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Introduction

 By Edward Lee

 


 


In a world that can often be viewed as
a symbolic pile of excreta—depending on one’s perspective, of
course—we all need our modes of escape. Fiction serves as one such
escape, and in my opinion it’s the most effective, because it
invites all of the participant’s sensibilities, unlike, say, film,
which only requires the viewer to point his or her face at the
screen and pay attention, or, I suppose, drugs, which not only
turns people into losers, it merely requires the induction of said
drug, then you get high, then the high goes away, and you’re still
a loser. But the high of good fiction NEVER goes away. It’s always
there, long after the final page is turned, recurring to our
faculties, replaying its thrill, and maintaining its invitation to
provoke not just thought in general but deep, thematic, and even
philosophical speculation. This is very important when one
considers the sheer function of escapism; i.e. GOOD fiction gives
us that very special bonus—or double-whammy: entertainment, PLUS an
ethereal fulcrum, so to speak, on which we are entreated to weigh
the subjective “in-betweens” of our world-view, and—dang it!—the
best stuff out there always seems to be negative or even
nihilistic. It is my judgment, then, that the fiction that we like
the most provides our avenue of escape from this enormous hock-ball
of the gods—this symbolic pile of excreta—called the world, or,
more broadly, the modern human condition.

Gee, Wally, isn’t that pretty fuckin’ cynical?

Well, yeah, Beave, I guess it fuckin’ is.

Personally, cynicism doesn’t suit me, or at least, I find
myself growing more and more optimistic as my fifty-year-old ass
trudges ever onward toward being a fifty-one-year old ass.
Ultimately, however, it occurs to me that the fiction of today
which offers the most mental meat to the reader is modern,
cutting-edge material such as David G. Barnett’s
Tales of the
Fallen. This
is cynicism and then some, brothers and sisters. In fact, these
three intertwining stories propose a work that may well be the
Mother of All cynicism.

Think Tarantino meets John Fowles’ The Magus, with a dash of Bosch and a shot of
Count Cagliostro, all mixed up in Macbeth’s cauldron and distilled
down to a phantasmal mental ichor, a wild mix indeed. Populated by
supernatural killing machines, snide demons, monstrous apprentices,
anti-Godheads, and aspiring sorcerers, Barnett shows us the
crumbling, corrupt vista of our own world made grimmer by a
coal-black antithesis of spirituality. Here a trine of plots twist
about our inquiring minds like Cthulhuian tentacles, only to merge
into not just a singular denial of status quo religious thesis but
also in a proposition of a Heaven-Hell mythos so far-reaching
you’ll get lost in ensuing contemplation for some time to come: a
very dark wonderworld of subjective opposites which all seems to
function as a character itself. If you’re into literary symbolism,
look harder between this book’s ornaments (the staunch gore, the
gritty naturalism, the belly-busting sarcasm, and a wonderful
modernized M.R. James-like occult science) and you’ll be left with
something staring back at you darker than the visage in Nietzsche’s
Abyss. It’s not everywhere you can find such theologic gems packed
into one break-neck occult thriller.

Hmmm, perhaps this preamble is getting a bit stodgy; there
seem to be more run-on sentences than, say, an M.R. James story!
But I’m weary of new millennial intros/blurbs/endorsements because
they all sound so colloquial. Certainly I could say, instead,
“Shit-yeah, Dave Barnett’s Tales of the Fallen kicks mucho ass, man, and it takes names!
Dude, it’s got all kinds of cool shit, like incarnation spells in
one of those 25-cent lick-on tattoo machines, and a devil’s
whorehouse, and enough blood and guts to fill a fuckin’ dump truck,
oh, and Bunklewarts, man, which are these slick little demonic
shit-bugs that live in a monster’s ASS, man! Conjuration,
masturbation, ejaculation, assassination, and GOD in a fuckin’
diner—yowzah! It’s got it all! No shit! It’s the best fuckin’
horror story I’ve read this year! Dude!”

Certainly, all of the above are quite true but, lo, such
exclamatory banter is not a reflection of my style. Such a tone is
too inexorably commonplace, which supports an ultimate point.
Barnett’s horrific ternary of words, places, and characters is
anything BUT commonplace. Instead, it’s a unique and very
refreshing vision, the perfect fruit to pluck off of horror
fiction’s tree for the new dark age. So? Back to stodgy run-on
sentences.

Here’s my favorite line in the entire book: “For what falls
from your diseased and worn womb will be the salvation of us all.”
Ah, such exuberance! But there’s a joke hidden in there—a joke on
us all—because when you think hard and consider the potential
symbology of that line, Barnett leaves us with the book’s core
truth: take the summation of what we typically want to believe and
then turn it inside-out. There’s our truth. An inversion more
perverted and depressing than anything we can imagine. And when we
look at the world of the past and the world of today—and all its
escalating outrage, prevarication, and horror—it may well be that
the aforementioned womb proves far more than a vessel for birth. In
fact, it seems to be gestating quite well in my opinion, and is
perhaps quickly approaching the end of the last trimester. Barnett,
either cruelly or gleefully, forces us to envision what might come
out.

In a hip style and sharp, velotic prose, Barnett has
unleashed a celebration of abomination, a pallet of mythological
freight right to the readership’s front door. Cynicism and heresy
has rarely been more provocative—or entertaining—than what you are
about to read.



Edward Lee

March 23, 2008

St. Pete Beach, Florida

 


—


Of Angels Fallen




 


The woman’s body slid down the wall as if in
slow motion—too slow. Mal put his finger on the bridge of her nose
and pressed down hoping to quicken the descent. When her legs
finally collapsed, she crumbled into a pile at his feet—forehead
resting on the cum-, piss-, what-have-you?-stained carpet. Mal put
the steel-tip of his Doc Marten into her temple and gave her a
quick kick. No sign of life. Of course there was no real sign of
life before he shoved the seven-inch blade in one side of her
skinny neck and out the other. Just because she was breathing
didn’t mean she was alive. Her heavy-lidded eyes had exploded at
the realization that something was horribly wrong. Her left hand,
which had been deftly stroking Mal’s cock, gave a sharp, hard
squeeze as he unloaded onto the front of her filthy, pink PVC
skirt. He placed his hand on hers and squeezed to keep the pressure
tight on his shaft. He kept her hand moving along his cock to work
out a few more drops while she hung there in the air stunned and
bleeding out. “Finish the job, honey. Always finish the job.”

From the other room Mal heard her crack-head
baby crying for something he wasn’t going to be getting anytime
soon. “Sorry, brother, momma’s tapped out.”

Mal dropped the knife next
to the “whore” and stuffed his slick-tipped dick back into his
pants. At least with this one I got a good
crank out, he thought. Even if I did have to finish it off myself.

The kid wailed again, sensing something
wrong in the air. Mal thought about paying him a little visit on
his way out. Then shrugged it off. They would take care of him, her
and everything else just like they always did. No concerns on his
part. Mal’s jizz, his blood, his fingerprints… Didn’t matter.

Mal walked by the screaming kid’s room and
poked his head in. “Take it easy there, twitchy. Maybe they’ll take
you in and save you like they did me,” he said before shooting him
a quick thumbs-up and heading out the door.

 


««—»»

 


Balance of
power, that’s what they called it. For
every good, decent life extinguished at the hand of evil,
retribution is needed in the name of the righteous. This is what he
had been taught since they had rescued him from the
gutter.

Twenty-two and already a bum—a bottle of
whiskey a day for the past year left Mal numb and free of any
concerns other than where the next bottle came from. Petty theft,
B&E, a little assault here and there, blood siphoned into a
bottle for some poor bastard brought into an ER after Mal had just
beat the shit out of him for twelve bucks and some change.

Yeah, Mal was leading the
charmed life. Then one night of too much booze and too little
thinking, he tried to force the wrong guy to give up his wallet.
The guy was big, too big Mal would soon find out. But the alcohol
and the need inside Mal made him feel as if he was even bigger. Mal came at the
guy, stammering and wobbling, finger poking in his coat pocket
pointing a cotton gun. The guy stopped but didn’t seem scared,
instead he just stared at Mal through black watery eyes, his head
tilted slightly, his brow creased. He looked like a confused puppy
trying to figure out what his owner wanted him to do.

“Give me your money,
asshole. Now!” Mal screamed. Trying hard to be menacing. He puffed
out his chest, trying to seem larger than he really was—larger than
the stranger whom he now realized was a hell of a lot bigger than Mal first
thought. It was a sad display.

The stranger just stood there as if studying
the situation. Mal teetered on his feet and started to lean back.
He blinked and when he opened his eyes no one was in front of him.
Before Mal could make sense of what was going on, the bottle of
bottom-shelf whiskey sitting on the ground where Mal placed it
before rising to intimidate, was coming up the side of his head.
The stranger’s motion was lightning fast and his aim was dead on.
One second Mal was starting to jack this guy, the next he’s falling
to the curb with a cascade of whiskey and blood covering the side
of his face, then his body.

Mal hit the ground, shook
his head, stunned, and rolled onto his back. Blinking manically
through the whiskey-stung eyes, Mal tried to look up. The guy
looked down at him, his head still tilted slightly. A flash of
orange appeared before Mal’s face, shadows danced for a second and
in them he could see the stranger grinning—but only for a second
before the grin vanished and the flame dropped down onto Mal’s
body. One moment he felt cold, wet and dazed. The next he was
completely sober, every inch of his body awake to the sensation of
excruciating pain as his whiskey-soaked coat burned away, then his
shirt, then…his flesh. The screams that erupted into the night
seemed distant as if Mal were hearing them from blocks away.
He wasn’t on fire. He couldn’t be. It had to be
someone else. Someone else in this pain.
Someone else screaming into the dank air. Someone else hearing the
low murmuring of voices coming from right behind the wall of
flames. It had to be someone else. Not him. Not…

 


««—»»

 


He had killed the crackhead whore because
they told him to kill a hooker. Actually, they said “harlot.” Guess
it wasn’t as crude as hooker. They’re not big on the vulgar. Silly
when you consider what they are big on. Whatever. Mal knew what the
hell they meant.

When he got back in his
car, Mal quickly noticed the package sitting on his passenger seat.
He knew immediately what it was by the mark—a flaming sword, red.
Mal still laughed at their lack of subtlety. “It’s about fucking time,” he said
opening the package. What he found inside confused him. So he
picked up the piece of paper. “Finally!” Mal’s eyes filled with
tears as he read the note another time just to make
sure:

 


This will be your last assignment.

Your reward is nigh.

 


««—»»

 


The sharp stink of rubbing alcohol mixed
with shit assaulted Mal when he first awoke. He opened his eyes and
immediately felt like someone had punched him in the face. The
light seared into the back of his brain—pain attacking his skull
like a jackhammer.

Pain…

Amidst the pounding in his head, Mal saw
flashes—images—ricocheting through his mind.

A bottle crashing into the side of his
head…

Face against the black top of a street…

An orange grin…

Then…

… a flame …

… falling …

… falling.

Mal sees himself…

Screaming …

… screaming …

… through a wall of fire
…

… covering him in white
hot pain.

But only for a few seconds… Then only the
screams remained. Mal heard them as if someone were standing next
to him—mouth an inch from his ear—unleashing a banshee cry directly
into his brain.

Through the screams and the
incessant thump-thump in his head, Mal managed to feel hands on his shoulders. They
pressed into him, pinning him down. He chanced opening his eyes
again. This time more cautiously. A fraction of light seeped
through. A little more, he thought, as the cold white light pried its way into his
eyes.

The screams subsided,
chased away by the light. The pain in Mal’s head settled into just
a light pulsing. He gave into the pressure against his shoulders
and settled back into the pillow behind his head. He blinked a few
more times, trying to focus. He saw what looked like two hairy and
thick tree limbs on either side of him. A blink later he realized
they were actually arms. He followed them up and thought,
Great, I’m being held down by a refrigerator with
arms.

On top of the living appliance was a head
the size of a watermelon—a big fucking watermelon—with long, golden
hair. Mal could have sworn he saw a glow behind the giant, golden
head. Almost like a…

Mal shook his head trying to clear his
blurry vision. When he looked up again, the glow had abated
somewhat leaving just a large—make that very large—man in a white
suit, with golden locks cascading down around his massive
shoulders.

“What the
fuck,” was all Mal
could say.

“Language, Mr. Branch.
Language,” came a voice from somewhere in the room. Then: “Please
allow our guest some room.” Mal felt the pressure on his shoulders
disappear as the behemoth let go of him.

“There. That’s better.
Right, Mr. Branch?”

Mal shoved himself up onto
his elbows trying to figure out who was talking to him. He cocked
his head and looked up at the guy who had been holding him. “What’s
up, corn-fed?” he
asked nodding to the big fellow. Then flinched as the guy moved,
thinking he was going to shove him back down or crush him into a
ball like tin foil.

“Relax, Mr. Branch. Desmond
won’t hurt you,” said the voice again as the room suddenly became
brighter. The mass of human before him moved to the left as a moon
passing out of an eclipse. Where Mal first thought the guy was
glowing and wasn’t, there was no mistaking that the figure that
appeared from behind Desmond…was
glowing. A
lot.

 


««—»»

 


Should have realized this
would be a hard one. Mal shook his head,
lips twisted in aggravation. But soon he let out a huff of slight
amusement. Fuck it. Go out with a bang, I
guess.

Mal had been watching his mark for a while
now. And one thing was certain: this was no ten-dollar chickenhead
whose skull he could smash into the grimy wall of a dead-end alley
after the whore finished sucking him off. Nope, this one would take
some planning.

Jericho White was a
powerful man—a very powerful man: high profile and almost never alone as executive
assistants and hired meat moved around in a carousel dance of
top-notch ass kissing. Yep, Mal had his work cut out for him on
this one.

Whores, bums, an entire cult, a busload of
geriatrics from Atlantic City, dictators, even a school full of
children, thousands…all training—years and years of training.
Training to follow orders, to obey…to kill.

 


««—»»

 


“It’s quite simple, Mr.
Branch. We would like you to work for us.”

Mal tried to look directly at whatever the
hell was glowing at the foot of his bed. But his eyes hadn’t fully
adjusted to working status again and he felt his gaze avert itself
toward the floor, the ceiling, anywhere but straight ahead.

“Is there a problem, Mr.
Branch?” the glow asked.

“Um… Well… You, ah, know
you’re all super glowy and shit, right?” Mal responded.

“Ah, yes. I do tend to
forget. It’s been a while since I’ve been around someone not used
to my…condition.”

“The glowy thing is a
‘condition’? What fucking condition makes you do that? ”

The man flinched at Mal’s
words. “I will make you a deal, Mr. Branch. I will hide my ‘glowy
thing’ as you put it, if
you promise to refrain from being profane in my
presence.” And the light surrounding the voice began to
abate.

Mal shrugged, “Okay. I’ll try, but it ain’t
gonna be easy. I came out of the womb middle finger in the air.
Know what I mean?” he asked, trying to see what was forming at the
end of his bed.

“Indeed. A lovely image.
Your mother would have been quite proud—”

“Yeah, well—”

“—provided she had lived.
Right, Mr. Branch?”

Mal laid there, mouth
agape, hands twitching. This is fucked
up, he thought. How the hell…

“How did I know your mother
died while unleashing you unto this world?”

“Uhh…” was all Mal could
dribble out of his mouth. His vision began to clear and he found he
could look straight ahead finally. A man stood before him. A man
like no other Mal had ever seen. He stood at least seven feet
tall—easily as tall as the Desmond guy, but not as wide. Tall,
slim, almost wispy…yet…his ice blue eyes locked onto Mal’s eyes and
as Mal stared deep into them, he felt a power, an electricity that
flowed directly from this man into his veins. And Mal knew
instantly that this was no ordinary man…and this was no ordinary
situation… Mal was lost, swimming in the man’s eyes, feeling the
hairs on his skin stand up. He felt as though his tether to his
world had been snapped and he was floating loose, out of control
toward infinity. He had no idea where he was, what he was doing,
where he would go, but he knew that whatever happened, this man
would be the one to lead him. He felt the man’s voice wrap around
him—a warm blanket with Mal nestled deep within.

“Mr. Branch?”

“Uhmm…” Mal shook his head,
trying to get back to reality.

“We have much to discuss,
Mr. Branch.”

“Call me Mal…”

“Alright…Mal. Let’s get you
fed and dressed. Desmond is here for you. I’ll leave you for now
and when you are ready, he will bring you to me.”

Mal felt an enormous shadow
fall over his left side as Desmond reached out and lowered the
safety rail on Mal’s bed, the metallic clank shattering the serenity of the
room, bringing Mal fully back to his senses.

“Uh… Okay,” Mal managed as
he swung his legs over the side of the bed. He felt Desmond’s big
hands grab his arm to offer support as he tried to stand. “Who are
you, by the way?” Mal asked, turning his head to the end of the
bed, which now held nothing but emptiness.

Mal shook his head again, “Ooookay. Guess
that comes later, huh, big guy.”



Desmond said nothing and
proceeded to lift Mal to his feet. He felt like a newborn foal
standing for the first time. But he quickly got his legs underneath
him. He had questions that needed answering. Something told him
things were going to be very different from now on.
Very…very…different.

 


««—»»

 


Mal had never really stressed about
assignments before. Sure, at the beginning, but that had been so
long ago. The jobs, like the years, ran together. Most of them
required very little planning. Mostly off-the-cuff dealings. Mal
was never really worried. He knew his tracks would be covered.
Plus, he was blessed. How could anything go wrong, ever? But
something told Mal he needed to focus some more on this job. After
all, it was his last. And after all these years, the brass ring was
in sight. Time to grab it and get off the ride.

Mal tried to simplify things, break it down
to the bare bones. Jericho White lived in one building, worked in
another. He ate at restaurants and shopped in stores, of course
they were all topnotch places, but still… Jericho White was just a
man when you broke it down. But it wasn’t as simple as that.
Something deep down in his gut gnawed at Mal, telling him that this
was different. But for some reason he couldn’t figure out exactly
what it was.

Mal had gone after many men. All were the
same. You find their weakness, expose it, and take advantage of
their vulnerability. In Mal’s wake you could have followed the
trail of dead bodyguards that led from the lobby to the seventieth
floor of one of Japan’s highest-security buildings. At the end of
the body trail you’d find Sado Hiroki, head general of the Japanese
Yakuza, strung up by his ankles above his desk, a pool of blood
collecting on his leather blotter, his skin—expertly flayed by one
of his prized Samurai swords—situated in his $5000 chair, clothed
in his $10,000, hand-tailored suit looking like nothing more than a
deflated blow-up doll.

Follow Mal’s path again,
this time deep into the heart of the South American rainforest and
you’d find an entire village of guerilla soldiers sitting
motionless, side-by-side, forming a perfect circle around a
campfire—a little odd at first glance. But as you moved closer,
you’d sense that something was more than just a little odd here. Approach further and
find a helium-filled balloon pinned to the collar of every headless
neck, and a goofy face magic-markered onto the smooth rubber. And
as you look down, you see each man’s head positioned between their
own legs, neck in the dirt crawling with ants, lids pinned open,
eyes reflecting the fire as their cocks—expertly separated from
their bodies—turned to ash inside the dancing flames.

Mal was a master assassin. A man with the
God-given skills to cause murder and mayhem wherever he was told to
go and sometimes even when he wasn’t told to. The skills had always
been there, but it took some work to bring them out after they had
been buried beneath years of general malaise and apathy followed by
a substantial stint of substance abuse.

 


««—»»

 


“You want me to do
what?” Mal said
incredulously.

“You are to go into the
school. Find room 315. Enter. Then dispense with the teacher. A
Mrs. Sally Burnsfield.” Desmond looked down at Mal, his green eyes
showing no emotion.

Mal stared out from their hiding place next
to the utility building on the edge of school grounds.

“Why?” he asked shaking his
head, not comprehending the order.

Crack!

Mal flew backwards, back smashing hard into
brick. The hand struck his face like a bolt of lightning; it hit
hard and fast…and it burned. Mal collapsed into a heap next to the
building, resting his burning cheek on the cool autumn grass.

“Jesus-fucking-Christ,
Desi.”

In one swift motion, Desmond reached down,
grabbed Mal by his ankle and lifted him up. Mal dangled limp from
the giant’s grip. Desmond continued to stare at the school—no
sweat, no emotion—a cold, solid statue of a man. Mal tried to get
his bearings.

“What have I told you, Mr.
Branch, about taking the Lord’s name in vain?”

“Don’t?”

“And what have I said about
calling me Desi?”

“You’re not too fond of
it.”

“Then why do you persist in
pushing my ire, Mr. Branch?” Desmond asked. Then he dropped Mal on
his head.

Mal scrambled upright and pushed his back up
against the wall and sat there shaking the stars from his eyes.
“It’s what I do, man. I’m a smart ass. It’s my shtick. Lighten
up.”

“It is not my
duty to lighten up, Mr.
Branch. It is my duty to make sure you are trained properly. It is my
duty to give you
assignments and it
is my duty to make
sure your true talents come to the surface. You are weak and sloppy and my patience
is growing weary. So, please, Mr. Branch, save your ‘shtick’ for
the whores and scum with which you choose to surround yourself when
not in my presence.” Desmond finally stopped looking at the school,
yet maintained his cool demeanor, which Mal was sure was even more
threatening than if he was being yelled at. “Every time you decide
to be funny with me I will hit you. And believe me when I tell you,
Mr. Branch, I will hit you harder each time. I will break you of
this need to push me. You will learn discipline…or you will
be disciplined.”

Mal stared into Desmond’s eyes and tried
with all his might not to piss in his pants.

“Are we perfectly clear,
Mr. Branch?”

“Crystal.”

Desmond leaned down and put his face only
inches from Mal’s. “And what is my name, Mr. Branch?”

Mal slumped, not able to look into Desmond’s
cold black eyes anymore. “Desmond. Your name is Desmond, not
Desi.”

“Very good, Mr. Branch.”
Desmond straightened to his full height again and returned his gaze
to the school. “Now, what exactly are you going to do, Mr.
Branch?”

Mal pushed himself up the wall until he was
standing. He tried hard not to shake. “I… I will go into the
school. Find room 315. Enter. Then dispense with the teacher. A
Mrs. Sally Burnsfield.”

“Very good, Mr. Branch. And
from now on when I give you an order what will you
not do?” Desmond asked
flatly.

“Ask why,” Mal said
softly.

“Excellent, Mr. Branch.
Now, if you would, please go about your task. And make sure the
classroom has children in it. Do not hurt them though. We would
like for them all to remember this for a very long
time.”

Mal wanted to turn around
and walk away. He had been training for what seemed like years.
Desmond showed him how to use an arsenal of various weapons. Other
men were brought in to teach him how to fight. He was taught the
differences between dozens of poisons. He had been taught munitions
and explosives. Some Asian guys were brought in to teach Mal what
he called “all that Grasshopper bullshit” and they had trained him
well. He learned quickly because it was all in him already. It just
needed to be extracted. And now it was time for Mal to start using
all the skills he had honed, all the knowledge he had attained. He
knew he would have to kill. They told him that up front. But he
thought it would be someone bad: a crime lord, a dictator or
something like that. Not a teacher. And why kill her in front of
kids? What the fuck? he thought. Can I do this?
Then Mal thought about his old life: the drugs,
the alcohol, laying in a gutter covered in his own piss and vomit,
people ignoring him like he was nothing more than a fire hydrant.
That’s when he remembered that he hated people. People sucked. So
fuck it. Why worry about this one bitch? She must have done
something bad. Everybody has something bad they’ve done,
right? This chick must
have some scary skeletons in her closet. So… If they wanted her dead, then she
dies. After all, they had saved him. They pulled him from the
gutter and washed the filth off of him and trained him to be a
killer. And he had never felt more alive. He felt like he finally
had a purpose—too late to try and have a conscience now. He had
made the deal. He couldn’t question, he couldn’t doubt— not with
what they were offering in the end. He just had to believe.

 


««—»»

 


“We’re concerned with how
long it is taking you to complete your final assignment, Mr.
Branch.”

Mal was a little worried. They had never
said anything to him before about his assignments. They just gave
them to him and let him go. But he supposed that they were right
this time. It had taken him a while so far. He still wasn’t sure
how to get to this guy. And for some reason he didn’t know why.
He’d gone after people just as big, just as protected. Yet, this
was different. He had a bad feeling deep down about this one.

“Well, Mr.
Branch?”

This was the first time Mal
had seen Gregory since he had agreed to work for the man. Desmond had been
there every day of his recovery, as had many others. And even
though Mal knew his orders came directly from Gregory, the man had
never shown his face again in all the years…how many years
now… Christ, Mal
thought, I have no idea how long I’ve been
doing this.

He looked at Gregory and could sense a
tension in him that didn’t fit the man at all. Gregory seemed a
little on edge and it came through in his voice. But suddenly, as
if he realized Mal was sizing him up, Gregory seemed to relax and
waved his hand in the air. “I can understand your apprehension.
Jericho White is a powerful man—probably one of the most successful
businessmen in history. His security is top notch. Plus, by all
accounts he’s one of the most giving of the richest people in the
world. His charity seems to hold no bounds.”

“I’ve killed a lot of
people who weren’t bad,” Mal said, turning to look out the window
of his thirtieth-floor apartment.

Gregory stood motionless for a minute just
staring at Mal. Then he said, “I was curious to see how you would
approach this assignment. It is a difficult one and one that will
become only more so as you get closer to the man.”

Gregory paused waiting for Mal to turn
around. He didn’t. So Gregory continued, “When the time comes, use
what we gave you in the package to dispatch Mr. White. We went
through a lot of effort to procure that particular item for you. He
will understand the meaning and it will make the death that much
sweeter for all of us.”

Mal seemed to be ignoring Gregory
completely. And Gregory decided not to push him. In the end he knew
Mal would do his job. Because in the end what he had offered Mal
for his years of service was more than enough motivation.
“Remember, Mr. Branch, finish this job and our deal is
complete.”

“No it isn’t,” Mal said
coldly. “I finish this job, you still have something to give
me.”

Gregory let out a little laugh. “Indeed, you
are right. I will keep my end of the bargain. Good luck to you, Mr.
Br— Mal.”

And with that Gregory was gone. Mal didn’t
hear a rustle of clothes, didn’t hear a door. He just knew that no
one stood behind him anymore. And he also knew he was screwed
because none of them—Gregory, Desmond, anyone working with them—had
called him Mal, at least not since that day he first met Gregory.
The same day he awoke to a new life, a new purpose and a signed
contract for eternal salvation.
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Mal continued staring out
at the city for a long time after Gregory had disappeared. In the
years since he had penned the deal with Gregory to become his hired
assassin, Mal had come to feel like he owned this city. He could
come and go as he pleased. He could do what he wanted to whatever
or whomever he wanted and just walk away. He had brought death to
hundreds, maybe thousands, he didn’t know anymore. He was chaos
thrown into chaos. It was what he was born to do. He knew this now.
Had known it since that first kill, the teacher.
What was her name…

 


««—»»

 


Mal had approached the school slowly. His
nerves were frayed. He was shaking. Sweating. He did as he was
told, though. He found room 315 and looked into the small glass
window criss-crossed with wire mesh. Inside the room stood a small
woman, hair pulled back into a tight bun, tiny glasses slipped
slightly down her cute, upturned nose. She was leaning back against
the front of her desk as she stared down her glasses into a book.
Mal could see her lips moving, and through the door he could hear a
slight murmur as her voice brought to life the fantasy winter world
that lay beyond the back of a wardrobe. The students were
enthralled by the adventures of young children, like themselves,
and of a powerful lion. They grew to hate the witch as they learned
the difference between a hero and a villain—between good and
evil.

And as Mal watched the teacher lick her
finger and turn a page in the book, he felt his hand slowly reach
out, grab the doorknob and turn it. He did it so quietly that no
one in the class even noticed him enter the room until he was
almost in. No one looked concerned, no one screamed. This was
another time when fears didn’t run rampant through the minds of
everyone—a time when villains were on TV and in the movies and
nestled deep within the pages of a book. Evil was a witch that gave
small boys Turkish Delight. At least for those children it
was…until that day.

Only minutes before, the
last thing Mal wanted to do was kill this woman. But as he watched
her through the window he felt something take over his body, his
mind. He remembered watching her read and the next thing he knew he
was behind her, hand over her mouth and knife to her throat. Then
the screams followed. They were deafening and assaulted his senses
and sent him into motion. He sliced the knife deep and fast across
Mrs. Burnsfield’s pale white throat. And as the blood sprayed, hot
and fast across the first couple of kids sitting in the front off
the class, all the sounds around him disappeared. Instead of the
assault of fourth-grader screams Mal heard pure silence. It was the
most beautiful sound he had ever heard. He looked out at the
students, all scrambling to get away from the big bad man that just
hurt their teacher. Where was the talking
lion? Where was the hero? And for all the
commotion and mouths open, straining to release the loudest screams
possible, Mal heard nothing. He felt the warm blood from the now
dead Mrs. Burnsfield run down his arms and meld with his flesh. And
for the first time in his life Mal felt…peace. Bringing death had
brought Mal…peace.

Was this a taste of what
Gregory had promised him? Because if it was, and it was
only a taste, then he
would continue to do this until his time had come and he was able
to walk into the warm embrace of eternal salvation—into pure
bliss.
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One thing Mal prided himself on was the
ability to not be seen. He had become one “stealthy ass mother
fucker” as he liked to call himself. He could slip into anywhere
unnoticed if he wanted. But sometimes it was just as easy to walk
right into a place like you knew what the hell you were doing. So
that’s what Mal figured was the best way to get into White’s
building. He put on a $4000 Armani suit, slipped into some serious
power shoes, put a black leather briefcase with real gold trim in
his hand and walked right into the main lobby. When stopped by the
guard at the front desk, Mal had simply said he had a late
appointment with some stock brokerage company on the tenth floor.
Which he did, he had made the appointment the day before stating he
wanted to diversify his portfolio, blah, blah and was ready to
funnel some serious “cashola” through the greedy hands of Hammerin,
Sikes or Maskovicz. Didn’t matter which one because he wasn’t
planning on keeping his meeting.

The guard verified the appointment with
someone at the brokerage company and pointed Mal to the large array
of elevators across the lobby. Mal said thanks and headed toward
them, boarded one and got off on the tenth floor where he met a
cheerful receptionist tethered to a huge half-circle desk by a
headset. Mal made a show of getting a phone call. He peppered the
fake conversation with “nows” and “you’re kiddings” and ended with
an “oh, alright, I’ll be there in a couple” followed by a
heart-felt apology to the receptionist and a promise of a call
tomorrow to reschedule. And within seconds Mal was out of the door
heading back toward the elevator. The receptionist had turned back
to answer a call and didn’t see that Mal wasn’t heading to the
lobby, but was in fact heading up, up and up to the fiftieth
floor—to Jericho White’s office.

While in the elevator, Mal
pulled a Mac-10 from his briefcase. It was given to him by one of
his instructors and was his favorite for infiltration where there
would be a number of people in his way. It held 32 rounds and was
fast and efficient. He used it to kill the same instructor two
years later. He found it poetic; he wondered if the instructor
found it poetic as
well just before a bullet exploded through his head.

Mal’s plan was simple—when the elevator door
slid open he’d shoot whoever was between him and White. It was a
brutish plan, it lacked subtlety, but he wanted it that way. It was
his last assignment and he wanted to have some fun at least.

Mal took a deep breath as he reached the
49th floor and let it out slowly as the red digital numbers changed
to 50. He braced himself, pointed the gun ahead of him and waited
for the doors to slide open. Someone would be getting a big
surprise once they did.

A bell sounded, Mal waited, his finger
twitched on the trigger, the doors slid open and Mal stepped into
the offices of Jericho White and came face-to-face with…

…nothing.

He was shocked by the lack of life. He had
prepared to kill and there was nothing to kill. He felt betrayed.
He felt hollow, unfulfilled inside, like a child ripping into a
present at Christmas only to find socks and not the toy he desired
so much.

Before him was a typical
office waiting area—professionally decorated but maintaining a
warm welcome feel.
Mal moved to the receptionist’s area and took a look behind it.
Abandoned. His eyes fell over the counter, what lay behind it
looked like it hadn’t been touched in a while. A fine layer of dust
had settled over the black counter and everything else. His eyes
moved back and forth and settled on the phone…

riinnggg riinnggg

For the first time in a long while Mal
jumped. More like a twitch to most people, but to Mal it was one
step away from pissing himself.

riinnggg riinnggg

He hesitated for a second, then reached over
the counter and picked up the phone.

“Mr. Branch. Welcome. Won’t
you please join me? Follow the corridor to the office at the
end.”

Mal nodded as if he knew he was being
watched.

“Oh, and Mr. Branch. Don’t
worry about anyone trying to stop you. I assure you, it’s just you
and me here.”

Mal heard the line go dead. He placed the
phone back in its cradle and turned. Ahead of him stretched a
corridor of doors. All the same—all closed. Mal should move down
the hall slowly, but something told him he was safe—for now at
least. He picked up his pace and approached the door at the end of
the hall. This door was different than the rest. It spanned at
least ten feet across, constructed of dark, heavy, hard wood. The
handles where made of gold. They fanned out, one on each door,
forming the shape of wings. Mal reached for the handles but stopped
and opted instead to push the door open with his gun. Both doors
swung open easily and wide. Mal stepped into the office of Jericho
White, his gun leading the way like it had so many times
before.

Mal heard the voice from the phone once
again. “Mr. Branch, welcome.” The voice seemed to come from all
around. He spun, trying to find its source.

“It’s okay, Mr. Branch. I’m
right here.”

And a shadow came to life directly in front
of Mal in the form of Jericho White. Mal leveled the gun at White’s
chest.

“So, Mr. Branch. I
understand you’ve come to kill me.”

Mal tried to pull himself together and gave
a nonchalant shrug, the gun never moving.

White smiled and leaned back against his
massive desk, unconcerned about the weapon aimed at his heart.

Who the Hell needs a desk
that fucking big? Mal wondered.

“A powerful man,” White
said flatly.

Mal squinted as though in pain. “Okay, you
know what? Stay out of my fucking head, alright? I mean, seriously,
I hate that,” Mal said through clenched teeth. “Gre…”

White’s eyebrows went up in mock surprise.
“What is it, Mal? Can I call you Mal?”

Mal shrugged again. “Sure. Let’s be casual…
Jerry.”

White let loose a big smile, amused at Mal’s
cockiness. “Please finish. Gre…? Greg…? Gregory? I know perfectly
well it was Gregory who sent you to kill me, Mal.”

Somehow, Mal wasn’t surprised White knew
this. He was getting the distinct impression he was caught in the
middle of some game. And this sudden revelation was starting to
seriously piss him off.

“Gregory likes to get
inside people’s heads. We all do really. It’s a natural ability. It
can be controlled though. Although I doubt Gregory is showing much
restraint these days. Never has been able to control his power.
Loose cannon as they say.”

Mal went along. “Oh yeah. You and Greg ole
buddies?”

White crossed his arms over his chest,
nodding at the same time. “You could say that.”

“Let me guess. Old business
partners? One stabbed the other in the back and now this has been
years in the works. Old Greg finally getting the upper hand by
sending me in to finish off the competition?”

White shook his head. “Well, if you’d like
to put it in such banal terms. Fine, yes, a bad deal. But it really
is so much more than that, Mal.” White stood up and moved his arms
dramatically as if pointing out pictures on the wall. “It’s a
timeless tale. One of deceit and treachery. Of murder and jealousy.
All the good stuff of classic drama. Shakespeare couldn’t have
penned a better tale.”

“Oh yeah. So who are you in
this story? The treacherous villain soon to get what’s coming to
him or the tragic hero?” Mal asked.

White settled down, thinking about Mal’s
question. “Hmmm. A little of both I suppose. Depends on who you
speak to…” White hesitated. “…you think you could put your gun
away, Mal?”

“Probably not.”

“It’s kind of rude at this
point.”

Mal smirked. “Not exactly Miss Manners here,
Jerry.”

White shrugged. “Well, I asked nicely…”

Light exploded from around White’s body,
reaching out toward Mal. Mal instinctively fired six quick rounds
directly into White’s chest. And just as suddenly as the light shot
forward it retreated, leaving nothing but silence and the smell of
gunpowder hanging in the air.

Mal blinked his eyes back into working and
six dark holes dotting White’s chest. Yet White continued to stand
there, taking in Mal with his now golden eyes.

“Hmm. Neat
trick.”

“Need I ask
again?”

“Suppose not,” Mal
lamented, lowering the gun and then quickly stowing it inside his
jacket. And just as quickly pulling something else out. For the
first time since being in White’s presence Mal sensed a change in
the man’s demeanor. White’s cool confidence had disappeared,
replaced instead with a definite uneasiness. His eyes locked onto
the object in Mal’s hand.

Mal was a little surprised by White’s
reaction. But relieved just the same. For the first time since
walking into this office, Mal finally felt slightly more in
control. “What’s a’matter, Jer? Seen a ghost or something?”

White’s eyes became slits as he tried to
regain some composure. “You could say that.”

“Little gift—”

“From your master, no
doubt?” White said through clenched teeth.

“Yep. That Gregory… He’s a
giver.”

White gave a disgusted grunt. “He’s a
fool.”

“Careful, there, Jer…
Wouldn’t want to go getting me all upset by calling Gregory names.
He is my—”

“Your what?” White
interrupted. His eyes had changed, the whites disappearing, buried
under an intense glow of gold.

This startled Mal a little. “I’d go ahead
and calm down a bit, Jerry. The eye thing…makes me twitchy. Bad
things could happen if I get too twitchy. So save the theatrics and
tricks for someone else.”

White sighed. “Fine. Is this what you want?”
White asked as his eyes returned to normal. He followed this with a
shake of his head. “Ironic,” he said, amused.

“What’s funny, Jerry? I
like a good joke.”

“This…” White motioned up
and down his body with a wave of his hand. “…this is the trick. This is what you
want to believe is real. But you know don’t you, Mal?”

“Know what?”

“That all this is a façade.
You just refuse to admit it to yourself. You know what this is. You
know what I am, what Gregory is.”

Mal hesitated, then shot White a quick nod.
“Maybe.”

White moved to his chair behind his desk and
sat, crossing his hands on the desktop and leaning in as if ready
to negotiate.

“What is your reward? What
has Gregory offered you for your years of service—your years of sin
against humanity?”

Mal paused for a brief second, then simply
said…
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“Salvation.”

Mal was confused. What the
Hell was this guy talking about? Salvation? How can you offer
someone salvation? Besides, Mal was pretty sure he was beyond being saved at this
point—

“No one is beyond being
saved, Mr. Branch,” replied Gregory, interrupting Mal’s
thoughts.

Mal frowned. “Seriously, man. Knock that
crap off.”

Gregory gave a short, quick apologetic nod.
“Forgive me. Sometimes my manners falter.”

“Yeah, well…” Mal’s mind
was already off the subject. He returned to the offer.

“Let me assure you that I
can certainly deliver on my promises, Mr. Branch.”

Mal’s doubt showed on his face. He looked at
the flesh mountain to his left, but got no help from Desmond
whatsoever.

This was his decision—no one here to help
him.

“Do you doubt my power to
deliver you into the arms of salvation, Mr. Branch?”

“Well, come on, Greg.
Seriously. Turn on the radio and you can hear a dozen fast-talkin’
Bible thumpers offering to save you.” Mal shrugged. “What makes you
so special?”

Gregory’s intense stare bored into him. “Do
you remember what it was like that last night before you awoke unto
me?”

The corner of Mal’s left eye twitched ever
so slightly as the memory hit him. He struggled to remain in
control and managed to pull off a strained shrug. “Little warm,” he
said nonchalantly.

Gregory’s stare softened. “A master of the
cool understatement.”

“Yeah, well, that which
does not kill us… And all that.”

“Oh, but it did kill you,
Mal.”

Mal bristled.

“But it was me that pulled
you away from death’s embrace and an eternity of damnation,”
Gregory stated flatly.

“Praise the Lord!” Mal
exclaimed.

Gregory stood quickly, and in a flash Mal
was flying sideways off his chair.

“You will not speak light
of the Lord.” Gregory’s anger pulsed with white hot heat like the
hand mark on the side of Mal’s face.

“Fu…” Mal started to swear
before thinking better of it. “Man, Greg. Not a fan of the touchy
feely. Know what I mean?” He struggled to shake the stars from his
vision.

“It is my belief that
subtlety and gentle suggestion fail to work on you, Mal. You fancy
yourself a tough man. Well, then I will show you I am
tougher.”

“No need. I get
it.”

“Now, just so you remember
the roles here… A little reminder of what you were saved from…”
Gregory gave a slight wave of his hand and Mal found himself on the
floor writhing in sheer agony as he felt invisible flames engulf
his body.

Gregory raised his voice
over Mal’s screams of anguish. “It was I who saved you from this pain
before. It was I who pulled you from an eternity of such pain and suffering.
And it is I and I alone
who offers you salvation.”

Another quick wave of his hand and the
phantom fire disappeared. But Mal continued to scream, his body
shaking violently, his eyes going wide and glassy as he rapidly
approached shock. Gregory leaned down to within an inch of Mal’s
face. “Salvation,” he said quietly and lightly placed his fingers
upon Mal’s brow. Mal’s shaking ceased, as did his screams. He lay
there looking up into Gregory’s golden eyes—deep into the eyes
of…his savior.
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“All premeditated to
manipulate you into his service,” White said with a
sigh.

Mal heard White’s voice as if it were in the
distance. And he snapped out of his memories and locked eyes with
White. “Oh yeah? How so?”

“If you will allow me, I
can show you what happened that night.”

“You want in my head don’t
you?”

White shook his head. “Not at all. I invite
you into my memories and the memories of those who work with
me.”

“Yeah, but still, what
happens to my body while we take a trip down your memory lane? Don’t really want
to wake up naked on the side of the road with a twenty taped to my
forehead and my asshole bleeding.”

White frowned. “You are a crude man, Mr.
Branch.”

Mal shrugged. “Yeah, well, you know… No
momma raising me and all that. No manners…”

“No excuses…”

Mal shrugged again. “Oh…so I’m not allowed
to play the no-mommy card like every other pathetic fucker in the
world? That doesn’t seem fair.”

“Would you like to see your
mother, Mr. Branch?”

“Uh,” Mal was stunned by
the offer. He started to say something smart-ass, but instead
stumbled on his words. He eventually got something out. “You knew
my mother?”

“Knew?” White shook his
head. “No. But I was… aware of her. Just as Gregory keeps an eye on everything I
do, I keep a keen eye trained on him at all times.”

Mal mulled it over for a few seconds. “So
you promise me no hanky-panky while we do this?”

“My word that nothing will
happen to you. I am simply not allowed to harm you.”

“Why is it I believe
you?”

White just stared at him.

“Okay. Let’s do this then,
“ Mal relented.

White’s eyes turned gold again and Mal felt
a slight rustling of the air around him. A moment later he was
standing in an alley in a shitty part of town. Shitty, and
familiar. He looked out of the alley entrance at the scene
unfolding across the street. Mal didn’t want to admit it, but he
knew what he was seeing. A skinny little rat of a guy was stumbling
up to a mountain of a man—a huge man with long, golden hair. And
Mal knew instantly that he had been played because there was no
doubt just who the guy was…Desmond.

The scene continued to play out and it
wasn’t exactly what Mal remembered. His old, drunk self was a
disaster on two feet. He approached the huge man in a barely
controlled lurch. Mal could hear his old crackling voice break
through the silent air—the words slurred and almost
incomprehensible. But Mal knew what his ghost was saying. And he
cringed. Then he watched the blur that was Desmond slide behind the
old Mal and hit him upside the head with the bottle. Then Mal
watched as Desmond lit a match and dropped it onto the bloody,
crumpled pile on the ground. And even though he couldn’t feel the
flames, a long suppressed memory resurfaced and Mal felt sick.

That sick feeling grew more intense as he
saw another figure suddenly appear out of the shadows and come up
next to Desmond. Mal watched as Gregory looked down upon the
burning body. He waved his hand and the flames disappeared. Mal saw
Gregory say something to Desmond before the giant removed his coat
and laid it on top of Mal’s charred body. Desmond picked up what
was left of Mal, cradling it like a baby, and walked off into the
shadows behind Gregory.

Another sensation of wind swirling around
him and Mal quickly found himself standing in dark shadows once
again. Only this time it was in an even shittier place than where
he had just relived being burned to death. The smell hit him first:
garbage, shit, piss, rotting flesh, disease and despair. The stench
attacked his senses, sending his stomach into convulsions. He
struggled to not vomit and eventually won.

Mal’s eyes began to adjust to the dim light.
Sounds rose up around him. But one sound quickly drowned out all
others. Like someone turning the knob up slowly on a radio, the
scream built to a crescendo. Mal winced and focused on where the
sound had come from. And there on the ground, naked from the waist
down, lay a woman in a small puddle of filthy water. Her legs
spread wide, her thighs coated with blood and the head of a baby
sticking out of her tearing vagina. “Help me!” she screamed.

For a split second Mal thought she was
screaming for him, then he heard an all too familiar voice. Mal
peered into the deep shadows and saw him…his savior…standing away
from the woman, watching with a look of complete disgust etched
into his perfect face.

“You need no help, whore.
You are an animal. You are one of the blessed ones. You were given life and
free will. You have taken this glorious gift from our father and
wasted it by polluting your body and living like a pig wallowing in
filth.”

“You fucker!” the woman
screamed and managed to hock up a good wad of spit and fired it at
Gregory.

“Gutter trash.”

“This is your goddamn baby,
you bastard. Fucking help…” And she let loose another
soul-shattering scream. Mal watched as the baby slid another inch
into the world. And he felt sick because he knew damn well who that
baby was to become.
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