they stole from him. Who the fuck knows? But what I know for sure is that this was a message he sent to those fearful of him as well as a test for the new man in town.”


  “You’re in bed with this guy, aren’t you?” Randy intoned, staring straight ahead.


  “Hell no I’m not!” Cooper snapped. “Fuck that piece of shit! But I know when I’m out-manned, out-gunned, and in over my head. Those who have tried to take on the champ have died horribly. I just don’t want to see you on the receiving end of that.”


  Randy snorted, defiant of the new information he heard from his partner. He had never been advised to walk away from a crime or look the other way. Part of him wanted to listen to Cooper’s warning and the other part of him was intrigued. That part wanted to find out more about Troy, become acquainted, and accept the challenge of taking him down. Cooper stared at him in desperation for a response. He didn’t know Randy too well, but he knew enough of Randy to want to protect him.


  “So this Troy person, he’s the king of this city?” Randy asked in angry sarcasm. Cooper nodded in agreement. “He’s responsible for everything?”


  “Everything, bro,” Cooper answered, “Troy has his hand in everything dirty. He supplies guns, drugs, is responsible for most of the murders here, and the ones that kill without his say so tend to end up dead themselves. Trust me, man. It’s best to just keep your head down and do as you’re told, when you’re told.”


  “You mean by Johnson—"


  “Especially when it comes from him,” Cooper interjected, “If you don’t fall in line or see things for what they are, you’re asking for it. The tattoo on that guy’s hand was a blunt object. All ‘soldiers’ in his empire have tattoos on the right hand of an object that can bludgeon someone to death. Troy likes to brag they’re the hammer that drives the nail.”


  Randy started to respond but stopped himself. He realized how the violence had sparked his excitement and how he needed to move away from it. The idea of the challenge or Troy being stronger than Randy made him lust for an altercation to find out who is more powerful between them. Randy needed to learn more about Troy before doing anything.


  It was certain that he would do whatever he could to bring Troy down, but he would do so when he would be capable of completing the task. Randy decided at that moment that he would listen to his partner as he had done so before and take his lead. Cooper had, in his own way, helped Randy succeed with miniature accomplishments regarding necessary changes within his own personal life. He was the reason for Randy attending anger management and leaving Kate alone. In both cases, he saw his life improve, even though he had to deal with the difficult emotions and turmoil from within. Therefore, Randy nodded, complying with Cooper’s wishes, and drove away from the crime scene he was warned to ignore.


  Later that night, Johnson waited until all officers went home for the day. He sat alone in his office with both bricks of heroin on his desk. Johnson unlocked the bottom drawer in his desk and removed the false bottom. He pulled a burner cell phone from the tiny compartment and pressed speed dial 1 for Troy.


  “I have your merchandise,” he told Troy.


  “Was there any resistance?” Troy asked.


  “None that I’m aware of, but I intend to keep my eye on him,” Johnson answered.


  “See to it that you do,” Troy demanded. “I’d hate to have to leave you shorthanded again. You know I don’t like new guys. Especially ones with an attitude problem.”


  “He’ll fall in line,” Johnson replied. “That’s why I paired him with Coop. If he doesn’t listen, then I accept whatever needs to be done.”


  “That’s good to hear. Is there any leverage?” Troy asked. “Anything we can dig our hooks into in order to get the upper hand? Just in case this clown decides to veer from the path.”


  “He has a wife and daughter,” Johnson said.
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  KATE TOSSED AND TURNED for what felt like hours. She couldn’t sleep, no matter what she tried. Everyone else in the house was sound asleep, filling the house with an uncomfortable quiet. It was that silence that vexed her as her mind raced. Kate didn’t have a change of heart regarding her and Randy’s relationship, but over the last few days she began to see him in a different light.


  Randy had left her alone as she wanted. After their last argument, Randy had fallen off the face of the Earth and hadn’t tried to reach out in any way. Kate was happy to hear that he received help for his issues, but a few weeks of good behavior was not enough to ease her mind about his previous track record. She watched his progressive changes over the years. His descent into darkness was as gradual as it was dangerous. Kate had hoped it wouldn’t clutch him the way it did and felt it was the best thing for all of them to get away.


  At that moment, however, with her eyes wide open, staring out the window from her bed, she didn’t know what she wanted anymore. She missed him. Jane missed her father. The family was broken, and she was the one who felt it best that it remained that way. Kate knew the responsibility fell on her shoulders. She carried the guilt of her decisions all the way to Skollpan City. She moved past her guilt when she and Jane arrived at her parent’s house. Kate was able to bury her feelings for Randy until that day he showed up on the porch. Kate would have never imagined that Randy would follow them. Whatever the real reasons for his arrival, Kate couldn’t avoid her feelings any longer.


  Awake and annoyed, Kate made the decision that she would try to reach out to Randy in some way. She didn’t know how or what she would say, but she felt the time was right to extend an olive branch. He had tried so many times before that Kate felt it was her duty to return that vulnerable gesture. More for Jane than herself because she knew how much their daughter loved and missed him. Kate rose up from her bed and got dressed.


  She dressed in her running attire and squeezed into her sport leggings. She wrapped her upper body in a zip up hoodie that hung loose from her torso and hit mid-thigh. She pulled her hair back in a tight ponytail and flipped the hood over her head. That was Kate’s way of attempting to hide her gender from potential creeps stirring in the night. It was the middle of the night, and she didn’t want to call any more attention to herself than she already would be jogging around town at that time.


  When Kate couldn’t sleep, she turned to reading, but when reading failed she turned to running. It was a great way to clear her mind. Exercising was an escape for Kate, and she utilized it in times like these. She decided she was going to bridge the gap with her husband; however, she had no idea how to go about it. Kate hoped she would find those answers on her run.


  She ran for miles. The night was clear. The moon followed her as she ran, casting a bright light down on her and the serene city. Her breath puffed along with her feet tapping the concrete.


  Kate picked up her pace when the tall buildings came into view. Those last couple miles moved at a rapid rate and Kate found herself at the mouth of the downtown area. She cut through a tiny alleyway that led to the outskirts of the clustered city and came to an abrupt stop when she saw something familiar. She had been running for so long and thinking of everything to do with her marriage that she scoffed at the coincidental image in front of her.


  Randy’s car was parked in the back of the parking lot at the rec center. Kate stared at it, inhaling deeply to slow her breath from the long jog. She couldn’t believe she had run so far without realizing the distance she covered. Her mind shifted to question Randy’s presence there at that hour.


  The last time they spoke, Randy told her his dreams had gone away and he had been sleeping. In her mind, there was no need for him to be awake at this time of night. Her mind shifted to thinking that maybe he had struggled to rest at night in a cold bed without his family near. Whatever the reasons for him being there, she wanted to know more. Curiosity had piqued her interest in why her husband would be at an empty rec center in the middle of the night. She walked over to the Mustang and placed her hand on the hood. The warmth soothed her cold palm, which meant he hadn’t been inside very long.


  Kate scurried to the doors. She went down the row, pulling on each handle to find the building locked. The last door on the left, however, wasn’t locked and she entered quietly. The hallways were quiet. She listened for a moment to see if she could hear him. Kate walked lightly around the halls and snuck from hallway to hallway until she overheard Randy’s faint voice coming from the end of a dark hallway toward the back of the building.


  The hallway lights were off and the light from a single office illuminated the immediate darkness around the doorway. She could hear Randy’s voice, but she couldn’t make out what was being said. Kate crept closer and stood right next to the opening to hear the late-night conversation.


  “Again, I really appreciate you taking the time to meet with me so late,” Randy said to Daniel.


  “It’s nothing Randy,” Daniel replied. “I actually wasn’t sleeping so you didn’t interrupt anything. What is this about? You sounded distressed on the phone.”


  “I needed someone to talk to,” Randy stated and leaned back in his chair. “It’s something I can’t talk to my partner about and I can’t talk to my wife at all.”


  “How do you know you can’t talk to your partner? Have you even tried to talk to him?” Daniel asked. Kate waited for Randy’s response, but silence met her ears. She could hear Randy’s restlessness as his chair squeaked with every uncomfortable movement.


  “Yeah, actually. Today we had a good conversation about things,” Randy continued after the brief silence. “I told him more about what’s been going on and what I’ve been dealing with. He was surprisingly understanding, and it made me feel better. But what I need to talk about now is kind of because of him. Well, because of what he said and what we saw today.”


  “I’m happy you reached out to a friend,” Daniel said smiling at Randy’s words. It wasn’t a lot, but it was huge for Randy. “I want you to just say whatever you’re feeling, whatever’s on your mind. I won’t say a word unless you want me to. I feel this would be a good exercise for you in order to get your emotions straight. Is that fair?”


  Randy nodded in agreement. He took a deep breath. Kate listened from the hallway. She rested her back against the wall for support and braced herself for what Randy was about to explain. Randy did his best to talk to Kate throughout the years but there were still many things he couldn’t or wouldn’t tell her. She could always feel he was holding back with her when talking about things that went on inside of him. It took years for him to feel comfortable enough to explain his dream to her. For Randy to talk about what’s going on inside his mind in such a short amount of time was a big step that Kate couldn’t ignore.


  “Prior to today, Cooper, my partner, explained how this city works,” Randy started to explain while shifting to a more comfortable position in his chair. “He told me about Troy Hutch and the intricacies regarding how things work here. I won’t go into them right now because it’s police business but know that I’m up to speed with it,” Randy paused and shifted, “Well anyway, today we were called to a murder scene. It was gruesome. The smell was terrible. None of the officers seemed to be bothered by it, almost as if they were either used to it or knew about it beforehand. I’m not used to this type of behavior from my peers and people with a shield and it feels like I’m the only one who gives a shit. I’m rambling, aren’t I?”


  “Not at all. Please continue,” Daniel urged, sitting still from the other side of the desk.


  “I decided to look around,” Randy continued, leaning forward in his seat. “Under the bed, there was evidence. When I showed the responding officer he seemed irritated, almost agitated that I found it. When I pressed the officer, he became defensive and dismissive, then Cooper came in to interrupt the altercation immediately. Basically, he explained to me that this was all fixed and apparently some sort of test for me. To see how I would react and what I would do regarding the powers that be. I reacted the way any detective would. It’s my job to find the responsible parties and lock them up. Cooper is telling me now that my job here is to do what I’m told, when I’m told, and not do the very thing I was sworn to do.”


  “What do you mean?” Daniel asked.


  “Apparently, in this city, cops are for show,” Randy hissed. “They’re only here for appearances, to keep the civilians feeling safe.”


  “That’s concerning,” Daniel interrupted. He went against what he told Randy. Daniel said he would remain quiet to let him speak. “I’m sorry, Randy. I really didn’t intend on speaking, but this troubles me, and I can see why it bothers you so much.”


  “It’s fine,” Randy assured him. “Cooper told me that I need to fall in line with how things work, or I could end up on the receiving end of this person’s wrath.” Randy paused. He picked at the arm of the chair with his fingernail. “The problem is, I can’t just ignore this or what’s been done. If he’s a person of interest or responsible, then it is my duty to put him away. I can’t ignore that. I won’t ignore that.”


  Kate shook her head in disagreement with how Randy felt. She knew who Randy was talking about. The thought of something bad happening to Randy made Kate feel sick to her stomach.


  “It sounds like this Cooper individual is concerned for you and doesn’t want to see you hurt or worse,” Daniel interjected.


  “I’m not afraid to die, not anymore anyway,” Randy replied. “I’ve lost everything that matters to me and I’m starting to feel like I have nothing else to live for besides the job. If I don’t have that, then I truly don’t have anything. If everything is as corrupt and broken as it seems, then I feel I need to do whatever I can to fix it.”


  “I admire your passion and dedication,” Daniel added. “Getting to know you more recently gives me a better understanding of what makes you tick.” Daniel took down some notes on a piece of paper before he continued, “This is concerning though, because I don’t want you have thoughts that move you to self-harm.”


  “I would never do that,” Randy advised. “I’m just saying it bothers me, feeling like nothing I’m doing matters.”


  “Did you tell Cooper how you felt?” Daniel asked.


  “Yeah, but he blew it off,” Randy said shaking his head in irritation, “He was nothing if not persistent about me listening to him and not going through with the investigation.”


  “And how does that make you feel? How does everything make you feel?” Daniel questioned.


  “Angry,” Randy replied. A tear rolled down Kate’s cheek. “All I feel is anger anymore. Hatred. Resentment. Jesus, my temper has seemed to grow and move toward violence like two magnets or a moth to a flame. It worries me to think of what might happen if I let them stick or if I allow the moth to reach that beautiful light.”


  “That concerns me, Randy, because I thought you were making more progress in this area of your life,” Daniel commented.


  “I am, believe me,” Randy answered. “But I can’t help how I feel. Everything has slipped away from me. My wife hates me and wants nothing to do with me anymore. I haven’t seen my daughter in weeks. My livelihood is apparently only for show here. I can’t seem to control anything in my life. Everything is crumbling and I’m in an absolute freefall.”


  Kate, hearing Randy’s truth, broke down outside the office. She covered her mouth and nose to prevent the sounds of her cries from echoing into the small office. It pained her to hear him struggle and didn’t have any idea how badly affected he was with her decision. Even though she was saddened to hear his sorrow, she felt hope for him and their marriage. Kate knew that explaining his feelings was hard. It was a big step for him to say them out loud to somebody who wasn’t close to him. He trusted her to confide his feelings about what went on inside his heart. Randy changed. Kate could see that, and she felt she must assist with helping him through his anger. She couldn’t help but feel responsible for his current state, seeing how she was the cause for all the change in his life.


  She left the hallway. There was no need to hear any more. She heard enough and knew that it was time to begin to mend their broken fence. Kate was still angry with Randy for what happened. It would be difficult for her to get over that, but for the first time since it happened, Kate wanted to try. For the first time since the incident, Kate admitted to herself that she still loved Randy. Ignoring her feelings for him made her slip further into her isolation. She realized she may have acted too hastily. Randy tried from that moment on to correct what happened. He took steps to make amends and change himself for the better.


  It was no guarantee that her letting Randy back in would help him with his issues, but she knew it couldn’t hurt him. It was tearing him apart to not be with his family. This was the first time Kate had witnessed it firsthand. She could tell he had improved, even from the way he spoke to the stranger. Kate didn’t know if that was due to the therapy or from her freezing him out. She somehow knew he was different, and it was time to reward him for all the progress he’d made.


  Randy hadn’t tried to reach out to her or show up uninvited since their last altercation. He had respected her wishes and dove further into his recovery. For Randy to have met with someone in the middle of the night to talk about feelings took a conscious effort and realization that he would need to walk a new path to become a different man. Kate was thrilled about that because she had nothing to do with it. That decision was his and his alone. She exited the rec center and jogged home.


  The next day, after Kate took Jane to school, she decided to drive to the precinct. Kate felt it was better to discuss things in person rather than an impersonal phone conversation. It was a big deal to let Randy back in and she wanted to deliver that message face to face. In her mind, he had earned it after what she heard the night before.


  When she got to the floor Randy worked on, after asking around, she was stopped by Cooper. His face put her at ease after the things she overheard Randy say to Daniel.


  “It’s Kate, right?” Cooper asked, squinting.


  “You must be Randy’s partner,” she replied, recognizing him from the brief altercation she had with Randy while on her way to get ice cream.


  “Cooper,” he answered. “What brings you here? Is everything all right?” Cooper kept his eyes fixed on hers. He didn’t want her to feel uncomfortable or misconstrue any of the actions that came natural to him. The last thing Cooper wanted was to make his new partner feel he couldn’t trust him. Therefore, Cooper stood at a comfortable distance, without allowing his eyes to avert to other areas of her body and would be on his best behavior for Randy.


  “Fine, everything is fine. Is Randy here? I really need to talk to him,” Kate answered, looking around the pit for any sign of Randy.


  “He hasn’t shown up yet,” Cooper replied. “I’m wondering if he will at all. That boy has a problem with tardiness,” he joked. “I can call him if you want.”


  “No, no, that’s okay,” Kate said, staring at Cooper’s platinum tooth as it shimmered at her. “Do you know where he’s staying? Maybe I’ll just go there to check on him.”


  Cooper smiled as if he helped with their reunion. “That won’t be necessary,” he chuckled. Randy stopped when he saw Kate.


  Kate walked over to Randy. Randy stood stiff, not knowing how to react. Her heart pounded in her chest. It was the first time in weeks since she saw him. He appeared to be overwhelmed with happiness seeing her. So much time had passed since their last meeting that she started to think of him as a distant memory. He didn’t seem real to her, like a mirage a couple of feet away.


  “Hi,” she said.


  “Hey,” Randy replied.


  “Can we talk?” Kate asked.


  “Sure. There’s a conference room we can go to. Do you want coffee?”


  “That would be nice,” she answered.


  “Let me show you where the room is and I’ll get you a cup,” Randy said, trying not to let his excitement shine through his shocked exterior. He led her to one of the smaller conference rooms next to the interrogation area.


  The room was tiny and cold. Despite the late fall weather outside, it felt to Kate that the air conditioner was on and blowing colder air into the confined space. She shivered a moment from both the cold and her nervousness for the conversation about to happen. Randy returned with the hot cup of coffee. He handed it to her. The hot liquid felt great on both her cold hands. The coffee was the perfect shade of brown. Randy knew she took it with cream and knew the exact amount to add in order to satisfy her taste. He removed his jacket and placed it around Kate for warmth.


  Kate smiled with endearment at his attention to her needs. “I know this is out of the blue,” she said and took a small sip of her coffee. The taste was perfect, and the warmth helped with the cold atmosphere, “but I wanted to talk to you about things.”


  Randy sat across from her, unaffected by the cold, thanks to his large frame and long-sleeved shirt. “What things?” he asked.


  “Us. The divorce. Pretty much everything that’s been going on for the last few months,” Kate answered.


  “The last time we spoke, you made it pretty clear you didn’t want this anymore,” Randy said. “I’ll have to find the papers, so I can sign. I don’t know where I threw them.”


  “So that’s what you want then?” she asked and slouched in the chair before taking another sip from her warm cup.


  “Not at all. It’s what you want,” Randy replied. “You were the one who gave them to me.”


  “Yeah, because I was angry with you and didn’t think you could change,” Kate explained.


  “Why the change of heart?” Randy asked.


  “I’ve never stopped loving you Randy,” Kate said. “Not ever. I had every right to react the way I did. What you did in front of our little girl, God, I don’t even know how to put that into words.”


  “Does this have a point, Kate? Other than making me feel worse than I already do about it?” Randy demanded. “I don’t need to relive that moment with you again. I’ve done that enough on my own.”


  “That’s my point. You’ve done things I never thought you ever would,” Kate continued. “The Randy I knew would have barreled into me and forced his way back in. Not accept my wishes and work on himself through therapy.”


  “Did Cooper tell you?” Randy said with frustration. “This is why I’ve always avoided telling people my business.”


  “It’s not important how I know,” Kate said, continuing her uncomfortable explanation. “The point is I know, and I appreciate it. The fact that you want to work on yourself, change how you think, means a lot to me. It means more to me that I didn’t have to force you to do it. You did it on your own. That speaks volumes to me, and you didn’t continue to show up unannounced after I told you not to. I guess what I’m trying to say is that I think we should start slowly and try to rebuild what was previously broken.. That is, if you want to.”


  Randy smiled at Kate. It’s as if his heart started to beat for the first time. His short-lived joy turned to pain as his angry side gripped him. He held his breath, trying not to grimace from the internal affliction. Kate knew him all too well. “What’s wrong?” She asked, her words steeped with concern.


  He collected himself before answering. “I’m fine, just indigestion,” he answered to quiet her nerves, “I would love nothing more than to work on us. Whatever you want to do, I’m fine with. I just need you back in my life. I need Jane. I need my family.”


  “Good,” Kate answered, “I think Jane needs her dad. This has all been difficult on her and I think having you around will ease her discomfort with the transition to a new place.”


  “I agree.” Randy said, thinking of his daughter and how much he missed her.


  “I want you to promise me something,” Kate interrupted. She wanted to get the next part out before she forgot the right words in her mind given the whirlwind of emotions she felt in that moment. “Promise me you will continue doing everything you’re currently doing in order to keep yourself in control. Promise me you will let me all the way in and listen to me when I try to help you. Promise me. I can’t go back to the way it was before and I can never see you like that again.”


  Randy got up from his seat and walked around to her side of the table. He knelt down on one knee like he did when he proposed all those years ago and placed his hand on the side of her face. “I promise I will do everything in my power to be the man you deserve,” he answered. “I know I was wrong and all I want to do is make it up to you. I will never abandon you or stop trying to make things right. I will do whatever it takes to keep this family whole. I love you.”


  She placed her hand on his as her eyes welled up with tears. His words moved her and made her feel like showing up was the right decision. Randy leaned in to kiss her, but she moved away. “I’m not there yet Randy,” she said looking away from him. “We need to take this slow. Do it right.”


  Her turning away seemed to hurt him deeply. She could see he was ready to do whatever it took to regain her love, no matter how it made him feel. “Okay, whatever you want,” Randy assured her to quell his guilt.


  “Let’s start with going to her dance recital this weekend,” Kate said with a smile. “Then we can all go out for ice cream. Does that sound okay?”


  “It sounds great. What time?” Randy asked, enthused at the opportunity to rekindle their relationship.


  He made it to Jane’s recital that weekend. Randy was in front for her to see him there. They sat together and watched their daughter perform. It was everything Randy had hoped for, and things became better as the night wore on. They all went out for ice cream afterward as planned. Jane got more of it around her mouth than in it, smiling at Randy as he smiled at her. It was as if nothing happened and they were back in Detroit, not a new setting that neither Randy nor Jane was comfortable in. Randy’s thoughts were fixed on his family. Troy and his alleged crimes were nowhere to be found in his mind. The anger in his heart was still there, along with the burning flame from the anger in his soul, but Randy began learning how to control it.


  Randy was so thrilled to be talking to Kate again that he forgot all about the case. The need to satisfy his duty dissipated within him and he didn’t even think of Troy. He wanted to lose himself in the moment with Kate. She was warm in that cold room and accepted him without any sign of ice. It felt like a lifetime since he could be around her without feeling the chill of her disapproval for him.


  The trend of family moments and Randy’s control of his emotions continued for the next couple weeks. Kate invited Randy to more functions, and he showed up for all of them. Being a part of the Skollpan police department wasn’t as demanding as his previous job. Whenever Randy needed the time to meet up with his family or attend any function of Jane’s, Cooper was more than happy to cover for him. As it turned out, Cooper was an even better partner than Marco had ever been.


  Cooper kept things lighthearted for Randy while on the job. He followed his lead, as Cooper stressed when they met, and everything started to fall into place. Randy’s family was within reach, he was started to get his feelings under control with Daniel’s help, and the rage hadn’t tried to manifest itself in a while.


  The job wasn’t wearing him down. The anger had subsided for the moment due to the good times that continued to roll on. Every time Kate reached out to Randy for quality time, it was a family function that always included Jane. This was the most Jane had seen of her father for a long time. He involved himself more in her life and personal interests. Jane began to trust in Randy.


  A couple more weeks passed with the same result. Randy attended another dance function for Jane, this time without Kate. He had fulfilled his promise to her by filling in and taking Jane home. Jane hugged him goodbye and ran inside.


  “Thanks again for that,” Kate said to Randy.


  “It’s never a problem,” Randy said smiling, “She’s getting so good at it.”


  “I think we should have dinner tomorrow night,” Kate said.


  “Sure thing. Jane was saying she wanted to go to that pizza place,” Randy replied.


  “I mean just the two of us,” Kate interrupted.


  Randy’s palms began to sweat. His heart thumped in his chest to the point he felt like he had something stuck in his throat. It had been a while since he and Kate spent quality time alone. It brought him back to the moments early on in their relationship when they began dating. Randy was a nervous twenty-eight-year-old asking a beautiful woman out for dinner all over again.


  “I’d like that,” Randy muttered. Kate smiled and chuckled at his candor. She leaned in and kissed him on the cheek.


  “Pick me up at seven,” she said. Randy nodded. Her perfume invigorated Randy’s nostrils. Kate’s green eyes shimmered as they fluttered at Randy. He was happier at that moment, gazing at his gorgeous wife, than he had been in a long time. His happiness for her gesture and all the time he’d spent with his family took full control over his heart. His happiness was in the driver’s seat while his anger waited in the trunk.


  Randy drove up to the house the following night at seven as promised. Kate must have been watching for him because the front door opened before he could get out of the car. She wore a stunning black dress with a slit that ran up to her upper thigh. Kate had a nice, thicker jacket on over it to keep the crisp autumn air at bay. Her hair was straightened for their date, cascading down her neckline over her slender shoulders. Randy never saw Kate more beautiful. He watched her every graceful move from the car in admiration. Randy kept his eyes fixed on Kate as he emerged from the car.


  She walked to the car and Randy awaited from the passenger side. He opened the door for Kate. She smiled and sat down in the warm leather seat. The excitement Randy felt was indescribable. It felt new again. He felt like a new man. The painful feeling had vanished. When Randy hopped into the car, they smiled at each other, like a couple of teenagers, and sped toward the restaurant.


  The place Kate had chosen was as grand as it was beautiful. At the entrance, the large dark brown doors were surrounded by ivy as it stretched across the brick structure. Inside, the area was candle lit, which set the romantic ambiance. The furniture all around was black and complimented the red of the brick layout. The waiter showed them to the table, Randy assisted Kate with her chair, asked the waiter to bring them a bottle of their best wine, and moved to his own seat to begin their night.


  “You look amazing,” Randy said, stammering from her beauty. She had removed her jacket to reveal the dress had a V-top and rested on the outside of her shoulders. There was no doubt Kate was the most stunning woman in the room. All heads turned when she entered with Randy. Other men in the area tried to catch a glimpse of her however they could without drawing any unwanted attention. Randy stared at her, and he smiled.


  “Well, thank you, Mr. Newborn,” she replied, looking over the menu. “You don’t look so bad yourself.” Randy wore an all-black suit and black tie. Kate told him the restaurant was the finest establishment in the city and a firm dress code. Randy made sure he wore his best to ensure their night would not be cut short.


  The waiter arrived and poured them a half glass of the wine Randy ordered. He smiled at them both before walking away to give them more time with the menu. Randy waited for the server to get out of ear shot before he continued.


  “I can’t begin to tell you how happy I am right now,” he said.


  “Good, I’m glad,” Kate replied, looking up from her menu to lock eyes with Randy.


  “When I was out driving around the other day, I noticed this house that’s for sale up near the waterfall. I think that might be a good place to live. What do you think?” Randy asked. He didn’t want to be too forward but wanted her to know it was on his mind.


  “Randy, one day at a time. Okay?” she answered, furrowing her brow to drive her point. Kate was unaffected by his assumption they would be moving back in together.


  “I know, but Kate, I think it could be good for us,” Randy urged as his voice trembled. He spoke with a vulnerability in his voice Kate had never heard before. “It’s big enough for everything. It’s in a good location. It’s gorgeous with an amazing view.”


  “Randy, I’m going to stop you right there,” Kate interrupted, closing her menu to give him her full attention. “We are in the dating phase right now. This doesn’t mean that everything is fine or will go back to normal. You still have a lot of proving to do. Now, I will admit you are much better, and I can see you have changed a lot, but I’m not jumping back into our marriage again. We’re taking things slow. Remember?”


  Her words weighed heavy on his heart. Randy knew she was right but hoped that she was feeling the same things he was since they’ve been spending a lot of time together. He couldn’t say anything, so he nodded in understanding and opened his menu. He wanted to conceal his hurt emotions instead of reverting to his past self and attacking her for causing them.


  She reached across the table and grasped his hand. Her touch zapped him from his self-loathing. Randy looked up to see her bright green eyes piercing his with a calming comfort. He returned her light touch with his own gentle embrace.


  “Hey,” she said. “I’m not saying we won’t ever get there or that we’re not headed in that direction. I’m just saying there’s no rush. Things are going great right now and moving where I want them to go. I’m just really enjoying getting to know the new and improved Randy. How you’ve been lately reminds me of the man I met all those years ago. The man I fell in love with. The man I wanted to be with for the rest of my life. I’m truly happy for you and happy you were able to find that man again.”


  “I understand, babe,” Randy replied. He hadn’t been able to call her that for so long but decided it felt right at that moment. Her eyes sparkled from the term of endearment. Kate’s smile grew as she squeezed his hand tighter. “I’m happy we’re here,” Randy said after the brief pause, smiling. “I’m so glad to be here with you right now.” He grabbed his glass with his other hand, holding it up and in front of Kate. “To starting over.”


  “To starting over,” Kate replied and clanked her glass against his. They took a sip while gazing at one another.


  The night pressed on. They lost themselves in each other. Their conversations bled into new stories and explanations. They ate their meal, drank the bottle of wine, and sat at the clear table talking like a new couple. They traded many different stories regarding things that had transpired since their time in Detroit. Randy told her about his new partner and how funny he was. He went on to explain he would never tell Cooper that for fear that it may go to his head, and they wouldn’t fit together in the car.


  Kate laughed until she cried. Their faces hurt from laughing and smiling so much from the conversation. They began the night sitting across from each other and ended up sitting next to each other on the same side of the table. It was the closest they had been in years. Randy’s focus on her and Jane transformed him into a new man. One that was devoted to his family and one who saw the bigger picture. The anger was still in him; however, it was a sleeping giant during the times with Kate, including their date night. Randy hoped that he conquered it to the point it wouldn’t control him for the rest of his life.


  Most of the people dispersed and left the restaurant. The empty dining area forced Kate to check her phone. It was midnight and the restaurant would be closing soon. They agreed it was time to leave. Randy threw down a fifty-dollar bill for a tip because of the amount of time they took to finish their night. He had paid the bill hours earlier but wanted to give the server a good gesture before hitting the road.


  Their great conversation continued into the drive home. Kate filled him in on all the stuff she was taking on since moving to Skollpan. He listened, excited to hear about her new hobbies. Randy pulled up to Kate’s parent’s house after taking the long way from the restaurant. Kate looked over at Randy. “I had a great night,” she said with a smile. “I don’t think I’ve laughed like that in years.”


  “I don’t think I ever have,” Randy replied. They chuckled together. “I just wish it didn’t have to end. This reminded me of all that I’ve been missing. Everything I ever wanted and needed was right in front of my face. But all I could see at the moment was my job and other responsibilities I had, rather than the most important one.” He brushed her hair back from the left side of her face, so he could see the entire picture before he would go back to his hotel.


  “Do you want to come in?” she asked as her eyelids dropped halfway. Randy knew what that meant and became excited from the thought of being intimate with her once again.


  “I don’t think your dad would like that very much,” Randy said in a half-hearted attempt to be respectful.


  “My parents are in Europe and Jane is at a sleepover,” Kate explained with an intoxicating look that Randy was powerless against. He smiled and nodded in compliance.


  After all the time that had passed, the fighting and the distance, the two commenced in their intimacy as if nothing had ever happened. They made love to each other for hours in the spare bedroom. The two souls were one heartbeat and when they finished, Randy held Kate as she buried her petite body into his arms. Having her close to him, sharing her loving heart, seemed to douse the flames in his. He realized, while cuddling her, that Kate may be the key to all the turmoil inside. Randy felt her breathing slow down and knew she had fallen asleep. He smiled, kissing the top of her head. “I love you babe,” he said as his eyes fell and he drifted off with the warmth of his love next to him.
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  GADREEL, DRAPED IN a long black overcoat with the collar pulled up to his cheekbones, stalked the empty city streets alone. The weather met Gadreel with a calm aggression when he located Azazel. The rain fell in a steady downpour at midnight, uninhibited by the noticeable absence of any kind of wind. Gadreel walked alone through the night with intent and purpose as the rainfall showered over him. Azazel was difficult for Gadreel to find but Gadreel managed to pinpoint his location in England. Azazel lived in downtown London under the radar of his divine brothers.


  The rain fell like a mist, as constant as it was gentle. Gadreel didn’t fight the water, but instead let it soak him as his heels clicked along the stone sidewalk outside downtown London. The area was a rough part of town that would be dangerous for any man to be walking alone, but not for a fallen angel. He had seen and experienced far worse. Gadreel knew walking out in the open was a gamble, more due to the threat from above than any man naïve enough to attempt to attack him. It didn’t matter to Gadreel. All that mattered to him was finding his brother, and making his presence known was his best chance to get his attention. Azazel was the most important component to the coming war they were preparing to wage against Heaven. Every fallen angel would need him, and Lucifer needed him most.


  Gadreel had spent the last few weeks tracking down all his brothers in the original fallen army. It was his task and his duty to assemble the army of the damned. Among them, a quieter, lesser-known angel advised Gadreel about the last known whereabouts of Azazel. He told Gadreel that their paths crossed almost forty years ago in a small town outside London. Azazel had been stirring up trouble with the mortals in that area. The fallen angel thought it best to leave him before their older, more powerful brother Michael showed up to punish Azazel for his aggressive actions. When Gadreel traveled to the small town, he learned Azazel had moved to London years before.


  When he stepped foot in London, Gadreel learned of the illegal underground fighting circuit held on the outskirts of the city. He knew his brother would no doubt be attending the gathering; Azazel had always been known for his propensity for violence in any form. After intimidating a few men, pulling the verbal strings of others, and flexing his muscles, Gadreel learned of the current fight location that night. Gadreel knew Azazel’s involvement would be significant, he hoped that Azazel wouldn’t do anything stupid or draw Michael’s attention to their location. Gadreel wasn’t strong enough to fight off Michael alone.


  The fact was, neither Gadreel nor Lucifer heard of Azazel or any other fallen angel killing humans by the truckloads, so Gadreel didn’t know what he would be walking into or what to expect from his estranged brother. His immaculate leather shoes came to a stop. He stared up at the warehouse, preparing himself for whatever may come next. Azazel could attack him for sport at any moment. Gadreel turned and continued around the side of the abandoned building to the cellar entrance. His face contorted contemptuously. There were few things that made Gadreel uncomfortable, but being underground ranked high on the list. He kicked the door open with the toe of his wingtip shoe, taking note of the shouts and cheers as he descended the stairs into the dim lit corridor.


  Three large men stood around the basement entrance, each with a menacing expression adorning their chiseled faces. Gadreel knew they were there to scare off any potential interference. Gadreel wasn’t afraid of them or any human but that didn’t prevent him from being cautious or mindful of the potential interference from his brothers above if he were to become too rough with them. He knew he needed to use his guile.


  “Piss off, wanker,” the smallest of the three men said to Gadreel as he approached. They moved to their feet from their seated, relaxed positions to stand guard and prepare for whatever Gadreel may have in store for them. “Private property,” the man continued and spit.


  “I’m aware of that,” Gadreel replied. “I’m here to participate.”


  “You’re nowhere near big enough,” the largest man interrupted with a mocking laugh. “The gathering down there would chew you up and spit you out.”


  Gadreel chuckled, reaching into his pocket. He didn’t want to alarm them or make them think he was reaching for a weapon. The three men took defensive positions, reaching for their own concealed weapons. Instead of a gun, Gadreel removed a handful of large sized diamonds. He held them out to them as the dim bonfire light sparked them to glisten in the dimly lit space.


  “Then I’m sure your associates wouldn’t mind allowing me to place a few bets,” Gadreel said with a feigned snicker. “I came prepared and was referred by a reliable source.”


  “Fuck off, yank,” the final member of the watch said to Gadreel. “It’s not wise for a bloody American to be traipsing through our neck of the woods. Don’t care how much money you have.”


  “Surely, your boss wouldn’t want to pass up a chance at making more money, regardless of where I may be from,” Gadreel said, refusing to break his stride as he held the diamonds out towards them. “I’m here on business.”


  “It’s none of your business what’s down there,” the first guy piped up.


  “I can assure you what’s down there is my business,” Gadreel interrupted, fixing his sparkling eye on the men. “I didn’t come here to argue. I came here to wager, maybe win some money, then be on my way. What do you say?”


  The largest of the three nodded his head in compliance and walked away to make the phone call. Gadreel remained stoic in place with the jewels held high. The other two men glared at him, but Gadreel smiled back. After a few minutes, the first man walked to the doors and opened them for Gadreel. The other men didn’t question the action because he wouldn’t have done it without being instructed to by their boss. Gadreel smiled, placed the stack back in his pocket, and headed down the narrow staircase.


  The roar of the crowd below intensified with every step through the dark. Gadreel took each step while listening for any sounds of his brother. There was nothing definitive. A wall of sound barreled upward from the bottom to Gadreel’s ears. If Azazel was down there, he hadn’t made himself known to Gadreel yet. Gadreel furrowed his brow; discretion hadn’t even been among Azazel’s strength.


  When Gadreel reached the last step of the long walk down, the smell of sweat and blood filled his nostrils. He paused to savor the aroma of violence, his gray eye sparkling in the dim light. The smell was something that Gadreel enjoyed, not as much as his brothers, but it made his heart sing, nonetheless. The scent of violence along with the thick atmosphere of war was everything Azazel wanted. Gadreel knew then that his brother was there.


  A wall of bodies huddled around what Gadreel assumed was the mainstage for the evening’s combatants. They were packed, making it difficult for Gadreel to maneuver through them. He kept his distance, making his way through the first layer of spectators in order to get a better look at the stage. The ring sat lower than the wall of bodies, framed by a chain link fence. Behind the fence sat a deeper pit surrounded by sharp objects, including barbed wire, wooden stakes, and razor wire. Inside, two men that were fighting rolled around on the sand covered floor, both bloodied and scarred.


  The sand was stained with blood from prior fights, some of it was clearly fresh and glistening in the dull light that shone down onto them. Gadreel peered down at them; neither one was Azazel, and neither appeared ready to end their wasteful existence. One man had the other in a choke hold as he curled up on his back. The man being choked had flesh hanging from his body and open wounds everywhere. Gadreel watched with a bored expression as the man bled out.


  After a couple moments, the man’s body went limp in the other’s arms as his eyes rolled back in his head. Gadreel’s eye sparkled as he watched the soul leave the man’s body as the victor dropped him to a crumpled heap. The crowd cheered. Many of the spectators were throwing their papers down and others were exchanging money. Gadreel watched as a large, shirtless man walked onto the blood-soaked sand to check on the limp body. He verified there was no pulse and raised the victor’s arm high in the air. He appeared to be happy but there was no doubt in Gadreel’s mind that the man would be recovering for a long time from his current wounds. The man had quite a few punctures in his torso with a steady flow of blood from each wound. Gadreel snorted at the whole thing. Too trivial for somebody like him. Gadreel fought for a purpose. Not like his brother.


  The previous match ended, and the final match was about to begin. One man walked from the far corner of the rink into the center. He was met with some cheers; the crowd was loud due to the upcoming bets and groans from the previous match. The man stood a stout six foot four inches. His neck was as thick as his shoulders were broad. He sported a bushy long brown beard and hair that covered every visible area of skin. His belly was round and thick like the rest of his body, though his head was balding with a horseshoe shaped pattern on top. It appeared to Gadreel that none of these men valued the gifts of his father. They would rather live their lives gluttonous, wasting away, or killing each other without anything to gain.


  Before Gadreel could study the man any longer, a much larger man emerged from the corner under his position. He had to duck through the entrance to get to the ring. When he walked onto the sand, he stood erect, hovering above the large man standing in the center. It was Azazel. Gadreel could tell by his stature but also by the way his body moved. Azazel’s large frame glided and whisked across the sand; his grace never betrayed by his eagerness to inflict pain.


  Azazel stood tall at six feet five inches. His shoulders were broader than his opponent’s, with corded muscle winding the whole of his body. Gadreel’s brother looked to be chiseled from the hardest stone without a single blemish visible to the naked eye. He had no way of knowing how many of these fights his brother had experienced however, Gadreel knew there was no way a human could get the drop on Azazel. In fact, it would be near impossible for a mortal to strike down an angel because of the amount of force it would take to do so.


  In an instant, as if Azazel could feel his brother, he turned and looked up at Gadreel. His defining scar that ran from over his right eye, across the bridge of his nose, down the left cheek and onto his neck glared up at Gadreel. Michael had given him that scar in the initial battle between Lucifer’s fallen and Heaven. Azazel would forever be reminded of it whenever he saw his reflection. His cropped black beard split as the scar ran through it, and down his neck. The scar stopped at the collar bone where Michael’s sword ceased moving. Azazel’s bright green eyes glowed as he stared up at Gadreel. The crowd’s commotion moved to a light rumble with the odd shimmering of his eyes. Azazel smiled at Gadreel before he fixed his gaze back at his human opponent.


  The man didn’t hesitate to commence with the fight. He lunged at Azazel with a hard right hand. Azazel ducked and delivered a thunderous blow of his own to the man’s ribs. The cracking could be heard over the cheers. Blood oozed from the man’s mouth as he winced in pain while attempting to cling to the oxygen that fled from his lungs.


  Another blow from Azazel to the man’s side sent fragments of his bones into his lung, making it impossible for the man to breathe. Azazel kicked him with devastating force that sent him back into the razor wire. The sharp edges of the cold metal sliced through him with ease. The pain sent the man into a panic, and he panicked, trying to free himself from his metal bondage. He sunk further into the twisted metal. His incessant struggling, it gave the appearance that the razor wire had a mind of its own, clamping down on him like a boa constrictor would with its prey.


  Azazel stood and watched the man suffocate under the weight of his collapsed lung before he bled out from the many wounds all over his body caused by his panic in the razor wire. The crowd shrieked in the horror of the blood bath but altered their remorse with screams of praise. The same man from before appeared and grabbed Azazel’s arm, thrusting it upward as he had with the previous winner. Azazel fixed his stare back to his brother as he ripped his wrist from the man’s grip.


  Gadreel stared back with an eyebrow raised. He scanned the area for his brother Michael to appear to strike Azazel down for the broken rule. God’s rule of interference of mortals on Earth. Azazel didn’t have a care in the world regarding the imminent repercussions for his act against this most absolute law. Gadreel dew his fingers into a familiar pose, ready to call his sword forth and waited. After a few moments, however, Gadreel realized Michael would not be attending this blood bout. Gadreel dropped his guard and retreated to the staircase from where he came. He would wait to confront his brother outside after Azazel had soaked in all the glory of his kill.


  Outside, Gadreel sat on a cooler stashed among some other rubble in the alleyway. He waited for thirty minutes in the rain before Azazel ascended from the opening. He stalked towards Gadreel, buttoning his ratty black shirt. His jeans had rips in them, and the bottoms were frayed over his blood soaked, dingy brown boots. It looked like Azazel hadn’t bought a new pair of clothes for at least a decade. Gadreel could smell him as Azazel approached his position. He reeked of blood, sweat, and a hint of mortal fear from the quick kill. Gadreel wound his fingers together in his pocket as he stood, prepared to summon his weapon on the off chance that Azazel’s bloodlust hadn’t been satisfied.


  “It’s been a long time. To what do I owe the pleasure, brother?” Azazel asked as he finished doing up the final button of his ratted shirt, his deep baritone voice cutting through the rain.


  “What do you think you’re doing?” Gadreel hissed. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”


  “Relax, brother,” Azazel assured, rolling his eyes as he rolled the cuff of his shirt down. “Michael isn’t coming. Nobody’s coming.”


  Gadreel narrowed his eyes, “How are you sure of this?”


  “Because this isn’t my first time,” Azazel barked. “He was my...” he paused to reflect on all the deaths he’d caused. “I lost track after a thousand, so I’m not entirely sure of what one this was, brother. My apologies,” he said with a savage grin, revealing his ivory teeth.


  “Honestly, Azazel, don’t be petulant,” Gadreel muttered, bringing his free hand to his furrowed brow. “How? How can this be? You just broke the divine law. I expected to see Michael and a couple of our other brothers drop down to carry out your execution.”


  Azazel shrugged. “Apparently, Heaven’s reach has limits,” he said, walking past Gadreel.


  Gadreel’s hand moved with inhuman speed, grabbing Azazel’s arm. “What are you talking about?” he demanded.


  Azazel ripped his arm from Gadreel’s grip and grabbed Gadreel by the throat. Azazel hoisted him off his feet. “You’re not the only smart one, brother,” he growled through his teeth, his emerald eyes glowing like they did in the sandy arena. Gadreel swung his free hand to attempt to loosen his brother’s grip, to no avail. Azazel fixed his eyes on Gadreel’s face. With Gadreel’s talents in foresight, it was rare that he’d get the chance to see genuine look of shock and fear on his brother’s face. “Is that for me?” he mocked, pointing to Gadreel’s concealed hand. Gadreel’s eyes flicked to his pocket and back to Azazel’s face as he withdrew his hand from his pocket. Satisfied with Gadreel’s surrender, Azazel watched for a moment as Gadreel struggled in his grip before dropping him. “And don’t ever grab me like that again.” Azazel crossed his thick arms. “Now, what are you doing here? There’s no way you came looking for a way to end up on my bad side,” he sneered.


  Like a cat, Gadreel landed on his feet. He adjusted his tie, cleared his throat, and turned his attention back to the towering angel. “I’ll explain my visit after you explain what I just saw,” Gadreel answered, rubbing his throat.


  Azazel shrugged. “All right then. What you witnessed was an underground fight to the death that is run and managed by mortal gangsters within the city limits,” Azazel explained. “Most of the people that fight are in debt to the organization and are allowed the chance to fight their way out of it. I fight because it allows me to pluck off as many sheep as I can.”


  Gadreel shook his head. “That seems a bit beneath you. When did you start this? How long?”


  Azazel withdrew a cigarette from his pocket and placed it between his lips. His eyes flashed and the end of the tobacco sparked to life. Azazel took a long drag from the cigarette, his eyes fixed on his brother. Gadreel attempted to hide his annoyance but, much to Azazel’s pleasure, found himself scowling and annoyed. “A while,” Azazel answered with a smile.


  “I do not understand. How is it you’re alive after all that?” Gadreel interrupted. “How have you avoided Michael for so long? Surely he must know you are killing mortals.”


  “Years ago, after I left, I was tired—exhausted of living on this Earth,” Azazel said, holding his hands out to gesture the current surroundings. “I decided I would end it. Death by an angel. Death by a brother. So, I followed a guy I saw walking the streets. He came here and I was dazzled when I saw what was going on,” he said, smiling at the memory. He took another drag from the cigarette, letting the smoke billow from his mouth as he continued, “I volunteered myself, brutally killed my opponent and waited anxiously for Michael’s descent. When it didn’t come, I realized Heaven had a blind spot. I don’t know how or why they can’t see underground, but apparently, they can’t. I have killed countless humans with no backlash from our brothers upstairs. Each fight I thought would be my last, but the day never came.”


  “Maybe you should refrain from speaking about your exploits,” Gadreel urged, lifting his head upward to the sky.


  “Brother, you know they have to witness the act,” Azazel replied. He looked up to the sky. “They cannot do a thing about it.”


  “It seems your time on Earth has changed you,” Gadreel intoned. “The Azazel I remember would never participate in a cowardly act like that. So, tell me.”


  “Don’t judge me,” Azazel growled as he stalked forward. “There’s nothing for me here, at least that’s what I thought then. First Heaven took our sister, then Lucifer lost himself looking for his sword,” he barked driving his thick finger into Gadreel’s chest with each word. Azazel sighed and cracked his neck, gathering his composure. “When our other brothers scattered, I lost all hope for us and our cause. After all that, I decided there was nothing left here for me, and I didn’t want to roam this rock like Cain. To my surprise and pleasure, I found my purpose here by some divine accident. Killing humans without any recourse has been liberating, brother. Now, it’s your turn.”


  Gadreel stared at him with a puzzled expression. He found himself still in shock from hearing that Heaven cannot see actions underground or know of Azazel killing many of God’s children. This was something that didn’t make sense to him, considering Gadreel could see and anticipate things others were unable to. Gadreel couldn’t understand how it was possible that a loophole like that could have slipped past him or their father, but Azazel’s presence confirmed his brother’s story to be accurate. His reason for tracking Azazel down was far more important than deciphering the loop-hole Azazel stumbled upon by accident.


  Azazel retreated back to the cooler and took a seat, the plastic groaning under his weight. “Now, brother,” he quipped, locking eyes with Gadreel, “are you just here for a history lesson? Or perhaps you’re here to move in on my fun?”


  “War is close, Azazel. We need you,” Gadreel said, weary of his brother’s behavior.


  Azazel narrowed his eyes as he took another puff from his cigarette. “We?”


  “Lucifer and I,” Gadreel explained. “The war is on the horizon. Things have been set in motion. I need you to go to Skollpan City to ensure we emerge the clear victors.”


  “I don’t understand,” Azazel said, confusion sweeping his face. “I haven’t sensed this. Lucifer is still broken.”


  “Was broken,” Gadreel interrupted. “I cannot explain everything to you. It is not safe to discuss, not with Heaven listening.” Gadreel approached his brother with graceful light steps, “Again, I need you to get to Skollpan City,” he said as he handed Azazel a piece of paper.


  Azazel opened the folded white paper. “Who’s Randy Newborn?” he asked, scanning the piece of paper in Gadreel’s handwriting.


  “An important piece to our most prized puzzle,” Gadreel answered with a smile. “Remember the name, without saying it out loud again, and get to Skollpan City. Find him. Watch him. Make sure nothing interferes.”


  “Interferes? With what? You know I hate it when you talk in riddles, brother,” Azazel growled in frustration. “We can go back down there if you need to explain things.”


  “That’s not necessary and it’s all you need to know for now,” Gadreel explained. He grabbed the paper from Azazel and set fire to it with a book of matches he pulled from his jacket. “Only I can know the details because I am the one who set this in motion. Please understand, the less you and Lucifer know, the better.”


  “You’re going to have to give me more than that,” Azazel said, rising from his seat.


  Gadreel shook his head and returned his gaze to his brother’s, his grey eye shimmering, “This is merely a precautionary measure, but you need to trust me. Just get there and watch him.”


  Azazel didn’t understand; however, he trusted his brother. Even after all the time that had passed, Gadreel was the one being he trusted above anyone else. He loved Lucifer, but his actions in the past left his affections rusted from the amount of time that had lapsed. Gadreel always knew what was best for them. He could see things, anticipate things, that none of them could. Azazel could see how important this was in Gadreel’s eye. It sparkled with excitement and the angst of withholding the truth from one of Gadreel’s closest brothers.


  “How will I know what to do or what I’m stopping?” Azazel asked after a brief pause to reflect on Gadreel’s expression.


  “You will know when you get there,” Gadreel whispered as if he knew somebody was attempting to listen in. “Just get there. Find him. Watch him. And when Heaven attempts to intervene, stop them.”


  Azazel crossed his arms again. “So I’ll get to do all the work? Where will you be? Where’s Lucifer?”


  “I will be there as soon as I can,” Gadreel assured him with a slight grin, an expression that was entirely foreign to him. “Lucifer will show up as soon as everything falls into place.”


  “I need more assurances than that,” Azazel said. “The last I saw of Lucifer was not a proud moment and there are too many things missing from our arsenal. How can you be so sure this is the best course of action? Without our sister, we are not as strong as we were.”


  “Trust me Azazel,” Gadreel answered. “When you get there and fulfill your end, we will arrive, and you will see for yourself how things have changed.”


  Gadreel’s assurances and poised demeanor filled Azazel with an excitement he hadn’t felt in a long time. He smirked with optimism, trusting in his brother, and nodded in agreement. Gadreel nodded back in silence before Azazel disappeared. It would take Gadreel time to get to Skollpan City with his other fallen brothers. That’s why it was important to gain Azazel’s agreement to enter the fray. Azazel was the lone brother that could teleport to any destination within God’s creation. Gadreel smiled as he looked to the sky in defiance, daring his brothers to descend to Earth after the brief conversation.


  Azazel arrived to Skollpan City, a place he’d never heard of but found after hearing it from Gadreel. He found himself at the mouth of the canyon drop off at the east end. It was dawn and the air was cold. Azazel knelt down on a jagged rock next to the waterfall, gazing down at the city lights where Randy Newborn was certain to be.


  At the same moment Azazel gazed at the lights of Skollpan, a priest in an old beaten cathedral along a remote countryside in Ireland walked alone in the darkness. The cathedral was hundreds of years old and was without any modern technology. No lights of any kind were found in the old structure. No candles burned near stained-glass windows or hovered together in bright vibrant glass cylinders at the front of the church. It was the middle of the night. The natural light from the moon cast a dull light that pushed its way through the faded glass windows.


  The priest paced around the floor as he listened to classical music. The headphones, connected to the media player in his pocket were the most expensive technological things in the entire building. The man looked hardened from a lifetime of struggle. His white hair was buzzed down to a short stubble that receded a couple inches from his forehead. He had dark green eyes and a scar that ran along his left cheekbone back toward his ear. The ear lobe of his left ear was missing, and the scar disappeared into his white buzz cut.


  He was clean shaven with big, ivory white teeth. The contrast between his white teeth and hair brought out his thick black eyebrows, which in turn made his green eyes pierce whatever they fixed their gaze on. His smile inspired a mixture of fear and comfort that would befall the person on the receiving end. On the surface, he appeared to be cordial and of genuine likeness; however, underneath that facade there was malice and hidden regret that people could sense. The man’s wheels were always turning in his mind, looking for the edge or justification for any potential outcomes. The plotting and constant need to be a step ahead came from years of self-inflicted punishment.


  His footsteps on the old stone floor crunched from years of neglect. It was obvious from the current state of the cathedral that the priest wasn’t much for upkeep. The wooden pews were old and rotting, covered by a thick layer of dust. The priest’s flock had dwindled down to the oldest and most devout Catholics in the area. Most of the time he had the place to himself without any visitors, except for this night.


  The priest maneuvered his way through the old benches to the confessional booth. It was small considering how large the church was and had two compartments. One was for the priest to listen, and the other was for the person confiding their sins. The priest spent most of his time there, listening to his classical music and reflecting on his past. The man lived backwards due to his regretful choices. One of those memories haunted him every time he looked down at the large silver cross that shimmered between his pectoral muscles.


  He sat in the booth, leaning up against the back with his head tilted upward, his eyes closed, losing himself in the comfortable tones of violins. The loud bang against the confessional booth interrupted his soothing moment. He paused the music and sat in silence, waiting for another movement to be made. He listened for the slightest sound or crunch from the flooring outside. Nothing happened and no sound sprang from the darkness to confirm his suspicions. The priest sighed before attempting to resume his music, when a booming voice rang from the booth next to him.


  “There is evil afoot,” the deep voice said. “There is something happening amongst my brothers. They are plotting something.”


  “What is it?” the priest asked in his subtle Irish accent. He wasn’t threatened or fearful from the intimidating voice from the walls next to him. The priest was familiar with the man on the other end.


  “We do not know at this present time,” the voice answered back. “We need you to go to where it is happening to find out.” The voice stopped for a moment’s pause. “My brothers are assembling. You need to go there and find out what they are planning,” the man finished.


  “Aye,” the priest answered. “Where am I to go?”


  “Skollpan City,” the voice grumbled. “You must leave at once. There is no time to delay as we do not know what is being conjured by the fallen. Gadreel has been traveling, locating the other fallen brothers. I have been following his actions for many days and he led me to Azazel.”


  The priest’s head turned to the wall where the voice seeped through. He stared hard at it after the name perked his ears in angry interest. “I thought he was lost,” he growled. “You advised me you had no clue where he’s been hidin’. Was that a lie?”


  “James, trust me when I tell you he had been lost for many years,” the voice explained. “I do not lie, nor do I have a reason to when it comes to my brother. We know what he has done to you, the past the two of you share, and we would not deceive you. Not after everything you have done for us.”


  “Where is he?” James, known to his followers as Father Kristopher, demanded.


  “Skollpan City, but James, you must not engage with him,” the voice warned. “We cannot allow them to know we are looking into their actions. You must move undetected and find out what they are up to and why they are there. Azazel cannot know you are there or involved in any way. Is that understood?”


  Father Kristopher’s lip curled in disgust of the warning. It wasn’t like him to avoid confrontation when it came to the man that caused so much carnage in his life. Kristopher wanted blood. He wanted Azazel dead. Even though he knew how powerful the fallen angel was, Kristopher would rather die trying to end his existence than to cower in fear of what he was capable of.


  “Is that understood?” the voice repeated in a scolding tone.


  “Aye. It is,” Kristopher answered. “I will leave at first light. What am I to look for when I arrive? What am I to do if I find out their motives?”


  “We only need you to watch, listen, and gather as much information as you can while Azazel is there,” the voice answered in a friendlier tone. “Once you locate Azazel, follow him and track his movements. We are sure that he will tip his hand to their intentions, but you are not to intervene, and he cannot know you are following him. My brother is very good at what he does and is more dangerous if he knows he is being watched. He will relish killing you if he detects you.”


  “I know,” Kristopher replied. “You act like I don’t know him at all.”


  “When we know more, we will reach out to you, but until then, just find out what my brothers are up to,” the man said before his exit. There was a bang that followed a fluttering sound and a whoosh that transformed to silence. The priest sat in the silence, smoldering due to the mention of Azazel. James and Azazel have a checkered past that resulted in agonizing loss due to Azazel’s knack for violence. It would be difficult for James not to engage with his enemy, but he would do as he was told by his superior. As much as he hated Azazel, James didn’t want to be on the receiving end of the power that gave him the order.
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  THAT MORNING WAS THE first time Randy wasn’t late to the precinct. He waited in the break room for Cooper to arrive. When Cooper entered the room, his expression made Randy laugh out loud. Cooper’s eyebrow raised as he looked him up and down. Randy stifled his laughter by drinking his coffee.


  “Do you know what time it is?” Cooper asked, walking over to the pot to pour himself a cup.


  “I do. You’re late,” Randy answered.


  “No, you’re early, bro. For the first time since you’ve been here, you’re actually at work when you’re supposed to be,” Cooper said, filling his cup to the rim. “I can’t believe I don’t have to cover for you or lie about where you are. Jesus Christ, I think today just might be the best day yet.”


  “I had the same thought, Coop,” Randy said and took a drink. “Everything seems to be coming together.”


  “All right, that’s it,” Cooper said, setting his cup down to face Randy. “What is it? What’s going on? You’ve been doom and gloom since you got here and now, Jesus now, what the hell is up with you man?”


  “I just feel good, Coop. I feel like I’m on the right track. To my core, I feel like I’m headed in the right direction,” Randy said, smiling with a genuine sense of joy.


  “So, you’re not pissed anymore?” Cooper asked.


  “Nope. Nothing else matters other than what I’m feeling right now,” Randy answered, still smiling. He took a sip of his coffee and winked at Cooper. Cooper was puzzled. The hostility from their previous encounter had dissipated and was replaced with authentic warmth. That morning it was as if nothing happened, and Cooper didn’t know how to react or respond.


  “You know, whatever, I don’t really care how you got here,” Cooper spoke after pondering the sudden change in his partner. “The fact is you’re here and I don’t feel uncomfortable.”


  Johnson burst into the room as he always did to break up the detective’s dialogue. “You better get those to go because I need you two downtown,” he said as if he were trying to include everyone else in the pit. “The bank was robbed. The perp got away with fifty grand.”


  “When?” Randy asked, scowling at Johnson.


  “Just happened,” Johnson said. “You two get there immediately. Let me know what you find out.”


  “On it,” Cooper replied, straightening up with his hand at his brow to solute his superior. “You can count on us. Rain or shine, we’ll be there. Sleet or hail, yes, we will be there.”


  “Shut up,” Johnson shouted, not amused by Cooper’s wordplay. He walked away before Cooper could come back with something else.


  “Christ, he needs to get laid,” Cooper said, pouring his mug of coffee into a to go cup as Johnson instructed. “I say it all the time, but he never listens to me. I don’t claim to be the smartest man in the world, but getting some nookie I definitely understand. It centers me. I know it would loosen him up.” He stopped talking when he noticed Randy staring off, smiling with joy in his eyes. Cooper knew that meant one thing. “You got laid didn’t you?” Cooper exclaimed, smiling with his silver tooth showing.


  “No I didn’t,” Randy deflected.


  “Oh yes you did,” Cooper insisted. “I know that stupid look anywhere. It’s like a boyish love for the first girl to touch his penis. You had sex!”


  “Would you keep your voice down?” Randy said. He looked around to see if anyone in the pit could hear Cooper’s exclamations. Nobody was paying any attention to them.


  “Was it your wife? Oh, it was your wife,” Cooper replied. “That’s awesome, bro. So, you guys reconciled?”


  “Not quite,” Randy said, allowing a portion of his joy to slip from his expression.


  “So, what does this mean?” Cooper asked.


  “I don’t know,” Randy answered.


  “Eww, I can’t believe you guys boned,” Cooper teased, chuckling at himself. “I fucking knew it though. Tell me, how was it?”


  “That’s none of your business and would you keep your voice down?” Randy replied, hostility growing in his voice.


  “I’m so jealous, man. She’s fucking hot. Just saying,” Cooper said, snapping his lid on. He looked up to see Randy not pleased with his compliment of his wife. “Jesus, man, I’m sorry, no offense. It’s not like I would try or anything. I couldn’t do that to my partner,” Cooper apologized sincerely to avoid angering Randy any further.


  “She’s not into punks like you anyway,” Randy hissed half joking to lighten the mood and half serious to let him know he didn’t care for his candor.


  “Easy, bro. You don’t have to be like that,” Cooper said, raising his arms to surrender to Randy’s aggression. “What about all your good times feelings and being on the right path?”


  “I’m still there,” Randy replied, pausing to take a drink of his coffee. “It’s just I can do without you talking about my wife.”


  “I didn’t mean to throw off your chi, dude,” Cooper said with a calm sincerity. “I’m just excited for you. I know you’ve been upset about this for a long time. I’m honestly very happy to hear you guys are working it out. Truly.”


  “I appreciate that,” Randy said, smiling at his partner once again. He could feel his careful guard slipping. Despite Cooper’s joking and banter, Randy could see Cooper was pleased for him, the same way a friend would be.


  “Let’s go and get to it,” Cooper said. “We’re taking my truck, by the way. I want to smoke, and I don’t want to throw off your good vibes right now.”


  Cooper fired up a cigarette as soon as they exited the building. He took a couple enthusiastic puffs while he rattled his keys around in his pocket. Randy was still on cloud nine as he reflected on the night he shared with Kate. It was everything he hoped for and much more. Randy knew there was a way to go with getting back together all the way, but their night together proved she was willing to try. He could feel that she missed him, and the yearning wasn’t one-sided. Randy continued to think about it while climbing into Cooper’s truck.


  Cooper took notice of his deep thought. “Dude, you have to give me something,” he said turning the ignition. “You don’t have to go into super detail about her or anything, but you have to tell me how good it was.”


  “Don’t be a pervert,” Randy said, staring out the window to avoid looking at Cooper’s expression. Randy knew if he did, he would chuckle.


  “I’m a human being. A flesh and blood, warm blooded animal that needs details about things that have my normally angry partner in la la land,” Cooper said while reading the traffic as they pulled away.


  “If I say a few things, will you drop it?” Randy replied, turning his head to look at Cooper.


  “Most likely,” Cooper replied. Randy scowled at him immediately. “Jesus Christ, I’m joking,” Cooper assured him. “Yes, I will drop it. But only if you give me juicy stuff I can live with.”


  “We had dinner,” Randy said in annoyance. “We talked for hours. You know those talks where you lose track of time? It was like that, like it used to be when we first got together.”


  “Please stop, I have a boner and I don’t know what to do with myself,” Cooper said with a dry sarcastic tone. “Come on man. This isn’t a Nicolas Sparks love story and you’re not some blushing virgin, either. Give me the good stuff. What was she wearing?” Cooper asked, flicking ash out the window.


  “A very nice black dress,” Randy answered and chuckled at Cooper’s rant.


  “Nice or sexy?” Cooper said, grinning at the answer to follow.


  “Sexy,” Randy answered.


  “Hair?” Cooper asked, still grinning.


  “Down. Straight,” Randy answered, eyes glazing over at the thought of how she looked.


  “Oh yeah. I like it,” Cooper said through a satisfied chuckle. “After dinner, what happened? Did she initiate? Did she touch you? Give you that look?”


  “I guess it was a look,” Randy replied with a smile, reminiscing on the moments that led up to their act. “She invited me inside. She told me that everyone was gone, and it was just us.”


  “Fuck yeah, man,” Cooper interjected with his cigarette dangling from his lips. He glanced at his mirrors before maneuvering around the traffic. “I love it when ladies say stuff like that man. It lets me know they are DTF.”


  “DTF?” Randy asked, confused by the acronym.


  “Down to fu...fornicate,” Cooper said and chuckled. “Was she loud? Make a lot of noise cause you two were alone?”


  “You’re acting like a teenager that just discovered porn,” Randy grumbled, not pleased with the question.


  “Oh, she must have wailed like a banshee,” Cooper said, ignoring his insult.


  “We’re done,” Randy barked.


  “I’m just teasing bro. In all seriousness, I’m happy for you man. Really, I am, and if she has a sister, please think of me,” Cooper said as they pulled up in front of the bank. Randy didn’t say anything. Cooper jumped out of the truck, flicking his cigarette into the street after his final puff. “What’s going on, gentlemen?” Cooper yelled out to the officers on the scene. They ignored him and Randy as the two detectives entered the bank.


  The bank manager was irate. He shouted at the officers taking his statement. He seemed frustrated by it more than fearful. Randy noticed his unnatural behavior. Most armed robberies leave the victims in a state of fearful shock. This man seemed used to it, like it had happened before, and more inconvenienced by the entire thing. When Randy looked around, nothing seemed to be out of place and the workers all seemed calm.


  The teller that was robbed sat on the cushioned chair, providing their statement to the other officers. Randy walked right over to the woman. Cooper followed behind him, studying the surroundings on their way to the witness. She smiled at Cooper before looking at Randy when he spoke.


  “I’m Detective Newborn. This is Detective Cooper,” Randy said, pointing at Cooper. “You are?”


  “Amanda,” she replied.


  “Could you please tell us what happened, Amanda?” Randy instructed.


  “Sure,” she said. “There isn’t much to tell, really. The guy came in with a gun. He shot it up in the air, ran to me because I was the closest, and ordered me to hand him the large envelope of money I just took from the vault.”


  “How do you know he was male?” Cooper asked trying to insert himself in the conversation.


  “Well because most women don’t have a deep voice,” she said. Cooper realized how stupid his question was and took a step back to allow Randy to continue point. “He had a bandanna over his face and his long hair pulled back in a ponytail.”


  “What kind of gun was it?” Randy asked, placing his hands in his pockets, and surveying the surrounding area.


  “I couldn’t tell. I’m not good with that sort of thing anyway. It was black though. I know that much,” she added and repositioned her legs by crossing them over one another. “I don’t really have much to say other than he came in, demanded the money, I gave it to him, and he ran out. The whole thing lasted maybe five minutes.”


  “Understood,” Randy replied. He looked around the bank to see if there were any other clues that could give him any indication of where to start. “Is there anything else you can think of? Anything that may help? Just know that the smallest thing can help. No matter how trivial you may think it is,” he said to her, softening his tone to reassure her.


  “The only other thing I can tell you is that this isn’t the first time and I’m sure it won’t be the last either,” she said with a more frustrated tone.


  “What do you mean?” Randy asked, raising both eyebrows high on his forehead. He could feel in the pit of his stomach that this could be linked somehow to the murder scene from the other day.


  “I mean, this punk ass has done this at least three times in as many months and I’m sure he will be back here next month,” she snapped, brushing her hair from her face.


  Randy removed his hands from his pockets, holding them in front of his chest. “There’s no need to get worked up,” Randy said. “I’m just trying to understand what happened here. Did they all happen the same way?”


  “Look, I’m not going to say anymore,” she interjected, “You all know who did it but there’s nothing that can be done. I know that and so do you,” Amanda pointed her long index finger at Cooper. “I know you must be new, or you wouldn’t be asking all these questions.” She moved her finger from Cooper to Randy, keeping her irritated gaze on Cooper. “There’s only one freak in town that likes to rob people with a mask and has long hair in a ponytail. I know this is all for show and I need to get back. So, we done?”


  Randy nodded. Amanda stormed away from the two men, heading back to her post behind the counter. The interaction confused him, but the true reality of the situation set in. Randy knew right away what all that meant. It must be somebody that works for Troy or even Troy himself.


  “I’m guessing you’re going to tell me something I don’t want to hear,” Randy grumbled to Cooper, looking around at the people in the area that might be a part of Troy’s empire. “She seemed pretty fired up over something she claims to know a lot about.”


  “I’ll go talk to her for a second, see if I can calm her down,” Cooper said, walking past him and in the direction the woman was walking. “Go wait in the truck and I’ll be back in a minute.”


  Randy waited in the truck for fifteen minutes before Cooper exited the bank. Cooper lit another cigarette and hopped into the truck. “What took so long?” Randy growled, confused as to why Cooper needed to speak with her alone.


  “Getting a number takes time,” Cooper answered, showing Randy his phone with the bank teller’s number entered. “Amanda, I love that name and love that pantsuit too.”


  “You really sent me out here so you could hit on her?” Randy exasperated.


  “Yes and no,” Cooper said. “Yes, because you throw me off sometimes and I didn’t want her to think I was a complete moron after that stupid ass question I asked. We’re going out tonight. Super excited about it. I’ll be sure to fill you in on all the details properly.”


  “What’s the no portion? You said yes and no,” Randy inquired, staring at Cooper.


  “The flipside of that coin is a fact you don’t want to face yet,” Cooper answered. “You said it yourself, it was something you didn’t want to hear, and I didn’t want to piss you off since you are in such a great mood.” Cooper turned the ignition over in his truck.


  “So this was Troy,” Randy snapped.


  “No, it’s his son. Johnny,” Cooper advised as he pulled away. “Johnny is a grade A fuck up. Dumber than shit and just as weird. He’s not like his dad at all, but that doesn’t matter to Troy. It’s his boy and he will do anything to protect him. I don’t think it’s a coincidence that Dick keeps sending us to these scenes. They are feeling you out and I’m begging you not to take the bait. Especially now, with how well things are going.”


  “So, we’re letting this go?” Randy asked and looked out his window. “Another test that I’m forced to ignore.”


  “I’m letting it go, but I have a feeling you’re going to hold onto it for another couple days until you and your wife can have sex again,” Cooper answered.


  “I’m guessing you’ve ignored the previous times that woman talked about,” Randy insinuated in a snarky way to provoke an answer from Cooper.


  “Not exactly,” Cooper answered, keeping his eyes forward. “I didn’t know about those, honest. Dick doesn’t send me to these things because I’m neither in Troy’s pocket nor aiming to take him down. I get the meaningless crap that nobody cares about. I’m only involved in this because of you.”


  “I’m going to be honest with you, Coop, I don’t know how much of this I can ignore,” Randy explained. “I don’t care how much progress I’ve made or how well things are going with Kate. I refuse to sit back and let that piece of shit dictate everything here, more importantly me and how I do my job. It’s not right and you know it.”


  Cooper slammed on the brakes, stopping the truck in the middle of the road. “It’s not about being right or wrong, bro,” Cooper snapped, turning his entire body toward Randy. The cigarette in his mouth dangled, clinging to the edge of his lips. “It’s the way things are man. You can’t change it because too many people are involved. Too many people are paid handsomely to look the other way. If you want to take him on, you will have to take on more than half the city. If that shit happens, then anything can happen, and nobody’s safe if you catch my drift.” Cars swerved to avoid them, and the drivers blared their horns at the inconsiderate truck parked in the middle of the road.


  “I don’t live in fear or do my job from a place of fear,” Randy growled. Cooper’s sudden reaction surprised Randy but he didn’t want to give Cooper any satisfaction of that fact and continued as if nothing happened. “If I find him, I’m going to arrest him. With or without you.”


  Cooper turned from Randy to drive once again. “It will be without me I can promise you that,” Cooper said and took another drag of his cigarette.


  Randy started to say something before he stopped to stare at the image that caught his eye. Up ahead, walking into an apartment building, was a man with a ponytail. Randy didn’t know if it was Johnny for sure, but Cooper saw him at the same time Randy was watching him and Cooper confirmed it was Johnny without saying anything to Randy.


  “Pull up there,” Randy instructed and got his gun ready.


  “No way,” Cooper said. “I told you man. Leave it alone.”


  “I swear to God you better pull over, Coop,” Randy ordered through gritted teeth.


  “Nope. No can-do, bro. I’m the captain of this vessel and you’re just going to have to jump out,” Cooper replied. It surprised him when Randy took his advice and rolled out of the truck as it was still moving. “Jesus Christ! You’re fucking crazy!” Cooper shouted, slamming on his breaks.


  The truck moved at thirty miles an hour, but the impact still hurt Randy as he rolled a few times after the jump. Randy climbed to his feet and his legs wobbled at the knees. He didn’t wait for Cooper or listen to his yelling as he rushed with conviction into the apartment building lobby after watching Johnny enter.


  The apartment building was a relatively large high rise. It stood tall with a large number of rooms over twenty floors. It wasn’t ornate but it wasn’t a completely lower-class establishment. The building would be rated somewhere in the middle based on external appearance.


  Randy walked inside, scanning the area for any signs of Johnny. To his left were mail slots where tenants would pick up their mail and a cork board next to the many mail slots with flyers pinned all over its surface. On the right was the lobby front desk where one man sat, reading a book with his feet up. It was much nicer inside than it was outside. Randy took a moment to admire the clean white tile floors and bright white walls.


  Movement caught Randy’s eye, as Johnny strolled around the corner hallway to stand at the elevators. Randy stalked him, not bringing any attention to himself, and allowed Johnny to enter the elevator. The doors closed and Randy watched as the lights went to floor fifteen. He didn’t waste any time sprinting to the stairwell.


  Randy took the stairs two at a time. It had been a while since he worked out and the recent heavy drinking didn’t help matters. He reached floor fifteen, breathing heavily, and moved into the hallway. There were quite a few doors on each side of the hallway. Randy waited for the elevator to reveal what floor Johnny was on but was unable to know which apartment was his. It didn’t matter to Randy. He would knock on every door if he had to if it meant finding his mark. Randy wanted to show Cooper and anyone else who may be testing him that he wasn’t afraid to do his job.


  Before Randy could knock on the door labeled 1501, Cooper grabbed him and yanked him back by his jacket. Randy spun around, outmaneuvering Cooper’s grasp, and pinned him against the wall.


  “Are you crazy?” Cooper exclaimed. He yelled loud enough for anyone in the apartments surrounding that area to hear them. Randy pursed his lips to hush his partner; Cooper stared at him as he scanned the hallway to make sure there were no witnesses. “You jump out of cars now? What are you, Mel Gibson? Mr. Supercop.” Cooper continued.


  “Shhhh,” Randy hissed. Cooper obliged Randy’s command. They stood locked in each other’s grip for a moment of silence until both parties calmed down.


  “What are you doing?” Cooper asked.


  “Showing you what a real cop looks like,” Randy answered, still looking around for any potential witnesses. “I don’t care that he’s the son of this so-called boss. I don’t care that people are in on it, including members of our own team. I don’t care, Coop. I’m going to question the son of a bitch and if I find that money, I’m hauling his ass in.”


  “That’s not smart, bro,” Cooper urged. Randy shook him.


  “I don’t care,” Randy growled. The anger inside, that had been dormant for the last couple days, began to rise within him. The burning sensation he’d grown accustomed to, started in his chest before it worked its way outward. His anger woke up and clutched him tighter than his grip on his partner. “I’m tired of this shit already, Coop,” Randy continued. Randy’s eyes widened as far as his eyelids would allow and his face trembled, “I will not be intimidated or look the other way. If Troy wants me, he knows where to find me. I accept the challenge.”


  “Think of your family, bro,” Cooper replied with concern. “That’s the point. Troy doesn’t go after you. He goes after your family first. That’s how he gets his point across. If you don’t get the message, that’s when he focuses his attention on you directly. It’s not a challenge, man. Not when he has the amount of people in his corner.”


  “My family has nothing to do with it,” Randy hissed. “He doesn’t know my family anyway.”


  “Yeah because I’m sure he doesn’t have the internet,” Cooper scoffed. “Or a police captain with all those fancy computers with people’s names in a database.”


  “I can protect them,” Randy interrupted.


  “You mean like you did in Detroit?” Cooper barked, reminding Randy of the events that led him to this point.


  Cooper’s words started to push through his angry curtain of denial. He thought for a moment about the last time his family was in harm’s way due to his choices. But in his mind that was a different situation. Troy may be plugged in, but Kate was off the grid. She lived with her parents and wasn’t listed. “This is happening whether you want it to or not,” he said after changing his mind about any concerns Cooper had. “You can either back me or you can leave. I don’t care which.”


  “Are you shitting me, bro?” Cooper declared in frustration. “I will always have your six. I will never leave you behind. I’m trying to explain to you the weight of this situation. If you choose to go through with it, man, if you arrest Johnny, you are not poking a hornet’s nest, you are flat out smacking it and I want you to prepare yourself for the sting that will follow.”


  Randy studied Cooper’s expression. The message was mixed; however, one thing was clear in every way; Cooper had his back. He cared about Randy and would support his decision, but he knew Troy better than Randy. He thought for a moment what turn things would take for him and his family. Randy had made so much progress with everything, including Kate, to the point the pieces of his life starting fitting back together. Randy loosened his grip on Cooper as his anger subsided.


  A door down the hall opened, gaining the attention of the two detectives. It was Johnny. The pale, disheveled man with long greasy hair pulled back into a ponytail, looked at the two men, saw the badge on Cooper’s belt and sprinted away from them. The anger took hold of Randy and he sped toward Johnny.


  Johnny burst through the stairwell on the other side, jumping down the steps two and three at a time. Randy ran into the stairwell and slid down the railing on his butt to cover the ground he lost. Johnny saw Randy’s pursuit and knew he couldn’t outmaneuver him. He stopped at floor nine and ran into the hallway. Randy followed right behind him.


  His surprising speed made it difficult for Randy to keep up. His stringy frame made him aerodynamic as he cut through the few people that were in the hall. Johnny didn’t touch these people in his escape. Randy blew through them like a running back taking the football to the end zone. Johnny found the opposite stairwell, the one Randy came up, and ran through it.


  Johnny wasted no time in adopting Randy’s tactic. He slid down the handrails for each flight, creating significant distance between them. Johnny smiled, satisfied with the success of his escape. Randy became angrier when he saw that Johnny used his own idea against him. All he could think about was what he was going to do once he got his hands onto Johnny.


  When Johnny reached the ground level, Randy was still sliding down the rail on floor three. He looked up and yelled, “Better luck next time, pig!” Johnny laughed at his defiance, opened the door, and was met with a swift kick to his stomach. The blow crippled him, dropping Johnny to the floor. He curled up in the fetal position, gasping for air. “I didn’t do nothin’,” Johnny managed to say over his wheezing.


  “Then why are you running?” Cooper asked, standing over him chuckling.


  Randy burst through the door to find Johnny on the floor and Cooper smiling at him. “What did you do?” Randy asked, thrilled that Cooper did in fact have his back. He reached down and picked Johnny up off the floor.


  “What I figured you were going to do,” Cooper answered, still smiling with that silver tooth shining in view. “If you were going to hurt him, I figured it was better that I did it since I have no family.”


  “You think that matters?” Johnny said as his breath came back to him.


  “Shut up,” Randy demanded, yanking back on his ponytail. Johnny whimpered from the pull, his face grimacing from Randy’s strength.


  “You pieces of shit have no idea what can you’re opening,” Johnny said through his mangled, dingy teeth. “You have started a fight you can’t win.”


  “Stop it you’re scaring me,” Randy mocked. He released Johnny from his clutch and cuffed him behind his back.


  “If you’re not, then you’re dumber than you look, pig,” Johnny said over the sounds of the cuffs clicking into place, following his disrespectful slur with the act of spitting at Cooper.


  Randy slammed him into the wall for the act, even though he missed, his face scrunched against the smooth white wall. “Careful, bro,” Cooper warned.


  “Yeah, be careful, I have a photo shoot tomorrow,” Johnny joked. He wasn’t attractive in any way. His skin was pale, and nothing was taken care of on his body. Johnny had long fingernails with dirt packed underneath them. His beard didn’t grow in thick but that didn’t keep Johnny from trying. He smelled like he soiled himself on a hot summer day and his hair appeared soaked with grease.


  “Keep that up and it will be much sooner,” Randy interjected, using the mugshot as humor to keep up with the sarcasm of both Cooper and Johnny. “Good work,” Randy said to Cooper.


  “I told you. I have your six, bro,” Cooper replied.


  “How romantic,” Johnny scoffed.


  Before Randy could realize what he was doing, he saw Johnny fly face first into the tile floor. It was as if he was out of his own body, watching himself thrust Johnny forward with all his might. The anger gripped him once again. Randy wanted to kill Johnny. Visions of him stomping Johnny’s head in danced through his mind like a peaceful dream of accomplishment. He was powerless against the feeling and felt his heel lift off the floor. Cooper tackled Randy before he could thrust downward.


  “What the fuck are you doing, bro?” Cooper exclaimed in Randy’s face. Randy didn’t look at Cooper. He watched the skinny suspect jump to his feet to make a run for it.


  Randy flung Cooper off him like a rag doll. Cooper rolled across the slippery floor and watched Randy sprint for Johnny. He sprung to his feet but wasn’t fast enough to interfere with Randy’s pursuit. Johnny ran well with his hands bound behind his back. From Johnny’s background, he had plenty of practice.


  As fast as Johnny was without his hands cuffed, he couldn’t manage the same speed and Randy caught up with him. Johnny turned his body to push the door open with his shoulder. Randy closed on him like a linebacker, sending Johnny crashing through the glass doors and onto the hard pavement outside. Randy pounced on him like a cat with a mouse and started punching him in the face.


  The fire inside spread. Randy’s eyes glowed with extreme pleasure as his rage climaxed with every strike. Randy didn’t want to control it anymore. What started as a sleeping giant within him over the last couple days, awoke with surmounting hunger that needed to be satisfied with violence. The conversations with Cooper, the sting of losing his family, the struggle to find a balance to restore order in his life, all came to fruition in that moment. The top of the bottle had been broken off, like a cork popping from a champagne bottle. His rage overflowed onto the smaller man, until Cooper struck Randy’s head from behind.


  Cooper watched Randy’s body slump onto Johnny’s. Both men were unconscious on the concrete covered with sharp tiny shards of glass. Johnny was unrecognizable after the attack. His face covered in blood and his cheeks swollen from the multiple blows endured at one time. All Cooper could do was stare down at the silent chaos. Randy had opened the flood gates and there would be nothing that could stop the destruction once Troy heard what happened to his only son.


  Randy regained consciousness inside one of the holding cells in the basement of the precinct. His skull throbbed in pain from the goose egg on the back of his head. He reached back to feel the tight knot, which was tender to touch, and shot to his feet as the last memory he had returned to his mind. The cell was open. He was free to go whenever he awoke, and Randy rushed out toward the elevator.


  The pit was hectic as usual. Randy moved undetected between the bodies. He looked around the room for Cooper, but he wasn’t anywhere to be found. Randy made his way to the interrogation rooms. He walked past the room and stopped when he saw Johnny.


  Johnny was cuffed to the table and bandages covered his face. He sat with his head down toward the table. It was evident he was on medication for his injuries. Randy stared hard through the glass as if he were trying to kill him with a glare. The rage filled his heart again as he scowled at Johnny. His focus broke when he heard Cooper’s voice.


  The next room’s door was open. Cooper and Johnson stood facing the two-way mirror into the interrogation room where Johnny sat. Johnson had his arms folded. Cooper rubbed his forehead in agitation. Randy didn’t catch their conversation before walking to the room. He recognized Cooper’s voice when he responded to Johnson. Randy listened from outside the room.


  “I want you to go over it again,” Johnson demanded. “Help me understand this. I need to understand this and what happened. Exactly.”


  “Jesus fucking Christ, Johnson,” Cooper replied in exhaustion. “I keep going over it and you keep asking about it. How many times do you need to hear it? How many? Please, tell me.”


  “Enough!” Johnson shouted. “I’m your commanding officer, smart ass, and you will tell me as many times as I ask. Don’t concern yourself with how many times I need to hear it.”


  “Fine,” Cooper interrupted. He clasped his hands together, placing them down at his waist like a schoolboy taking roll call. Cooper did his best to widen his eyes to project innocence. “We saw him enter the building shortly after we left the scene. Randy went upstairs to question him because he fit the description given by the witness. I waited in the lobby. He ran from Randy, and I stopped him when he got downstairs. Johnny became combative, assaulted both of us and ran for the doors. Randy pursued and tackled him through the glass. He struck him a couple times before I intervened. End of story.”


  “How many times is a couple?” Johnson asked.


  “I don’t know. Two. Three. I wasn’t counting,” Cooper answered.


  “Look at his face, Cooper,” Johnson snarled, pointing at Johnny on the other end of the glass. “I would think that damage was caused by more than a couple punches.”


  “Sorry, Dick, but that’s how it went down,” Cooper said.


  “Don’t get cute,” Johnson barked, leaning in toward Cooper. “We both know what this means. Troy already knows and is on his way here. He will crucify us along with Randy for his Goddamned actions.”


  “What the hell do you want me to do about it?” Cooper scoffed.


  “We need to distance ourselves from this,” Johnson answered. “Push it on Randy and let Troy handle it from there. No need to mix ourselves up in that shit.”


  “Distance ourselves,” Cooper chuckled in disbelief. “Who do you think you’re talking to? Do you think I don’t know you’re on Troy’s payroll, Dick? He knows because you told him, I’m sure. And you don’t have to distance yourself because we both know he will only direct his wrath at Randy.”


  Johnson leaned back, away from Cooper, and straightened up. “I do what I have to in order to survive, Coop,” Johnson explained. “We have an agreement, which keeps us all safe from his focus. I’m not the one who beat the holy hell out of his son. Randy did that on his own. He’ll have to face the consequences.”


  “Just like that?” Cooper interjected. “We just step aside and let Troy do whatever he wants? I’m not wired that way, dude. I’ll talk to him. Explain things and let him know it was one instance. Hopefully he’ll understand.”


  “Look at his fucking face, Cooper,” Johnson repeated. “Troy’s not going to understand anything you tell him. He will be seeing red. Then he will demand that Randy pays for what he’s done. You should know enough to know you can’t reason with him once he’s set his mind on something.”


  “Well, I’m going to try,” Cooper replied.


  “Why? Why, Cooper?” Johnson asked. “You barely know the guy and clearly he doesn’t listen.”


  “I don’t care,” Cooper snapped. “He’s my partner and I’m not going to bail on him like you’ve bailed on all of us.” Cooper stood firm toe to toe with Johnson briefly before moving over to the mirror with his hands in his pockets to stare at Johnny.


  “I’d steer clear of him,” Johnson said, breaking Cooper’s meditation.


  “It’s not like I can,” Cooper interrupted, frustrated at the statement. They were partners. They would be working together. Even in the short amount of time, Cooper grew fond of Randy and respected his dedication. “Remember, you were the one that paired us together. So now you have to deal with the consequences.”


  “Yeah, because I thought you’d keep him in line, not help him toe the line,” Johnson snapped. “That was your job. Keep him in check. Show him the ropes. Stay out of trouble. Now, I’m going to have to suspend him for his actions. This way he will be clear of us.”


  “Convenient for you to wash your hands of him, Dick,” Cooper scoffed. “So, set him adrift and let the wolves close in around him.”


  “You act like I have a choice,” Johnson said, looking back at Johnny. “Troy will have his badge by the end of the day. Regardless of what you think of me or my relationship to Troy, he assaulted someone without any evidence. Johnny ran away from him. That’s no reason to put him through a door and beat him half to death. This is out of my hands now.”


  “Whatever helps you sleep at night, Dick,” Cooper answered.


  “Have you questioned him yet?” Randy asked, walking into the room, deciding he’d heard enough of their conversation. Randy nodded at Cooper in appreciation that Cooper had his back. Cooper cracked a tiny smile to return Randy’s gesture.


  “What are you doing up here?” Johnson barked. “This whole mess is thanks to your cowboy bullshit. Go get checked by medical and get the fuck out of my precinct.”


  “Coop, have you had a chance to ask him about the robbery?” Randy asked, looking at Cooper and past Johnson. He ignored Johnson on purpose. Johnson’s connection to Troy and what he said about Randy moments earlier proved Johnson to be useless.


  Johnson stormed over to Randy, getting close to his ear. “Did you hear me?” Johnson exclaimed. Randy didn’t flinch, keeping his eyes on Cooper.


  “I haven’t yet, no,” Cooper answered Randy.


  “Let’s go now then,” Randy said, still ignoring Johnson.


  “You so of a bitch,” Johnson growled and grabbed Randy by the shirt. Randy overpowered Johnson with ease, throwing him backward into the window. The loud bang snapped Johnny from his medicated haze. Randy looked past Johnson to see Johnny’s face. He felt guilty for beating him until Johnny smiled. His smile was that of a spoiled brat that knew his father would be saving him from whatever trouble Randy thought him to be in. Rage filled his heart once again.


  “You are done. Finished! I knew I would regret accepting your transfer.”


  Randy fixed his scowl at Johnson, “You know, I don’t give a damn what you think,” he yelled. “You’re going to do whatever you’re going to do. I don’t fucking care. I’m suspended, remember? So, I’m going to do what I think is right, you corrupt piece of shit.”


  “You don’t know a damn thing, boy,” Johnson growled, peeling himself from the window and straightening his collar. “You think you do, but you don’t have any idea what you’ve thrown yourself into.” Johnson straightened the rest of his shirt, regaining his composure. “You’re going to do what you want and that’s fine by me. But when things go sour, and they will, don’t forget I warned you.” Johnson stormed out of the room.


  Cooper shook his head at Randy and the whole situation. “See what you did?” Cooper asked. “Here you’ve been so good with your shit, and you allow this piece of shit to ruin all that progress.”


  “He’s guilty,” Randy replied.


  “Guilty? Of what? He ran. That’s it. We don’t have anything, bro,” Cooper interrupted, “We searched his apartment. No bag. No money. He’s an addict piece of shit and he ran. That’s all. You beat the shit out of him for nothing.”


  “You’ve got to be shitting me,” Randy replied. “I don’t believe that,” he continued, raising his voice to a more assertive tone.


  “Well believe it, buddy boy,” Cooper said. “Whether he stashed it somewhere, which is doubtful, or someone cleaned his apartment afterward, which is more likely, the fact remains there is nothing we can charge him for. Fuck, technically we can’t even hold him. Once Troy gets here, shit will hit the fan. I suggest you’re nowhere near the spray, bro.”


  “How much time do you think I have?” Randy asked.


  “Who knows. Not long I’d guess,” Cooper answered. “We need to leave this alone.”


  “I thought you always had my six,” Randy barked. “If that’s true, then why do you cower? Why? You know we got the right guy, but you’re willing to turn your back on this. On me.”


  Cooper reached in his pocket, pulling out a dull oval-shaped Skollpan City badge. He held it out to Randy. “This was my dad’s,” Cooper explained. “He was the best man I knew. I keep it with me always because it’s a symbol for strength and honor, and I hold it when I need it the most.” Cooper watched Randy study the badge, waiting for him to look at him. “I don’t ever tell people I have it or that I carry it around in my pocket. I show it to you now because you remind me of him. There’s strength and greatness in you. I can feel it and I feel connected to you somehow.” He put the badge back in his pocket and gripped Randy’s shoulder. “I know what it means for me to go against the grain, bro. I’ll have a target on my back that matches yours. But I’m with you, bro. We’re partners, we’re brothers, and I’m willing to go all the way down this rabbit hole with you.”


  “Then let’s just see if we can rattle his cage enough to get something we can use,” Randy said, moved by Cooper’s words. “Just give me five minutes.”


  “My guess is you will have less than that but go ahead. We both know you will anyway,” Cooper chuckled and walked past him to the hall.


  Cooper opened the door to the room Johnny sat in. Randy walked through first and sat down in front of Johnny. Cooper closed the door behind himself and stood in the corner away from the two men. Johnny smiled at Randy. It was painful for him, but he wanted to send Randy a message that his aggression didn’t work. Johnny’s face was swollen. His left eye was patched with gauze and his left cheek was swollen with stitches below the patch. Johnny’s upper lip was fat and concealed the left side of his teeth as he smiled. The lone blemish on his right side was a thick bruise on his cheek.


  “I hope you’re proud of yourself,” Johnny said to break the ice.


  “Very,” Randy replied, leaning back in his chair. He appeared to review his handy-work by giving Johnny a once over. Johnny didn’t seem bothered by Randy’s response or his body language. He smirked back at Randy in the same manner that matched his attackers to show he was on the same level. “Would you like something for your face? Maybe something cold?” Randy said, antagonizing Johnny to get a reaction from him.


  “You’ve done enough,” Johnny mocked. “Besides, I don’t want you to miss what my dad’s got in store for you. I want you to be here for that.”


  “You know something,” Randy said and leaned in closer toward Johnny, “everyone around here keeps talking your dad up. They build him up into some frightening beast. You know what I think?” Randy paused for Johnny’s response. Johnny shrugged with disinterest. “I think your dad talks a big game but doesn’t have the balls for the follow through. You being such a fuck up pretty well confirms that.”


  Johnny erupted into laughter. Randy smiled, knowing he brought a rise out in his suspect that acted as though nothing could penetrate his thick exterior. Cooper remained up against the wall in the corner clearly wanting no part of what unfolded before his eyes. Johnny was in visible pain from his injuries but couldn’t help laughing in the face of the man who knew nothing about his father. If he had, Randy wouldn’t have said what he did.


  “Now I know you’re a moron for sure,” Johnny said, huffing from his laughter. “My dad is going to chew you up and spit you out, pig.” He spat blood onto the table. “In fact, he knows about you already. He knows about your entire history. Your family. What’s her name? Katie? Katlynne? Kathy? Please, let me know when I guess it and let me know what I’ve won.”


  Randy’s confidence slipped from him all at once at the sound of Johnny’s words. Randy knew he could handle whatever Troy or Johnny threw his way. He’d never expected them to have found his blind spots so fast. Randy stared at Johnny who smiled at him, his chipped tooth giving him an unsettling appearance.


  “How are Kate and Jane? Have they enjoyed their time in the city?” Johnny quipped.


  Johnny’s words rang in Randy’s mind. He turned to Cooper with a bewildered stare. Cooper could see the realization wash over Randy’s face. They knew about the most important things in his life and Randy thrust them into harm’s way for a second time. Cooper went as far as to advise him on the intricacies of Troy’s illegal business of retaliation. Before Cooper could throw Randy a look back, Randy snarled as the rage gripped him once more.


  “You know nothing,” Randy barked. “Your piece of shit dad doesn’t know anything, either. These other men around here may be scared of him but I’m not. You hear me?” Johnny smiled as Randy stood up. His eye followed him to the top of Randy’s stance. His mouth cracked open, revealing his rotted teeth. The sinister smile sent a cold chill down Cooper’s back. Randy stood unmoved by Johnny’s expression.


  “He knows everything, buddy,” Johnny said grinning. Randy rushed around the table before Johnny could continue. He pulled Johnny to his feet by his shirt. The rage from within provided an extra jolt of power as he lifted Johnny off the floor. Johnny didn’t marvel at his strength or care about what Randy may do to him next. He glowered down at the detective as much as he was able to, all the while his grin remaining in place. “You can’t protect them, Detective. You can’t protect yourself. You’re sinking down a shark tank and my dad will take small bites of you on the way down before he devours what’s left of you. You fucked up and you don’t even realize it. That’s what’s most pathetic to me.”


  Randy hurled Johnny backwards with all his might and Johnny smashed into the two-way mirror. It cracked and shattered from side to side upon Johnny’s impact. He slid down from the mirror to the floor, giggling the entire way. Randy stomped over to him, gripped him by his shirt again, and rammed him back into the shattered glass. Cooper grabbed Randy to subdue him but was unsuccessful. His attempt ceased when Troy swung the door open to witness the violence caused to his son.


  “Get your Goddamned hands off my boy!” Troy shouted. Randy turned to find the thick, squatty looking man standing in the doorway. Troy stood under six feet tall, with a large gut and balding head of light blonde hair. His eyes were a darker shade of hazel and appeared black from the dilated pupils that were fixed on Randy’s face. The two men stared each other down until Troy broke the gaze, viewing Johnny’s marred face. “You son of a bitch,” Troy spat as he continued, walking into the room and right up to Randy. “Off! Now!” he exclaimed in Randy’s face.


  “Come on, dude,” Cooper said, peeling Randy’s fingers off of Johnny’s wrinkled shirt. Randy let Cooper pull his hands away, but kept his stare pointed at the infamous Troy Hutch.


  “I’ve been wondering when I would meet you,” Randy hissed, squaring his shoulders up to the shorter man. He looked from Troy’s eyes, over his round face, and down over his chunky body. Troy wore an expensive tan suit and dark brown shoes. His under shirt was baby blue, without a tie, and had the first three buttons undone. When Troy placed his hands on his hips, Randy noticed the bright gold ring on his pinky finger. Randy couldn’t make out much but could see it was real and Troy kept it clean.


  “Well, the wait is over, clown,” Troy replied, hostility lacing every word. “Did he do that to you, boy?” he asked Johnny.


  “You know he did,” Johnny answered, rolling his eyes.


  “He resisted—" Randy interjected.


  “Don’t,” Cooper said to Randy. The words, the command, sounded strange to Randy, even after knowing Cooper for so little time. His carefree attitude and optimistic disposition were gone, replaced by an animalistic focus on an escape.


  “Oh, he did, did he? For what? What was the crime?” Troy asked.


  “We both know he robbed that bank,” Randy replied. “So spare me the bullshit excuse or alibi.”


  Troy snorted in disbelief. It had been a long time since anyone had spoken to him that way. He scratched his cheek, showing his pearly white teeth to Randy. “I knew I was going to have a problem with you.” Troy approached Randy. “As soon as I read your file. Mr. Bad Ass. Mr. Cowboy Cop,” Troy leaned upward and forward to get as close to Randy’s face as his shorter stature would allow. “You’re nothing but a clown here. This is my town, jackass. What I say goes. If you don’t fall in line—"


  “Then what?” Randy snapped. “What are you going to do about it? You think you have everyone scared in this town, but that’s the bullshit. You and I both know it. And I swear to God I will nail you and anyone else who thinks they’re above the law in this city.”


  Troy laughed at the threat. His laugh seemed fake as it was a breathy squeal that sounded somewhat like he’d run a mile prior to speaking. “I’ll say this, you have some huge nads talking to me this way. But, lucky for you, I’m in somewhat of a generous mood at the moment, so I’ll chalk this up to the new guy in town.” Troy backed away from Randy toward the door. “But if you continue this behavior or come at me in any way, well then, remember there is a reaction for every action. Most of the time it’s unfavorable for the initiator.” He turned to Cooper. “Detective Cooper, take those cuffs off my son. We’re out of here.”


  “Are you kidding me?” Randy shouted as Cooper complied with Troy’s order. The commotion gained the attention of Johnson as he burst into the room.


  “Newborn,” Johnson yelled, verging on hysterics. “What the hell are you doing here? I told you to leave. You’re suspended.”


  “Beating the shit out of my boy is what he’s doing,” Troy said to Johnson.


  “Yeah, beating the shit out of me,” Johnny quipped as he rubbed the marks on his writs left by the handcuffs.


  “Shut up,” Troy hissed at Johnny. “We’ll talk about this later, but for now, me and my boy are out of here and I don’t want to hear another word from this clown,” he said to Johnson and looked at Randy after the name calling. “If I see him around me or my boy again,” Troy paused to burn his gaze further into Randy’s mind. “There will be consequences! For all of you!” he shouted and ushered Johnny to the door after Cooper took his cuffs off.


  Randy moved to stop them but found himself interrupted by Johnson. The two men exchanged seething looks at one another before any words were exchanged. Troy turned to wink at Randy before he exited, further stoking the fire that was Randy’s rage. His fury burned brighter and hotter than it ever had before, but Johnson didn’t care. Johnson’s one-track mind had led him to the logical option: damage control.


  “Do you want to be a cop?” Johnson barked. Randy watched as Troy disappeared down the hall. “Do you want to be a cop?” Johnson repeated.


  “I’m trying to be, but you won’t let me on account of your friend,” Randy growled back.


  “Don’t bring up shit you don’t understand,” Johnson cut him off before Randy could dig himself a deeper hole. “I told you to leave. Instead, you stayed and made the situation worse, if you can believe it. I want you to leave and don’t show your face around here until I call you. You got me?” Randy’s stare broke and he looked at Cooper. Johnson followed Randy’s eyes to Cooper before banging his fist against the doorframe. “I am speaking to you, Detective! If I see you around here or if I hear about you pushing your luck with Troy, I will can your ass. Do we have an understanding?”


  “Yeah,” Randy said, walking to the door and banging into Johnson with his shoulder.


  Randy made it through the pit and down the hall to the elevator before Cooper caught up to him. “Bro, I told you this is a sensitive situation,” he said, attempting to keep his chiding to a minimum. But Randy refused to acknowledge him. Cooper hurried his steps to keep pace with Randy’s gait. “You have to trust me on this, bro. Are you going to respond or at least look at me to let me know you understand?” Randy didn’t respond or look at Cooper. The elevator doors opened, and he walked in. Cooper tried to enter but Randy pushed him backwards and hit the button as the doors closed in front of Cooper. His fury absorbed him. He needed to go to the one person that understood and helped him with his issues. If Randy didn’t make a move to get to Daniel at that moment, he felt he would do something he would regret, preventing him from ever turning back to the man he’d become with all the progress he made in the last few weeks.


  By the time Randy made it to Daniel’s office, his skin felt like it was on fire, and he was beyond the point he had ever felt in his life regarding his rage. He played killing Johnny and Troy through his mind over and over again like an endless therapy loop to attempt to calm himself.


  After multiple calls and unanswered text messages, Randy paced outside his locked office door for hours. The anger gripped him, winding him up to the point of full explosion. Randy’s wheels screamed to let him go as his mind didn’t want to fight the feeling anymore. He was losing the internal tug of war. People watched Randy pace, avoiding that hallway or any confrontation of any kind for the duration they were in the same building. After the sun fell, turning the hallway to darkness, Randy kicked the door of Daniel’s office off the hinges and stormed inside.


  Randy wasn’t in the room for more than a few minutes when Daniel arrived. He gasped at the broken door and Randy’s disheveled appearance. Randy’s head twisted around, like a predator ready to strike once the prey gave its position away. Seeing Daniel didn’t douse the flame, it burned brighter, and Randy lunged toward Daniel. The fact he had waited so long for Daniel to arrive, the unanswered phone calls and texts when Randy was on his way there, fueled his passion for violence. Randy threw Daniel into the office. He crashed into his bookcase, the files fell and scattered around him. Randy kicked Daniel in the face, his glasses flew into the wall, and Randy climbed on top of Daniel’s unconscious body, pounding him with both fists.


  Every time Randy struck his one-time mentor, the anger subsided for a moment, but excitement took over, providing an uncontrollable need to continue. This sudden change in him forced him to thrust his powerful fists harder into Daniel’s skull. When Randy came back from his bloodlust fueled assault, he found himself punching soft wet pieces of bone and tissue into the carpet. The fallen side within him took over. Randy had pounded Daniel’s skull into nothing. Blood scattered across the interrupted files and splattered on the desk. He looked down at his blood-soaked hands in horror, realizing that something awoke in him that couldn’t be undone.


  Many miles away from Skollpan City, Gadreel paused as his visions rolled through his dim-colored eye. Things were on course and were displayed to him more clearly. Everything was in motion and headed toward their goals ahead of schedule. Gadreel smiled with gratitude, looking up to the sky with pleasure.
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  “GOOD MORNING MR. HUTCH,” the receptionist at the orphanage said as Troy strolled through the front doors. The bright morning light cast long shadows across the pristine white tile in the room. Troy’s large shadow led the way, gliding with his strut along the floor until he reached the younger woman.


  “Morning Rachel,” Troy replied with a smile. He wore a brand-new blue suit with a polished pair of brown dress shoes. Troy moved in confidence with every step. That same confidence was on display with his smile and soft finger taps on the desktop.


  “I didn’t think we’d see you today,” Rachel said with a smile of her own to match Troy’s expression. “Though I’m glad to see you made an appearance,” she continued to flirt with her boss.


  “Oh yeah?” Troy asked with excitement in his voice. His response suggested he was intrigued at the possibility to have sex with the woman or at least fool around in some way. Troy was available, he’d never married, and harbored a reputation as one of the biggest womanizers in the Skollpan. He took whatever he wanted when he wanted it. Women tended to gravitate towards him, throwing themselves at him on a regular basis, due to his power and wealth. It confused many people, Cooper being at the top of that list, but women in Skollpan were attracted to men like Troy. It didn’t hurt he had plenty of money to spare. Troy leaned in with his own flirtatious slouch. His smile became crooked and his eye twinkled, “I guess I’m going to have to make this a regular stop every day then.”


  “Promise?” Rachel said with a wink.


  “For you, absolutely,” he replied and looked around for any witnesses before he continued. “When’s break?”


  “In an hour,” she answered.


  “Swing by my office then so we can continue this lovely exchange,” Troy murmured through a smirk as he straightened up.


  She didn’t say anything as he walked away, being too busy smiling as she considered his proposal. Troy chuckled, walking down the open hallway to the den area. The big room was filled with children of all ages. Some of the younger children ran around, dodging and dipping between the other people in the room. The older children sat still. They were either reading or at a computer. All of them became overwhelmed with excitement when they noticed Troy.


  Their smiling faces beamed with appreciation as they rushed over to him. Troy laughed as they reached him. He was swarmed with a group of children, hugging each leg until he knelt down on one knee to give them a more personal greeting. They showed him their books, toys, and anything else they had available due to his generosity. Troy made it a point to acknowledge every single thing each child showed him. It brought Troy enjoyment to shower the children that had nothing with anything and everything he could during their stay at his orphanage.


  After the hugs and loving gestures given to him by the appreciative children, he stood to his feet, making his way over to one of the social workers. Her nametag displayed “JILL” in all capital letters. She had the appearance of a stressed-out librarian. Her eyes had dark, puffy bags under them and her black hair frizzed from her wrapped bun in the back. She never smiled with her teeth, which she gave to Troy as he approached.


  “I got your message,” Troy said to her. “Where is he?”


  “Upstairs in his room,” she answered. “Where he always is. You seem to be the only one that gets through to him, so I decided to call you to handle it.”


  Troy didn’t like her tone. “You know, I pay you to handle these kids,” he growled. “I love all these kids, but I have other things on my plate. If I didn’t, I’d gladly take them all in and take care of them. Unfortunately, there are other things I have to do in a day. That’s why I employ you and everyone else here.”


  “I understand that,” Jill interrupted, “but I didn’t sign on to handle boys like that. The violence is too much. It’s too much and I don’t get paid enough to care.”


  “You listen here, you piece of shit,” Troy whispered to keep the happy children from hearing their escalated conversation. “Thinking like that is why these kids are in this situation to begin with. Only wanting to help out when it’s easy or convenient for you. Well that’s shit lady and it’s why I opened this place all those years ago.” Troy stopped and checked the area to ensure nobody was eavesdropping. “I had a hell of a time going through this type of transition and I wish that I had someone in my life that cared. That didn’t happen for me until I was almost a teenager.”


  “I’ve heard the stories and I’ve even seen the file,” Jill replied. “I don’t need a history lesson or a lecture from you. I’ve done nothing wrong, and I give these boys everything I got. Gordon just doesn’t want any part of it, and I draw the line at the aggressive violent behavior he’s displayed over the last month. At that point, it’s up to you to figure out and handle. I figured it would be easier for you because of your unusual connection with these boys.”


  Troy grabbed her by her arm, escorting her around the large bookcase to conceal his violence from the children. His forceful actions sparked fear in her heart and Jill’s eyes welled up with tears. Troy leaned down into her face, scowling into her eyes. “I think you forget who you’re talking to, bitch,” he snapped. “I can wipe you off the face of this planet with a snap of my fingers.”


  “I’m sorry,” she sputtered, her voice trembling.


  “You haven’t begun to be sorry yet,” Troy continued without acknowledging her apology. “I will go up there and talk to the kid. I will get him on track but, from here on out, I expect you to immerse yourself in his business along with all these other kids in order to help them become better people, or so help me God I will fucking kill you. You understand me?” Troy shook her. She shrieked from the swift movement, attempting to prevent herself from sobbing. “Gordon is priority in this case, but I expect to hear you getting involved with all of them. If I hear anything other than you being Super Social Worker, you will disappear. Am I making myself fucking clear?” She nodded as tears rolled down her cheeks. Troy stormed off without another word. When he returned to the children in the den area, he changed his expression. The scowl was gone and so were the crinkles in his forehead. He met the kids with a smile that resembled that of a proud father. He did his best to shield his professional persona from the already broken children at his orphanage to provide some sort of stability in their lives.


  Troy took the elevator to the ninth floor. Gordon’s room was the last room on the left. The hallway was wide enough to fit three grown men side by side from wall to wall. The polished hardwood floors were a dark cherrywood and matched the door jambs. All the doors in the hallway were a lighter shade of brown that accented the beige colored paint on the walls in between the rooms. The building appeared more like a boarding school or dorm at an expensive university than an orphanage.


  Troy rapped his fist on the door before pushing it open. Gordon was on his bed, laying down with headphones on, and staring at the ceiling. Troy could hear the metal music blaring in Gordon’s ears from the doorway. He greeted the troubled teen with a smile. Gordon returned the gesture but kept his music going. Gordon loved Troy like a father and looked up to him. He had been at the orphanage since he was four years old. Gordon was seventeen and infuriated at the world since approaching the legal adult age of eighteen.


  He knew that once he turned eighteen, which was about four months away, he would be checked out from the place he’d called home for so long and he would be forced to fend for himself on the streets. Troy had no intentions of letting that happen, but Gordon didn’t know that. He knew what he’d been told by case workers. They matched his attitude when he became upset, and it led to his current state. Gordon would never throw that blame or attitude at Troy. He knew and appreciated all that Troy had done for him.


  Troy didn’t say anything as he sat on the edge of his bed. He stared at Gordon with growing concern. When Gordon didn’t pause his loud music or acknowledge him further, Troy tapped him on the leg with his hand to gain his attention. Gordon didn’t hesitate, turning his music off and removing his headphones to listen to what Troy had to say to him.


  “How you doing, son?” Troy asked like a concerned father. The look on Troy’s face and the genuine care he had for Gordon broke Gordon’s wall down. In an instant, his obstinance melted away and Gordon began to cry.


  “I don’t know what to do anymore,” Gordon said through his shaggy brown hair that ran past his eyes. He didn’t try to wipe away the tears rolling down his face. Gordon stared at Troy with his watery eyes, struggling to breathe. “I can’t make it out there. Not on my own. I don’t have anybody.”


  “You have me, son,” Troy assured him. He slid closer to Gordon. “I would never let anything happen to you or any of my kids here. You remember my promise from all those years ago right?”


  Gordon nodded his head. “You said we would always be your sons and daughters until your dying day or something like that,” Gordon replied, regaining some of his composure back from his sobbing.


  “Exactly,” Troy agreed and smiled wide to reassure the boy. “When you stay here, under my roof, in my place, you are my kin for life. I vowed a long time ago that I would never let what happened to me happen to another kid associated with me or any of my affiliations. I know it’s been hard. It’s tough when you feel like nobody wants you and you grow up in the system. I’ve been there. But what I can guarantee you with this place is that you will never go without. You understand me son?” Gordon nodded again. The two sat in silence for a moment as Gordon regained his composure. Troy sighed and placed his hands on his knees. “Now, what is this violence I’m hearing about?”


  “It’s not what it sounds like,” Gordon said. “She’s just a bitch. She tried to take my headphones, so I grabbed her arm and took them back. When she tried again, I slapped her hand away and told her to fuck off. Whatever more she said is a lie.”


  “She didn’t say anything other than your behavior has changed for the worse,” Troy said with a chuckle. “From now on though, I need you to not do that. Understand?”


  “Yes, sir,” Gordon replied with a nod.


  “Good. Because she’s here for you like I am. She has a lot on her plate with all the kids here, so try and cut her some slack alright?” Troy said, slapping Gordon’s leg like a caring father figure.


  “All right,” Gordon agreed.


  “Perfect,” Troy said and stood up. Gordon pushed himself off the bed and hugged Troy. Troy returned with a squeeze and light pat on his back. “Everything is going to be cool, Gordon. Trust me. You’ll be fine. Just worry about getting your diploma and being a kid while you still can. Now, go on. Get out of here and have some fun.” Gordon nodded with a smile and walked out. Troy’s phone rang. Johnson’s name flashed up on the screen as the answer or decline icons pulsed. Troy tapped the screen and brought the phone to his ear. “Rich, to what do I owe the pleasure?”


  “Can we meet tonight?” Johnson asked from the other end.


  “Sure. About what?” Troy replied.


  “About this Newborn thing,” Johnson interjected. “I just want to get in front of this thing and make sure we’re on the same page.”


  “There’s nothing to be on the same page about,” Troy said. “He’s suspended now, and he hasn’t interfered with anything. So, as long as that stays true, I won’t have to intervene. Not yet, anyway.”


  “Newborn is different,” Johnson warned, the seriousness in his voice caught Troy off guard and forced him to listen. Johnson continued, keeping his voice low, “He won’t let this go. It’s not the sort of thing he looks the other way on. He doesn’t listen to anyone. Newborn does what he thinks is just. I don’t think the suspension will stop him. It didn’t before.”


  “I’m not worried about him,” Troy replied, brushing his warning off. “But if you want to kick back some cold ones tonight and talk some more, that’s fine by me.”


  “We need to address this Troy,” Johnson prompted.


  “Don’t tell me what I need to do,” Troy growled through his teeth.


  “I don’t mean you disrespect,” Johnson assured, his tone lighter. “I just have a feeling that Newborn will screw things up.” Troy didn’t respond or make a sound. The silence worried Johnson and he switched gears in the conversation. “Are we okay? I don’t want to be blamed for his actions. He acted alone. I tried to warn him.”


  “We’re fine,” Troy interrupted. “Rich, we’re all good. You and I go way back. I know you had nothing to do with it and I have no intentions on hurting what we have here. Just swing by later and we’ll discuss things further.”


  “Is eight good?” Johnson probed.


  “Perfect. I’ll see you then,” Troy said and hung up.


  Troy took the elevator back down to the main floor. He passed back through the den area, smiling as he did before and walked by Rachel at the front desk. He threw her a head nod to follow him to his office. It hadn’t quite been an hour, but Troy did whatever he wanted, and he didn’t want to wait any longer. She smiled as she stood and followed him to his large office that was tucked back in the furthest corner of the building. Troy opened the door for her as she walked in past him into the room. The windows in the room were to the outside. All the blinds were drawn, and Rachel didn’t hesitate to bend to her knees as Troy unzipped himself.


  Cooper entered the orphanage after the two disappeared into Troy’s office. He looked around at the quiet area. Cooper walked over to the desk, leaning to check to see if the receptionist was hiding. With no luck in locating the receptionist, he followed the sounds of the playing children to the open den area. Cooper had been there a few times before with the same scene playing out as it did at that moment. The noise gave him a headache.


  Cooper wasn’t the paternal type. He would welcome it if it was his own, but he drew the line at other people’s children. Cooper found it to be even worse with foster children. The fact that Troy cared so much about them confused Cooper. It was the one redeemable quality Cooper figured Troy had. He scanned the area with a quiet but frantic sense to locate an adult amongst the youthful chaos. He spotted Jill in the exact spot Troy left her in before he headed to Gordon’s room. Cooper darted over to her as quickly as he could.


  “Excuse me miss,” Cooper said over the background noise. She turned and didn’t say anything, “Could you point me in the direct that would lead to Troy please?”


  “I don’t know where he is at the moment,” she replied.


  “He’s here, isn’t he?” Cooper replied.


  “He is, but I don’t know where he is currently,” she answered with the same careless tone.


  “Have you seen him today?” Cooper inquired.


  “Yeah, actually just a little while ago. He was headed that way,” she said, pointing her finger to the lobby. “So, I can assume he is either gone or in his office.”


  “I appreciate it,” Cooper said as he rushed out of the noisy den area. He knew where Troy’s office was, he had been there a couple times, but he knew enough to know he would need to ask around first before heading that way. Cooper figured Troy was up to no good in his office but at least this way it showed that he was directed there and didn’t want to barge in unannounced.


  Cooper walked the narrow hallway to the office. He could hear two separate sets of moaning from the other side. He chuckled and smirked as he gave a couple knocks and opened the door. Rachel faced Cooper bent over Troy’s desk. Her breasts were out of her top and her skirt was pulled up over her back side. Troy had his pants to his ankles, thrusting from behind her.


  “Bad time?” Cooper asked, smiling at his interruption. Rachel gasped, trying to cover herself, however, Troy held her in place without losing his sexual momentum.


  “Get out. I’ll be with you in a minute,” Troy grunted with sweat on his brow.


  “What do you think? Three minutes? Maybe five?” Cooper asked.


  “Get out, fucker!” Troy shouted over Rachel’s moaning.


  Cooper laughed, took one more look at Rachel, and walked out of the office. He stood outside the room and lit a cigarette. Cooper stared at the closed door, listening to the two of them finish up. He looked down at his watch. “Not even three minutes,” he chuckled to himself. Rachel opened the door, readjusting herself as she walked down the hallway to the front desk. Cooper slid over to the door, peeking his head in. “You decent?”


  “Get in here, asshole,” Troy snapped, tucking his shirt back in and doing up his pants.


  Cooper shut the door behind him and walked over to the chair in front of Troy’s desk. The recent intercourse filled the air with the thick scent of sweaty sex. Cooper didn’t mind and continued to smoke his cigarette. “Your workday is a hell of a lot better than mine,” Cooper joked while Troy adjusted himself.


  “I’m not arguing there,” Troy said, sitting down in his comfortable black leather chair. “There’s no smoking in here,” he continued and put a cigar in his teeth.


  “Right. You don’t say,” Cooper replied, watching Troy light his cigar.


  “Put it out, you piece of shit,” Troy demanded. “This is my office, and I won’t have your smoke contaminating my air.”


  “You’re fucking joking?” Cooper snorted, fixating on the cigar in Troy’s mouth.


  “Do I look like I’m fucking joking?” Troy hissed, glaring at him with both of his piercing hazel eyes. “I only want the smell of these babies in here,” he continued, holding the cigar up as it bellowed smoke up to the ceiling. “And her pussy.” Troy finished and pointed the cigar toward where Rachel exited the room. Cooper took a long drag before he pinched the ash with his fingers. Troy tapped the ash of his cigar and fixed his gaze on Cooper. “So, what the hell are you doing here?”


  “I came to talk about what happened yesterday,” Cooper answered.


  “What is with you people? First Rich, now you,” Troy said and puffed his cigar.


  “Johnson called?” Cooper asked.


  “Wrong detail,” Troy interrupted. “Just get to the point. I’ve got things to do.”


  “Yeah, no doubt. What, round two in an hour or so?” Cooper asked, leaning back in his chair with a smile.


  “Smart ass,” Troy growled through a wry smile. Cooper and Troy may have found themselves on the opposing ends of the legal spectrum, but Troy had always been somewhat fond of the detective. Despite Johnson’s best efforts, nothing seemed to suppress Cooper’s wit and swagger.


  “Anyway, look, Randy didn’t realize quite what he was doing,” Cooper said to the point as Troy requested. “He’s been dealing with a lot of stuff and his mind is a little cloudy.”


  “That’s no excuse for beating my boy senseless. What else you got?” Troy scoffed.


  “I’m not making an excuse. I’m here to ask for a little leniency. A mulligan if you will,” Cooper answered with hopeful respect in his voice. “He’s not used to the way things work here.”


  “Don’t bother,” Troy interjected. “I’m already past it. As long as your partner doesn’t poke his nose around or interfere with what I got going on, we’re square. I’m not forgetting about what he did to Johnny, and he will answer for that later, but the punishment won’t be as stiff as usual. He’ll get a pass because he’s new. You did a good job keeping him in line with the burning situation. He didn’t try and track the drugs, so I’m trusting you to keep a tight leash on him.”


  “That’s good. I definitely will,” Cooper said, clearly relieved. “I appreciate you working with me on this.”


  “You just caught me in a good mood,” Troy replied, puffing on his cigar. “That will stop the moment you let your mutt get away from you again. You understand me? One more slip-up and he’s all mine. Got it?”


  Cooper nodded. He didn’t like being talked to that way, but he reminded himself of why he was there. Cooper didn’t want Randy or his family to die as a result of Cooper not being able to wrangle Randy in. He viewed the whole situation as it was his duty and his fault for the violent outburst. It was something he wouldn’t let happen again, knowing that Troy wasn’t going to pursue him for retribution.


  “Before you leave, I have a funny question for you,” Troy said as Cooper stood to leave. Cooper paused for the question. “Do you still carry your daddy’s badge around? Just curious.”


  Cooper glared down at Troy. Cooper struggled to keep his emotions in line. He wanted to tear Troy’s head off for bringing that up the way he did. Troy smiled with his furrowed brow as they commenced with their stare down. When Cooper didn’t respond after the initial moment, Troy chuckled and bit down on his cigar.


  “Why do you feel you have to push me?” Cooper asked, agitated.


  “I’m not pushing, I just heard that you keep it on you and thought I would ask you myself rather than listen to gossip,” Troy mocked.


  “Who’s talking about it?” Cooper asked through his clenched teeth in his best attempt to keep his composure.


  “That’s not important,” Troy said, avoiding the question. “Is it true? Do you carry your dead dad’s badge with you? If you do, that’s kind of sad. Well, it’s really sad, actually.”


  Cooper stared hard at Troy while he watched him puff thick smoke into the air. His father’s badge pressed into his thigh as it rested in his front pants pocket. It reminded him of how he needed to handle Troy. That’s why he kept it on him. He loved his father and missed him. The badge reaffirmed his position to keep up the appearance of going along with the corruption every day. “One of these days, all the wrong you’ve done to people is going to catch up with you,” Cooper warned. “It’s going to bite you in the ass, hard, and I just hope I’m there to see it.”


  “That may be, but that ain’t today and I’m damn sure it won’t be tomorrow either,” Troy sassed. “Or the next day or the next day after that or the next after that. You know how many times I’ve heard that in my life? Countless. But I’m still standing on top. So, you go ahead and continue to flick that quarter in your pathetic wishing well.”


  “If I had one, I wouldn’t be flicking a coin in it,” Cooper snapped. “I’d drown you in it.” Cooper put his cigarette back into his mouth and lit it in front of Troy. “I knew this would be a waste of my time,” he said as he took a drag and walked out. Troy snorted, shaking his head.


  Later that night, Johnson showed up to Troy’s office at eight sharp. The bottom floor of the orphanage was quiet, with the lights low, and the receptionist had left for the day hours prior. The doors to Troy’s office were wide open, warm light spilling from the threshold into the hallway. Johnson followed the trail of light to Troy.


  “You are nothing if not punctual,” Troy said, looking at his watch. “What are you drinking?” Troy got up and approached the mini bar to Johnson’s left. The decorative liquor cabinet boasted an exotic and expensive selection of different bottles. Troy sipped his bourbon and stared at Johnson.


  “Whiskey’s fine,” Johnson answered.


  Troy poured the same amount he had in another crystal glass for Johnson. He walked back to his chair as Johnson retrieved the glass from the countertop. Johnson took a generous sip and sat down.


  “Cooper came to see me today,” Troy said, breaking the silence as he returned to his own seat.


  “Why?” Johnson asked.


  “To go over the same shit that you’re about to I’m sure,” Troy hissed in agitation.


  “Troy, you know I’m not opposed to getting rid of a problem,” Johnson explained. “But Newborn is a unique problem.”


  “Define ‘unique,’” Troy repeated, ruminating over the words.


  “For starters, his former captain knows he’s here and knows that Newborn is trying to turn a new leaf,” Johnson answered. “He came highly recommended and is a decorated detective. He’s not the sort that we get rid of here.”


  “He’s no different than any other transfer,” Troy said.


  “He is,” Johnson interrupted. “I can assure you of that.”


  “So, I’m just supposed to be scared of this guy because he’s earned some medals?” Troy growled. “That shit doesn’t intimidate me. If I want him gone, he will be gone. Luckily for him, I don’t want him gone at the moment. There are other things that require my attention and they have pushed Randy back a couple spots.”


  “What do you mean?” Johnson inquired, attempting to remain in Troy’s selective loop of informed persons.


  “I’m going to tell you the same thing I told your buddy Cooper,” Troy said, readjusting himself in the chair to lean forward. “For now, we’re square. I don’t like what he did to Johnny and that debt will get settled. But for now, I have no interest in taking him out. I have a huge deal going down in a couple days and I want to stay focused on that. As long as he’s suspended and stays out of my way, we can move forward as usual.”


  “I’m glad to hear that,” Johnson said before drowning the rest of his drink. “I don’t want to make waves either. I’m looking out for your interests as well as my own. I hope you can understand that.”


  “I appreciate that, Rich,” Troy mocked, “but you don’t have to worry about my interests. I have that part covered. You just need to keep up your end of the deal. Keep your men away from the shipping yard so I can unload. Make sure Randy steers clear as well. You mentioned something about suspensions not mattering to him, so I will need you to make it matter.”


  “I have nothing to threaten him with,” Johnson informed, extending his arms out.


  “I didn’t say threaten,” Troy interrupted. “Put a tail on him. Not Cooper. He’s already proved he can’t handle Randy. Put somebody else on him, make it obvious so he will know to stand down from any ideas he may get about anything related to me or my boy.”


  “Understood,” Johnson complied.


  “Good. Because I don’t care who he is or where he came from or what he’s done,” Troy said. “If he interferes with anything, follows me or Johnny, or so much as gives either of us a dirty look, I will make sure his girls don’t see the light of another day. I’ll take my time and make it slow. Then when I feel he’s suffered enough, I’ll make sure to send him to whatever afterlife there is for their family reunion.”
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  “SIR? YOU ALL RIGHT?” an older man asked Randy. He hovered over Randy, leaning in to make sure he was breathing. Randy, laid sprawled face down on the sidewalk down the street from Kate’s parent’s house, remained unresponsive and motionless. He passed out in front of the old man’s house, which prompted him to come outside to check on Randy when he looked out his front window.


  “Hmmm? What?” Randy said, his voice muffled by the cold concrete. He moved his limbs like he was blind and attempting to gain his bearings in a new place. Randy rolled over. The sun shone in his eyes and blinded him. He raised his gnarled hand up to block the sun to look at the man questioning him.


  “Is everything okay, son?” the old man asked again, after witnessing the poor shape his hands were in. They were cut up, bruised, and scraped from his fists being rammed through Daniel’s skull and into the floor at his office. A couple of fingers were bent in odd angles and were dislocated or broken. Randy had wrapped his hands with pieces of his own shirt after the assault the night before.


  He noticed the wraps on his hands and looked down to see most of his shirt was gone underneath his jacket. Randy may have been fuzzy about where he was; however, he knew what he had done. It came to him like a distant memory or a dream. Randy remembered fragments of his beating on Daniel. When he thought about pounding on bone and the blood that smeared all over his fists, his heart raced. Randy felt awful for what he had done but also became overwhelmed with happiness. He couldn’t deny he felt different. It seemed to him that he was a stranger inside his own body. Randy knew he had an undeniable yearning to kill again.


  “What happened? How did I get here?” Randy groaned from the pavement.


  “That’s what I was going to ask you,” the old man chuckled. “I have no idea how or why you’re on my sidewalk. All I know is that I woke up this morning to find you face down on my property line. What happened to your hands, son?”


  “I hit the bag a little too hard yesterday,” Randy said, thinking fast. He climbed to his feet. The old man grabbed his arm to assist him to the upright position.


  “You’re a fighter?” The old man asked.


  “Something like that,” Randy grumbled. “It’s more of a hobby of mine. It’s also a great way to stay in shape.”


  “You must have been angry about something,” the old man said questioningly, looking at Randy’s mangled fingers.


  “You could say that,” Randy replied, “Where am I at?” Before the old man could answer, Randy recognized the area and knew where he was, “Never mind, I know where I am.”


  “Do you need me to call someone?” The old man asked.


  “No thanks. I’m fine,” Randy interjected. “I’m actually close to home. Thanks for your help.” He waved at the old man and staggered away before the man could ask another question. His legs felt like two heavy bags of sand. It seemed impossible for him to place one foot in front of the other, but he managed to force his legs to work until he gained walking speed. Randy was about five minutes away from Kate’s house. He didn’t know where his car could be or how he arrived there. Randy knew that he needed to get to Kate to catch his breath and figure out his next move.


  Randy stumbled along, turning the corner onto Kate’s street. He stopped to stretch himself out, turning his head from side to side to work out the kinks in his neck. As he turned his head to the right, he caught a glimpse of a large figure standing fifty yards away. The figure stood still, watching Randy and didn’t attempt to hide his presence. Randy swung his head all the way around to look at the large person but by the time both eyes fell on the target, it was gone. Randy’s jaw clenched as he squeezed his eyes shut.


  He felt like he’d lost his mind. Randy remembered killing Daniel but didn’t remember the moments after the act. He didn’t know why or how he ended up a block away from his wife’s house or why he’d woken face down asleep on the sidewalk. It was apparent to him that he was seeing things and his mind was having difficulty accepting what he had done. Though, his mind had trouble with it, his heart sang to the tune of murder. Randy felt both remorse and satisfaction for killing Daniel. Among those two overwhelming emotions, Randy also felt the desire to continue killing. His mind moved with purpose, maneuvering through the cloudiness, until he thought of Johnny.


  As soon as his mind landed on Johnny as a target for his desire, it consumed him to the point he couldn’t think about anything else. He stood frozen with contempt, not moving a muscle unless it was for the purpose of executing his target. Randy tried to move forward to Kate’s house but had no luck. His body wouldn’t listen to him unless it was traveling to the downtown area. Randy fought it for a moment before giving into his temptation to continue his blood lust. He abandoned his route to Kate for the route to Johnny.


  Wherever Randy went, Azazel followed as instructed by Gadreel. Randy walked from Kate’s street to the downtown area. Azazel pursued him, keeping a comfortable distance between himself and Randy. He didn’t like taking orders from others, but Azazel understood the gravity of what Gadreel warned him about regarding the surveillance of Randy. Gadreel didn’t give orders to anyone outside of a battlefield, and Azazel knew it had to be important if his brother stepped out of his otherwise quiet shell to provide explicit instructions. Azazel planned to keep a great distance for as long as it took unless there was a threat to Randy.


  It took Randy a couple hours to get to the apartment he arrested Johnny at the day before. He stalked with a purpose and intent. Randy took the stairs to Johnny’s floor. Azazel stayed behind in the lobby. There wasn’t a way for him to stay hidden from Randy and he needed to be strategic with his surveillance. Gadreel trusted him with the task of watching him without drawing too much attention from Heaven. Azazel figured it would be best to hang back and wait for Randy to complete whatever mission he was on.


  When Randy approached the door, he didn’t pause or hesitate, he kicked the door without mercy. The sturdy door detached from the top hinge as it swung inward into the apartment. Randy was surprised to find nothing there. The apartment was empty. Johnny had cleaned it out the day before after being ordered to do so by his father. Remnants of Johnny’s furniture littered the apartment floor. Anything incriminating was gone along with him. Randy’s rage boiled hotter than ever before. He felt it advance from a slow simmer into a sweltering boil, moving upwards through his body like lava within an active volcano. Randy felt like he was about to explode, his chronic dream becoming an ironic reality. He kicked the ragged couch to unload some of his fury, watching it slide into the wall on the other end of the room.


  Randy took the elevator down to the lobby after leaving Johnny’s empty apartment. He stormed toward the front door when a large figure caught his eye. Azazel stood up against the wall off to the side with his arms folded. Even though his vision of Azazel was brief, Randy recognized him from Kate’s neighborhood earlier that morning. It became obvious to him that he was being followed. Azazel stared through him, challenging him to confront him. Any other time, Randy would have walked over to ask the stranger why he was following him, but there was something threatening about the large man. A loud bang went off from behind Randy, forcing him to turn around. An older woman had dropped a stack of envelopes onto the floor. When Randy turned back around, Azazel was gone. It didn’t make sense to Randy, because there wasn’t a way for someone to get past him without making it obvious. The gap between Randy and the front door was narrow, therefore a man of that size would have bumped into him on his way out of the lobby.


  This made Randy uneasy, and he thought of his wife and child. His protective instincts kicked in and booted his rage out of his mind for the time being. If he was being followed, he figured Kate was being followed as well. Troy popped into mind and the potential threat to his family Cooper had warned him about after his altercation with Johnny. Fear overcame Randy and pushed him to jog toward Kate’s home.


  Kate heard a knock at the door. She looked out the window to find Cooper standing on the porch. He had his sunglasses pulled down to the tip of his nose and a lit cigarette hanging between his lips. He didn’t look professional except for his blue button-down shirt. Cooper had the sleeves rolled up to his elbows and a tank top underneath. Kate reached in her purse, removing a small 9mm pistol and clicked the safety off. She cracked the door, keeping her body and gun concealed behind the door.


  “Can I help you?” she asked with irritation in her voice.


  “I’m really sorry to bother you. I’m Cooper. Your husband Randy is my partner,” Cooper explained with difficulty. “I’m sorry, I know I’m not coming off too well,” he stammered through a cloud of cigarette smoke.


  “It’s okay, I remember you from before,” Kate assured him. She realized when he said he was Randy’s partner that she’d talked to him at the precinct. “What are you doing here?” she asked in the best tone she could manage with a loaded gun in hand.


  “Do you know where Randy is?” Cooper asked. “I’ve been looking for him but so far I haven’t had any luck. I figured if he was nowhere else, he’d be here.”


  “I don’t. Why?” Kate asked.


  “Nothing major. No need for concern. I just need to go over some information from our arrest the other day,” Cooper answered, taking a drag, and blowing the smoke away from the doorway.


  “I’m sorry, but I haven’t seen him in a couple days,” Kate replied. “If I see him, I’ll let him know you’re looking for him.” She smiled and started to close the door. Cooper placed his hand on the door firm enough to keep Kate from closing it. “Excuse me,” Kate snapped.


  “I apologize, I don’t mean to be rude,” Cooper said. “Can you tell me why his car is parked around the corner?”


  Kate was puzzled. “His car is around the corner?” She repeated, “That doesn’t make any sense. He hasn’t been by or even called.”


  “Does he know anyone else in this neighborhood?” Cooper asked, attempting to shift her focus somewhere else.


  “No,” Kate answered.


  “Do you know of anywhere else he might go in this area?” Cooper inquired further.


  “I don’t. He’s not from here and I’m all he knows. Something’s not right,” Kate said, with her eyes widened with concern. “It’s not like Randy to leave that car anywhere that’s out of his sight.”


  “That’s the only reason why I brought it up,” Cooper replied with matching concern. “In the little time I’ve known him, he’s more protective of that car than anything else I’ve noticed. He won’t even let me smoke in it.”


  “I can call him, if you want to stick around for a bit,” Kate said, opening the door a little wider. She made sure to keep the gun hidden at her side; however, Cooper could tell she had a weapon. He admired her strength and the cautious steps she took to protect herself.


  “You don’t mind?” Cooper asked.


  “Not at all,” Kate answered in a strained voice. “Come in. I brewed some fresh coffee a few minutes ago.”


  “That sounds great. Thanks,” Cooper said, taking a couple deep puffs of his cigarette. He pinched the ash. “Do you mind if I leave this on the porch? I don’t like being wasteful.”


  “You’re fine,” she answered with a chuckle. Kate was impressed by Cooper’s polite behavior with his more colorful appearance.


  Kate led Cooper into the dining room and directed him to a bench at the table. She poured them both a cup of coffee and called Randy from her cell phone.


  “Nothing. Voicemail,” she said, hanging up the phone. Kate grabbed her cup with both hands to take a drink. After her sip, she stood motionless, staring down at the countertop.


  “I’m sure he’s fine,” Cooper reassured. “I really didn’t come here to get you all worked up. I just figured he’d be here and, when I found his car, I assumed he was.”


  “It’s not like him not to answer,” Kate replied. “Something is definitely off.”


  “Did he say anything or act weird the last time you guys were together?” Cooper asked, folding his arms onto the table.


  “No, actually, it was weird in the best way,” Kate answered with a smile. “He was definitely different, but it was wonderful. He was a new man. He reminded me that night of why I fell in love with him to begin with.” Kate set her cup down on the counter. “I knew he would be busy with work, and it wasn’t a shock for me not to hear from him afterward, but now you’re here and you don’t know where he is,” she paused, rubbing her forehead, “I’m just worried.” She fixed her perplexed gaze on Cooper, preventing him from what he was about to say to allow Kate to continue. “Has he been any different around you? I know you don’t know him as well but I’m just curious.”


  Cooper paused with careful thought. She figured he was about to lie to her again and tell her that Randy has been normal. “Honestly? Full disclosure, he’s been dancing along the razor’s edge the last couple days,” Cooper confessed, breaking the silence, and taking Kate by surprise. “He has been working so hard on himself though, so I don’t want to give you the wrong impression. He talks about you and Jane all the time. His focus on getting better was never sharper than it was a couple days ago, but something changed. I don’t know what it was or why, but when we got this last case, he became unglued. I couldn’t hold him back or keep him under control. He’s in serious trouble and his job is in jeopardy.”


  Kate’s shoulders slumped and she shook her head in disappointment. “That’s not what I was hoping to hear,” she groaned. She didn’t want to believe everything was an act. Randy seemed genuine with everything he did and said on their night together. Hearing this from Cooper made her feel that it was all for nothing. The description Cooper provided sounded more like Randy than her recollection of their recent encounter.


  “He got suspended,” Cooper continued. “Then I lost him. I haven’t heard from him, and it freaked me out. The circumstances around his suspension are very complicated.” Kate remained silent. Cooper could see her body language shift and didn’t want to continue down the rabbit hole. “I’m just glad everything’s okay here. I’ll continue to look for him and once I find him, I’ll have him call you.” Cooper moved over to Kate, placing his card with his phone number down in front of her. “If you hear from him or he stops by, please call me.”


  “I will,” Kate replied, picking up the card to study it closer. Cooper turned to the door. “Wait,” Kate said as she set her cup of coffee on the table. She approached Cooper with a smile. “Can you do something for me? Put my mind at ease?”


  “Sure, no problem,” Cooper replied.


  “Can you stick around for a little while?” She asked, “It’s just, well, I’m here alone. My parents are on vacation and Jane is at school. Could you stay at least until she gets home? Maybe give him time to call or stop by on his own.”


  She was shaken at the notion of Randy’s disappearance. He nodded, putting her mind at ease, and sat back down in his chair. Kate stared at her phone in a way to suggest she would somehow will Randy to call her. It didn’t work.


  Hours passed by with Cooper at the dining room table, playing on his phone and his gun in his lap. Kate read a book on the couch in the living room. Not a word was exchanged by the two of them during that time.


  Randy felt the heat fill his face as if he were standing next to an intense campfire. Seeing Cooper’s truck parked out in front of Kate’s house made Randy’s mind race in the most negative way. He knew Kate, trusted her, but couldn’t make sense of why Cooper would be there. Cooper was a different story entirely. What Randy knew of him he trusted; however, he didn’t know him well enough to trust he wouldn’t make a move on his wife. Randy’s mind was stuck on a loop, replaying Cooper’s comments about women they’d encountered on endless repeat. The fact that he probed Randy for details of their night together fueled his anger, propelling his hatred to an unhealthy level.


  His fists clenched so tight his knuckles turned white. It took Randy a couple of hours to regain himself after his rage gripped him, thrusting him in Johnny’s direction for retribution of his failed attempt to kill him. Standing in front of Kate’s home, Randy became powerless to his fury yet again. Randy’s breathing changed from normal to rapid, frantic, and pulsating. To anyone watching him on the street it appeared as though he had completed wind sprints on a football field as his breath continued to increase. His eyes watered from the inferno burning within him and what felt to be at the surface of the skin on his face.


  The thoughts of Cooper on top of Kate circled his mind like sharks circling their wounded and bleeding prey in the middle of the ocean. Randy attempted to shake the thought before another apparition of Kate feeling an intense euphoria from Cooper’s aggressive thrusting. He smoldered at the front of the house as if he were trying to blow it up with the power of his mind.


  Inside, Randy struggled to win the tug of war within his heart. Part of him wanted to catch them in the act, while the other part of him wanted no part in witnessing the potential affair. It never crossed his mind that Cooper was there for him. His mind couldn’t allow any other explanation for Cooper’s visit after the way he’d seen him act towards individuals of the opposite sex. That much was clear in Randy’s mind, and he couldn’t consider anything else. He was so drunk on his bloodlust after killing Daniel, he’d become powerless against the impulse when his soul craved violence. Randy lost the battle as always within himself and moved toward the house with one primary goal. He was going to kill Cooper.


  The door swung inward from Randy’s powerful kick. Cooper jumped to his feet, retrieving his weapon from his lap in one fluid motion. Kate darted for her gun on the stand beside the couch. Randy saw she stopped after recognizing him and shot him a look of irritation from his entrance. Cooper smiled in relief, identifying Randy, and set the gun down on the table.


  “Jesus Christ, dude. You gave me a heart attack,” Cooper said. Randy didn’t react and converged on Cooper. The scowl on Randy’s face never softened. “I’ve been looking everywhere—" Cooper couldn’t finish his sentence. Randy’s fist connected with Cooper’s jaw with such force it made Cooper’s eyes spin within their own sockets.


  Cooper twirled like a top and crashed into the shelf stands that held plants behind him. Randy snatched him up by his shirt. Kate was too appalled to say anything. She froze from fear in her living room, staring at the horror Randy unleashed on Cooper. Randy head-butted him in the bridge of his nose twice and hurled him from the dining room to the front doorstep. Cooper’s discombobulated body banged into the front door and bounced outside onto the porch.


  Randy pounced and struck Cooper with unrelenting force as he lay helpless on the porch steps. All Randy could see was red and focused on Cooper. The thought never crossed his mind that Kate and Cooper were in opposite rooms with their clothes on. The grotesque thought of them being intimate played over and over at the forefront of his mind.


  “Was it worth it?” Randy shouted, punching Cooper in the face over and over. “Did it feel good? Did she satisfy your needs you piece of shit?” His shouting snapped Kate from her frozen daze.


  “Stop! Stop it, Randy,” Kate yelled when she rushed outside to find Cooper covered in his own blood and Randy on top of him. “What are you doing? Stop it!” Kate grabbed Randy by the top of each shoulder, yanking him backwards off Cooper. The strength she displayed in that moment surprised her and Randy turned around to see who interrupted him. His pupils dilated so wide that his eyes appeared black. There was no twinkle or hint of Randy within them. Kate gasped. “What has gotten into you?” she asked, horrified.


  Once her words sunk into his head, his pupils shrunk down to reveal his natural light blue color and the images of the two of them together fluttered out of Randy’s mind. He snapped back into himself, turning to look at his partner. Cooper lay in a crumpled heap on the steps, barely breathing and covered in his own blood. Most of the blood came from his nose and a small gash in his cheek from Randy’s strong punches. He was unconscious, melting into each curved angle of the steps, his head resting on the second to last step with his chin pointing straight to the house across the street. Randy looked down at his hands as they trembled.


  He didn’t say a word. Kate didn’t speak or ask any more questions. They stood in daunting silence before the gaze was interrupted by the sounds of sirens. Randy scanned the neighborhood. Every neighbor was outside looking at the scene. Some of them had their phones out to document the altercation. Randy fled the scene in a panic. He ran in the direction he came from and disappeared around the corner. He noticed his car hidden by a large broken-down van down the street.


  Randy fumbled with his keys as he removed them from his pocket. He jumped in, turned the ignition over, and sped off in reverse with the loud rumble from his exhaust pipes. Randy drove backwards, passing a few houses before turning the wheel sharply to the right, swinging the front end of the car around to the same direction he was driving in reverse. Randy sped off, roasting his tires on the weathered pavement. He was gone before two squad cars and an ambulance arrived in front of Kate’s house. Cooper struggled to breathe and convulsed when the paramedics showed up to tend to his injuries.
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  “IT GOES DOWN TONIGHT,” Troy said as Johnny fiddled with the stitches in his face. They were at a safe house, a place known to Troy and the closest members of his circle. It was in the name of Troy’s favorite prostitute, Destiny, and was unknown to the public. This was the place Troy had Johnny move all his stuff to after the beating he received from Randy. “I need you focused and ready to go. Hey, are you listening to me?” Troy snapped when Johnny didn’t acknowledge him.


  “I got you,” Johnny replied, removing his fingers from the fresh stitches in his cheek. “I don’t know what you’re so wound up about. Everything always goes without a hitch.”


  “That was before that clown Newborn,” Troy scoffed. He lit his cigar, taking a couple puffs and leaning back in his chair. The small room filled up with thick smoke. It didn’t bother Johnny. He pulled a small joint from his front pocket of his ratted looking navy-blue shirt and lit it to join in on the unwind with his father. “I need you alert. Put that out,” Troy ordered when he saw Johnny take a large hit.


  “C’mon, it’s a Sativa, this is for mental clarity. Besides, this centers me. You know that. Plus, I need it to feel a hundred percent after what that pig did to me,” Johnny explained as he strained to hold the smoke in his lungs. “That piece of shit shouldn’t be breathing. I don’t understand why you’re not interested in killing him.”


  “That’s why I’m in charge and you are not,” Troy muttered as he rolled his eyes.


  “He beat the shit out of me,” Johnny snapped. “Then was about to go another round before you stopped him.”


  “That’s the point. I stopped him,” Troy replied.


  “And then you haven’t retaliated or sent a message of any kind,” Johnny continued as he extinguished the joint. “I’ve seen you kill people for less, at least hack up a family member to get your message across, but with him you hesitate. Why?”


  “Hesitate?” Troy questioned with a chuckle. “Boy, you are not in tune with anything are you?” Johnny shot him a puzzled look. Troy leaned forward to better explain himself. “It’s my fault that you’re this way. That you are who you are, and you think the way you do. I own that. But apparently, I’m not making myself clear. So, let me dumb it down for you in a way you can understand,” Troy strutted toward Johnny before sitting down in front of him, taking multiple puffs of his cigar. Troy blew a thick puff into Johnny’s face. “He is not what we’re used to dealing with.” Johnny coughed from the smoke. “He will not look the other way and Rich cannot control him. That’s a dangerous mix, a combination we don’t need right now. Everyone at the airport is paid off and we have eyes everywhere. However, if Randy decides to crash the party, it can become messy for us in a hurry.”


  “Let me just go kill him,” Johnny interjected, placing the joint back into his silver cigarette case. “At the very least, let me handle his wife. Get him occupied somewhere else for the drop, then we can finish him off after everything is squared away.”


  “You aren’t doing anything except for what I tell you,” Troy barked. His voice carried and disrupted the haze of smoke that danced in between them. “This is the biggest shipment we’ve ever had. I am in business with very dangerous people now. People I don’t want to rock the boat with. This needs to go smoothly, and we need to get everything set up properly before we look at an appropriate response to Randy’s poor judgement.”


  “The Troy I know ain’t afraid of nobody,” Johnny said.


  “I’m not afraid of them, boy,” Troy intoned. “I understand them, and I respect them. Knowing what someone is capable of makes you smarter and more prepared than others that would underestimate that same person. If there was any blow back, I know I could handle my own and fend off any attack. The point is that it would be a war I wouldn’t want. It would be a war that would wage for years. I’m too old to have to deal with something like that. So, I would rather follow my orders, fall in line, and make a ton of money.”


  “What if he already knows about it?” Johnny asked.


  “He doesn’t,” Troy answered.


  “But what if he does?” Johnny snapped.


  “Then we will have to be extra careful when obtaining the merchandise.” Troy brushed him off. “You need to not worry about these things. They are above your pay grade, boy. Just do as you’re told and let me handle the logistics.”


  “I think he’s too much of a risk,” Johnny said to himself.


  “Do me a favor and let me do the thinking,” Troy snapped, pointing at Johnny. “You’ll hurt yourself if you’re not careful enough. Randy Newborn will die, and I will kill him, but now is not the time. Right now, we need everyone to believe he’s safe and not a target so we can get this deal done. Then we hit him when everyone’s guard is down.”


  “Say I go along with this and listen to you,” Johnny replied with a hint of sarcasm. “Say I do what you’re telling me and handle the drop. Say it goes off without a hitch. Then what? Are you going to kill him or continue to play around with his stupid ass?”


  “If you do this, boy, and it goes off without any problems, I’ll personally let you carve up his family first before you cut his God damn heart out,” Troy assured him in gross detail. “Is that enough for you or do you want more?”


  “When?” Johnny asked.


  “When I decide it’s the right time,” Troy spat. It bothered him that Johnny didn’t see the big picture. He was too focused on getting revenge on Randy that he couldn’t see how important the immediate task was and how Troy needed him to ensure the shipment would arrive without disruption. Johnny wasn’t ever a thinker. Troy knew that but wanted him to follow orders. His phone rang. The screen read Johnson’s name as it had done the night before. Troy answered the call with a sigh. “Rich, please don’t tell me you need to meet with me again,” he said to Johnson on the phone.


  “No, I just wanted to give you the heads up about Newborn,” Johnson answered.


  “Jesus, what about him? I’m tired of that bastard being the topic of every conversation I’ve been having lately,” Troy groaned in frustration.


  “I know, but he could complicate things tonight,” Johnson warned.


  “Complicate how? I thought he didn’t know anything,” Troy asked, narrowing his eyes.


  “He doesn’t, but he’s completely gone off the deep end,” Johnson continued. “He just gave Cooper a severe beating and is now MIA.”


  “A beating? How bad?” Troy asked.


  “He’s in the hospital now. He hasn’t regained consciousness since it happened a few hours ago. Nobody knows where Newborn is. Nobody’s seen him or heard from him. Not even his wife,” Johnson paused to take a drink. “I put an APB on him to help but I don’t know if it will. He’s a detective after all, he’ll probably know how to avoid being spotted.”


  “How does Randy kicking Cooper’s ass have anything to do with our operation tonight?” Troy asked.


  “I just wanted you aware of the situation. He’s been wandering around the city looking for something,” Johnson answered, “I received reports he was at Johnny’s apartment. Then he arrived at his wife place to find Cooper there. From what she said, Newborn thought they were having some sort of affair. That’s why he beat him. She said he looked unhinged and was out of control. If he was at Johnny’s, he must be looking for him, which could lead him to the airport. To be blunt, he’s lost it.”


  “I’m not worried about him,” Troy deflected. “He doesn’t know shit, besides Johnny’s here with me and there’s no sign of Randy.”


  “That’s good,” Johnson said in relief. “I just thought you should know. Be careful with this and watch out a little closer tonight. Newborn is a different beast and if he’s as unhinged as his wife made him sound, then he may be looking to finish Johnny off.”


  “Let me ask you something Rich,” Troy interrupted. “Why did you agree to hire such an uncontrollable human being? You know the type of ship we run together here. So, why would you do anything to jeopardize it?”


  There was a pause of silence on the other end. Troy waited for Johnson’s response. Johnson sighed on the other end before answering. “I knew his commanding officer well from the old days. I owed him one and I didn’t think it would be a problem. Plus, he seemed eager to earn his way back professionally,” he explained. “I figured if he was willing to do anything to rebuild his reputation and get himself on the right track. I thought I could manipulate him where I wanted him to go.”


  “Well, you were severely wrong about that,” Troy replied with clear disgust. “So far, he’s attacked my boy and refused to back down from anything. Even when he’s been ordered to by his boss and advised by his partner. He’s a loose cannon. You better wrangle him in before I decide to intervene earlier than I would like. You know how important this is. I don’t need anything fucking it up.”


  “Understood. I’ll find him,” Johnson assured.


  “You better,” Troy replied. “As a matter of fact, I want you there when the shipment arrives. Just to be sure nothing happens.” Johnny shot a look of disgust at the order from his father. “If that clown shows up, then you can apprehend him. Problem solved. Do not call me again unless it is to tell me he’s in custody.” Troy hung the phone up and stared hard at Johnny.


  “So now I have to babysit him too?” Johnny scoffed.


  “Shut up,” Troy barked back. “This is just a precautionary measure. I trust Rich will arrest him and not kill him. If he’s gone rogue and is as destructive as he says he is, then we need to account for that.”


  “See, I’m telling you he needs to go,” Johnny advised, shaking his head in disappointment.


  “He will in due time,” Troy replied, the words colored by malice. “In the meantime, I need you there to get everything ready. Be on the lookout for any tails and if anything happens, you are not to engage. Understand? You let Rich take care of that. Then you call me, and I’ll get it handled.”


  Johnny nodded in reluctant compliance. He left the safe house and drove toward the airport. Johnny smoldered, gripping the wheel so tight his knuckles turned a light shade of purple. In his mind, there should be no discussion whether or not to kill Randy. He had to die, and Johnny knew that. Troy had his reasons for procrastinating, but Johnny didn’t agree with the decision. Johnny wanted blood for what Randy did to him. As he drove to the airport, instructed by his father, Johnny grew more and more angry. The thought of Randy breathing insulted him. It insulted Troy, and Johnny didn’t want to allow it. If Randy were to show his face at the drop, Johnny was prepared to kill him in cold blood without hesitation.


  Azazel was surprised to find Gadreel so close to Skollpan. When he teleported to tell Gadreel of his report of Randy, he was shocked to see he didn’t travel far. His brother was busy at work, gathering the rest of his fallen brothers and they had marched together to the isolated mountain city. Azazel appeared in the short distance ahead of Gadreel and the rest of his siblings standing on guard behind him.


  There were hundreds of fallen angels at Gadreel’s back. All of them dressed as humans but had their angelic armor on underneath. The one characteristic that all fallen angels shared was a long coat, varying in color, to conceal their armor from the public eye. They all varied in height and size, but all were larger than the average human being. Although, as Azazel looked out into the sea of bodies, he could see they were armed and ready to fight. That made Azazel beam with pride, knowing his long-lost brothers were willing to battle whatever came their way after all these years.


  His grin caught Gadreel’s attention which forced a smile to form on his face as well. Gadreel walked alone, leaving his army behind him to greet Azazel. Gadreel walked over the rocky terrain of the mountainside, which was one hundred miles away from Skollpan City. His eyes never left Azazel’s as they bared their teeth to one another.


  “I take it you have good news for me,” Gadreel said as he approached Azazel. Azazel nodded in agreement. “You found Randy?”


  “I did,” Azazel answered. Gadreel stopped a couple feet away from him. “I followed him like you asked and I kept myself hidden as much as I could. He did see me once.”


  “That doesn’t matter,” Gadreel reassured him. “As long as you didn’t engage the situation.”


  “I didn’t,” Azazel barked.


  “Good. What about our brothers from above?” Gadreel asked, pointing his eyes up to the sky.


  “Nothing. That place is quiet,” Azazel replied.


  “I know. It’s perfect,” Gadreel said with satisfaction. “What’s the news?”


  “The human killed someone,” Azazel explained with a smile. “I followed him to a small office. His soul was on fire and when he saw the man that arrived, he beat him mercilessly. Ever since that moment, he’s seemed to be on edge, stalking the city with purpose. The human stomped his way to another building looking for someone. His anger grew to new heights when he didn’t find what he was looking for.”


  “The bloodlust has him now,” Gadreel added with a smirk, walking past Azazel to look at the large hills filled with trees. The darkness would have swallowed them up if it weren’t for the large full moon above them. The bright white light illuminated the area like a spotlight. Their eyes twinkled in the moonlight along with their shimmering armor peaking up above loose-fitting clothing. “It’s time to finish the game. He’s ready for the transformation,” Gadreel advised.


  “What’s next?” Azazel asked.


  “We need to accelerate the path he’s on,” Gadreel answered as his gray eye shimmered, “He has to die with the bloodlust in his heart and the fire of rage burning hot within his soul. He’s ready for a friendly push.”


  “You know I can’t intervene above ground,” Azazel said with a shrug. “I didn’t agree to all of this to sacrifice myself for a cause. I was made for this cause. To fight and kill is my only purpose.”


  “That’s your problem brother,” Gadreel sighed. “You can’t seem to see the subtleties in things. You can intervene without physical contact. The power of suggestion is your weapon now. Use it and point him in the right direction.” Gadreel paced for a moment, looking at the army he’d assembled for weeks. “The airport,” Gadreel smiled after the brief pause. “Send him to the airport. That should speed things up.”


  “Why don’t you do it yourself?” Azazel sneered through his teeth.


  “My cover has been blown,” Gadreel answered. “I got him here. If I show my face anywhere, he will become suspicious.”


  “What about Michael?” Azazel said, disinterested with Gadreel’s answer.


  “What about him? He’s bound by the same laws as us and held to a higher standard,” Gadreel explained. “Having a conversation with a mortal doesn’t break any rules. I’m trusting you to be discreet. Do not come out and tell him to go to the airport. Leave a trail of crumbs for him to follow that will allow him to make his own mind up about going.”


  “What’s at the airport?” Azazel asked.


  “Our key to unlocking everything we’ve been waiting for,” Gadreel answered.


  “Stop with the riddles, Gadreel,” Azazel snapped. “What is at the airport?”


  Gadreel regarded Azazel with an expression as close as he’d ever come to a scowl. He didn’t like being scolded by anyone who wasn’t Lucifer. Azazel was a close second in power, but Gadreel knew his mind was superior to his much larger brother. Gadreel swallowed his pride and refrained from snapping back at Azazel.


  “You’ve been down here a long time, so you know they can hear everything,” Gadreel said, pointing to the sky. “I won’t come out and say it but know that if you lead him there, everything will unfold in our favor.”


  “What should I say?” Azazel asked. He knew Gadreel was right. Azazel had forgotten about Heaven knowing conversations and movements on Earth. He had lived underground, operating with newfound freedom for so long that he’d forgotten why Gadreel spoke in the way he did. Gadreel mastered the art of speaking in riddles to tell them of plans and visions while on Earth. Lucifer never had an issue understanding him entirely, but Azazel never cared to attempt to decipher the code.


  “He’s a cop,” Gadreel answered. “Make him think there is something illegal going on there. It could be anything, but if I were you, I would suggest drugs or a family criminal empire. The power is in the key words. I trust that you will get this done brother.”


  Azazel nodded and disappeared from view. He arrived outside a small pub in the downtown area of Skollpan City. Azazel could see Randy through the window, sitting at the bar alone. Before he could enter, Randy pounded his drink and walked to the exit.


  Randy stumbled on his way out. He wasn’t drunk but had enough to feel the effects down in his feet. Randy struggled with the fact he wailed Cooper. He knew he was losing control of himself a little more every moment. The tight grip he used to have on his own anger had loosened to the point of a gentle hold. It took nothing for him to become angry at anything that rubbed him the wrong way and it intensified if it had to do with Johnny or Troy.


  He strolled down a narrow alley way at the back of the bar. It was a short cut to where he parked his car. Randy figured that if there weren’t already, there would be police looking for him or his vehicle, whichever might show up first, so he made sure to conceal his car as well as himself. He knew he had to avoid the streets and being out in the open anywhere. The general public could point him out to authorities and the last thing Randy wanted was to spend the night detained in a cell. He didn’t need any more time to think about the horrific things he had done over the last few days.


  Another factor that made things more difficult for Randy to stomach was how Kate would be reacting to his actions. Randy assumed she wouldn’t want anything more to do with him after his outburst. He’d spoiled all the work he had done up to that point with one mistake. That would be the mistake that would undo everything and place Randy back at the starting line. He knew it would be the start of a race that didn’t exist now. There could be no way for him to win Kate’s heart back. Randy was lost.


  Randy unlocked his car from about fifteen feet away. His keys slipped from his hand when he repositioned them before grabbing the door handle. After he bent down to retrieve the keys and stood up, Azazel waited on the other side of the car.


  “Nice car,” Azazel said, grinning. His loud voice boomed through the tiny corridor. It startled Randy and he fumbled with his keys again.


  “That it is,” Randy replied.


  “She’s very clean. You must really care for her,” Azazel added as he swept his thick index finger over the glossy roof of the car.


  “What do you want?” Randy asked. “I don’t have any money to give you if that’s what you need.” Randy was neither intimidated nor impressed by the man’s stature. Based on the way he stood he could be a bounty hunter or something of that nature.


  “Please don’t insult me. Money is of no use to me,” Azazel mocked through his perfect teeth.


  “All right then, fuck off so I can leave,” Randy blurted. His voice slurred a bit and enough to make the circumstance comical to Azazel.


  Azazel roared with laughter. “You know, I’m not a fan of your kind. But you’re hilarious,” he said wiping a tear from his eye. “You don’t appear to be in any shape to drive. Besides, I don’t want anything from you,” he continued, resting his forearms on the roof of the car to suggest he was getting comfortable for the conversation ahead.


  “Hey, buddy, arms off the car,” Randy said.


  “Relax, Randy,” Azazel replied clearly disinterested in Randy’s threat. The fact he knew his name made Randy pause a moment. He squinted at Azazel for recognition of any kind. Randy was unable to place him or remember a time when he’d crossed paths with him. “Don’t worry, you’re not completely crazy. We’ve never met,” Azazel assured him.


  “Then how do you know who I am?” Randy asked.


  “That’s not important. What is important is that there is some illegal activity happening right now as we speak at the airport,” Azazel explained, defying his brother’s instructions to be subtle.


  Randy’s ears perked up. “What kind of activity?” he asked, walking around to Azazel’s side of the car.


  “The kind that tries to avoid the law or any of its enforcers,” Azazel answered with a smile. “Just know that I know you’re a cop and I think you would be interested in the parties that are involved.”


  “Such as?” Randy asked.


  “The plane should be bringing narcotics. So, I’ll let you connect the dots,” Azazel implied, standing to his full towering height.


  “Who are you?” Randy asked, shifting his stance. He wondered why this person showed up in the middle of the night to give him information on something he knew nothing of, on a person he never met before.


  “A concerned citizen. That’s all,” Azazel proclaimed. “I overheard some things when I was out and about. When I saw you in the bar, I recognized you from before. Anyway, I don’t know the specifics, just something going down at the airport, and you should check it out.” Azazel concluded, walking away from Randy.


  “So, I’m just supposed to take your word as gold and go there alone to check it out?” Randy said to Azazel’s back.


  “You can do whatever you want, Randy,” Azazel answered without turning around. “I gave you the information and did my good deed for the day. Now, it’s up to you to see it through.” Azazel disappeared around the bend.


  “Hey!” Randy shouted, jogging to where he turned to find nothing there. Azazel had vanished. Randy was as puzzled as he was irritated. He didn’t know if it was a trap set by Troy or if it was indeed a concerned citizen spilling the beans about something they overheard. Randy was willing to bet it had something to do with Troy.


  Randy’s blood vibrated and his inner beast bubbled to the surface. The mere thought of Troy set him off. Randy growled and grumbled to the thoughts of Troy running an illegal operation and getting away with it. He knew he was suspended but he didn’t care about that. It was time to take care of the problem in the city that received him so well. He guessed his career was over anyway. “What the hell,” Randy said to himself, convincing himself that nothing could get worse. Plus, it would be enough satisfaction for him to bring Troy down and everyone who had anything to do with him. Randy jumped in his car and sped off toward the airport.
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  JOHNNY WAS ON THE job, inside the terminal for less than an hour when the rain started. He stood inside the enclosed terminal for shelter from the thick down pour. Johnny smoked a joint, watching the rain fall sideways from the night sky. The plane was late, but he figured it would be due to the current stormy conditions.


  He wasn’t alone. Johnny had a dozen men waiting with him. They were all orphans from Troy’s orphanage and turned into loyal workers for their surrogate father. Their ages ranged from nineteen up to twenty-five. Among the dozen was Gordon, the troubled boy Troy spoke to regarding his attitude and newest recruit in the empire. About half of them sat on forklifts awaiting the arrival of the large shipment they were entrusted to unload. The terminal filled up with smoke from the men puffing on their respective cigarettes. These men preferred tobacco over Johnny’s drugs. It calmed him. It centered him. He needed it to complete the job and take care of the thing his father warned him not to do. Johnny didn’t care about his father’s orders. After this job, he was going to find Randy and kill him.


  Lightning flickered, scattering across the sky, and flashing light across Johnny’s face. It didn’t take long for the thunder to crack following the bright flashes. Each time it occurred, the rain fell harder, hammering the roof of the terminal. The constant popping from the water drops hitting the metal sounded like somebody was cooking popcorn and increased from the force of the winds blowing the storm over Skollpan.


  “What should I be doing?” Gordon asked Johnny as he approached.


  “Nothing for now,” Johnny answered. “I didn’t even need you here, but my dad thinks you’re ready to start getting your feet wet.”


  “I want to earn my way and pull my weight,” Gordon said.


  “Maybe you will eventually, but for now, you can walk the perimeter,” Johnny said.


  “That’s bitch work,” Gordon growled.


  “Yes, it is,” Johnny said with a smile. “So, get to it.” Gordon spat in disgust and stormed off to do as he was instructed. Johnny chuckled at Gordon’s behavior. It reminded him of himself when he was younger and ready to take on the underground world his father built.


  Johnny exhaled the smoke from his lungs as he saw the lights from the plane pierce through the night sky. Johnny took a final drag and flicked it into the rain just beyond the terminal barrier. “Let’s go. Time to move,” Johnny yelled at his fellow kin. The men dispersed and got into their positions to unload the important cargo as soon as it was available. There was no time to waste, and Johnny had an important date with Randy.


  Randy drove through the harsh rainstorm. The flooded streets slowed his pace to a crawl. It was the perfect cover for him to get to his destination undetected. Randy arrived at the airport, parking his car outside the initial gates. The last thing he wanted to do was alert them to his presence upon arrival due to the loud roar of his car.


  He jogged through the unforgiving rain as it pelted him until he reached cover of the main entrance to the airport. Randy shook as much water off him as he could manage, but it was pointless to try because the storm soaked him head to toe. Dripping with water, he walked to the front receptionist. Randy flashed his badge, telling him of the situation at hand. Discretion was everything and he needed to get where he needed to be undetected from anyone.


  The receptionist complied with his orders, picking up the phone to notify the ground crew. Randy noticed the distinct mark on the receptionist’s hand while holding the phone to his ear. It was the same type of tattoo he’d seen on the officer at the murder crime scene, and it was the same mark he’d seen on Johnny. Before the man could begin to alert anyone involved with Johnny, Randy snatched the phone from his hand. He hung it up and grabbed him by the shirt.


  “Where are they?” Randy hissed nose to nose with the young man.


  “I’m not telling you shit,” the man replied. Randy yanked him over the counter and punched him in the face a couple times to jog his memory before he slammed him back against the counter.


  “Try again,” Randy growled.


  “No, I’m good,” the man answered. Randy dragged him from the front counter to the bathroom. He gave the man the beating of his life. After he knocked a couple teeth from the man’s mouth, he threw him into one of the empty stalls.


  The man crashed through the door, banging into the toilet and smacking face down into the floor. Randy jerked him upwards before thrusting his head into the toilet. The man flailed to get free, but Randy was too strong for him. Randy kept his foot on the back of his head to keep his face under water.


  After a minute, Randy released him from his unrelenting pressure. The man flung himself back out of the toilet, throwing up toilet water and chunks of food from his most recent meal. Randy removed his gun, spinning a suppressor on the end to let the man know he was prepared to follow through with whatever he needed to in order to accomplish his goal.


  “Last chance,” Randy said as the suppressor clicked into place. “What gate am I headed to and what’s waiting there for me?”


  “It’s the private gate on the north side,” the man managed to say over his vomiting. “I don’t know how many there are. Maybe ten. I don’t know, it’s Johnny’s show.” The mention of Johnny’s name awoke the beast in Randy. The rage that remained dormant during his commute reared its head to the forefront. The man saw the change in Randy’s eyes but before he could plead for his life, Randy shot him through the temple.


  Another kill fed the monster within, making Randy even more driven to kill Johnny. Kate wouldn’t be there to snap Randy from his wrath, which would be bad news for Johnny. Randy followed the signs that pointed him in the direction of the private terminal.


  When he got there, he slipped through the door labeled “employees only” that led him to the terminal undetected. He walked down the stairs until he got to the door that led into the terminal. Randy could hear them working hard and fast on the other side. The beeping from the forklifts backing up and the humming of their lifts blared as soon as he cracked the door open.


  Randy peeked his head in for a closer look. The men worked in a controlled chaos, moving from end to end while the plane sat idle. He heard Johnny’s voice yelling at them to speed up the process. Randy slipped through the door and took cover behind a large crate. He scanned the area but couldn’t locate Johnny until he heard his voice again. Johnny was talking to somebody loud enough for Randy to hear.


  “Hey, who are you?” Gordon asked Randy from behind. Randy turned with one motion, slid his knife into Gordon’s belly below the rib cage and covered his mouth to muffle Gordon’s screams in pain. Randy twisted the blade and angled it upward to nick as many vital organs as possible, speeding up the process of Gordon’s imminent death. Gordon died after the blade was removed, tugging pieces of his intestines out that were stuck to the tip. Randy wiped the blood off on Gordon’s shirt and dragged his body off to the side where it wouldn’t be seen.


  The thunder that clapped along with the pattering of the rain provided Randy with necessary cover to move within the terminal to close in on his target. Through his stealthy move toward Johnny, he could only hear Johnny’s voice. He didn’t know who he was talking to, and he couldn’t make out the conversation due to all the noise around him. Randy wasn’t shocked when he found Johnny standing in front of Johnson, accompanied by a handful of uniformed officers.


  He was close enough to them and could hear every word of their conversation. Randy slipped into a better position. He knelt down behind an unused forklift with his gun held against the center of his chest. Even though his rage had a tight hold on him, he breathed in a normal manner and remained undetected.


  “How long do you need me here?” Johnson asked Johnny.


  “I don’t need you here at all,” Johnny scoffed. “You’re here because my dad wants you here. Nobody knows we’re here or what we’re doing. You can leave anytime you want to.”


  “If Troy wants me here, then I’m going to stay,” Johnson replied.


  “Suit yourself,” Johnny hissed. “Where’s Randy?” he asked, changing the subject.


  “No clue,” Johnson answered. “Why?”


  “Because I’m going to kill him when this is done,” Johnny said.


  “Did Troy tell you to?” Johnson snorted.


  “Mind your own fucking business, all right?” Johnny snapped. “I’m not some trained monkey that does what he’s told when he’s told.”


  “Could’ve fooled me,” Johnson interrupted.


  Johnny got close to Johnson. His nose pressed against Johnson’s. “Watch yourself,” Johnny warned. “Randy will die. That’s inevitable. Regardless if my dad said to or not, it’s happening. I’m not going to allow him to mix in what we got going on here. Clearly, you have no control over him. You proved that.”


  Johnson was about to warn Johnny when Randy pressed his gun up against the back of Johnny’s head. “Here I am, you piece of shit,” Randy growled.


  Johnny smirked, turning around so the gun slid from the back of his skull to his forehead. His eyes locked hard onto Randy’s, teeth showing as his mouth opened. “I fucking knew it,” Johnny sneered at Randy. “You’re a thorn in my damn side. Don’t seem to know your place.”


  “I think I know it just fine,” Randy replied. “However, apparently you don’t seem to know your role in this,” Randy said, shifting his eyes to Johnson.


  “Think about what you’re doing here Randy,” Johnson reasoned, his voice trembling. “Think of who you’re messing with, who you’re dealing with.”


  “I have,” Randy interrupted. “I’m so sick of hearing about Troy and Johnny. How they’re so dangerous. How they strike fear in the hearts of everyone in this city. Well, let me tell you what’s going to happen now.”


  “No, let me tell you how this is going to go,” Johnny interrupted. “First, you’re going to stop with your intimidating hero monologue. Second, you’re going to take that gun out of my face. And last, you’re going to watch me take your fucking heart out.”


  “Is that so?” Randy replied.


  “Yep,” Johnny fired back.


  “Why would I lower my weapon? Because you said so? Or because you’re so scary?” Randy chastised Johnny. The fire burned so hot it made his blood boil beneath his skin. The heat that radiated from his body could have released steam if the air was cold enough. Randy was prepared to follow through with his mission at any cost. He wanted Johnny to feel helpless before he struck.


  “Because once I give the word, you will have a dozen guns pointed at you and you won’t make it out of this place alive,” Johnny explained. “Then, once I’ve sent you to the beyond, I plan on turning my attention to that sexy wife of yours. I plan on taking my time with her—"


  Johnny couldn’t finish his threat. Randy pulled the trigger, blowing Johnny’s brains all over Johnson. The spray surprised and confused Johnson long enough for Randy to strike him with the handle of his gun. Johnson collapsed on the concrete, unconscious. The officers Johnson brought to the meeting drew their guns on Randy. The commotion grabbed the attention of the orphans moving the drugs around in the terminal. They stopped what they were doing, arming themselves for the altercation about to ensue.


  Randy emptied his clip at the officers while running for proper cover. His spray of bullets found their targets, filling each one of the officers with multiple holes. They fell to the ground, squeezing their triggers on the way down. Their bullets fired into the ceiling of the terminal. The orphans drew their automatic weapons, firing at the crates Randy jumped behind. It was impossible for Randy to keep from laughing. He chuckled at his actions, relieved he killed Johnny. The gunfire at his back didn’t faze him like the gunfight he was stuck in with Marco. The wrath within him took hold and he embraced the violence. He was ready to kill more and give into the rage he always had in his heart.


  One of the men ran around to Randy’s side of the crate. Randy overpowered him with ease. He ripped the AK-47 from the man’s grasp and plunged the butt end of the gun into the man’s skull. The orphan’s head broke open like a coconut smashed on a rock. Randy didn’t hesitate, rolling around the corner for a clear shot at the private jet parked in the terminal. He poured as many bullets as the gun could hold into the jet’s engine. His gunfire made the rest of the men scatter for cover. Fuel from the plane sprayed on the ground, creating a pool underneath the wing.


  Randy smiled with the idea that exploded in his mind. He looked to his right to see the emergency exit sign lit up in red. The calmness that filled his mind drowned out all the returning gunfire from the orphans zeroing in on Randy’s position. Randy pointed his pistol at the pool of jet fuel, squeezing the trigger with precise aim. The bullet skipped in front of the pool, creating a spark that lit the fuel on fire. Within seconds, the flame climbed up the spray to the engine. By the time the engine caught fire and exploded, Randy had plowed through the emergency exit. He made it about fifteen feet when the jet exploded, blowing the terminal sky high and killing the dozen men inside, including Captain Johnson.


  The blast threw Randy forward with incredible force. He hit the water-covered ground, rolling another twenty feet before coming to a stop. Randy laid on his back, laughing in a low throaty rumble as the rainstorm baptized him in his newfound identity. When he rose to his feet, he felt like a brand-new man. Randy decided as he watched Troy’s men burn in the wreckage along with his drugs that he was going to make everything right in this city. Skollpan City was his home, and if he had any chance at rebuilding his life with Kate, he would clean up the city to make it safe for Jane.


  Randy took his time walking back to his car. The sounds of firetrucks pierced their way through the rain. There was no need to look back at them attempting to put the fire out. The damage was done. They were all dead, playing out as Randy intended. He climbed into his car and looked at his reflection in the rearview mirror.


  His eyes seemed different to him. It was as if he was looking at a stranger. The reflection he saw was his face. He recognized all the facial features he had lived with his whole life, but his eyes told him he was looking at a different man. In that moment, staring hard into his own dilated pupils, the memory of the beating he gave to Cooper rattled around in his brain. He had forgotten all about what he did to his partner. Whatever happened with he and Kate, Randy didn’t know anything for sure. But he needed answers and decided he would visit Cooper. Randy would get the truth. Even if he had to beat it out of Cooper a second time, Randy would hear Cooper out before making any conclusions on what he would do to him next. He would focus his anger at Troy and cut the head off the snake that choked the city.


  Gadreel watched the explosion from the opening of the canyon that held all of Skollpan City. The fire that bellowed into the sky filled Gadreel’s heart full of joy. He knew from his prior visions that Randy had killed Johnny, along with all the other people in the terminal. Randy’s bloodlust was at its highest level, and he was ready for the next step. Azazel had done his job, played his part in tugging on Randy’s strings. Gadreel had arrived to Skollpan, and it was his turn to pull on Troy’s strings to propel his intricate plans to the desired conclusion.
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  “TELL ME AGAIN,” TROY said in a disturbed impatience. He rubbed his bald head from the front to back and brought his hand back to his forehead. Troy brushed his fingers along his crinkled brow while the other end of the phone was frozen in an awkward silence. “I want to hear the story at least one more time. Now!” He snapped.


  “The hanger was burned,” the shaky male voice replied, “Everything was lost.”


  “Everything? What’s everything?” Troy groaned in a controlled rage.


  “Everything,” the voice answered. “The product. The plane. Our people. Everything,” he repeated.


  “Do you know what happened?” Troy sighed in exhaustion. His mind raced to find a solution to the new problem dumped in his lap. The people that supplied the shipment were bigger fish in an even bigger pond. Troy knew it would take everything he had to smooth the situation over. There was no question he would have to pay them all the money necessary for their share of the trade. It would set Troy’s business back, but it had to be done to stay whole. Further in the back of his mind, he didn’t understand why it was a lower-level soldier calling him and not his own son.


  “I don’t,” the man replied. “When I got here, Brody was dead in the bathroom and the hanger was on fire.”


  “How did he die?” Troy demanded.


  “Someone beat the shit out of him then put a bullet through his head,” the voice said with a tone of resentment.


  “Where’s Johnny?” Troy asked with agitation.


  “That’s the thing,” the voice trembled. “There were a ton of bodies in the fire.” The man paused, not knowing how to explain the rest of the carnage he witnessed.


  “Don’t keep me in suspense, junior,” Troy growled when the man didn’t finish his story.


  “Our contact said that the bodies are too charred to be identified,” the man’s voice explained with more vigor, “but the count adds up to everyone you sent there to unload as well as the three officers with the chief that were there for support. So,” the man started to say but stopped to swallow the large lump in his throat, “I think Johnny’s dead.”


  Troy squeezed down on his phone with unrelenting force. His thick fingers changed from the normal fleshy color, skipped white, and went straight to a light shade of purple. The phone popped a couple times from his grip. Troy moaned, fighting the tears that welled up in his eyes. His nostrils flared out and his jaw clenched as if he were about to lift a heavy barbell off the floor. Before he could scream or yelp from the pain of losing his son, Troy hurled the phone across the room. It crashed into the wall and bounced out of sight. Troy didn’t pay any more attention to the phone after the gut-wrenching news. Instead, he fixed his mind on destroying everything in his office.


  The loud knocks woke Kate up from her light sleep. They were rapid, in a controlled panic, and loud from a solid fist on the other end. She rushed downstairs to see who it was disturbing her at the late hour. The gun she had when Cooper arrived before was steady in her hand. The safety was off, and she was ready to shoot if she had to defend herself.


  Kate peeked through the cracked curtain. She was careful in peeling the edge back less than a fraction of an inch to see who was causing the disturbance. Kate became great at that during her time in Detroit. Randy helped her with the skill in order to ensure his wife could catch a glimpse of a possible intruder without alerting them to her presence.


  It came as a shock for Kate to see Randy in front of the door. His knocking hadn’t stopped since it started. He looked disheveled but had an interesting focus in his face. Something had happened, that part was obvious to Kate as she watched through the tiny slit between the window and fabric, but what she couldn’t figure out was why he would come to her house of all places. The last time he was there he could have killed Cooper with his bare hands.


  Her brown hair flowed over her face as her bright green eye stared at her estranged husband. It’s as if he could feel her because he stopped knocking. Randy snapped his head to the window. Kate didn’t move a muscle. She knew he couldn’t see her or could even tell the curtain was peeled back. When she didn’t move, Randy shifted his gaze to every surrounding window to try and find her looking at him from safety.


  After he couldn’t locate her position, he dropped his head into the door. The bang made Kate jump back. Even though she watched him do it, the noise was louder than she anticipated, and her nerves were shot from recent events.


  “Kate, please, I need to talk to you,” Randy said with his head against the door. “Give me a chance to explain. I know I owe you an explanation.”


  “You don’t owe me anything,” Kate yelled from the other end of the door. She had her gun pointed with precision at the door to where she figured his head was and down to make sure of a direct hit if she didn’t get him where she intended. “I don’t want anything from you. No more explanations. No more lies. No more bullshit.” Her last statement tapered off when her tears flowed from her eyes.


  “That’s not true,” Randy replied. “I owe you everything. I owe you my life. You were the only thing in my life worth having—still are—and I just can’t do this without you.”


  “Do what?” she asked as her voice cracked.


  “Live,” Randy answered. “I don’t want to if it’s not with you and Jane.” Randy thumped his head into the door, resting it there as he continued, “Since you left, I’ve been lost. You leaving shattered me into a thousand pieces. I’ve struggled to put myself back together, but nothing fits. I changed well before I tried to change on my own, only I’m afraid it’s something worse. I can’t control it, Kate. But you, you are the only one that gets through to me. Like earlier, I didn’t realize what I was doing to Coop. It was like something else was in the driver’s seat but when you grabbed me, it jolted me awake.” Randy removed his head from the door, staring through the peep-hole. “Even in that moment of blind rage, I was able to regain control. Because of you. You give me the strength to fight it. You’re the only thing in my life right now that makes sense. Please don’t freeze me out.”


  “Yeah, well you screwed that up with the little temper tantrum you threw,” Kate yelled back through the door. His heartfelt explanation didn’t penetrate the new wall she built after the violent encounter.


  “Don’t say that, Kate,” Randy pleaded with desperation in his voice. “I love you and you know that. I will always love you. I didn’t think. I just saw he was here, and my mind went to a place I never want to visit again, and I just lost it. I’m still the same man.”


  “You’re not,” Kate interrupted. “You’re nowhere near the man I fell in love with. You’re a selfish, angry boy who’s in denial of what he really is. You’ve never faced what you actually are and that has never been clearer to me than right now.”


  “Goddammit, Kate! Open the door!” Randy snapped and hit the door with his balled-up fist.


  “No!” Kate shouted, firing a single shot through the door. Randy heard the bullet whiz past his ear, dropping him to the porch out of instinct.


  Randy jumped to his feet, rushing up to the door. “Now, Kate! Just let me talk to you,” Randy toned his voice down for a final attempt to reason with her.


  “You have been, and I’m done with this and any future conversation you want to have,” Kate hissed on the other end. “You’re not going to get your way on this. You had your chance, and you blew it.”


  “Don’t say that!” Randy shouted in desperation. “Please don’t say that!” Randy gripped the doorknob in case it was unlocked. It was locked in place and didn’t move in either direction Randy’s fist moved in. “Something happened. I don’t know if you’re safe or if you will be safe.”


  “Don’t pull that shit with me, because it won’t work,” Kate replied. “I’m safer without you. Twice I’ve been in the line of fire due to your anger. There will not be a third.”


  “Kate, open the door,” Randy demanded, thrusting his shoulder into the door. The wood cracked from the blow of his powerful frame. “Don’t make me break it down. You know I can. Either you open it or I’m coming in anyway. You’re choice.” His voice morphed into something Kate never heard before. It was as if another person spoke for him or spoke through him. The altered voice gave Kate chills, and she pulled the hammer on the gun back toward her.


  “If you try, I will shoot every bullet I have in this gun in your direction,” Kate warned. “You know what a good shot I am too. After all, it was you who taught me.”


  Her warning made Randy pause. He thought briefly about her statement. Memories of him taking her to the shooting range, standing behind her, instructing her every step of the way, poured into his mind. With rapid fire, every time, Kate hit the target with precision. Randy did know what a good aim she was and knew he would die if she fired on him.


  “I don’t know what to do anymore. Please, this can’t be it,” Randy said. The anger faded back into the darkness. “I just need another chance.”


  “You are out of chances, Randy,” Kate scoffed, her tone becoming icy. “This isn’t a video game you can restart at the beginning as if nothing happened. Shit has happened and it’s beyond repair. You know, I feel like a stupid teenage girl for even thinking there was a chance you had changed,” Kate shook her head, sickened with herself. “All day I felt disgusted with myself that I allowed you back in, even for a moment, because within days you were back to being the same old guy. Well, I’m not a stupid girl, Randy. I’m too old and too good to be taking on a project. I’m not in the business of changing you. And it’s not my job anymore.”


  A single tear fell from Randy’s eye at the same moment one from Kate’s dropped from the pool that developed in her eyes. It was over for them, and he knew it. Randy didn’t know how to respond. He knew she was right. He didn’t want her to be right, but the harsh reality was that Kate summed him up. Randy reflected on what he’d been doing the last few days, staring at the dark brown door. The reflection of his recent identity flushed his selfishness away. Randy took a deep breath, wiping his tear trail from his cheek.


  “I’ll go now,” Randy said in defeat. “You’re right. Please don’t think that I don’t see it, too. Just know that everything I did and tried to do was for you. It was for my own selfish reasons. I know you’re too smart not to know I had my own agenda. But just know it was because I love you. I’m sorry for everything, for tonight especially, and I’m going to leave you be. I wanted to come here to apologize for my actions and repair the damage I inflicted on us.”


  “If you want to mend anything, you need to start with your partner,” Kate hissed. “He’s the one that you owe the most and quite frankly deserves it more than I do. He was the one you beat half to death. He needs your apology, and he will probably be the one to give you the forgiveness you’re looking for. I don’t need it and I don’t want it. Your timing for making this type of apology, having some sort of realization of your wrongdoings, is insulting. I want you to go now and I don’t want to ever see you again.”


  “Okay,” Randy replied, nodding in compliance with her wishes. “You’ll never see me again. Just please, tell Jane I love her. Take care of our girl.”


  “I will take care of my daughter,” Kate snapped with emphasis on the ownership of their child. She waited for Randy to respond. When he said nothing, she listened for any sound that may indicate he was still there or maybe trying to enter the house from a different location. Her ears were met with the sounds of the wind that howled all around the house. Kate tip-toed to the window, looked out the same way she did before, and found Randy left as she demanded. His departure moved Kate to a painful weep. She buckled to the floor from relief and grief of the end to their long relationship. Kate clicked the safety on the gun and curled up on the floor next to the front door. As she regained her breath from sobbing, she squealed and pushed her forehead into the hard-wooden surface, pulling her knees up to her chest.


  Randy did as Kate suggested and arrived at the hospital after his interaction with her. It was the middle of the night, and he knew it was well beyond visiting hours. However, Randy didn’t care about any of that or any rules that would get in his way of making amends. He made up his mind he was going to correct what he did to Cooper. It didn’t matter what trials would get in his way. Randy was determined to overcome and undo what he had done to the people that he cared about most in this world.


  The hospital was bigger than he thought it would be. He knew he couldn’t go to the front desk and ask for Cooper. That would be when they would tell him the visiting hours and instruct him to leave. The last thing Randy wanted to happen at this point was another altercation that would force that beast within him to come back.


  He figured Cooper would be in a room guarded by an officer. That happens when a cop is injured from a brutal attack. So, Randy walked through every hall on every floor to locate the guard who would be standing in front of a hospital room door. It took him a decent amount of time to wander through the halls. Every hallway looked the same. The same baby blue color on the walls and basic paintings with scenic designs hung every few feet. But he found what he was looking for on the third floor.


  The uniformed officer sat on a cushy chair placed outside the room. It was off to the right of the closed door. The officer stood out like a sore thumb in contrast to the bright hallway, stark white floors, and blue walls. The bright fluorescent lights glowed from the ceiling, making the hallways seem like one giant ball of light. The guard was dressed in the black uniform, slouched in his chair, playing a game on his cell phone. It was obvious the man didn’t want to be there and was making the most to pass the time.


  Randy stood out of sight, attempting to devise a game plan of getting around him. He figured he wouldn’t be able to reason with him since Randy was the reason why Cooper was in the hospital. Plus, he knew Johnson would have put an APB on him after the beating and it was possible the officer would arrest him on sight. Therefore, it was obvious to Randy that he needed to enter Cooper’s room by force. He would make it as painless and easy as possible. Randy chuckled at the thought of injuring the officer because he was in the best place possible for the wounds Randy would inflict.


  When he crept from his hiding place to make a move on the guard, he stopped in his tracks. Cheri, the beautiful and sweet cop that he met his first day, arrived in her uniform to relieve the man from his duty. That was the best possible scenario in this case because they had a past. Even though it was brief, at least she knew him, and he figured he could convince her to give him a couple minutes to apologize.


  “Are you the biggest moron on the planet?” Cheri asked Randy as he approached after the other uniform officer was out of sight.


  “Just hear me out,” Randy replied with his hands visible to her to suggest there were no tricks up his sleeve.


  “We are to arrest you on sight,” she snapped back. “Not only for Coop but to question you about the explosion at the airport. Your car was seen leaving the area shortly after.”


  “I understand that, but I really need to talk to him,” Randy pleaded. “I just want to apologize and explain what happened. That’s all. I feel terrible about what I did to him.”


  “And what about Johnson? You feel bad about that, too?” Cheri asked, placing her hand on her gun as Randy closed in.


  “I don’t know anything about that,” Randy assured and stopped when he saw her reach for her gun. “I’ve been at my wife’s. Trying to smooth things over.”


  “What about your car leaving the scene?” She asked.


  “We don’t have time for this,” Randy barked in frustration. “I’m just trying to put the fires out that I started. I don’t know how much time I may have, and I want him to know how sorry I am.”


  Cheri removed her hand from her gun. He could see her defensive aura had dissipated. Her eyes pierced through his. She looked at Randy in a way to suggest she didn’t trust him but would allow him the opportunity he needed to apologize to Cooper. It wasn’t that she believed him about being at Kate’s house, it was she cared for Cooper and Randy’s apology would mean a great deal to him. She could still find him later.


  “I’ll give you fifteen minutes. That’s it. Not a second more. Understand?” she ordered Randy.


  “Fifteen minutes,” Randy repeated in compliance.


  Cheri nodded and started to walk away but stopped. “We will find you and arrest you for everything you’ve done,” she proclaimed. “We will get to the bottom of everything that’s happened since you went off the deep end. I hope for your sake you are not involved in that explosion, ’cause you will have made enemies on both sides of the law.”


  “Thank you, Cheri,” Randy said before she could walk away.


  “Don’t thank me,” Cheri replied with a slight scowl on her ivory-colored face. “I’m only doing it because I know what it would mean to Coop. Fifteen minutes,” she finished and walked down the hall.


  Randy slipped into the room. Cooper was on his back with the bed reclined. The swelling in his face was down. The wreckage Randy caused from the trauma he inflicted seemed to be healed. Randy stared hard at Cooper in disbelief. He looked as healthy as he was prior to the beating. It made Randy happy, but it didn’t make sense based on how he looked when he fled the scene.


  “You gonna stare at me like that all night or give me a sloppy kiss?” Cooper asked with his left eye cracked open.


  Randy’s snort transformed into a chuckle. Cooper opened both eyes and readjusted himself upright. He moved well. He didn’t appear to be in any discomfort, which made Randy feel much better about what he had done.


  “Coop, I’m really sorry,” Randy blurted out, standing in front of the door.


  “Don’t be. Water under the bridge,” Cooper assured him. He reached back behind him, pulling a pack of cigarettes from inside the pillow. Cooper removed one from the pack with his teeth and smiled up at Randy.


  “This is a hospital,” Randy advised in disapproval of him smoking in the room.


  “No shit,” Cooper replied. “But since my partner decided to go full-on professional boxer on my unsuspecting ass, I guess I have to smoke here.” Cooper paused as he held the lighter at the end of the cigarette. “Well I guess I better be quick about it then. You mind turning the bathroom fan on, bro?” Randy shook his head and did as Cooper asked. Cooper lit his cigarette and took the longest drag Randy had ever seen before. He watched the ash move up the cylinder a full half inch. Cooper held it, savoring the burn in his lungs before he continued. “So, what are you doing here, man?” He asked with smoke seeping from his mouth and nose.


  “I came to see you,” Randy answered. “I came to apologize. I feel terrible.”


  “Don’t,” Cooper interrupted. “You don’t need to say anything. I get it bro. I do. The way I talked about her and then you find me there. I understand. I just wish you would have given me the chance to explain.”


  “I wish I would have handled it differently,” Randy reflected.


  “Nah, then it wouldn’t be you,” Cooper disagreed. “It’s part of your charm being an angry SOB. It’s what I love about you, just not when it’s directed at me or when we’re on the job. Besides, you should be talking to Kate about it. She’s just as concerned about you as I am.”


  “I already tried that,” Randy interjected. “She’s having no part of it.”


  “Ouch. What did she say?” Cooper asked, grimacing.


  “To come see you,” Randy answered with a chuckle.


  “That’s funny,” Cooper replied and took another long drag of his cigarette.


  “Look Coop, I don’t have much time. Cheri only gave me fifteen minutes to talk to you.”


  “Cheri Berry’s outside?” Cooper asked in excitement, leaning up to see if he could spot her through the tiny window on the door.


  “Yeah, and she would only give me a short time to explain things to you,” Randy continued.


  “Man, she’s a doll. Maybe she’ll come in here and help ease my pain. Allow me to relax if you get my drift,” Cooper said with a wink.


  “Coop, some shit happened, and I don’t know how much longer I will be here,” Randy interrupted with urgency. “I did some things that have me in hot water,” Randy continued before Cooper could ask. “I want you to promise me that no matter what happens, that you will look after Kate and Jane.”


  “What did you do, bro?” Cooper asked, ignoring Randy’s wishes.


  “I need you to promise me,” Randy snapped.


  “And I need you to tell me what you did and what you’re thinking of doing,” Cooper snapped back. He took another drag, pinching the ash with his finger and thumb. “After you tell me, I’ll make my decision.”


  Randy knew he would do as he asked and what he said was an empty threat, but he also knew he needed to tell Cooper so he would understand the weight of the situation. “Johnny’s dead and so is Johnson,” Randy said. Cooper’s eyes widened with disbelief. “Before you say anything, I want you to know you were right. I should have listened to you and now I’ve made a mess of things. Something’s happened to me that I can’t explain or control. There are these gaps of time that it feels like I’m a passenger within my own body. I watch myself do these things and can’t connect the dots. The scariest part is that I enjoy what I’m watching.”


  “What did you do?” Cooper asked.


  “I found out where Troy’s shipment was after a helpful tip,” Randy explained. “I went there, Johnny was there talking to Johnson, and when I got close enough to hear them, I heard Johnny say he was planning to kill me. Johnson didn’t seem opposed to the idea.”


  “That’s the part where you arrest him. Not kill him,” Cooper jumped in.


  “I know, I know, and I tried, but Johnny pushed me,” Randy replied through a grimace. “He threatened Kate, so I shot him in the head. I knocked Johnson to the ground and ran for cover. By that time, the rest of Troy’s goons were shooting at me. I got my hand on one of their weapons and shot the plane. It exploded before I could even react to the fact that I left Johnson lying there.”


  “Jesus Christ, Randy,” Cooper added with a shake of his head. “You’re lucky she didn’t arrest you. Fuck that, you’re lucky you’re still breathing. Does Troy know about it yet?”


  “I assume so. It would be kind of hard not to at this point,” Randy answered.


  “You need to leave, bro,” Cooper warned. “As soon as possible. While you still can. Take Kate and Jane and leave.”


  “Kate won’t leave,” Randy interjected. “She wants nothing to do with me after what happened. That’s why I’m asking you to promise me you’ll look after them.”


  “What are you going to do?” Cooper asked.


  “I’m going to end the fight before it starts,” Randy replied. “I’m going to find Troy and kill him. That way when I leave, I won’t be worried about my family or looking over my shoulder.”


  “Just give me a second and I’ll go with you,” Cooper said as he started to get up.


  “I have to do this alone. Just like I’ve done everything else,” Randy said while keeping Cooper from getting out of bed.


  “Nothing good can come from this, dude,” Cooper advised.


  “There are two possible outcomes, both keeping my family safe,” Randy replied. “Either I kill him, and the threat ends there, or he kills me and there isn’t a need to go for my family.”


  “You’re forgetting the most important thing, bro. Troy never starts with you. He goes after the ones you love. If he knows about what you did, then he’ll be on his way to Kate. You need to get back to Kate’s now,” Cooper warned with urgency. “They are not safe, bro. You need to be there to intercept him when he gets there.”


  “I don’t think-” Randy replied.


  “Randy, get there now,” Cooper ordered him before Randy could brush off his genuine concern, “The thing about Troy that you always need know is to assume he knows everything and assume the worst. Like I said, Troy won’t go after you to hurt you. He will go after what matters most to you. He will leave a trail of your family’s blood all the way to the mark he wants you to be standing at when he drops the anvil on your head like a fucking looney tune.”


  “He knows where Kate lives?” Randy asked with panic in his voice.


  “I’m sure he does and, like I said, assume he knows everything,” Cooper urged. “If you want to kill him, you need to be there to do it. That’s where he will go, and it won’t be a pretty sight. I promise you that dude.”


  “He could be asleep and may not know until morning,” Randy said.


  “Maybe, but doubtful,” Cooper said, bursting Randy’s small bubble of hope. “By now, I’m sure he knows and is getting equipped to head to Kate’s and hit you where it hurts the most. Trust me man. Just get there now. Please.”


  Randy nodded, turning to leave but paused before opening the door. “How are you okay? It’s as if nothing happened to you,” Randy asked, turning around to observe his reaction. He meant to ask Cooper at the beginning, but Cooper’s remark and actions threw him off course.


  “Really, bro? That’s what you want to ask me rather than go to your family?” Cooper said.


  “I have to know, Coop,” Randy said. “I don’t understand. When I left you, you were—"


  “Man, you are a selfish son of a bitch,” Cooper interrupted in agitation. “I’ve always been a quick healer. Don’t know how. Don’t know why. Don’t care. What I do care about is you leaving now to be with your family. Protect them.”


  “And if something happens to me?” Randy asked.


  “I will be there to look after them. You can count on that, bro,” Cooper assured him, “Now, get the fuck out of here.”


  Randy rushed out of the room to get to his family. Cooper begging and pleading for him to leave planted a seed of concern that was sure to grow into a plant of hysteria. Randy knew at this point to listen to his partner. He’d been right about everything else and there was no reason to doubt him. Randy would have to race against time to beat Troy to Kate’s house to prevent the unthinkable.
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  TROY SAT ON A park bench overlooking Skollpan City, located on the far side of the large waterfall. In one hand he held a cigar and the other held a bottle of expensive scotch. He’d been sitting for at least an hour, drinking from the bottle as he looked out at the peaceful city lights. At this point, Troy had finished about a third of the smooth scotch and was in danger of depleting the collection of expensive cigars he’d brought with him.


  The night sky cleared, and the stars shimmered, dancing alongside the large full moon. One park light illuminated the bench along with a small two-foot area in front of Troy’s feet. The moon provided an extra light, in addition to the one streetlamp, that lit up the entire park area. Troy sat in silence, smoking his cigar, and listening to the rush of the river water that changed into the roar of the giant waterfall.


  He stared out across the crevice that held his beloved city. His eyes were red from rubbing them. He refused to allow the tears to flow like the waterfall next to him. Troy wanted to take a moment to honor his only son. He needed a moment of silence to gain clarity on how to proceed with Randy. There was no evidence to suggest it was him, but Troy was no moron and assumed Randy had everything to do with it. Randy was the one person in town that didn’t fear Troy and was the lone officer willing to challenge his authority.


  With one swoop, Randy had taken out his shipment, his best friend, and his son. The recourse needed to match or exceed what Randy had done to him. Troy considered every angle, taking his time to think everything out before he acted. That’s how Troy was with everything he was ever involved in. He never made bold or rash decisions. Every decision was thought out and all outcomes were considered. Acting on emotion would make the kill sloppy, leaving traces that would lead back to him. He always had Rich to take care of anything that would fall through the cracks. With him gone, even though he had many other officers in his pocket, it could complicate matters if Troy didn’t kill Randy with clean precision. That was why Troy sat on the bench overlooking the city, the gears turning in his head about the best course of action to end Randy for good.


  “Mind if I join you?” Gadreel asked. His words sliced through the rushing noise of the waterfall. He crept from the darkness into the light in front of the bench. Troy stiffened at the sound of the approaching stranger’s voice as he prepared to attack or defend himself, but instead Troy motioned with the bottle to the empty spot next to him on the bench. The taller man sat down with a sigh. Troy took a puff on his cigar as he studied the man, concluding that he must be from out of town if he was willing to simply approach the most well-known kingpin in the city. “I’m guessing you’re going through some troubles?” Gadreel followed up after he sat down while looking at the bottle in Troy’s hand.


  “What gave me away?” Troy teased.


  “Would you like to talk about it?” Gadreel asked.


  “No, it’s not really something I want to talk about with some guy I just met in a dark place in the middle of the night,” Troy hissed, taking a few puffs of his cigar before following them up with another swig from the bottle.


  “Understandable,” Gadreel said. “I only ask because that’s what brought me here. I just lost someone close to me and I needed a moment to escape the shit down there.” Gadreel pointed down at the flickering city lights.


  Troy shifted his gaze from the city to Gadreel. “Oh yeah? Who did you lose?” Troy asked in agitated interest. He thought it was serendipitous that he would be up there for the same reason a stranger was at the same time. Troy was furious with everything in life but did his best to swallow that pain to have the conversation with the strange man who seemed so eager to talk about their issues.


  “My brother,” Gadreel answered. He turned to Troy, fixing his gray eye on him. Troy squinted, focusing on the murky eye.


  “Who was your brother?” Troy asked with genuine concern.


  “It doesn’t matter now,” Gadreel replied. “I lost track of him once he entered the foster care system. When I was able to locate him in the system, I tracked him here, only to find out I was just a moment too late.”


  “I’m really sorry for your loss,” Troy replied with genuine empathy, knowing the stranger’s brother was caught in Randy’s carnage at the airport.


  “Thanks. I just wonder how a freak explosion like that could happen,” Gadreel said, looking back out to the city. “They told me that it was a gas leak that led to the entire hanger exploding. I just hope it was quick. Can’t stomach the thought of him suffering.”


  “I’m sure it was quick,” Troy added as he took a sip from the bottle of scotch. “And I don’t think it was an accident.”


  “You don’t?” Gadreel asked.


  “I don’t,” Troy said. “I have my theories about who’s most likely responsible and he is going to pay for it.”


  “How can you be so sure?” Gadreel asked.


  “I just am,” Troy answered, reluctant to divulge any more. He didn’t like being vulnerable in front of people. Which is why he never let anyone get close to him. The fact was that even though he felt sorry for the stranger, he wasn’t about to divulge his feelings about his son or anything to do with the carnage at the airport. Johnny was an accident that he’d learned to accept over time. “The person who I believe did this sent me a personal message that I plan on replying to soon,” Troy added after a brief moment of reflection.


  “Well, it sounds like you have it all figured out,” Gadreel said. He already knew why Troy was upset. He couldn’t let him know that for obvious reasons but wanted to see if he could pull on Troy’s heart strings in order to make him sing his sorrows. That was what Gadreel excelled at when manipulating men to do his bidding. He played on the most sensitive subjects and used them for the right influence. Troy proved to be more difficult in that regard. Therefore, Gadreel had to take another tactic. “If I were a different person, and I knew or had a gut feeling about who did it, I would find him myself and make him pay slowly,” Gadreel insisted.


  “Oh, I plan to,” Troy interjected and took another drink. “I’m going to set it in motion. He won’t realize what’s about to happen until it’s too late.”


  “What if he does?” Gadreel asked. Troy stopped with the bottle at his lips, cocking his head to the side intrigued by the stranger’s interruption. Gadreel continued, shifting his focus from the city lights to Troy. “Let me play devil’s advocate for a moment. Say he does know who and what you’re capable of. If so, then he will probably leave as soon as he is able. You may only have one shot at him, assuming he knows what you’re going to do with him.”


  Troy paused for a moment, letting Gadreel’s words sink into his subconscious. What he said made sense to Troy. Cooper and Johnson both warned Randy about Troy. Either Randy was calling Troy’s bluff, waging war because he didn’t believe in the hype, or Randy knew who Troy was and hit him where it hurt the most before he disappeared from the city altogether. Regardless of why Randy did what he did, Troy realized, after Gadreel’s advice, that his revenge needed to be sooner rather than later.


  “These things can’t be rushed or done on the fly,” Troy said, switching gears. “It needs to be careful. A well laid plan is everything in retaliation. If you contemplate all contingencies, then you have something foolproof.”


  “Take too long and you may never get the chance to see its success,” Gadreel interrupted. Gadreel succeeded in planting another important seed within Troy’s mind. His words made Troy think more about the situation. The fear of him not being able to take vengeance on Randy for what he’d done gripped him tighter than his anger or guilt could. Gadreel could see his words were affecting Troy like he intended. “I know you’ll do the right thing, the best thing for you,” Gadreel added. “From the moment I got here, the constant thing I heard was to mind my business when it came to the matters of Troy Hutch. I’m sure you’ll get the guy just as you plan to. I just know for me I would hate for him to get away, so I would find him and kill him before I could be crushed by the weight of that mistake.”


  “How the hell do you know who I am? And who are you?” Troy asked.


  “Just a guy passing through,” Gadreel answered, attempting to sound human. “I don’t plan on staying here long. I came here for my brother and now that I know his fate, it’s time for me to go home.”


  “Very coincidental that you find me here,” Troy said.


  “That was by accident,” Gadreel replied. “I’m not following you if that’s what you’re concerned about. I came here to take everything in before I start my journey home. I didn’t expect to see anyone up here at this hour.”


  Troy studied him from head to toe. When Gadreel took notice, he made it obvious to Troy he was aware of judgmental overview. “What the fuck happened to your eye?” Troy asked, taking a drink from the bottle, and looking away to the city view. “It’s not some sort of disease I can catch is it?”


  Gadreel chuckled. “It’s nothing that can be passed on,” he answered. “Just a gift from my father. Many, many decades ago. Think of it as a reminder, like the scars you bear from previous foster families throughout your childhood.”


  “Who are you? You seem to know an awful lot about me,” Troy inquired, turning aggressively to face the eerie stranger.


  “I’m like you in many ways,” Gadreel answered, “Here, I’m a bit of an outsider, but at home, I’m dangerous. That’s why I know what you’re going through. I can see it and I can see the possible outcomes because I’ve been there myself.” Troy’s eyes followed Gadreel as he stood. Gadreel could see his words marinating in Troy’s skull. The doubt rattled around, causing too much noise for Troy to think anything different from a swift outcome. Gadreel turned to Troy. “Before I leave, could I offer you some advice or parting wisdom?” Troy nodded in agreement, anxious to hear what the man would say to him. “The longer you wait, the harder it’s going to be. If the man knows who you are, then he knows you will take the time to plan out your revenge. Therefore, in his mind, he’s safe for the moment and can leave or set himself up for your attack. By you striking immediately, you will catch him off guard. Then once you have him where you want him, you can savor the taste of your retribution. At that point you can take your time. Give him something he doesn’t expect. That way he’ll never see it coming.” Gadreel finished his words of advice with a slight nod.


  Gadreel smiled at Troy before he disappeared into the dark of night. Troy sat there, befuddled at the stranger that seemed to know so much. Any time that Troy had to react to someone disturbing his criminal enterprise, he thought it out to the most minute detail. Then after everything he set in motion was in place, he would strike with the quickness and precision of a rattlesnake. The dubious nature he lived in and his ability to coordinate meticulous actions made him feared by everyone. It was one of the most important reasons why he owned Skollpan City and how he got to be so powerful.


  There was a part of him that felt he had become too predictable. Troy knew he wasn’t soft but figured that the people of this city knew how he would attack. This was something that Randy could have become privy to, being close to Cooper. Cooper knew what Troy was capable of and had witnessed firsthand the type of violence that could swing from Troy’s criminal enterprises. Between Gadreel’s words of advice and the doubt that spouted from the seeds he planted, Troy decided he would take the advice of the odd stranger and act while it was still fresh.


  Father Kristopher sat in the one Catholic church in Skollpan City. It was a master crafted cathedral that stood on its own plot on the edge of the downtown area. Since arriving, Kristopher spent most of his time there. The local priest embraced him with open arms. He wanted Kristopher to feel comfortable in the city that was so far from home. That hospitality put Kristopher’s mind at ease, considering the task he’d been given a few weeks prior.


  The cathedral was made from the same white marble stone as the precinct and many of the other older buildings within the city. The stained-glass windows were bright with vibrant colors. The priest there told Kristopher the age of the church and he couldn’t believe it based on current state of everything visible. The windows made it seem as though the church had been around for a few years. The pews were a dark mahogany wood that appeared to have never seen the damaging light of the sun. The white marble floor that had swirls of black within each tile looked immaculate. Kristopher found it hard to believe that people had walked on its surface all those years because it was so glossy with an undeniable shine.


  Kristopher didn’t kneel in prayer or clasp his hands together in the typical manner people do when they want to talk to God. He sat there in the front row in silence. Kristopher stared at the awe-inspiring images found at the front of the church. The dark red candles lit on each end of the wall. The giant crucifix with Jesus’ image fixed in the center with the backdrop of the large stained-glass window depicting the creation. It was the same one Michelangelo painted in the Sistine Chapel but was illustrated on the artistic glass.


  At that time of the night, the cathedral was lit by the hundreds of candles located everywhere and the moonlight that danced its way through the windows, which cast a dim blue hue throughout the church. The parish priest was asleep in his house located across the street, so Kristopher found himself entirely alone.


  “Why are you here and not watching Randy?” a loud booming voice rang throughout the large space of the church. The voice was deep as it was loud and echoed off the pristine walls before pummeling into Kristopher’s ears.


  “I lost him,” Kristopher replied, looking all around to find the source of the loud voice. He recognized the voice. It was the same one he always heard when his assistance was needed. The last instance was when he sat in his confessional booth and the voice told him to go to Skollpan City. “I’ve had to create more distance due to his other follower,” he continued. “Because of that, I lost track of him about a week ago and he hasn’t been back to his place.”


  “I am not interested in the reasons for your failure,” the voice replied. “I am here to warn you of the upcoming action that is set to take place. Randy has taken many lives within the last couple moons and is persuaded by his bloodlust. Another man moves to kill Randy and we cannot allow this to happen. There is too much at stake. You need to find him and keep him out of harm’s way.”


  “How?” Kristopher snapped, “How am I supposed to find him when I don’t even know where to look?”


  “Start with his wife,” the voice answered from a clearer direction. Kristopher’s eyes looked up at the large crucifix to see a large broad-shouldered man emerge from behind the grand wooden sculpture. He wore chest plate that glistened in the moonlight. Even in the darkness, Kristopher could see the man’s long blonde hair and piercing blue eyes. They were a dark blue that could be made out though the shadows. “It is likely he will show up there and you must warn him of the dangers that surround his circumstance,” he warned with finality.


  “She isn’t listed,” Kristopher growled. “I’ve already been down that road with nothing but dead ends.”


  “Find her relatives and you will find her,” the man replied, “Find her and you will find Randy. Intervene any way you can. Prevent his death. Do it not and the consequences will be catastrophic for all life on this planet. You must go now,” the large man demanded. “Evil has been set in motion and there is no time to waste.” Kristopher jumped to his feet and walked out of the church. He could hear the urgency in the voice and knew how important it was for him to succeed. Kristopher would find Randy by locating Kate as instructed. He hoped he wasn’t too late.


  Out of the three men that knew Kate’s whereabouts, Troy made it to her house first. He already knew the address and was the closest in proximity to her house when he decided to follow through on his plans earlier than expected. He made sure to park his vehicle a couple streets over in case any other visitors showed up to interrupt what he was planning to do.


  Kate’s street was quiet. Troy snuck around, slithering around the bushes and trees that lined the neighborhood block. He moved with purpose and intent. Troy made sure to avoid running or quick movements to avoid attracting attention from any would be witnesses. Everyone’s house was well lit, including Kate’s, so Troy knew he had to be quick with his actions once he was close enough to strike.


  He surveyed her house from behind a large trunked tree off to the side of the front yard. The moonlight shone, casting a web of shadows across the area. With the wind blowing to create movement of the leaves on the trees, Troy had the perfect element to conceal his approach to the house.


  Troy couldn’t get into the backyard without jumping the fence. He wasn’t in any shape to be able to accomplish that feat and hadn’t been for quite some time. The windows that were concealed on the side of the house were locked and Troy couldn’t shake them. He placed his fingers along the edge of the seal, trying to pry the window upward but there was no give. Troy couldn’t even jiggle the fastened frame to force his way in.


  Kate was up, walking to the kitchen to fix a cup of coffee. Since she and Randy’s altercation from earlier, she’d taken a bath to calm herself down. Her hair was still wet when she walked into Troy’s view. She wore a purple silk robe that billowed open as she walked. Her undershirt matched the robe and the top of it hung low off her neck. It left little to the imagination which enticed Troy in the worst way. When she walked around the corner, Troy had a perfect vantage point to see her figure from the front. He smirked as she turned the corner because he could see her back-side dance along with her strut through the fluttering robe.


  “You are a peach my dear,” Troy whispered to himself, “I’m sure you taste as good as you look.”


  Troy looked around to see if anyone in the neighborhood knew of his presence. Everything was still quiet, except for the low howl of the wind as it whipped between the trees. Troy knew the way into the house was by breaking a window or smashing through the front door. He wasn’t careless. He knew that act would create unwanted attention and what he intended to do required as much time as necessary.


  As he devised a plan in his head, Troy snickered at the thought of what Johnny would do in that exact situation. Johnny would have already smashed into the house and commenced with the attack. He was a screw-up, but Troy loved him regardless and he felt the scorn of missing his only son as he settled on a sound plan that he figured would work.


  The knock at Kate’s door came as a shock to her. They weren’t loud or threatening in nature. It sounded more like a neighborhood child knocking for permission to retrieve a ball that bounced into the backyard. Kate’s mind went to Randy. In her mind, that knock at that time of night was her husband. She muttered to herself in frustration. Randy promised he would leave her alone but yet, that didn’t surprise her because he never seemed to follow up on his promises. Randy wanted what he wanted and would do whatever he could to fulfill his pride.


  She stomped to the front door with her gun in her hand. Kate didn’t bother to look through the window as she always had before and flung the door open. She twitched in fearful surprise when she saw Troy standing in front of her. Kate knew who he was so there was no need to proceed with a ceremonial greeting. Troy felt the same way because her recognition of him was written all over her face.


  Troy stood still, staring at her with a wicked grin. His gaze forced Kate to pull her robe closed. Their brief standoff felt like an eternity to Kate. She was frozen in fear and couldn’t speak. Kate imagined what his reason was for being there, but she knew it wasn’t good based on his appearance.


  “I was wondering if you could help me,” Troy said, breaking the silence. “I’m a little lost and don’t know where I’m at. Do you think I could come in and use your phone to call someone?” he asked in a poor attempt at innocence that came across as forced.


  Kate teared up and swung the door toward him. Troy slid his foot against the bottom of the door, preventing it from closing on him. He thrusted his palm into the door, forcing it back the other way. The door banged into Kate, knocking the gun from her hand and sending her to the hard wood floor. She slid from her slippery purple robe, and she rolled onto her knees as quick as she could. Kate spotted the gun resting on the floor next to the couch and made a desperate move for it.


  A strong force yanked her backward. Troy was on top of her too fast, moving with angry precision. He flung the door closed before she could scream. Kate yelped once until Troy pounced on top of her. He knelt his thick body on top of her torso, gripping her arms at the wrists and pulling them across her body to create a strait jacket hold. His weight on top of her prevented her from screaming for help. Her breath left her lungs as she gasped for air. Kate’s legs flailed about as she tried to wiggle free from his strong grip. It was no use. Troy had her pinned and she was helpless.


  “My, oh my, Katelynn,” Troy said admiring her bosom that stuck out underneath her pinned arms. “You grew up into quite the looker. How did a fuck up like Randy get so lucky?” He leaned in to take a whiff of her scent. “We’ve got some time to kill. What do you suggest we do? I can tell you what I want to do.”


  “Mommy,” Jane said in her innocent soft voice.


  Her presence there surprised Troy as his head snapped to the right to follow the sound of her voice. Troy didn’t say anything. Kate couldn’t say anything from the suffocating weight on her chest. She watched her daughter as tears rolled down her cheeks. Jane hugged her stuffed bear tightly in fear from how her mother looked.


  Troy hung his head in agitation. “It’s always something isn’t it?” he asked Kate. “Come over here, sweetheart,” Troy said to Jane, mustering a calm tone through his frustration. Kate shook her head at Jane and struggled harder to break free. Jane shook her head in noncompliance at Troy. His upper lip curled. “Fine. I have no problem doing this the hard way.” Troy back handed Kate across the face and sprung to his feet. Jane screamed in horror, turning to run from the intruder but Troy was too fast for her.


  He scooped Jane up in his arms, covering her mouth with his large hand. Troy’s size was too much for Jane as he overpowered her with ease. Her muffled cries could be heard by Kate who struggled to regain her senses. Kate was discombobulated from Troy’s blow but was driven to get to her feet by the sound of her frightened daughter.


  As Kate reached her feet she found Troy standing over her gun with Jane clutched in his large arms. Kate knelt on the floor with her hands out in defeat. “Please, please, don’t hurt her,” she pleaded at Troy.


  “You tell her to be quiet,” Troy instructed. “I’m going to remove my hand from her mouth. If she screams or so much as breathes loudly, I will use your gun on her. Do I make myself clear?” Kate nodded in compliance. Her tears flowed from the fear for her daughter. Troy smiled, peeling his fingers from Jane’s face one by one until her mouth was no longer covered. Jane didn’t make a sound. She stared at Kate, sharing tears with her mother as they gazed at each other. “Good girl,” Troy said. “Now, where’s your duct tape?”


  Randy pulled up to the house and turned his car off, sitting in silence. Randy scanned the house for any signs of forceful entry or anything that may be out of place. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary other than the living room lights being on at that time of night. After studying the house, he noticed shadows moving around. Randy knew Kate’s parents were gone, so the fear rushed in when he saw two grown shadows rustling back and forth against the curtains. Randy jumped from his car, slamming his door behind him.


  The door closing made Troy stop what he was doing. He had Jane’s hands and feet bound by the duct tape. Troy whisked his large body to the window. He peeked out the corner of the curtains to see Randy rushing to the house with his gun drawn.


  “Perfect,” Troy muttered to himself. “You two do as I say and don’t get any ideas,” Troy growled at Kate. He backpedaled to the table with the gun. Troy grabbed the gun without removing his eyes from the front door. Randy’s heavy feet stomped onto the porch and could be heard from inside the house. Troy brought the gun to his lips to order Kate to be quiet.


  Randy tried to see through the curtains but couldn’t view anything from outside. He leaned into the house to try and hear anything that may be coming from inside. Randy didn’t breathe. He stood completely still, holding his breath to hear the slightest noise that may suggest something sinister was occurring in his wife’s house.


  Troy stood on the other end of the door, moving the gun from his mouth, and pointing it at the front door. He clicked the safety off, cocking the hammer back toward him. The clicking sound confirmed Randy’s fear. The two men stood a door away from each other, waiting for the other to make a move.


  “He’s got a gun,” Kate yelled.


  Randy slammed into the door, and it swung all the way open. Jane screamed from the floor. Troy took a shot at Randy but missed because Kate barreled into his side as his finger squeezed the trigger. Randy ducked down and took aim but paused as Kate tussled with Troy for the gun. Randy couldn’t get a clear shot and wasn’t about to risk the love of his life. Troy overpowered her and gripped her thick brown hair. He yanked her head back, exposing her neck and chest to Randy. Troy placed the end of the gun into the bottom of Kate’s jaw.


  “Don’t,” Randy said in a panic. “Don’t hurt her. She has nothing to do with this.”


  “Put your gun down Randy,” Troy said, dismissing his wishes. Randy stared at Troy, clearly seeking any other option than to disarm himself. “Now, Newborn!” Randy dropped the gun to the floor. “Kick it over here,” Troy demanded. Randy complied, and the gun spun around until it hit Troy’s foot.


  “Just let them go,” Randy pleaded. “It’s me you want. You have me. I’ll go quietly with you. Just leave them out of this.”


  “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Troy scoffed. “Did you leave my boy out of it? No, instead you rushed in like some clown and my boy died in that chaos you caused. Do you have any idea what it’s like to lose a child?”


  “Please don’t,” Randy interrupted.


  “Quiet, Goddammit,” Troy demanded. “Answer the question.”


  “No,” Randy answered.


  “Exactly. But you will. You can’t understand my grief. Johnny may have been a bit of a loser. He was a hothead and definitely didn’t think things through, but he was my son,” Troy shouted. “I think it’s only fair to even the score. A child for a child. A daughter for a son.”


  “Please don’t hurt my baby,” Kate managed to say as the gun pushed against her throat.


  “You don’t have to do this. I’m right here. Just kill me,” Randy said with his arms stretched out exposing his chest.


  “That would be too easy,” Troy replied with a smile. “I know you’ve been told about me, Randy. I know you’ve been warned time and time again. But you just don’t listen. Instead, you roam this place like you own it. Going against the grain, interfering with my business. Then you have the audacity to kill my boy and all the other people important to me. Well, now I’m going to do the same to you. I’m going to make you feel what I feel. Then it will be time for you to die.”


  The desperation Randy felt turned to anger. The fury awoke within him. Troy watched Randy’s eyes change from genuine panic into controlled aggression. Troy snickered at the internal transformation, knowing Randy would lunge at him. Randy leapt toward Troy. He tried to grab the gun that dug into Kate’s neck, but Troy whipped that gun into Randy’s jaw as he converged on him. The strike put Randy to sleep as he crashed into the floor face down.


  Kate struggled to get free as Jane screamed out at her father. “Shut up!” Troy shouted, putting the gun to the side of Jane’s head. His threat was received by Kate, and she ceased her attempt at breaking free. Troy forced Kate to her knees. “Place a piece of tape over her mouth. I don’t want to have to hear that again. It may make me start this party early, and I want Randy awake for this.” Kate pulled a small piece of tape from the roll and placed in across Jane’s mouth.


  “It’s okay, honey,” she said to Jane, whipping her tears from Jane’s face with her thumbs.


  “Now, tape his hands together behind his back, then his ankles and his knees,” Troy ordered.


  Kate didn’t hesitate and complied with Troy’s demands. Troy still had the gun pointed at Jane. Kate wouldn’t do anything stupid as long as her daughter was in danger. She pulled Randy’s hands behind his back and wrapped many layers around his wrists. Once Troy advised it was enough, he repeated his instructions for her to wrap the same amount around his ankles and knees.


  “What are you going to do?” Kate asked while rolling the tape around Randy’s ankles.


  “I’m not going to spoil the surprise,” Troy said. “This is a party, remember? A proper sendoff for my boy. I plan on having fun, and I’m sure you will all have a good time, too.” Kate moved from Randy’s ankles and bound his knees together. Troy watched until she was finished. When she ripped the final piece from the roll, Troy whipped the butt of the gun down onto the top of her head. Kate collapsed, unconscious, over Randy. He placed the gun in his waistband and picked Jane up over his shoulder. Troy walked upstairs and set her on the closet floor. He closed the door on her as she wept through the tape across her mouth.


  Troy strolled down the stairs back to where Kate and Randy lay unconscious. He stared down at Kate’s body. The top of her breasts poked up at the top of her undershirt. Troy could see the outer rim of her nipple. He closed her robe, pulled her off Randy, and set her onto the floor next to him.
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  WHEN RANDY OPENED HIS eyes, he couldn’t quite make out what he was looking at. He tried to focus but couldn’t make his eyes work. It was a cloudy vision. It was as if Randy were underwater in a swamp trying to see through the murky water. His eyes burned as he ordered them to work but they were too blurry.


  He groaned in pain from his headache. His noises got Troy’s attention. Troy laughed. “Look baby, your husband is awake,” Troy said to Kate. Her reaction was muffled, and Randy heard her whimpering. Randy tried to move and became overwhelmed with panic when he didn’t have the use of any of his limbs. He looked down at his legs and feet bound by light gray duct tape. Randy’s eyes snapped into focus from the adrenaline that pumped throughout his body, and he turned to Troy.


  “You son of a bitch!” Randy screamed. Kate’s hands were bound behind her like Randy, with her robe open, and tape wrapped around her mouth. Her once bright green eyes were a dull gray, staring expressionless at Randy. “I’m going to fucking kill you,” Randy screamed again more hysterically than before. He writhed around to get free from his bondage without success.


  Troy’s laughter was cut short as he coughed. His brow was glossy from his sweat. Troy knelt down next to Kate, facing Randy. She groaned in disgust, turning her head away from him.


  “You mother fucker! I’m going to rip your fucking heart out!” Randy’s screams were throaty and resembled that of a wolf’s snarl. His voice crackled with aggression. Even though his anger was in full effect, it didn’t have any use against his bindings. Randy had no momentum or proper vantage point to shake himself loose. Instead, Randy continued to threaten Troy with his animalistic sounds.


  “Keep your voice down,” Troy demanded. “Don’t worry, I thought about doing some terrible things, but I don’t think I could have lived with myself if I had. So, I’m content in making you feel powerless while I kill your beautiful little family.”


  Randy shook uncontrollably from the rage he felt inside. It was the angriest he had ever been in his entire life. Randy felt like he was coming apart at the seams and would pop like an over filled water balloon.


  “You know something?” Randy growled. “I don’t think you got the guts. Everyone talks about the big bad Troy, but I don’t see it. You haven’t done shit since I’ve been here.”


  “That you’ve seen,” Troy hissed. “I’ve done things that would make the devil’s skin crawl. And you’re about to find that out for yourself.”


  Before Randy could burst from the anger, it dissipated, and left him feeling guilt. “Why?” he whispered in defeat. “Why do you have to do this? Why can’t you just kill me?” Randy banged his head against the wood floor, fighting back his tears of sorrow. “This isn’t necessary.”


  “You pushed me to this. Remember that,” Troy explained. “This is very necessary.”


  “It’s not,” Randy interrupted.


  “It is,” Troy snapped. “Randy, you fucked me. You did. Attacking my shipment left me to deal with some very ugly people in a way I didn’t want to. Not only did you blow up my jet, but you allowed my boy and my best friend to burn in your wake. So, I decided I would return the gesture but focus on the people you love most.”


  “You’re sick,” Randy replied in disgust. “Taking out your vendetta on innocent people. My family is innocent and have nothing to do with you.”


  “I take that as a compliment, Randy. Honest, I really do,” Troy replied while adjusting himself. He walked over to Randy to hover above him with the gun in his hand. “I was forged from the fires of agony into the man you see before you. I went through and saw horrors you could only imagine. I came to a crossroads in my youth, either I was going to be the hammer, or I was going to be the nail.” Troy rolled his sleeve up beyond his wrist to display his tattoo of a sledgehammer. “From that moment on, I decided to be the beast that would stop at nothing to keep what I have and continue to build over the bones of the bodies I leave in my path of destruction. To be this.” Troy pointed at his tattoo. “You picked a fight with a man you can’t beat. Now, you’re getting burned by those decisions you thought were right, even when you were told over and over not to test me. My only regret is that you don’t have more people close to you that I can tear away from you.”


  Randy lunged forward as if he could somehow break free. It was a feeble attempt at trying to get back at Troy, but he couldn’t help taking another crack at it. Troy wasn’t pleased with Randy’s lack of attention. He kicked Randy in the stomach with as much strength as his thick leg could muster. Randy coughed so hard he threw up on the floor as he gasped for air. Troy didn’t bother continuing with his explanation. He disappeared upstairs. Randy listened to his feet hit every step until the sound of a door opening replaced his footsteps. Jane screamed out under her gag and her sounds became more prominent as Troy walked back down the stairs.


  Troy placed Jane on the couch on her stomach. He wasted no time stepping over Randy to get to Kate. Troy closed her robe and dragged her across the floor next to Randy. Breathing became too difficult for Randy. He struggled to suck the air into his lungs to beg one last time for the lives of his family.


  “I need you to look over here, Randy,” Troy said, flipping Randy over to face Jane on the couch. Kate’s eyes were locked on Jane’s face as Jane squeezed her eyes shut. Troy replaced the gun in his hand with his beloved long-curved knife. The sharp edge was consistent of a razor blade, while the back side was serrated. It curved upward with a similar shape to a crescent moon. “Johnny gave this to me,” Troy said while admiring the craftsmanship. “Now, I finally get to use it.” Randy’s pupils dilated, watching Troy bury the tip of the blade into the base of Jane’s skull. He slid it all the way to the handle.


  Kate screamed as loud as she could manage with the tape fastened over her mouth. Troy watched her convulse in frantic disbelief of watching her daughter die. Randy gasped in a horrific silence. Everything happened so fast, and the reality of her death hadn’t set into his brain. When the realization hit him like a falling tree, Randy howled at Troy. There were so many words that rushed through his head that Randy’s mouth couldn’t catch up. It sounded like gibberish from an angry drug addict that lost their ability to speak.


  Randy sobbed in between his made-up words so much that his nose blew snot bubbles with every exhale. He looked at Jane’s expressionless face in horror. Her face was relaxed. No lines were present on her cheeks or forehead. Her skin looked smooth. There was no more terror on her face. She looked peaceful.


  Troy pulled the knife out. The serrated edge made a carving sound against her skull on the way out, like a knife being pulled from a pumpkin. “I didn’t enjoy that,” Troy said, “I was going to spare her, but you took my boy from me, and I don’t want to make an orphan out of her. So, all is fair in war.” The fight in Randy left his body with the sounds of the blade being removed from Jane’s head. His body went limp with defeat and he allowed himself to commit to releasing every tear he had left in his eyes.


  “Go fuck yourself, Troy,” Randy screamed. “I hope you burn in hell.”


  “Is that really what you want your last words to her to be?” Randy didn’t respond. He tried to apologize and tell Kate how much he loved her with his eyes. Her dim grayish green eyes seemed to shift to an even more gray color as the shock of the situation took complete hold of her. “Suit yourself I guess,” Troy added, pressing the tip of the knife into Kate’s neck.


  “Please! God, don’t do this,” Randy pleaded in a final burst of desperation. “I watched my little girl die. Please, no more. Just kill me now. I beg you. God, please, just end me now. I can’t take this.”


  “God? I didn’t take you for the religious type. But I am glad to see you acting a little more like you care about what happens to this beautiful lady,” Troy said with a wicked smirk. “I’ll tell you; I feel like now you are finally on the same chapter as me. Not the same page though, which is why I have to continue. I’m sorry Katelynn, but this has to be done.” Before Randy could get another word out of his tongue-tied mouth, Troy ran the razor-sharp edge of his knife from Kate’s left ear to her right ear.


  The blood sprayed out from her throat onto Randy’s face. Randy screamed out, called her name, apologized over and over. She didn’t respond or gesture in any way. Her saddened eyes that once glowed a bright, distinguished green rolled back in her head as she died in front of Randy. Troy held her head up until the spraying from her arteries stopped and dropped her head onto the floor. Randy cried harder than he ever had before, staring at Kate, and trying to shift himself closer to her. He managed to get himself over to her with great difficulty and he pressed his lips against her forehead. Randy continued to cry with his forehead resting on hers. Troy pulled a cigar from his pocket and lit it up, sitting on the couch next to Jane’s body.


  Outside Kate’s house, a yellow taxicab pulled up in front. Kristopher exited the car after paying the driver and stared at the house. He didn’t know what he would or even what he could say to her, but he knew he had to be there. Kristopher was ordered to intervene, and he was determined to do whatever he could for the one that gave him the order. Kristopher scanned the area before he walked toward the front door.


  “It’s kind of late for a visit, don’t you think?” Azazel asked Kristopher. Azazel was in the next yard with his hands bracing his huge body on the small white fence at the property line. He had a smile of intrigue awaiting the priest’s answer. Kristopher stopped walking and scowled at Azazel.


  “Of course it’s you,” Kristopher hissed. “At least vermin are predictable. You always seem to be buzzing around where you don’t belong.”


  “Is that any way to greet an old friend?” Azazel replied, “I’m actually happy to see you.”


  “What’s happened?” Kristopher asked. He turned from Azazel to look at the front of Kate’s house. “What have you done?”


  “Now why do you think I’ve had something to do with anything inside that house?” Azazel jeered. “I’m an angel. Remember? Interference is forbidden. Isn’t that what my brother tells you?”


  “No games, Azazel,” Kristopher snapped. “What’s going on in there?”


  “Nothing that concerns you or my brother,” Azazel replied. “Just turn around and leave. While I still allow it.”


  “I’m not afraid of you, Azazel. Nor have I ever been,” Kristopher replied. “If you expect me to submit to you or run away, then you’re not as smart as you think you are. I’ve tussled with you before and I’m prepared to do it again if necessary.”


  “Look where it got you. I’m sure you don’t like looking at your reflection. That is a nasty scar. Did I do that?” Azazel asked.


  “What happened before will not happen again,” Kristopher replied. “Try me.”


  “Please don’t make me kill you,” Azazel groaned. “It’s hard enough listening to you. I’m really trying to control myself here, Kristopher. I’d hate to have to add you to the body count before it’s time. But I will if I have to. You can take my word on that.”


  “Why wait?” Kristopher asked, squeezing his fists up into solid balls of cracked skin and bumpy knuckles. Azazel clamped down on the top of the fence he leaned against. The wood cracked and popped as it splintered apart from his strength. “We can finish what we started all those years ago,” Kristopher urged.


  “Tempting, but I think I’ll pass. However, if you attempt to enter that house,” Azazel said, pointing up at Kate’s home, “I will be forced to restrain you. Trust me when I say you will regret it. I won’t kill you, not that I fear my brother, more because I want to savor the taste of your torture. I will break things that will make you useless for the fight to come.”


  “You’ve told me all I need to know,” Kristopher said smiling, “And I’m not going to sit idle while someone dies.”


  “Is that your final answer?” Azazel asked, looking at his fingernails.


  “To hell with you,” Kristopher scoffed. He moved toward the house and was stopped in his tracks like he hit an invisible force field. Before he could react to his sudden pause, Azazel was in front of him with his giant hand around Kristopher’s throat. The brave priest struggled to break free as the atmosphere around him distorted. It began to shift and peel apart all around him. The surrounding area blurred, and a new atmosphere snapped into place.


  Azazel teleported to the top of the waterfall, dangling Kristopher off the edge. Kristopher writhed around like a worm on a hook. “Good luck being a hero now,” Azazel said with a grin. “I sure hope you can swim,” he mocked, releasing his grip from the priest. Kristopher plummeted down toward the water. Azazel teleported back to Kate’s house to finish the rest of the show.


  What Azazel didn’t see was Kristopher being caught by the same angel who ordered him to intervene. The massive wingspan enabled him to glide across the water. He fluttered himself and Kristopher over to the land area on the opposite side of the waterfall. He placed Kristopher on his feet.


  “Thank God for you,” Kristopher said while checking himself for injuries. The angel nodded in acceptance of Kristopher’s appreciation. “I thought you couldn’t interfere. Divine law and all.”


  “Things have changed,” the angel replied. “Everything is about to change, and I couldn’t stand by and watch you die.” The large angel looked up to the sky with his dark blue eyes. His long blonde hair fluttered in the wind, and he rubbed his thick, matching beard in slight anxiety.


  “Won’t that get you in trouble?” Kristopher asked.


  “Not anymore. Our orders are to stop them by any means necessary.” The angel paused and looked up toward the sky. Large black clouds started to form as the winds picked up, “You must get back to the church. Wait for my word.”


  “Why? What’s happening?” Kristopher asked.


  “Do not concern yourself with that,” the angel replied, “Just do as I say. There is much work for me to do to try to stop this from happening.” Kristopher watched the angel push off toward the sky until he disappeared behind the black clouds, but instead did as he was told and started his journey back to the church.


  Randy never moved his gaze from his dead wife. Kate’s eyes rolled back in her head. Randy begged anyone who may be listening in his head to allow her beautiful green eyes to reveal themselves to him once more. It didn’t work. Her appearance didn’t change from how she looked for the last twenty minutes.


  Her blood started to dry on the floor. It felt stickier to Randy in its dry state. It clung to his clothes and there was a metallic aroma in the air. Troy paid no attention to either of them. He sat on the couch next to Jane’s body and puffed on his fat cigar.


  “What are you waiting for?” Randy broke the silence, still gazing at Kate’s lifeless face.


  “Do you mind Randy? I’m enjoying my cigar,” Troy quipped in response. “I’m taking in this win right now and I don’t want it tarnished with your begging or questions about why. God, you’re a control freak.” Troy took a couple rapid puffs before holding the thick smoke in his open mouth as it trailed upward over his face.


  “You better kill me. Because if you don’t, I’m going to rip your fucking heart out,” Randy said. “I will personally make sure I make you feel everything I’m feeling right now.”


  “You’re in no position to bark threats at me Randy,” Troy chuckled. “I don’t want to leave you alive, even though I think it would be poetic. No, I want you dead. I just wanted you to feel a fraction of my pain. To feel helpless when someone does whatever they want to you without considering the consequences,” Troy pointed to Kate’s body. “I want you to stew in this and allow it to sink into that thick skull of yours before I put your light out. Right now, I’m just savoring the moment and enjoying the peace of mind. Knowing you won’t be around to put your big nose into every little thing I’ve got going on is what gives me the most comfort. Now, please be quiet.”


  “You son of a bitch,” Randy growled and became overwhelmed once more as he looked up at Jane.


  “Goddammit, that lasted all of five seconds,” Troy said. “I can see I’m getting nowhere with you and perhaps you have had enough. The smell of your family’s blood is beginning to bother me anyway.” Troy stood up, placing the cigar between his teeth, and shuffled over to Randy. He knelt down on Kate’s body to lean in close to Randy. “I hope the Devil has his way with you because after the shit you pulled, I know I’m sending you straight to Hell,” Troy said, pulling his knife out.


  “He’ll lose interest in me once he has you, so I’ll be sure to save you a spot,” Randy said and spit into Troy’s face. Troy refused to wipe the saliva strand from his cheek. He slapped tape over Randy’s mouth to keep him from saying another word. His face snarled and he rammed his knife into Randy’s belly. Randy’s eyes bulged from the sharp penetration of the blade. Troy twisted it while it was inside and yanked upward toward the ceiling. The quick jerking motion ripped Randy’s abdomen wide open, spilling his twisting guts onto the floor. There was nothing Randy could do but cough and gasp from the unnatural feeling of losing his organs. Troy stood up, wiping the blade clean, and walked to the kitchen. He found some lighter fluid in one of the drawers and smiled.


  Troy started with the upstairs. He squirted trails all over the floors and walls. Troy set a trail of fluid down the stairs and squirted the remainder of the bottle on Randy. He bent down, ripping a piece of Kate’s robe off. He dabbed it in the excess fluid covering Randy and lit it on fire with his lighter. “I guess I’ll see you in Hell Randy,” Troy said and dropped the engulfed piece of clothing onto Randy.


  The flames spread all over Randy before jumping upstairs, following the path laid out by Troy. Randy writhed around in pain as he burned alive. The pain from being on fire overtook the pain of his guts falling out of his midsection. Troy walked from the house, looking around to ensure there were no witnesses. Nobody was awake or witness to the horror Troy left behind him. Azazel watched Troy walk down the street from his position high in the neighboring tree. After Troy disappeared into the darkness, Azazel fixed his joyful gaze on the blaze that started to gain momentum in the upstairs area of the house. The feeling of his melting flesh along with seeing his wife and daughter’s corpses in front of him, ignited the flame of his burning rage within. Randy screamed with vengeance at Kate until he lost his sight. The vision of what he saw Troy do to his family danced in his soul and his fury grew larger. The eternal sleep of death came to Randy, touching him with its cold finger, which caused his angry heart to stop beating.
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  MEMORIES FLASHED LIKE lightning. It seemed as if Randy were in a dark room alone and his entire life was being played back in front of him. All the pain and all the heartache rolled through like a violent storm. The visions whipped through his mind with the incredible speed of gale force winds. The experiences he had growing up, his mother, the beatings, were all playing before his eyes. It made him angry seeing it all unfold a second time. In his mind, he thought he buried these memories under a lot of hate and didn’t think they would ever be dug up to be relived again.


  Randy tried to move but had no control or strength over his own body. He couldn’t seem to rotate his head away from the large screen playing his terrible life experiences before him. It was as if he were fastened to a chair with all his limbs strapped down. Randy was immobile, powerless against the torture of reliving his past. There was a stretch of memories with his mother. The floggings, the screaming, the crying, all mashed together into a pile of the worst moments of his life. When it finished, Randy watched himself at ten years old curled up in a ball within a dark room. His mother referred to it as the repenting room. She would lock him in there for hours with no food or water. Inside the room was a Bible and small flashlight to read the texts until she felt he had enough God within him to let him out.


  Once the horrible times were through, the screen displayed his happier memories. Randy saw himself young. Going through the police academy and earning his uniform. The screen skipped forward to Kate. Randy watched as he met her for the first time. Seeing her young and bright-eyed toned his rage down to a light simmer. He felt love in that moment. Kate was so young and so beautiful, it made him remember what it was like to have butterflies again.


  Every other memory was accelerated. A quick camera flash that sparked the worst in Randy. But this memory lasted its entirety. Randy watched, as his youthful self, walked over to Kate in the coffee house. Her face was buried in a book with a steaming cup of coffee in front of her. He chuckled at how he looked. A young, wide-eyed man walking toward a much more attractive woman, Randy could feel his sweaty palms.


  This memory had no sound. None of the positive memories had sound. However, for some reason, the negative memories could be heard. His mother barking Scripture or the impacts from his floggings came through clearly, but this one was quiet. Randy didn’t need to hear the conversation to know what was being said. He remembered it like it was yesterday. Randy apologized for bothering her and asked if he could join her. He gave her a line that nobody should have to drink alone no matter the beverage. Kate chuckled and poked fun at the fact she knew he’d been staring at her for fifteen minutes before he mustered the courage to approach her. They laughed together and she gestured for him to sit down in front of her.


  Randy could see how interested he was in her and watched himself lean forward against the table, engaged in what Kate had to say. The smile never left his face. Kate’s eyes twinkled and danced around Randy, showing her interest in him. Randy watched as she bit her lower lip between her statements and while Randy was speaking. He didn’t notice her signals when he was in the moment. Randy remembered losing himself in her captivating green eyes.


  The interaction played until they parted ways. She gave Randy her phone number and left, looking back a final time to make sure he was watching her leave. He stared at her and raised his hand at her when he noticed her catching him in his boyish gaze. Randy felt the love as he did in that moment. His chest pounded like his heart thumped for the first time. It was painful and Randy groaned in the darkness.


  The screen flashed again, showing the two of them on dates. These memories went quicker. Randy saw them doing fun things together, kissing, cuddling, and holding hands wherever they went. It skipped to the next piece which showed them on their wedding day. Still, the screen played the memories in complete silence. It shifted gears from her beautiful white dress over her perfect body to clips of their early marriage. They did everything together. The smiles never left their faces. Randy felt the urge to cry when he saw how happy they were. He didn’t have the time to get caught up in the moment as it shifted forward to Jane’s birth.


  He watched her delivery into this world. Randy squeezed Kate’s hand as she grimaced from the pain of pushing their daughter out. Still no sound. Randy watched baby Jane be held up to them, crying while the doctors tended to her. They swaddled her and handed baby Jane to Kate. Young Randy stared in awe of his daughter and the moment he realized he was a father. Kate cried tears of happiness and held her newborn daughter close. She gave Randy a quick proud look before she shifted her attention back on kissing Jane’s forehead.


  Without warning, the reel seemed to flutter out of control. It spun through all their times together since the birth. Those times were a mixture of happiness and pain. The smiles faded, disappearing in the new images. One after another showed Randy avoiding them to do what he wanted to do, whether it was working out or leaving for his job. Randy could see the obvious strain it put on the relationship. Kate looked at him different and he looked different at her. The pain of their perfect relationship being torn apart filled Randy with guilt. The overwhelming guilt was like gas on the flame of the anger still residing within him. It raged up within him as the reel went faster, showing him everything and making him relive his hardest times which were when he came to Skollpan City.


  The highlights stopped moving and fixed on his last moments on Earth. Randy watched the scene unfold with Troy and his family as if he were there as a spectator not a recipient of the heinous act. The rage spread out of control like a wildfire. Randy felt himself shake, growling and struggling to break free from his bondage. When he watched himself burn, the screen shifted into the night terror he lived his entire life. Even though he had it every night for, it was as if he saw it for the first time. Randy could see the dark figure like he put on glasses to correct his blurry vision. He could make out everything on the shadow and could see it was a man with wings. The facial features and other details couldn’t be discerned in the darkness, but he could see what stood before him. The fear didn’t grip him like it did in his dreams. It fanned the inferno he felt inside. When the figure reached out toward him, its hand protruded through the screen, outstretching toward him. Randy didn’t fight it. He sat waiting for the figure’s touch. The hand was huge and became bigger as it closed in on him. The giant hand gripped him around his body to where his head was visible above the thumb and index finger. Randy felt the heat, the unbearable heat. He felt like his flesh was searing off and he screamed out in agony. While he burned within the tight grip of the large, shadowed figure, Randy wondered if he was in Hell, and this was how it would be for all eternity.


  Cooper arrived at the scene, overcome with shock and horror at what he saw. Kate’s house was a skeletal wreck. The structure was burned black and there were no walls left. The roof had collapsed under the pressure from the obvious fire that was started hours prior to his arrival. Cooper stared at the wreckage with so many questions running through his mind that he couldn’t seem to settle on one. The ultimate question he had was answered as he watched a black body bag on a gurney being pushed toward the coroner van parked in the driveway.


  He wasted no time in sprinting to the van. Cooper’s legs pumped as they propelled him to the harsh reality he didn’t want to know but couldn’t avoid. He ran through the caution tape with his badge held out to prevent any officers from stopping him. They all knew who he was anyway and wouldn’t have tried, but Cooper didn’t want to risk being slowed down from the truth he needed to know.


  “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Cooper shouted, running to the van. The coroners pretended they didn’t hear him in an attempt to finish their work. It was the last body from the house, and they were loading it to leave immediately after it would be secured. Cooper ran right to the stretcher and placed his hands on the bag to prevent the coroner from pushing it into the back of the van. “What happened?” Cooper asked, trying to catch his breath.


  “Isn’t that obvious?” the coroner replied.


  Cooper moved his hands off the bag to the coroner’s full body suit. He yanked the smaller man into his face. “Are you some kind of wise ass?” Cooper growled. The coroner stared at him with wide eyes. Cooper didn’t wait for him to catch his tongue and threw him backwards onto the driveway. Cheri jumped in between them before Cooper escalated the interaction to another level.


  “Coop, calm down. He’s just doing his job,” she said, placing her hands on his shoulders.


  Cooper shifted his angry stare from the coroner to Cheri. As his eyes fell on hers, his anger lifted and shifted to concern. “What happened?” he asked.


  “The house caught fire and they were consumed by the blaze,” Cheri answered.


  “They?” Cooper interrupted with panic in his voice.


  “We have to do further tests, but it appears that detective Newborn, his wife,” she paused as sympathy clutched her throat. Cheri swallowed to suppress her emotions and regain her composure to deliver the final piece of information. “And their daughter,” Cheri finished.


  Cooper’s legs felt like Jell-O. He backed up slowly until he felt large stone along the driveway stop his progress. He plopped onto the rock, without caring how uncomfortable it felt on his backside. “When?” Cooper managed to muster through his shock.


  “Not sure. We think sometime in the early morning hours,” Cheri answered. “Firefighters got the call around five in the morning when the neighbor woke up from the roar of the fire. But by then, it was on fire for a while.”


  “So nobody saw anything?” Cooper interjected in frustration.


  “No, we’ve asked everyone in the area. Nobody saw or heard anything until the roof caved in,” she replied. Cooper turned to look at the wreckage, fighting back tears for his partner and innocent family. “There is one thing that was odd about this and I’m telling you because I don’t know if it will make it into the official report,” Cheri continued in a hushed tone. “There were wounds and remnants of tape on all three of the bodies.”


  Cooper’s eyes widened. “Wounds? What kind of wounds?” he snapped, making Cheri jump.


  “I didn’t see much, and I only heard what the responding officers and firefighters said,” Cheri explained, stopping to look around in secrecy. “Apparently, the larger body, which is believed to be detective Newborn, had a deep wound to his midsection. The smaller body next to him had a gash across the throat and the child’s body,” she paused as her eyes welled up with tears. “It wasn’t definite but appeared to have a stab wound at the base of the skull.”


  Cooper stood up. He walked over to the coroner van, ramming his fist into the back door. Cheri was surprised to see the metal buckle under his fist without any pain from Cooper. The coroner didn’t say anything to avoid another uncomfortable confrontation from the detective and sped away toward the precinct. “This is my fault,” Cooper said, watching the van drive away.


  “This is not your fault,” Cheri said in reassurance.


  “I told him to come here,” Cooper said. “I pushed him to come here to be with his family. I sent him to his death along with his wife and little girl.” A tear forced its way out and rolled down his cheek before it stopped on his jaw. In his fight to keep from breaking down in a full-blown sob, he gritted his teeth and focused his anger in the proper direction. “That son of a bitch did this,” he growled.


  “Think about this, Coop,” Cheri warned. “You know what kind of heat that brings.”


  “I don’t give a shit,” Cooper snapped, “We both know Troy killed them because of what happened.”


  “Would you keep your voice down?” Cheri scolded him, looking around to make sure the people on Troy’s payroll didn’t hear him. “How do you know what happened?”


  Cooper calmed down. He knew she was right and looked around to ensure nobody listened in on them, while walking with her into the street. “When Randy came to visit me last night, he told me what he’d done,” Cooper explained. “I knew what that meant, so I told him to get here to protect his family. That’s when you saw him run out of the room.” Cooper lit a cigarette to calm his nerves. He scanned the entire area as be blew smoke from his mouth in a single stream outward. “I underestimated that fat bastard. I didn’t think he would have a shot at taking Randy down. Troy must have got there before Randy and used his family as a weapon because there was no way Troy would have won that battle if Randy had the drop on him.”


  “Well, you know as well as I that it will take more than what we have here to bring him down,” Cheri interjected.


  “I don’t plan on arresting him,” Cooper said, walking back toward his truck.


  “What are you going to do?” Cheri yelled at his back.


  Cooper stopped, turning around with his cigarette dangling from his lips. “I’m going to kill him, Cheri,” he answered.
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  RANDY REGAINED CONSCIOUSNESS in an all-white abyss. He stood while he opened his eyes and all he could see in every direction was bright whiteness. The color didn’t seem to have an end. The bright white seemed to go on forever in every direction. Randy scanned the area in confusion. He started to walk around but it felt like he wasn’t making any progress or moving anywhere. Randy changed his direction many times with feeling the same result. There was no horizon or end in sight. It was pure white everywhere.


  He looked down at himself and he wore what he died in, but the wounds were gone. His skin felt real, so did his clothes and hair. Randy lifted his shirt up to view the slash Troy gave him before he set him on fire. Flesh remained without any signs of Randy’s evisceration. He rubbed his hand through his hair and moved his fingers down into his beard. That’s when extreme confusion set it, which heightened the rage that simmered within him.


  The anger never left him. It stayed with him even in death. The confusion didn’t help his emotional state with the thought of his death. At first, he awoke in a torture chamber that made him relive moments he wanted to forget, finishing him off with the hot hand that gripped him shortly after his life’s movie. His fury grew when he thought about Kate and Jane being slaughtered in front of him. Randy couldn’t bring himself to allow the thoughts of the unspeakable act Troy carried out on his wife. Randy stood in reflection of his last moments on Earth while his insides seemed to boil.


  “You want out of this place?” a deep voice asked Randy from behind. Randy spun around to see a man towering over him. He smiled at Randy in anticipation of his reply.


  “Who are you? What is this?” Randy asked in agitation while looking all around them.


  “Answer the question, Randy,” the man ordered. Randy started to speak as if he were going to ask another question, but the man cut Randy off to continue controlling the conversation. “I’m going to save you a ton of time by explaining some important details to you. Yes, you are dead. No, this is not Heaven and I’m not who you think I am.”


  “Then who are you?” Randy interrupted.


  “You are everything as advertised,” the man chuckled. “I’m the one that can get you out of here and allow you to fulfill the one thought you have rattling around in your head right now. I’m the one that makes desires come true and I shed light in the darkest places for proper clarity. I’m the one they fear most. I’m Lucifer.”


  “As in the Devil?” Randy snorted in disbelief, “So this is Hell? Where’s the fire?”


  The hulking angel’s posture stiffened for a moment, as though he was preparing to strike, before shifting back to a neutral pose. “Randy, do me a favor, please, and stop talking,” Lucifer hissed. “And do not ever call me that again. I can’t stress that part enough.”


  “Would you prefer Satan? Beelzebub?” Randy’s sarcastic reply was cut short. Lucifer clutched him by the throat, lifting Randy up to eye level. Randy struggled to breathe and realized that the large man before him was not joking or one to be trifled with. Lucifer’s blue eyes glowed as his temper grew.


  “I don’t want to do this, Randy. It’s so unpleasant and I don’t want to start our partnership off on the wrong foot,” Lucifer said. “There’s no time for this and you should save your attitude for later. Now, I’m going to release you and I expect you will shut your mouth and listen. Can I trust you will follow these orders?” Randy nodded the best he could with Lucifer’s large hand restricting his movement in his neck and head. Lucifer let go. Randy fell hard to the white ground, coughing for air. “Perfect. Are you ready, Randy? Are you listening?” Randy nodded. “Good. This place is the fringe. The edge of my father’s creation. Forget everything you think you know about my world. Humans have it completely wrong and, if they knew the truth, it would be too much for their feeble minds to comprehend.”


  “Then why are you telling me?” Randy interrupted in a scratchy voice. Lucifer’s visible agitation forced Randy to apologize for his interruption. Lucifer decided to let it slide due to the validity of the question.


  “You are different,” Lucifer answered. He attempted to continue his explanation but paused when he felt another presence close to them. “I will get to all that later but right now you have a decision to make. Time is of the essence.”


  “Lucifer, no,” a loud voice boomed. Lucifer turned to the side to see his estranged brother appear from the white abyss.


  “Michael,” Lucifer growled. “I can’t say I’m surprised but if you’re here then who’s watching the gates?” Randy’s eyes widened in amazement as the large angel approached. Lucifer and Michael stood the same height with the same build. There was no doubt they were brothers and came from the same place. Randy’s knowledge of his Catholic studies rushed in as he watched the standoff in silence. Michael’s eyes were dark blue compared to Lucifer’s light blue color. Both had blonde hair; however, Lucifer’s hair was short, and Michael’s was long. Lucifer was clean cut with no facial hair, but Michael sported a full beard that matched his hair color.


  “Stop this,” Michael replied, completely dismissing Lucifer’s condescending remark. “You do not need to do this. Do you know the destruction you will cause?”


  “Why else would I be doing this?” Lucifer replied. “This has been a long-time coming brother and I think it’s time to set the record straight on your little lie.”


  Michael switched his stare from Lucifer to Randy. “Randy, do not listen to him,” he said. “Take my hand and I will take you to them. Kate and Jane are waiting for your arrival.” Michael held his large hand out to Randy.


  “You barge in on my meeting and make him an offer? He hasn’t even heard my proposal yet,” Lucifer groaned in frustration. “Randy, trust me, what I have to say is in your best interest.”


  “What you are feeling will pass,” Michael said. “It is not important anymore. You have died and moved on from your mortal body. It is time for you to come home.”


  “It won’t pass,” Lucifer interjected. “It will consume you as it is right now. Because you are not entirely human.”


  “Quiet!” Michael snapped, turning to Lucifer.


  “And your followers call me the liar,” Lucifer chuckled at Michael. “I offer only the truth, Randy, and so much more. The chance to even the score. Avenge your death by killing the man responsible.”


  “How?” Randy asked, intrigued.


  “Randy, do not let my brother lead you astray,” Michael said.


  “Free will is a bitch, isn’t it, brother?” Lucifer said. “I can give you a second chance at life, with more power than you could ever imagine,” he explained, turning to Randy. “You will be able to use that power to kill Troy, to get your revenge.”


  “Randy, you are dead,” Michael interrupted. “You are no longer a part of that world. It is time to come home. Be with your family. They wait for you on the other side. Take my hand and I will bring you home.”


  Michael’s eyes and expression were something Randy could trust; however, something didn’t feel right to him, and it seemed Michael wanted to rush him to a decision. He figured Michael was trying to help him move on but the anger inside nagged at him. The anger from within recognized its counterpart in Lucifer. Randy could feel the strong pull to Lucifer like gravity. The more he considered Lucifer’s offer, the more his soul screamed out in acceptance and yearning of revenge. At that moment, revenge was all he was interested in and all he wanted after what he experienced in his final moments.


  “Let’s get to the bottom line here, Randy,” Lucifer said, stepping in front of Michael. “What is it you want most right now? Is it to see your dead family and live the rest of eternity in peace? Or is it to even the score by killing Troy? Think about it, Randy. With the power I’m willing to give you, you can dismantle him piece by piece. Torture him and let your heart sing along with the feeling of restoring balance. Isn’t that what it’s all about on Earth, brother? Balance?” Lucifer finished, turning his head to the side to face Michael.


  Lucifer’s words rang true within Randy. Randy glanced at Michael once more before he looked back at Lucifer. “What power are you talking about?” he asked with genuine interest. “What will I have to do?”


  “We’ll go over all that once you agree to the terms,” Lucifer answered.


  “Randy,” Michael interjected with a serious tone, “if you choose this path to vengeance, you will never be able to crossover and you will never see your family again. You will be stuck on Earth for all eternity, and you will never be given the chance to come home again.”


  “It’s your home,” Randy snapped. “There’s nothing there for me. How can I go back to them, face them, knowing that I did nothing to strike back at the man that did this to us? Especially if they find out I had the chance to make it right. I couldn’t live in your home forever knowing that I did nothing.”


  “It is your home,” Michael replied. “And once you cross through the gates, the emotions that grip you now will shuffle off and there will be no need for vengeance.”


  “What a crock of shit,” Lucifer groaned in irritation. “Randy, you are not just a mortal. You are half angel. Half of your soul belongs to the army of the fallen. This is why you haven’t moved on already. And the anger he says will shuffle off, that is a lie, too. Because your soul is part angel and created in Heaven, the rage will follow you. Human emotions and feelings will disappear, yes, but the anger you feel will be with you forever.”


  Michael scowled at Lucifer. He had tried hard to keep that fact out of the equation and appeal to Randy’s love for his family. Lucifer wanted his way, and he had no issues taking any route to get there. “Enough, Lucifer,” Michael warned.


  “Shut up, Michael,” Lucifer dismissed him without concern. Michael moved toward Lucifer. Lucifer turned his large frame all the way around to get nose to nose with Michael. “Do not pretend I don’t know the constraints you operate under,” Lucifer hissed. “You are on a leash, Dad’s leash, and you can’t do a damn thing without His say so. We both know you can’t do a thing to me or force him to cross over. That’s my job. You see, brother, when I look closely at you, I can see the strings our dad pulls on you.” Lucifer gestured with his hands to imitate a puppeteer, grinning ear to ear. “The great puppeteer, the Lord Almighty God. He chooses to only pull on the strings of His first born but allows man to have free reign over their domain,” Lucifer ceased his mocking imitation. “It makes me sick. That’s why I cut the strings a long time ago, brother, and as you can clearly see, there are no strings on me.” They stared hard at each other for a moment before Lucifer turned back to Randy. “This offer has an expiration date on it, so I suggest you make a decision and make it quick. I’m not going to make the offer a second time.”


  Randy was about to answer when Michael interrupted him. “You are free to make your own decisions, but I warn you about the weight of your choice.” Michael walked from behind Lucifer, so Randy could look at him. “If you choose Lucifer, you will bring war upon us. Everything as it is on Earth will change and things will be undone. People you know and love will be caught in the middle. They will become casualties of the war you will start and the world as you know it will burn. This is not the way. What you are feeling will leave you.”


  “There is nobody left on Earth I love,” Randy snapped. He felt his soul grow in rage and power. His light inside began to burn, scorching itself with the flame of the rage he felt for Troy. “The two people I loved are now with you. Everyone else on Earth can burn for all I care. As long as I get my shot at Troy, then I don’t care about what happens to them, you, or anybody else. I don’t care if war is a result of my choice.” Randy moved to Lucifer with intent. Lucifer held his large hand out and Randy clasped it with his own. “I choose revenge. I accept your deal.”


  Michael shook his head in disappointment before disappearing from the fringe. Lucifer kept Randy’s hand in his as his smile grew wider across his face. His blue eyes began to glow like two bright neon lights. The look on Lucifer’s face, coupled with the intense glow of his eyes, shifted Randy’s focus to a heightened concern. “I’m not going to lie; this is really going to hurt. A lot,” Lucifer said as he thrust his palm into Randy’s chest.


  Randy felt the impact and his chest pulsed with the thump of a thousand beating hearts. He gasped when he realized he couldn’t breathe. Before he could gesture to Lucifer regarding his lack of air, Lucifer gave another powerful punch to his chest. The blow sent Randy flying backward at warp speed. Lucifer seemed to disappear after the strike and what was white all around him changed to darkness. Randy felt weightless in his somersault through the surrounding blackness. He knew he was falling, tumbling through his descent, but he didn’t know where he was going. Randy’s chest pumped. The pulsation moved Randy to scream in agony. A light burned in his chest and lifted to the surface. The light was bright yellow, which was as intense as the sun on a hot summer day, and when it hit the surface of his chest, Randy’s entire body burst into flames.


  When the light engulfed him with intense fire, Randy ceased falling and found himself suspended in mid-air. He found himself in the same position and on fire like he was in his nightmare; however, Randy wasn’t chained to anything and there was no figure before him. The pain from the fire was great, although he burned, his flesh didn’t peel or melt under the intense heat. The anger he always felt inside rose up within him until it burst. The overwhelming aggression and hatred filled his entire body. There was no area untouched by the heightened emotion. Randy’s screams of agony changed and formed into a growl of enjoyment. His soul was being transformed and altered. For the first time in his existence, Randy was letting the rage consume him without any obstacles. With Lucifer’s aid, it knocked the barriers felt by his mortal soul out of the way and allowed the fallen side of himself grip him entirely.


  Randy curled up in the fetal position while suspended. He flung his limbs outward, pushing his chest outward, and yelling with the intensity of an ancient warrior on the battlefield before commencing to a bloody fight. Randy’s war cry could be heard by all angels both in heaven and on Earth, until Randy was sucked down with extreme speed to his mortal body. He was a ball of light that shot from the sky, too quick to be seen by the naked eye and he slammed into his charred body, jolting the crispy skeleton awake.


  “He’s ready,” Gadreel advised Lucifer as the two angels stood over Randy’s corpse. “Do it.”


  Lucifer plucked a feather from his wings and placed it into Randy’s mouth. Once the feather was in place, Lucifer ran a knife across his hand and held it over Randy’s gaping mouth. His blood saturated the bright white feather, turning it dark crimson. Lucifer placed his wounded hand over Randy’s mouth and held it closed. He took a deep breath, placing his other hand over Randy’s chest. A ball of light lit up inside the uncovered rib cage and the same light lit up underneath Lucifer’s trench coat. Each light grew until the bright lights engulfed the two beings, intertwining together and burned brighter than the sun.


  The incredible illumination of the act shone through the windows in the cellar of the precinct. Within the vibrant ball of light, Randy’s bones reformed from the scorched remains to the whitest ivory color. His major organs reappeared under the new rib cage. They began functioning and pulsating to a healthy rhythm. Randy’s heart beat hard, and his lungs filled with oxygen. Muscle tissue appeared and wrapped around the impressive bone structure.


  Randy caught his breath as his eyes emerged from the sockets. They started blue but dimmed to a dark black that spread across the entire surface of the eyeballs. His head arched back as his new flesh rotated around the muscle until it covered his entire frame. The light extinguished and Randy sat up, wailing as if from a nightmare.


  “Goddamn. Not too bad Mr. Morningstar. I’ll bet Dad thought He was the only one who could do that,” Lucifer said, staring at Gadreel as he chuckled.


  “It wouldn’t shock me,” Gadreel replied with a wry smile. “But it’s safe to say He knows now.”


  “What is this?” Randy asked as he looked at his new body. “I feel weird.” He stopped looking at his upgraded body and eyed Lucifer for answers.


  “We don’t have a lot of time, Lucifer,” Gadreel explained. “We need to get somewhere safe before our brothers descend on us.” He stopped his warning and looked up. “They’re here. Go. I’ll stall them,” Gadreel urged as he tossed Randy a pair of pants, who in turn put them on as quick as he could.


  Lucifer grabbed Randy and hurried him to the window. As he broke through the window, the building shook like it was hit with a missile. Lucifer pushed Randy through the window first and followed after. Gadreel strolled out of the morgue and into the large hallway. In a matter of seconds, Michael appeared at the end of the hall with an angel on each side of him. Gadreel couldn’t make out who Michael brought with him, but he didn’t care. Nothing could stop him from smiling at what was about to come.


  “Over here,” Azazel yelled at Lucifer. He had a manhole cover lifted open for Lucifer and Randy to drop into. Lucifer hurried Randy along to the escape route. Randy fell multiple times, tripping over his much bigger legs and feet. Each time, Lucifer helped him up and shoved him forward.


  “Where are they?” Michael demanded at Gadreel.


  “You never were polite,” Gadreel answered. “Not even a hello for your estranged brother.”


  “Quiet, Gadreel,” Michael ordered. “Answer the question. Where are they?”


  “I am afraid you just missed them. They are gone, Michael,” Gadreel said, his gray eye sparkling. “Some things never change. Your poor timing is truly a marvel.”


  Lucifer pushed Randy through the hole into the sewer and dropped in after him. Azazel slammed the cover back over the top and pulled a large truck by its bumper onto the cover. Once the truck was in position, Azazel made a break for the morgue where Gadreel faced off with Michael.


  “I do not want to kill you Gadreel, but I will if you do not tell me what I seek,” Michael said, walking toward him.


  “I’m afraid you will need more than what you brought to kill me,” Gadreel advised with a smirk. He looked over to see Azazel slide through the opening of the broken window.


  “Have it your way,” Michael hissed.


  Gadreel held his ground and waited for the moment to strike. Before Michael could get close to him, Azazel burst through the door and ran straight to Gadreel. Gadreel turned to face him. They touched foreheads and their eyes glowed red. The red glow spread throughout the large hallway. The two angels took a deep breath together at the same time. When they couldn’t inhale any longer, they brought their fists together and dropped them down in unison to the floor.


  The impact shattered the floor and shook the ground. The cracks rippled toward Michael while the ground rumbled, pushing large chunks of concrete up through the floor. The quake knocked Michael and his other angels off their feet. The power between their clenched fists grew and a brighter more intense red light appeared from their hands. “Are you ready brother?” Gadreel asked with a smile.


  “Always,” Azazel answered with a matching smile.


  They pushed against each other, summoning their combined power, a brilliant light grew, and the light shot them back into the walls on their respective sides. The shock wave fluttered in every direction and the walls crumbled onto them. Above the surface, the magnificent precinct building sank into the ground, crumbling onto itself from the forceful blast, burying Michael and his horde in the rubble.


  Lucifer held Randy up by the arm and guided him to a dry spot in the underground sewer. He let go of Randy, who dropped to the ground. His legs trembled as he tried to stand back up. “My skin,” Randy struggled to say. “It feels like it’s boiling. I can’t make my arms or legs work.”


  “It will all be over soon,” Lucifer assured him. “We’re almost done.” Lucifer removed his belt and handed it to Randy. “Bite down on this. It will help.”


  Randy grabbed the belt and gazed up at Lucifer in bewilderment. Lucifer walked behind Randy. Once again, Lucifer plucked two more feathers, one from each wing, and stabbed them into Randy’s back at his shoulder blades and held his hands over them. Randy squealed in agony, biting down hard on the leather. He stayed on his knees, hunched over in torturous anguish.


  Two bones pierced through Randy’s skin and sprouted upward. Randy screamed in pain as he clenched onto the belt in his mouth. The bones bent in the middle, spreading out to the sides. Feathers grew from the two protruding extremities and filled in like dominos until the wings formed to their fullest.


  The feathers were not white like Lucifer’s or Michael’s, they were gray like the ash that remained where Kate’s childhood home once stood. The new appendages hoisted Randy off the ground, and he hovered above Lucifer with his wings outstretched. The wingspan was as large and wide as they were impressive. Lucifer gazed at Randy with excitement.


  Randy’s body changed before Lucifer’s eyes. His muscles grew bigger, stretching his frame taller and wider. The ball of light that started the transformation lit up within Randy’s chest. Lucifer watched as the ball of light made its way up Randy’s neck and burst out through both his eyes and mouth. Randy screamed with the identical war cry from before as the light morphed into fire. The fire burned for a moment and retreated back into Randy’s throat. As Randy swallowed the flame, his eyes changed from black, to red, to yellow, and back to his original blue.


  Lucifer clapped, admiring his work, “I did not expect that. Hell, I didn’t know what to expect,” he chuckled.


  “Am I an angel?” Randy asked, twisting his head to each side to look at his new appendages.


  “No, well I don’t think so, maybe. Who the hell cares?” Lucifer said. “This was a first for me, too. Goddamn, this must have been how my dad felt when He created me.”


  “I don’t understand,” Randy snarled.


  “This is your resurrection,” Lucifer said with a matter-of-fact tone. “We need each other for the future that is about to come.”


  “How so?” Randy asked.


  “I have existed a very long time, Randy,” Lucifer explained. “I’ve grown tired of the stories told about me and my brothers. That’s what comes with the territory, though. The history is written by the victors, no matter how they came to win. I never thought I would have the chance at revenge until recently. Turns out you’re the key, my key, to unlock everything I fought so hard for all those years ago.”


  “I still don’t understand,” Randy interjected, trying to wrap his mind around his new reality.


  “What is it you need to hear?” Lucifer scoffed in frustration.


  “Everything,” Randy answered back. “What am I? What was I? All the things you said before and now are making my head spin. None of this makes any sense.”


  “Sit down,” Lucifer ordered. Randy sat against the wall underneath a sewer grate that shone a faint light upon him. Lucifer continued, “I never lie, and I don’t intend on starting with you. Fair enough?” Randy nodded. “Your father was one of my brothers that fell with me in the first war for Heaven. His name was Dantanian. Unbeknownst to me, my brother Gadreel sent him to seduce your mother. Dantanian had the ability to wear any face that would entice mankind to submit to their unique desires. Your mother fell for him in that moment, and you were a result of that act months later. So, you see, you are a Nephilim: half angel and half man. This is why you were stuck in the fringe and didn’t cross over instantly. Forget what you know about conventional law and stories of Heaven and the angels you’ve been taught about your entire life. There is no judgement and there is no Hell. My father allows all of his children to crossover. You, being half fallen angel kept you out because we are not allowed back into the Kingdom.”


  It was a lot of information to sink in for Randy. The story his mother told him on her death bed came surging back to the forefront of his mind. Everything in his life and his youth came together. The pieces of the jigsaw puzzle clicked into place for Randy, and he saw the picture. Lucifer didn’t have a reason to lie to him, he knew that, so Randy believed the story being told to him to be true. He believed anything after experiencing his rebirth.


  “Where is my father?” Randy asked with renewed interest in where he came from.


  “Dead. Nonexistent,” Lucifer answered. “When he laid with your mother, it went against the divine law. Michael came down and killed your father right after it happened.”


  “If it was illegal, then why was I allowed to be born and to live? Why didn’t Michael kill my mom, too?” Randy asked.


  “Heavenly angels cannot kill or intervene with mortal life. As for you, I’m sure Michael and my dad hoped your mortal side would win the internal battle against your fallen angel side because they were bound by their own law,” Lucifer said, “There are many things I do not understand about this situation. Believe me, you are not alone in this, but just know this has been planned and executed for decades. Your entire life is Gadreel’s beautiful masterpiece.”


  “Is that why I had those dreams? Why I had the anger? Why I couldn’t control anything within me?” Randy asked his questions in rapid fire.


  “Yes, yes, and yes,” Lucifer answered, “Dantanian’s side of you kept trying to force its way through you. The more you fought it, the harder it tried. The anger you felt in your heart was tied to the anger we feel towards Heaven on account of our fall. This obviously manifested within you and grew to new heights due to your own hatred for things in your own life. Some of those things had to be manufactured.”


  “What do you mean?” Randy growled.


  “Gadreel didn’t know if your being half fallen angel would be enough to keep you from crossing over, so he led you to situations that would activate your bloodlust,” Lucifer answered with a proud snicker. “You didn’t get a full taste of the bloodlust until you took a life. Once you killed, you activated that part of yourself that laid dormant within the Dantanian part of you.”


  “Bloodlust?” Randy questioned. “Why is that relevant or important?”


  “It wasn’t as important as it was fun to watch. Plus, we needed you somewhat out of control in order to seize our opportunities,” Lucifer answered, shifting gears. “Look, that part of it isn’t important nor as important as your tasks ahead. Your life, your purpose, was set on a path selected by Gadreel. Not me. I’m only telling you what I know. You will need to talk to my brother to know details.”


  “So, you’re Lucifer, but Gadreel is the one calling the shots here? Why am I down here talking to you then?” Randy asked, speaking in a slower manner.


  Lucifer rolled his eyes, “Gadreel is my subordinate. For the most part, his knowledge is my knowledge with certain limitations. His gift is useful, but there are rules about how it is used. One wrong step and we have my brothers from Heaven breathing about my neck.”


  “I’m not sure I—" Randy began.


  “Enough,” Lucifer commanded, the warmth disappearing from his voice. “I will explain that to you when I decide you need to know it.” Lucifer bent down closer to Randy to look into his eyes. “All I ask is that you trust in me and know that what I say is to help you as well as help me with our new endeavors. I won’t lie to you, and I will answer whatever I can to the best of my knowledge, but, for now, we have so much to accomplish in such a little time. We need each other, you and me, and I couldn’t be more thrilled.”


  Randy stared back into Lucifer’s eyes. He didn’t trust him, but he needed him in order to exact his revenge on Troy. There was something Lucifer was holding back. Randy couldn’t put his finger on it and didn’t have the energy to try. It was too much information given to him to process. It was hard for Randy to swallow that everything he knew about religion and even himself were lies. Rather than resist it, Randy figured it would be better to accept it for the time being and submit to Lucifer’s will. He had many questions for Gadreel and Randy would make sure they were all answered when the time was right.


  Randy nodded in agreement with Lucifer and stood up. Lucifer stopped him with his hand on Randy’s shoulder. “Where do you think you’re going?” Lucifer snarled.


  “To find Troy,” Randy answered.


  “Not yet you’re not,” Lucifer ordered. “Like I said, we need each other and there are things I need you to do for me first.”


  “I thought the point of this was to give me my vengeance,” Randy scoffed.


  “It is, but now isn’t the right time,” Lucifer advised. “The heat is too great, and Michael will be hunting you. He knows how you feel, and he knows you will be looking for Troy.”


  “So, what do you suggest?”


  “Sleight of hand,” Lucifer said with a grin. “They will all be fixed on one area in order to get to you. If they get to you, they will kill you quickly. The truth is, we are not powerful enough yet to take on Heaven’s army.”


  “We?” Randy asked.


  “Yeah, my army of fallen brothers. You are now included in that. Welcome to the family,” Lucifer replied. “Our numbers are fewer than Heaven’s and we are currently at a disadvantage. But there are things that will tip the scales in our favor. That’s why I need you.”


  “I didn’t take your offer to be a part of your army,” Randy said in frustration. “I did it only to kill Troy. That’s all I want.”


  “Whether you want to face it or not, you are public enemy number one,” Lucifer interrupted. “Michael will lead an assault to end you as soon as they are able. You are too important and too powerful for them to allow you to exist. Remember, trust me and trust in what I ask of you. Know that I am putting you in the right situations to succeed, and when I’ve pushed my pieces in the right places, I will allow you the revenge you seek, and I will unleash hell on Michael and his army.”


  “And if I don’t do what you want?” Randy asked, implying his disinterest.


  “Randy, this will happen regardless if you help or not. Your resurrection was the first domino to fall, and the thread of my dad’s creation has been pulled,” Lucifer explained. “But I can assure you that if you disobey me or do not do as I ask, then when I storm the gates of Heaven, your wife and child will be the first ones I kill on my way to victory.”


  Randy realized he wasn’t in a position to argue, and he didn’t want to put his family in danger for a third time. He needed to agree and submit to Lucifer’s wishes or else he wouldn’t get to follow through on his own agenda. Randy decided in that moment he would go along with Lucifer and the army of the fallen. His family was safe, and he would be able to kill Troy. He wouldn’t pass up Lucifer’s offer to settle the score. He nodded in compliance. “Okay, I’ll trust you,” Randy said, struggling to drop his preconceptions of Lucifer. “What do you need me to do?”


  Lucifer smiled wide and his eyes glowed in the dim light of the sewage tunnel. “I need you to help me find my sister.”
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Epilogue
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  COOPER PULLED UP TO the orphanage in a hostile rage. He didn’t mind allowing his truck tires to slam into the curb, thrusting his truck onto the sidewalk space in front of the orphanage. Cooper dropped out with his gun in his hand. He stomped toward the front door, leaving the truck door wide open. The people that were in the area darted away from the perceived lunatic holding a weapon at his side.


  The thought of Troy slaughtering Randy and his family haunted Cooper. He couldn’t seem to shake the image of what may have been done to them from his mind. It fueled his anger and his hatred for Troy propelled him to act by any means necessary. Cooper would not leave the orphanage without killing Troy, even if he had to die in the process.


  When Cooper entered the front doors, the front desk secretary stood up, backing away from him. Fear filled her face, turning it a pale shade of her light brown glow. Cooper stopped at her desk, staring her down with his furrowed brow. She didn’t know if she needed to run or stand her ground in the face of her potential demise.


  “Where is he?” Cooper growled.


  “I don’t know. He isn’t here,” she replied.


  “Where,” Cooper shouted, “is he?” he finished in his normal tone. The woman jumped from his abrupt outburst and pointed to the hallway leading to Troy’s office. Cooper wasted no time. He stormed down the hall, removing the safety from his gun.


  Everything slowed down for Cooper. Even though he moved fast with intense purpose, it felt like he was walking through water. It compared to a dream, not being able to move your body at a normal speed.


  The door was closed, and the blinds drawn. Cooper didn’t put it past Troy to be having sex with another one of the women he had working there. It didn’t matter to him. Cooper would fire through anyone he needed to strike down the man responsible for the death of three innocent people. Cooper thought of little Jane being tortured by Troy for extra motivation to ensure his nerves would stay on edge where they needed to be.


  Cooper thrusted his foot into the door at the knob and the door swung open. He was surprised to see Troy sitting at his desk, unarmed with his arms folded and resting on the desktop. The surprise wore off and Cooper raised his gun at Troy.


  Troy stared back with a slight grin, daring Cooper to pull the trigger. The expression on his face made Cooper shake with fury. Cooper’s finger rested against the trigger. Each time he started to squeeze, the pressure against his finger seemed to repel it away like opposite ends of a magnet. The sweat ran from his brow into his eyes and Cooper had to fight back the sting to keep his eyes on his target. Troy smiled.


  “Well, what are you waiting for, kid?” Troy mocked. “Do it. Or did you need more persuasion?”


  “Fuck you,” Cooper snapped. “You fucking piece of shit.” Cooper stalked forward to get into better position. “You can’t keep getting away with this. I’m not going to let you anymore.”


  “You do what you gotta do, Detective,” Troy replied without fear. “I just hope you make the shot count. I would hate for you to miss. That wouldn’t be very good at all, cause then I would just have to retaliate. Neither of us wants that.”


  “I’m not scared of you,” Cooper snarled.


  “I never thought you were,” Troy responded.


  “Then what’s with the fucking threat?” Cooper barked.


  “Lower your gun and I’ll tell you,” Troy answered. Cooper wiggled his fingers to get a new grip on his pistol. He took a deep breath and exhaled through his nose. The whistling sound of Cooper’s exhale cut through the silence. Troy sat unconcerned for the situation, and it seemed like life had ceased outside that corner room office. “We both know you don’t want to do this. That part was obvious the moment you burst in here and didn’t squeeze that trigger. You’re not a killer, Coop.”


  “Don’t you fucking call me that,” Cooper growled.


  “Fine. Detective Cooper,” Troy hissed. “Is that better for you?”


  “They were innocent,” Cooper managed to say as the weight of the situation gripped him. His eyes welled up full of tears, but Cooper refused to blink. There would be no way he would allow his gaze to be interrupted from Troy in any way. “They did nothing to you, but yet you killed them anyway.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Troy replied.


  “Shut up!” Cooper interrupted. “She was just a little girl. And Kate, she didn’t have anything to do with anything. They were beautiful and you erased them from this world.”


  “We can do this all day Detective. Is that what you want? For us to trade dialogue, you not to listen or hear me and me not to really give a shit about what you’re saying?” Troy asked.


  “Nope. I just want you to know why you’re gonna die,” Cooper replied with a faint smile. He blinked a couple times, forcing a couple tears down his face.


  “Then take your aim, boy,” Troy said with his arms outstretched to the sides. There was a group of kids that crowded the hallway to peer in at the standoff. They were watching to see what would happen to their savior and surrogate father figure. Troy glanced over at them in time to see two of his thugs make their way through to the front for a clear shot at Cooper. Both men’s guns were pointed at Cooper. Troy gave them a slight shake of his head to restrain them from taking a shot. “I just want you to know, if you kill me, you’re dead. My men have their guns pointed at you as we speak.”


  “Don’t care,” Cooper scoffed without looking at the threat behind him. “I prepared myself for this. I’m ready to die. Are you?”


  “I’m not afraid to die. Never have been. It comes with the territory. What I will say is that I always thought it would come from someone or something greater than a cop seeking to even a score,” Troy explained, still keeping his arms out away from his body. “And you, that is just an irony I wouldn’t want anyone knowing anything about.”


  “What are you talking about?” Cooper asked.


  “That badge you carry around like a sickness,” Troy interjected, pointing at where he thought Cooper would have it placed in his jacket. “Who do you think your old man was? You think he was an outstanding cop? Like you? Can’t be corrupted? No, the truth is your old man was on the take just like everyone else.”


  “Liar,” Cooper hissed.


  “I wish,” Troy continued. “But you can’t make this shit up, boy. He was on the take, got paid like everyone else, until he had you. After that he was unpredictable. He bounced around, never spent the money, then started to refuse it. His head was all cloudy on account of being a dad or some shit like that. Anyway, I confronted him about it. I think you were around eight or nine, he stood his ground across from me and told me things were about to change.” Troy grunted, turning to the side to spit fragments of his cigar out of his mouth. He turned to Cooper. “That he would no longer allow my enterprise to function on his watch. How he was going to clean thigs up here and make sure this would be a safe place to live for you and everyone else. Well, I gave him one last chance to change his mind and consider the consequences of his actions. He didn’t want to listen to reason. So I waited in the weeds for a little while. Let him feel good about himself. Let him feel safe. Hell, I even allowed him to soak up more time with you before I had him dragged from home and shot in the head. The final shot was a mercy kill at that point because I was tired of the begging, the pleading, and the crying. Jesus, I didn’t realize a man could have that much piss and shit to expel.”


  Cooper clamped his jaw down hard. Troy’s detailed rendition of his father made Cooper angrier than he ever imagined he could be. If Cooper had a clear mind, he would have joked that he understood what Randy felt like all the time. “I hope for your sake that you’re lying,” Cooper growled.


  “I’m not,” Troy replied. “Before I put him out of his misery, I asked if he had any last words. Maybe something to leave behind for his legacy, shit I don’t know what I was thinking, but you know what he said?” Troy paused for a reply from Cooper. He didn’t offer one and stared at Troy. “He begged me not to kill you. Begged, pleaded not to harm you in any way. Swore up and down that you were innocent in this. That you had nothing to do with it,” Troy paused, puffing his cigar with enjoyment. “Well, at the time I was starting to hit my stride. I hadn’t really contemplated killing women or children, so it went without saying that I wasn’t going to do shit to you. I complied with his wishes so he would feel good enough to die. Firing that bullet in his face, the thought never occurred to me you were going to follow in your daddy’s footsteps and be pointing a gun at me. So, you see, Detective, you’re the proof and the reassurance to me that when I kill women and children of the people that cross me, well shit, I’m right in doing so. Because they will all come back later to get a piece of me. And frankly, I’m too God damn busy to be doing this shit every week.” Troy growled and put his hands down.


  Cooper trembled with rage. He wanted to squeeze the trigger more than anything but something in him wouldn’t allow him to do it. Cooper shared that fear with Randy regarding killing another person. Cooper hadn’t ever killed, nor had he ever needed to in Skollpan City. Troy ran the city and there were enough crooked cops around that crime didn’t occur with any regularity. Cooper wanted to kill Troy in that moment, but it felt that he was unable to, like there was something deep within him providing restraint on the matter. Cooper couldn’t keep up the fight anymore and lowered his gun away from Troy.


  Troy tilted his head as if he knew that was going to happen the moment Cooper entered his office. The men rushed into the office to restrain him. “Hold it,” Troy ordered, and the two men complied. “This is what’s going to happen now, Cooper. You’re going to leave and never come back here. If you do, then I’m not liable for what might happen to you. Get my drift?” Cooper nodded, disgusted with himself that he couldn’t do what he intended to do. “With Johnson out of the picture, there is only one person I trust. You know her. Anne will be getting a promotion out of I.A. and you will do everything she tells you to, without hesitation or resistance.”


  Cooper chuckled. “And why the fuck would I do that?” he asked.


  “Just because you don’t have a wife, kids, or a family doesn’t mean I can’t hurt you,” Troy said with slight sarcasm. “There are plenty of people you care about in this world, and I will use them to force you in line. I know about Cheri. I believe you call her Cheri Berry, which is adorable by the way, and I know you have a thing with Anne, too. Boy, you get around. And I know you know she has two children of her own. So, if you don’t comply with me or her when she gives an order, then I will start with her two children, working my way to Cheri and believe me Cooper, I want a piece of that pie.”


  “You motherfucker,” Cooper groaned in disgust.


  “Only sometimes, when pushed, but of course you know that now, don’t you?” He didn’t give Cooper the opportunity for a rebuttal and motioned for the two men to escort Cooper out of the building. Cooper shook his head at Troy and complied with the escort. “It’s okay everyone,” Troy said to the children watching, “Everything is fine. Just go back to what you were doing before and forget about this unpleasantness. Alright?” He smiled which forced the children to smile. They ran off as instructed. One of the men stayed behind while the other walked Cooper out of the building.


  “You’re letting him get away with this?” he asked Troy in confusion.


  “No, I’m just fulfilling a promise I made a long time ago,” Troy explained. “You see, I only said some of those things to piss him off, but the truth is I was closer to his old man than I was Johnson. He did start to change, and all the other stuff was true, but what I left out is the part that he begged me not to hurt Cooper because he was special. When I grilled him about what that meant, he didn’t make any sense and wasn’t very clear about the specifics, but out of respect and the love I had for him, I agreed.”


  “But that was how many years ago?” the man dismissed.


  “Doesn’t matter to me. It could be a hundred years and I would still hold up my end. But if he tries to kill me by shooting me or fucks with our business, then I will forget the whole thing,” Troy replied.


  “So, if he actually tries?” The man asked.


  “Then he dies,” Troy chuckled at the rhyme. “Listen, I know him, and I know where he comes from. It’s in his genes, he won’t do anything. Especially knowing that I know about his flings and what I’m willing to do to them. He’ll stay on the straight and narrow. You just worry about delivering the money and getting the new shipment.” The man nodded and left, closing the broken door behind him. Troy looked down at the tense woman on her knees concealed underneath the desk. It was the other counselor at the orphanage. “Don’t worry sweetheart. It’s all good now. He’s gone. You can continue your wonderful magic.”


  Cooper was led out the front doors and allowed to walk alone to his truck. The escort stayed behind inside the lobby. There was a small trash can on the other side of his truck. Cooper walked over to it, unclipping his detective badge from his belt. He stared at it for a moment and tossed it into the garbage. That was how he would protect the people he cared about. Cooper knew after that confrontation that he had many questions and he needed to search his soul for the answers. He knew he couldn’t find them hiding behind a badge. Cooper jumped in his truck and drove off without looking back.


  To Be Continued...
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