
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




THE FLYOVER STATES

 


by

Barry Kaufman

 


 


 


* * * * *

 


 


PUBLISHED BY:

Barry Kaufman at Smashwords

 


The Flyover States

Copyright © 2010 by Barry Kaufman

 


 


All rights reserved. Without limiting the
rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication
may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system,
or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic,
mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the
prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above
publisher of this book.

 


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters,
places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the
author's imagination or are used fictitiously. The author
acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of various
products referenced in this work of fiction, which have been used
without permission. The publication/use of these trademarks is not
authorized, associated with, or sponsored by the trademark
owners.

 


Smashwords Edition License Notes

 


This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you
share it with. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it,
or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return
to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for
respecting the author's work.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


For Willy, for reading the first draft and
telling me not to quit my day job. Best advice I ever got.

And for my wife, Meghan, who had to grin and
bear it through all my excited rants about all the crazy ideas I
had for this book, most of which were mercifully purged sometime
around the fifth draft.

 


* * * * *

 


 


THE FLYOVER STATES

 


 


* * * * *

 



Prologue

 


There’s a moment of clarity you
get when the worst that can happen has happened. Part of you wants
to fight, but another part, the sensible part some might say,
merely wants to throw up its hands and say ‘shit happens.’

Sometimes, shit happens because
you make it happen, because whatever bad choices you’ve made in
life have led to it through bad luck or poor planning. Sometimes,
shit happening is the result of simply being in the wrong place at
the wrong time. You’re walking along, someone bumps into you, and
you step in shit. Shit just happened to you because you happened to
be there.

Or, you’re walking along, trying
to figure out whether that cloud looks like Snoopy or a pair of
boobs instead of watching where you’re going, you step in shit. You
just made shit happen to you. It’s usually the latter that really
messes you up. When you know there was something you could have
done about it.

Take, for example, the story of
a quiet, harmless security guard who worked in a mall in the
heartland of Ohio. On a day like any other, he was quietly exerting
his majestic authority at the information desk by the food court.
The new year had given way to countless post-Holiday sales, and
scores of shoppers had risen to the bait, exchanging thoughtful
albeit meaningless gifts from casual acquaintances and distant
relatives for the items they really needed: scented bath oils,
authentic Hopi walking sticks, life-size cardboard cut-outs of
Darth Vader and Stewie Griffin.

Today found this vigilant
sentinel of the shopping mall perched comfortably in his swivel
chair, eyeing the crowd with the keen vision of an eagle. Though
his years had graced him with an exceedingly droopy paunch, he
still maintained a steely aura of authority thanks to a tightly
squinting pair of dark eyes. On good days, he’d catch himself in
the mirror and dash off a quick Dirty Harry impression to himself.
He’d never actually seen the film, but he’d seen enough impressions
of Detective Callahan to make do.

His steely gaze made another
pass before the information booth at the target-rich environment by
the food court. Any one of these consumer zombies, shuffling from
store to store, could be his next catch. Try something funny, stay
too long in one store, and they’d be his. Shoot for the head. Well,
maybe not shoot, since they wouldn’t give him a gun. But definitely
pepper spray for the head.

In the well-lit space before his
post, a group of children played around an enormous ball fountain
in the middle of the food court. Not so much fountain as
interactive sculpture, it was basically a three-ton granite sphere
that floated free on a cushion of fire-hose pressure. The security
guard often marveled at the power of the ball, at the way its mass
alone contained the magnificent fury of the water jet below it. All
it would take is one shove and the ball would roll free, unleashing
a torrent of power that would blast through the ceiling, soaking
the entire garment store upstairs. In his own pathetic way, he
always felt a kinship with that fountain, great power held in check
by an obstacle that only appeared immovable. Most mall security
guard find themselves with a tremendous amount of time on their
hands; the mind tends to drift.

His gaze drifted to a pair of
well-to-do-shoppers, an older couple. Well, the man was older, the
wife looked kept, as they say. She was burdened down with packages;
expensive clothing that provided neither cover nor warmth but was
the hot new item of the season. The weight of her possessions on
her elbow didn’t stop her from gabbing into her cell phone. Her
husband, the guard noticed with a grudging twinge of admiration,
was not carrying any of her opulent purchases, but was himself
mired in fascination with the fountain. Perhaps this man saw the
delicate balance of power playing beneath that sphere as well.
Perhaps he was simply trying to choose between deep-fried Cajun,
deep-fried Thai or deep-fried Mexican (a mall food court is like
the Epcot Center dipped in batter).

But other than the usual blend
of obnoxious shoppers and dull-eyed teenagers celebrating a
successful bong hit with a trip to the mall, the day was quiet.
There was peace. The combined effect of the children laughing, the
shoppers droning on into their phones and the teenagers exchanging
racist and/or homophobic jokes combined to almost form a soothing
white noise of vacuousness.

Suddenly, this babbling brook of
human idleness was violently interrupted by the smashing of glass,
and the echoing pall of a security alarm. The guard felt his breath
catch in his throat. It was his time. The strung-out looking
shoplifter burst from the jewelry store to Starbucks, and not ten
feet from the guard’s post (of all the nerve) and had slipped by in
a heartbeat. With a surge of energy guiding him like the hand of
God itself, the guard leapt to his feet. His constant vigilance had
served him well, allowing him to gain pursuit instantly, swooping
around his desk like a bird of prey on the wing.

Presently, a series of very
suspicious events happened. It may help if you picture this part in
slow motion. In his haste to escape with his haul of jewelry, the
thief bumped into the post-shopping-spree cell phone wife, batting
away the bags in her talking hand and toppling two more bags she
had piled up at her feet. With no time to react, the guard plowed
head first into her now outstretched arm, catching her cell phone
with his teeth and sending it soaring end over end towards the
fountain. The other bags, now messily strewn about the floor,
ensnared the guard’s feet. Now upended, he found himself soaring
headfirst into the fountain below the ball, which he now noted less
for its power and elegance and more for the head-crushing nature of
its granite bulk and pointy corners.

In a moment of pure clarity, he
saw the water rushing toward his face, and the cell phone, gently
turning through the air. They went under together.

He was struck to the core of his
being by electricity, sound, radio, all the invisible magic mankind
has created. He felt the energy of the phone travel through the
water, invading his consciousness. In his haze, he felt endless
conversations upon conversations take place in his brain. A couple
in Worthington arguing custody of their child; bored teenagers in
Dublin planning a graffiti attack on an unsuspecting neighbor;
downtown businessmen creating a feeble cover story for a trip to a
nearby “massage parlor.” All of them, drowning out his own thoughts
until he felt his entire being soaring through the ether, from
tower to tower over the entire world.

It was wonderful, and it was
horrible.

He had never been a religious
man, but this must be what a baptism felt like to an infant. Except
instead of bored relatives who were there for the brunch, he was
surrounded by mall zombies.

He was wrenched from the waters
by a concerned shopper, torn from this higher consciousness like
being born all over again. Glory glory hallelujah. Frenzied shouts
of “are you all right?” and “should we call the real police?”
turned to silence in his ears. His focus, through the streams of
water still cascading over his eyes, was on the smug couple now
casually strolling away towards the shoe store. Without so much as
an offer to help, she had gathered all her ill-gotten gains and
continued her decadent lifestyle. And her asshole husband, he had
let the whole thing happen.

It was as if a golden light
shone down upon them, following them across the entrance to the
candle store. Someone was showing the guard a new way, preaching
through the garbled electronic static in his head. Through hisses
and pops, it spoke of a new power that would bring his protection
onto the whole human race.

To the confusion of the people
helping him, a smile broke free on the guard’s face. The throng of
shoppers helped him to his feet, lifting him up on high like the
conquering hero he should have been.

“I’m fine.” He choked, eyes
still on the couple as they slowly fled. He’d seen their faces; he
knew their lies. In time, he would bring hell down upon them both.
He took a glance up to the ball above him. Spinninng wildly on its
aquatic perch, as he’d knocked it while falling in to the fountain,
the ball seemed to finally be moving of its own power. That couple
who forced him into this baptism, who let his prey escape, he
realized with sickening pleasure, had cast aside the ball.

There was an easier way to
combat the evils that invaded his mall every day – take out the
source. That couple, with their cruel indifference, were the
source.

Setting aside the psychotic mall
guard’s revenge schemes for now, that was a prime example of shit
happening to someone in the wrong place at the wrong time. Whether
this particular shit happened to the already delusional security
guard whose mind now lay permanently scattered among the radio
waves, or to the pair of careless shoppers who had raised his ire,
remains to be seen. I think we get to it in chapter twenty three,
but I’d encourage you to read everything between here and there
because there really are some interesting parts. I mean, hell, this
is just a subplot. This guy’s just Chekhov’s Gun.

You haven’t even met our hero
yet, such as he is. His contribution to this prologue (which does
have a point, I swear) will be to serve as a prime example of shit
happening to someone because they made a really, really dumb
decision.

Within the hallowed halls of
Columbus Municipal Court (adjacent to Chick-Fil-A) Edward ‘Lucky’
Stevens shifted uncomfortably in his seat. No matter how many times
he found himself in the great cherry-lined hall where the City of
Columbus dispensed justice and passed sentence, he never got used
to the public seating. It was like a church; a slow-motion paddling
of the ass to keep you awake. The witness stand, on the other hand,
was different. Up there, they took care of you. Plush leather
chair, pitcher of water, plenty of legroom, and all you had to do
was answer questions. As a detective with the Columbus Police
Department (the best-dressed force in the nation, it’s said), Lucky
had spent his share of time up there.

Right now, it was Lucky’s
partner Larry Coogin who was enjoying the best seat in the house.
Although, Lucky noticed, Larry didn’t seem to be enjoying it at
all. Part of sharing a desk, a department-issued sedan and four
years with someone is that you usually get pretty good at reading
them. Larry’s usual matter-of-fact façade delivered the answers the
DA wanted to hear, but Lucky felt something up. There was a strange
look behind his partner’s eyes – Larry seemed to be looking
everywhere in the courtroom but at him.

Lucky wondered if his partner
was having second thoughts about what was surely coming next in the
trial, piled on an evidence table. That didn’t make sense;
everything they’d done, for the most part, had been Larry’s
idea.

After Coogin stepped down, the
defendant, Dale Tomlinson, was called to the stand. Lucky and
Coogin had spent months compiling evidence on him in an attempt to
link him to pretty much everything and anything they could. With
guys like Tomlinson, it wasn’t easy. You could collar him easy a
dozen different ways, but you’d miss the chance to get him for a
dozen worse crimes.

After being officially called
off the case (naturally), Coogin had fought hard to re-open it. He
became determined to get Tomlinson for something bigger than two
counts of Improper Handling of Livestock (the guy kept sheep at his
estate; they never figured out why). Together, the two partners
found cell phone records, credit card receipts, eyewitness accounts
that put Tomlinson at the center of it all. Finally, after calling
in every marker they’d earned and turning over shit-covered rock in
the state, they convinced a judge to give them a search warrant.
One field trip by a SWAT team later, and the pair of detectives had
brought in one of central Ohio’s biggest drug smugglers and arms
dealers (it’s more impressive than it sounds). Oh, and they also
got him on the livestock charge.

The evidence they’d spent months
tracking down, reams of documents, drugs and damning statements
(plus a gum wrapper that had been left on the table by mistake),
was now presented with great aplomb by the well-coifed
prosecutor.

Tomlinson, a former small-time
hood who had capitalized on several connections and hit the big
time, managed to look calm despite the pile of “you’re fucked” that
lay before him. He scanned the stacks of documents without a hint
of worry, but halted at the bundles of cocaine and heroine neatly
assembled on the desk. The blood drained from his face, and Lucky
felt his first twinges of guilt for making the worst decision of
his life.

It didn’t surprise him that
Tomlinson was shocked at the presence of the drugs; after all, they
had been well hidden in a secret compartment in his bedroom closet.
It was the conspicuous absence of $200,000 that most likely had him
stumped. It had, after all, been stored in neat bundles right next
to the drugs behind his shoe tree (what; where do you keep
yours?).

Tomlinson stared right at Lucky,
confusion wiping the shock right off his face. Lucky broke eye
contact first. The money, one very small link in the chain of
evidence that would put Tomlinson away regardless, was now divided
into two piles: one in Larry Coogin’s liquor cabinet, and the other
under the spare tire in Lucky’s trunk.

Again, it had been Coogin’s
idea. They had more than enough drugs, records and so on to
guarantee a conviction – why not hang on to a little bonus? Lucky,
to his own discredit, agreed. There had been some new developments
in his life, and Lucky was looking to start socking a few bucks
away. And that was why Dale Tomlinson was now staring down the two
detectives, unable to expose them without hurting his own case.

Two things you need to know
about Lucky Stevens – the first, he always has these visions about
how things will turn out. The second thing is that these visions
are nearly always wrong.

He’d had this grand vision of
the trial culminating in the dramatic reveal of the drugs, and
Tomlinson’s shock at the missing money. He’d pictured the drug
kingpin quietly accepting that he’d been beaten by two crooked
cops, as saying anything to the contrary would earn another few
years in prison. He’d had this vision of that money setting up a
new life for his family.

He didn’t imagine Tomlinson’s
shock turning from confusion to outright panic in a heartbeat. He
didn’t predict that the trafficker would suddenly leap from the
witness stand with a speed that only gut-wrenching fear can give a
man.

He didn’t know that Tomlinson
would headbutt the nearby corrections officer in the bridge of the
nose, sending a fine spray of blood across the witness box, before
grabbing the officer’s gun.

Lucky was on his feet before his
brain could catch on, his instincts ready to join the half dozen
police officers making their way across the courtroom. He burst
through the gate, almost barreling over the DA, and shuddered as
Tomlinson locked eyes with him.

In an instant, Lucky had this
vision of Tomlinson training the gun right at him, squeezing the
trigger, and darkness. He had this vision that his simple
transgression of stealing from thieves would end his life in this
courtroom today.

Which was why he was so
surprised when Tomlinson put the gun to his own temple. There was
no time to react, just time to watch a quick sharp intake of
breath, and a pair of eyes squeeze shut, sending a slight trickle
down a cheek.

The image would replay in
Lucky’s mind over and over. The look of complete desperation in
that poor bastards face, the fine mist of blood and brain matter,
the way he dropped to the floor. All because Lucky had decided to
pad his retirement fund. That day, he swore to himself he’d never
do something so stupid again.

Who made the bad decision here?
Was it the cops who defiled their post as society’s protectors, was
it the drug kingpin who chose to hide damning evidence, including a
big fat wad of cash, in his personal home?

Again, we’ll get to that later
(it’s toward the end), but suffice it to say, shit had happened.
Shit had happened to one man because he was in the wrong place at
the wrong time, and he had chosen to fight. Shit had happened to
another because he’d made the wrong choice. How he chose to react
would shape the destiny of an entire city.

 



Part One: Roll with the
Punches

 


Chapter One

 


Three years later, Lucky Stevens
sat on a rusted-out old floor freezer pondering the piece of his
forehead he’d just retrieved from the pocked, oily asphalt at his
feet. After the fierce beating he’d just been given at the hands of
angry hookers, his blood had congealed it in place, and sadly, when
he came to and sat up, it didn’t come with him. He rolled it around
between his fingers until the blood dried to a crimson stain,
perfectly patterned to his fingerprints.

He’d made a lot of bad choices
to get here. We may need to catch you up a little bit here.

It had been three solid years of
bad choices, all of which, in one way or another, were a direct
result of the one bad choice he’d made to land himself in that
courtroom. Some of them he’d come by honestly, some of them hadn’t
really been his choice at all. But, Lucky was raised to not accept
any excuses; at the end of the day they were all bad choices. It
was one of those bad choices that had led him here, retrieving
pieces of his face from hygienically questionable pavement.

He’d worked a double at the
Palace, a dive dance club in a dive district of downtown Columbus
The bar and the borough carried a feeling of extinction drawing
near as city planners fought to get their streets back from the
slow-burn urban decay that had crept in. Lucky’s long career with
the police had prepared him well for a life as part-time bouncer.
He didn’t have the physique for it, but he’d learned enough
hand-to-hand while behind a badge to take care of any drunken
college students who had wandered too far off the reservation.

It had been slow that night.
Apparently, management’s latest scheme, Tuesday Mojioto night,
wasn’t panning out as they’d hoped. Instead of watching the door as
he was supposed to, Lucky had decided to strike up a conversation
with a set of haunting gray eyes by the bar. This was, again, a bad
choice. When she finally spoke, greeting Lucky with a
well-practiced grin, she did so in a voice that was halfway between
Kathleen Turner and a foghorn.

Trust Lucky to stumble across
the one drag queen in the entire bar.

“Aren’t you kind of small for a
bouncer?” s/he asked.

“Aren’t your balls a little big
for that dress?” Lucky grinned. He’d met enough to know that drag
queens generally had a sense of humor about themselves. Lucky was
about to ask, out of curiousity, which bathroom his new friend
used, when the sound of the front doors grinding open caught his
ear. He turned to see his erstwhile Russian benefactor, Viktor
Kalimov stomp into the Palace. Flanking Viktor, as always, was a
small army of Russian hookers he’d had shipped over in cargo
tankers. Lucky turned to excuse himself from his conversation with
the shemale, but his well-dressed friend had suddenly vanished.

By the time he looked back,
Viktor was inches away from his face, so close Lucky could see the
flecks of spittle forming in the corner of the Russian’s wide
mouth. Viktor stood slightly shorter than Lucky, built stocky and
carved to a powerful bulk by a youth spent in the Red army. His
Slavic features glared at Lucky from underneath a powerfully
greased head of black hair.

“Lucky, so good to see you,”
Viktor lied. In the general run of things, Viktor didn’t see Lucky.
When the two met, it was either to discuss an emergency job that
needed doing or a late payment.

“It’s good to see you, Viktor.
Good evening ladies.” Lucky smiled, eliciting a bored and vaguely
threatening response from the hookers. Most of them didn’t speak
any English beyond ‘ten for the mouth, thirty for pussy’ which was
actually more task-specific English than your average fast food
worker knows.

“I hate that you make me come to
this shitty club, Lucky.” Viktor stated. “And I’m sure you know why
I’m here.”

“Because it’s moito night?”
Lucky hoped. A few of the hookers perked up at that. So they’d
learned some Spanish, too.

“Andrich tells me you didn’t pay
him last week.” Viktor said matter-of-factly. Lucky didn’t respond.
There was no point in it. Viktor Kalimov had been raised not to
accept any excuses either.

The fact of the matter was Lucky
didn’t have the money. Six grand every three months, paid out in
cash and handed over to whichever hood Viktor sent to pick it up,
kept Lucky alive, and he was three days behind schedule. Business
hadn’t been the greatest at the Palace, and since he lived on a cut
of the tips, income had dwindled. Viktor would have none of it.

The polite conversation between
debtor and debtee quickly went south, passing through veiled
threats to outright aggressive shouting. When Viktor decided to
drive home his point by firing three rounds into the rafters of the
Palace, it ended the conversation, Lucky’s career at the night
club, and the club mix of Magic Carpet Ride that the DJ had been
entertaining the crowd with.

So Lucky found himself
surrounded by a dozen or so hookers and a severely pissed-off
underboss from the Russian mafia. He explained to Viktor that
losing his job wasn’t a problem; he’d have his usual payment by the
fifteenth. Viktor was less than receptive. And as to his hookers,
they had a lot of aggression to work out. Plus in the midst of all
the shouting and gunfire , they’d never gotten their mojitos.
There’s no hooker more pissed than a sober hooker. They attacked
with gusto.

Like many men, Lucky had been
raised with the notion that you never hit a woman under any
circumstances. When he was taught this, he probably didn’t have
getting bum rushed by a small army of hookers in mind. That being
said, he got quite a few hits in during the fracas. But, and this
is in no way a poor reflection on his masculinity in general, those
hookers beat the ever loving shit out him. The catch about getting
beat up by women is that some form of penis envy always drives them
to go for the balls.

Even now, hours after the
assault, as he found the energy to hoist himself up to a standing
position from where he’d been seated on the freezer, his body
protested under the extreme duress it had been put under. He
surveyed the landscape of cuts and bruises along his body, and
decided he just needed to walk it off. So Lucky cast aside the
piece of his head, lost in his thoughts about how to make payment
to Kalimov.

The story of how Lucky found
himself paying for his safety on layaway to a Russian knee-breaker
we’ll save for later; right now there’s the murder to get to.

Lucky was doing quick math,
dividing six grand into pints of donated plasma, and almost didn’t
notice the warping reflection of a black Mercedes snaking its way
into the far side of the alley in reverse. In a fit of mindless
instinct, Lucky dove behind the freezer.

The roar of pain that eclipsed
his whole body twisted him in mid-air, a testament to the unbridled
fury of Russian hookers who’ve been kicked out of a bar.

Lucky would never figure out why
his first instinct was to hide; later, he reasoned that he didn’t
want to be seen. Much less by the type of people who drive into an
alley at 3 am without headlights. That thought alone, jockeying for
position at the forefront of his mind, made him realize he’d
crossed that thin blue line; he was now part of the gray-area
underworld he used to shake down for leads.

Lucky wiggled between the
freezer and the wall, lining up behind a discarded couch and a
broken-out TV set so his left eye could just see what was
happening. The agony that accompanied every movement seemed to dull
in light of the new visitors. He realized that one of his legs was
exposed, but the beating had left it looking like a pile of rags
anyway.

Two men, both chiseled from
granite and draped in matching high-end suits, approached from the
rear of the car, one carrying a gas can and the other carrying a
very lumpy, very animated lawn bag. Assuming grass clippings don’t
kick, the evening had just gotten very interesting. In the pale
moonlight (the street lights had been shot out long ago), the two
figures took on the appearance of ghosts. As they got closer, their
voices grew clearer and clearer. For reasons he was never able to
pin down, Lucky instantly gave them the nicknames Thing One and
Thing Two.

“No no no, Benny didn’t get
voted out. He was on the immunity challenge last week; I got it on
tape. Paula got voted off, cuz’ Peter and Racquelle had the pact
going after Bill got voted off two weeks ago. Paula screwed up that
monkey bars challenge so she had to eat the cow asshole in order to
go to the immunity challenge.” Explained Thing One as he
unceremoniously plopped the bag down next to the dumpster.

“Yeah, but still, I got three
hundred on Rick goin’ down next week,” responded Thing Two.

“Your money, but I don’t think
he’s earned enough survival points to pass the double vote round.”
Said Thing One as he produced something small from his pocket that
briefly reflected cool and metallic in the moonlight.

Lucky’s body tightened up
against the wall. Even in the weak light, he knew a gun when he saw
it. His reflexive tightening launched another volley of aching
muscles and fresh lacerations screaming in protest across his
body.

Thing One swiveled behind the
dumpster and held up his piece. Lucky braced his ears for the
jarring report to echo back and forth throughout the alley, but
nothing came. Lucky looked up to see thing two spraying the hinges
with what turned out to be WD-40. His deadly weapon proved to be
fatal only to rust and poor lubrication.

So my instincts are a little
off, Lucky thought to himself, it’s been years since I wore a badge
and I’ve just had the shit beat out of me by hookers. Without a
sound, Thing One and thing Two hefted the thick plastic lid and
turned to face the car.

Another figure approached from
the mouth of the alley. Wiry, older looking, he approached the bag
with a casual gait. Even in the poor light Lucky could see
yellow-graying hair, that strange part of the transition between
blonde hair and old age. As he neared, he produced what Lucky
believed to be a meat mallet.

“Man, oh man,” began this new
player, playfully bringing the mallet down into his open hand,
“what a classic example of wrong place wrong time.” This new player
spoke in a playful cadence that, Lucky could tell, generally
carried its threats in a veiled, sophisticated tone. This was
someone with a nice upbringing.

The person in the bag squirmed
and produced a sound like cursing through a gag.

“Come again? What? Huh?”
chuckled the latecomer. “Guys, take the gag off.”

Thing Two retrieved the gag.

“Ok, now you’ve got me pissed
off. I was gonna let this go.” Said the prisoner.

“Were you? I gotta say, that’s
very big of you. Not a lot of people would show that kind of class
in your situation – crushed from the waist down, stuffed into a
trash bag.” Said the captor who, for clarity’s sake, we’ll assume
was the Boss. Not Springsteen; an actual boss.

“You think this is all it’ll
take? You know how many times I’ve been hit by a car? Go ahead,
shoot me. I’ve been shot fifteen times in one night. Fifteen!”
threatened the prisoner. The Boss didn’t seem shaken.

“I’ve heard the stories. Again,
I’m impressed.” He said, lifting the meat mallet up above his head.
He struck down with a sickening crunch.

Laughing it off, his captor
raised his head and spat out a few teeth.

“You hit like your mother
queefs.” The captor chuckled. The taunt probably made sense in the
original Russian.

Anger flared behind the Boss’
eyes. He struck again.

“C’mon, pussy, put your back
into it!” cackled the now severely bloody prisoner.

The Boss was very displeased by
this point. Whereas before there had been a sophistication to his
cruelty, this was clearly a man who was running out of patience.
With teeth bared, he struck eight times without stopping. Between
strikes, a guttural roar escaped his mouth, the sort of noise you
usually associate with a werewolf or a broken disposal. Lucky swore
it was a trick of the moonlight, but he thought he saw the Boss’
pupils roll back like a shark caught in a feeding frenzy. He
pounded the poor bastards skull over and over again, his whole body
cracking like a whip with each strike. He suddenly stopped his
assault, his breath coming in furious gasps.

“Hussha haml oo ga, hucka?”
laughed the prisoner, forging his witticism without the assistance
of teeth, which were now in pieces on the alley floor. Having been
recently reduced to a quivering mass of split flesh and bruises on
the very same alley floor, Lucky was astounded at the man’s
toughness.

Without a word, the Boss swung
in a wide Barry Bonds arc, and nailed his captive right between the
eyes. A crunch, a splash of blood, and it was over.

The captive’s head rolled
awkwardly backward on his shoulders, casting a lifeless gaze right
at the crack from which Lucky had watched the whole thing.

He tried to pull himself
together, try to process what he’d just seen. The Boss, without so
much as a word, turned and left, and Things One and Two carefully
lifted the body into the dumpster. Like hotel maids, they went to
work. Thing One popped the cap on the gas can, dousing the body.
Thing Two began collecting tooth fragments and spritzing the area
here and there with a plastic spray bottle.

As they finished up, Lucky’s old
detective sense slowly purred to life, like some long-abandoned
engine. These were pros. Mallet took care of dental records, fire
took care of tissue samples, and what was no doubt vinegar in that
spray bottle was eliminating any DNA traces from blood
spatters.

Lucky’s gut, already on edge
after the beating, had begun an outright revolt. Even if only
subconsciously, he’d been expecting to see a hit since the car
entered the alley. During his time with Organized Crime, he’d
worked more than one of these scenes and they were generally pretty
antiseptic. One dime-sized hole in the back of the head, one sea
dollar-sized one on the face. This, though, tenderizing a guy to
death; this was just sickening.

“Jesus,” proclaimed Thing Two as
he spritzed puddles of blood, “he really fuckin’ wailed him.
There’s blood all the way over here.”

Lucky stiffened as Thing Two
began making his way towards the rusted out freezer behind which he
now hid.

Lucky’s stomach, knowing what
was about to happen, tried to make a run for it. With a shudder of
fire, he clenched his aching muscles and kept it in place. Thing
Two approached the hiding spot, cleaning up Lucky’s blood as he
came. Lucky’s breath started pumping in short, shallow bursts, his
heart having a world-class freak out.

The goon was now hunched on the
far side of the garbage pile, dutifully tidying up after his boss.
Lucky could just hear the squirting of the spray bottle over his
pulse. Then, fire ignited across his exposed leg. The vinegar.

In a different situation, Lucky
would have screamed until his eyes popped out, so intense was the
pain across his leg. Here, though, he somehow kept it under
control. He felt like his body was going to shake itself apart.
Spastic convulsions tried to twist his spine, but he tensed his
entire body, managing to tone it down to a series of tense shakes.
Everything in his body exploded with pain.

Without a word, Things One and
Two left. Once he was sure they were gone, Lucky burst from his
hiding spot and fell to one knee. He squeezed down on his leg,
teeth clenched so tight he bit his own lip.

“Shit fucking OW God Damn it
Christ SHIT.” He sneered, trying to force the pain out of his leg.
Through his haze, he watched the taillights of the car flip on, and
it disappeared into the night. He tried to get a fix on the license
plate, but the flames from the dumpster distorted the image, the
numbers waving playfully in his vision. The car slithered off into
the night.

For a split second, Lucky felt
like he was on the force again. He was a witness to a murder so
bizarre that it would make headlines. Those same headlines that had
strung him up over the missing money.

Lucky was struck with the
realization that he hadn’t thought about Kalimov’s next payment for
quite a while. His deductive reasoning, tuned to high performance
by detective training, was sputtering in an attempt to turn over.
The adrenaline was making his veins hurt, and he began staggering
back to his car, lost in a blur of thought.

 



Chapter Two

 


The gravity at Adobe Gila’s had
been turned up too high, Sid decided. As he stared at his feet,
dangling off the bar stool as they were, he decided he was probably
a good thirty feet away from them. He tossed a peanut at them to be
sure, and was astounded that it fell so quickly. Next, a tortilla
chip. It was lighter than the peanut, he decided, so it had to fall
much slower. He giggled that it fell exactly the same. Around him,
the bar swirled in an endless sea of colors and sounds. The world
was very, very cuddly.

“You told me you were fine,
dude. Stop doing that.” His friend Andy scolded him. Andy had just
returned from the bar with a couple of cheap domestics, his cheap
idea of celebrating.

“I am fine. I’m just
experimenting with physics. They’ve got a strange force in here.
Watch this.” Sid slurred as he dropped a saltshaker on his foot.
Andy swore as it cracked him on the ankle, and retrieved the shaker
from the ground. When he stood, he backhanded Sid across the face
in an attempt to revive him. The stars that popped behind Sid’s
eyes on impact swirled once around the bar, and then bounced back
towards the restrooms, lending several people a sparkly
invincibility as they did. The world was full of power-ups.

“Fuckin’ quit, already.” Andy
hissed. Sid spun his eyes around and tried to regain his
composure.

“Sorry. Sorry. Sorry. It’s just…
this is really good shit.” Sid grinned, referring to the
aftereffects of the pills he’d taken. Sweet, sweet pills. A dusty
blue color, coated in a thin, sticky residue. They’d almost tasted
like Pez.

“It’s allright. Just lemme know
if we have to get out of here.” Andy replied. He fixed his friend
with a quick half-smile, his cheek forming a tight crease beneath
icy blue eyes. The eyes, together with his shockingly pale blonde
hair, gave Andy the look of someone who was cold to the touch.
Chicks lost their shit over it. Still, even though it screwed up
his flawless (and well practiced) steely gaze around the bar, Andy
had to smile. It was all the pills.

The pills were the spoils of a
huge purchase that was going to make them rich. Some hick farmers
out in Newark had stumbled across the recipe in their meth lab. All
the happiness of ecstasy, all the tripiness of acid and about the
price of a pack of Wrigley’s. Without means of distribution, they
had somehow gotten wind of Andy’s connections. One quick deal
later, and Andy and Sid had scored enough mystery pills to keep
them in business for quite some time, and impress Andy’s
family.

Unfortunately, the unreliable
sources of this new drug, and the fact that it was a brand new
product with unknown side effects, had required a guinea pig. Sid
had stepped up to the plate, and had been quickly transformed into
a muttering, happy retard. Which, Sid admitted, he was going to do
that night anyway. May as well make some money off it.

Andy was elated, but had still
been forced to slap Sid around a few times tonight. Especially when
the dipshit started blabbing on about Andy’s family, and their
various criminal enterprises, in the mall parking garage too loudl.
It had shut Sid up for about five minutes before the neon lights in
Foot Locker set him off again. He talked for ten minutes about how
they work, about how electrical charges set off the neon atoms and
blah blah blah. Despite his annoyance, Andy was secretly impressed
that his stoner friend knew how neon lights worked.

Point is, as far as Andy was
concerned, the pills worked. He watched his friend roll his head
around, still seemingly connected to what was going on, but
experiencing the world in a strange new fashion. Sid’s watery brown
eyes followed visions from window to window, a giddy smile
stretching above a permanently fuzzed chin. He chuckled as he
twisted his shaggy brown hair into twin pig tails. Andy slapped him
again for good measure.

Andy looked around the bar;
pretty decent crowd for a Tuesday. Gila’s was a Mexican-themed bar
and restaurant that hovered over the main atrium of the Easton
Mall, a sprawling complex of shopping and restaurant that dominated
the east side of Columbus. During the day, the shopping center
teemed with consumers, but nighttime was given over to the drunks.
Tonight those drunks celebrated their reign to Van Halen’s “Hot for
Teacher” which blasted over Adobe Gila’s P.A.

One bar patron in particular
seemed to be enjoying the song, a shapely blonde who had mounted
one of the tables and started dancing. Her hips seemed to have a
mind of their own, and swayed as if trying to escape her body. A
member of the restaurant staff quickly helped her down and was met
with a chorus of boos from the male clientele.

Just before she stepped down,
the blonde locked eyes with Andy. No sooner had she touched ground
than she made her way over.

Andy was used to this sort of
thing. Since puberty, he had been panty-meltingly handsome. It was
a gift. This chick, he thought to himself, she was kind of fug in
the face. But, Andy noted as though he was a sommelier sampling the
bouquet on a 2007 bottle of Mad Dog, the body was still quite
hittable, and would do if nothing else was around.

The blonde shortly reached the
table and shoved Sid aside. He hit the ground with an extended
“Wheeeee” that got quieter and quieter and continued long after he
lay there. He punctuated it with a loud “Splat!”

“Your friend ok?” she asked, one
shapely eyebrow perfectly cocked.

“He’ll be fine. You’re a great
dancer.” Andy responded, leaning in close. She had already given
the signal; Andy would be neck deep in strange poontang before the
night was out.

“Andy! My chute didn’t deploy!”
Sid called from the floor in a fake yell, “But I’m ok, though, the
ground is so soft!” Andy gave a quick glance floorward to see Sid
rubbing his face on the not-marginally crusty carpeting.

The girl worked her mouth into
an amused smirk and placed her hand on Andy’s wrist. She worked in
body language like a fine art. Perfect timing, composition,
everything. In short, a master. She was the Gauguin of bar
sluts.

“Why don’t we find a place to
drop him off and then you and I can hang out and talk?” she
purred.

“I was thinking we should just
probably just go fuck,” cracked Andy. She smiled. Yeah, total
whore, he applauded.

“Come here and feel the ground!
It’s amazing! It’s like one of those beds made out of foam!” Sid
chuckled. “Hey, I found my peanut!”

“That’s great pal,” Andy said,
fishing his keys out of his jacket. “Why don’t you go start the
car?”

Sid leapt to his feet, a journey
of thousands of miles accomplished in a single bound. “Awesome!” he
enthused, “I am perfectly okay to drive.”

He bolted for the door,
unsettling several bar patrons along the way. A full three count
later, he plunged back into the crowd and grabbed the keys Andy was
still holding out, then left once again. This time he took a
different route so he could unsettle a new set of bar patrons as he
left.

Minutes later, Sid had the car
warmed up and was rocking out to some old school Duran Duran. He
didn’t care for their music much, but the bass line to “Hungry Like
the Wolf” was making his vision blur and he liked that.

Andy and the blonde burst from
the double glass doors that led to the mall, already entangled.
Their hands roamed freely across each other, and Sid thought it
looked like she’d eaten most of Andy’s mouth. Her shirt was off
before they reached the car. When they finally got in, the girl
leaped across the passenger’s seat and unzipped Sid’s fly.

“Woah, now! I’m doing the
driving here!” Sid laughed, disoriented. Andy chuckled and
playfully smacked his newest conquest on the ass.

“Bring that back over here,
baby.” He said, sliding into the passenger’s seat so she had to sit
on his lap. With a quick unzipping, she had Andy mounted and they
began going at it.

“Hey, you guys got any blow?”
she asked in mid-coitus. Andy chuckled and reached for the duffle
bag in the back seat. As he fumbled around, the random bar chick
continued her ministrations.

“Better. Try some of this shit.”
Andy grinned. He continued pumping and handed her two of the
recently purchased miracle pills, which she quickly downed.

Without a word, and no idea
where he was going, Sid put the car in gear and left the parking
garage. His passengers, busy as they were, didn’t notice when he
drove over the median twice and hit five parking cones as he neared
the highway.

They drove off into the night,
the party just getting started.

 



Chapter Three

 


Having finally found his way
back to the nightclub, Lucky found his Jeep bristling with parking
tickets. A pretty decent haul, considering he’d only been out for a
couple of hours. He brushed them off and climbed in, the smell of
his mountain berry air freshener choking him. It covered up the
mildew smell that had formed after rainwater pooled in through the
gash someone had put in the plastic rear window while stealing his
stereo.

The ride home was free of
traffic, and Lucky put little thought into his driving. The bizarre
events of the night were slow to rest, and continued to do laps
through his head. He found himself turning back to detective
tricks, ordering everything by time, tying everything together by
detail, and then starting over.

The victim of that murder had
clearly been Russian, and Lucky wondered whether he should let
Kalimov know what he’d seen. But that didn’t make sense. Lucky had
become pretty familiar with the Russian mafia over the last few
years, both through arresting them and working for them. There was
no one on the street that would kill a Russian. No one. Street
guys, the low-level pushers who prowled the northern outskirts of
the arts district, knew that tangling with the Russians was just
begging for a really fucked up way to die.

And those guys in the car were
pros - this wasn’t a mistake. Someone was calling for war with the
Russians, but who?

And why haven’t I already called
the cops, he wondered. This was probably bothering him the most;
that he’d seen a man killed, that his instincts screamed gang war,
and he reacted by “keeping it in the family.” Christ, it had come
to this.

Lucky thought back to the exact
moment he got his money home after robbing Dale Tomlinson’s secret
stash. That precise instant when, standing in sweaty anticipation
over his retirement fund, a wave of guilt had finally struck
him.

Anymore, he couldn’t remember
what he had once stood for, but he knew he had turned his back on
it more times than he could count.

Finding yourself on the wrong
path is usually as simple as turning your back on something you
used to believe in. Sooner or later, we all turn our backs.

Before he knew it, Lucky was
home. His second-floor apartment at 4 ½ A Michigan Ave., just north
of the lavish townhomes of Victorian Village, was purchased many
years ago in happier times. Part of a large Victorian that had been
converted into a duplex in the sixties before being halved again
into apartments in he eighties, 4 ½ A Michigan Ave. had been meant
to use as a rental property, an easy way to fleece college students
out of their parents’ money. After the divorce, however, Lucky kept
it as home. The upside was that it was paid for outright and every
night an aspiring music student down the street filled the air with
rich bluesy trumpet.

Tonight, the music student was
taking a break, and instead, his roommates were practicing. His
roommates were a sensitive folk duo named “The Tenderness of
Souls.” It hardly contributed the atmosphere, and in fact made
Lucky a little stabby. He had this quick vision of showing up at
their doorstep, gushing blood, and telling them to man up and play
some fucking rock. Instead, he looked up the street, noticing a
familiar pink Geo Prizm parked the wrong way down the alley in
front of his apartment. Originally a vile shade of pink, it had
been worked over with construction dust and road salt (the official
car finish of Columbus) and now resembled a dirty wad of bubblegum
with two headlights stuck to it. As if the night hadn’t been weird
enough, Lucky’s ex-wife Stacy had dropped by for a nightcap.

He abandoned his car by a
dumpster, sure that morning would find it bristling with parking
tickets once again. When he reached the front door, a flimsy piece
of aluminum and plastic with his address etched on it, he realized
it was partially opened. He had locked it when he left; sure
enough, his ex-wife could still read his mind and knew exactly
where he’d hidden the key. The door opened softly to a steep,
narrow set of stairs.

“Stacy? What are you doing
here?” he called up the stairs as he walked in. He heard a loud
sniff; she either had a head cold or he had some comforting to do
tonight. He suddenly wished he knew some “Tenderness of Souls”
lyrics.

Stacy didn’t immediately
respond, giving Lucky his first chance to check out he damage in
the small foyer mirror. There were patches here and there where
pavement had scraped off his skin, and the chunk of missing
forehead was sitting on top of a rapidly growing goose egg. He
lifted some of his dark brown bangs out of the way to take a closer
look. He’d always carried a hangdog face; as far back as he could
remember. Lately, though, it seemed to match his outlook more and
more.

He entered the living room to
find her folded up on his couch wrapped in a blanket. Pockets of
soggy Kleenex dotted the landscape of his coffee table, encircling
a half-empty wine bottle that, he felt less than manly for noting
this, would leave a ring. In eight years of marriage, Lucky had
seen his wife cry a handful of times. The worst was May of last
year when they would have been planning a first birthday party.
This wasn’t that bad, but it was up there.

“Eddie, I’m sorry,” she sobbed
as she sat up and dried her eyes with another Kleenex. “I keep
asking myself why I came here.”

She was the only person on the
planet who still called him Eddie.

“C’mere,” he sighed while
plopping down on the sofa, much to the relief of the searing pain
in his legs. “Now what happened?”

“I… what the hell happened to
you?” she asked, shaking off her grief. Her eyes scanned the
contours of his battered face.

“Is it bad? I forgot to check
myself out in the rear view.” Lucky lied. Stacy held his face
closer, looking more closely at some of the bruises.

“We should really get some of
this looked at,” she warned. “Who did this?”

“Buncha hookers.” He admitted.
She pretended not to have heard. “Look, it’s not a big deal. But
what about you? What happened?”

“Oh,” she said, pulling back
from his face. “Tonight. It just… I don’t know, I was feeling
depressed, I guess.”

Lucky nodded, knowing full well
that logical answers came from his ex-wife about as often as blood
comes from a stone. Naturally, it was up to him to guess. After the
divorce, she had pursued an on-again off-again relationship with
some flowery idiot who sold pastels of Dobermans in the Short North
arts district. Crying was an obvious side effect of off-again.

“Was it Theo?” Lucky guessed,
saying the name as he always did with a cross-eyed grin. Theo was
cross eyed; I’m not sure if I mentioned that. She sniffed and
looked away towards the TV, where the news anchors were exchanging
mindless banter.

“He ran off. Something about his
creative needs.” She moped. Another sniff, and the dam broke. She
collapsed into Lucky’s shoulder, sobbing. It set off a piercing
throb of pain that extended all the way into his lungs, but Lucky
kept that to himself.

“Look, I know it’s not my
business any more, but how many times are you gonna take this from
this guy?” Lucky asked, wondering why on earth he hadn’t stopped at
a bar before coming home. Oh right, he reminded himself, the face
full of jagged cuts and bruises.

“He’s been under a lot of stress
lately. His latest show didn’t go so hot.” Stacy sniffed. She
reached for another Kleenex and another straight-from-the-bottle
swig of wine. She offered him the bottle and he happily took
it.

“Dobermans not selling, huh?”
Lucky smiled. He took a sip; warm. She’d been here a while. Hey!
There’s that old detective sense.

“He’s moved on to German
Shepherds.” She replied, allowing a grin to re-route the tears down
her face.

They shared a brief laugh, then
Stacy rolled her head against Lucky’s shoulder, shooting pain down
his arm. She was leaning up to kiss him, but just as Lucky leaned
in, she changed tack and rolled her head back down. She’d almost
forgotten that his face looked like road kill.

They’d shared a close
relationship since the divorce, or at least since the first of
these late night visits. It came about six months after they split,
when she’d caught Theo with another woman. That night, Lucky and
Stacy had shared seven hours of grudge sex that had surely given a
few of his neighbors a sleepless night. The following morning, they
agreed it had been a bad idea and it never happened again.

Still, the occasional visits
continued.

“If you want to crash here
tonight, it’s fine with me,” Lucky said, noticing for the first
time the pile of her clothing on the floor. She lifted her head and
fixed him with a look of expectation. “On the couch, I mean. I’ll
get you a pillow.”

More quickly than his bruises
warranted, Lucky snapped up from the couch and retreated to the
linen closet. There, behind some old light bulbs, a snarl of
extension cords and ancient copies of Playboy, he found the guest
pillow. By the time he brought it back to the living room, Stacy
was in the first stages of sleep.

He looked down at her, thinking
back to happier days. They’d honeymooned in Jamaica, and he could
still smell the salt air as he pictured her sunning on the beach.
The sun slid over her body as if worshipping her. Later, back at
the bungalow they rented, he remembered how the moonlight, cast
through the blinds, had painted her in strips of light and dark,
accentuating every curve and lighting up her smile.

He was yanked from his reverie,
and back to several realities, by an image on the television.

“This city,” spoke a
microphone-encircled man in the crisp tones of someone with a nice
upbringing, “has always had a fine tradition of impeccable law
enforcement. It makes me proud to be here, assisting our police in
our community.” A graphic at the bottom read “E-Z Go Checking
founder Alexander Christiansen presents donation.”

A handshake, a volley of
flashbulbs, and the anchorwoman’s voice took over. Lucky, however
was in a daze. He stepped out of the daze and found himself in a
flash, where he realized that what he’d seen tonight was beyond a
back alley murder. Still grinning and shaking hands, Alexander
Christiansen was wearing the same suit he wore hours ago as he
caved in some poor asshole’s face with a meat mallet.

His train of thought picked up
steam, resuming the fevered pace it had kept through his whole
drive home. This time, however, there was a new element: a
connection, a plan, gelling quickly in his mind. This idea went
against everything he used to stand for, but the ease with which he
put it together told Lucky it was time to stand for something new.
You get on the wrong path by turning your back, but sometimes that
gets you on the right path, too. Lucky barely heard the anchorwoman
rattle off facts about the monetary contribution Christiansen had
made to the Columbus Police Department. He was focused only on the
number of zeros trailing their way down the giant novelty check.
They seemed to say “Oooooo, that’s a shitload of money.”

It was his only chance to get
out of this life.

But it also meant increasing the
stakes, which had already landed him face down in an alley tonight.
Next time, he wouldn’t be getting up.

He thought of Viktor Kalimov and
looked down at his battered body. He thought of the new deadline
he’d been given for payment, looked down at his ex-wife sleeping
peacefully on his sofa and thought of the life that had been taken
away from him. All over stupid money. Money, like the check that
Christiansen was handing to the people who had thrown Lucky to the
wolves by firing him over money. Money, like the simple tithe that
he needed to buy his freedom from Kalimov, a fraction of what
Christiansen had just donated on a whim.

Turning his back on his beliefs,
just this one last time, was starting to look better and
better.

 



Chapter Four

 


“Think we can get our money back
for these pills?” Sid asked, standing over the girl, who had calmed
down considerably upon dying. Andy fixed him with one of his
trademark ‘you think this shit’s funny?’ looks.

Shortly after popping the pill,
the girl had started going nuts. While Sid had reacted to the pills
with complete abandon of social restraint, amplifying his generally
weird behavior, the girl, upon hers kicking in, had simply lost
whatever filter makes a person shut up every once in a while.

Her voice reaching a fevered
pitch, she blathered on for hours on end. About the cheap shoes her
friend wore, the cancellation of her favorite TV show, her asshole
boss. This went on for an entire hour as they drove aimlessly
around the city, Andy cursing his quickly dying boner.

Still, as she ranted she
continued humping Andy. If she noticed that Andy had lost interest,
she didn’t seem to care. Twenty minutes into her extended diatribe
against the new season of The Hills, he zipped up and started
staring out the window. It wasn’t until she started vomiting blood
all over the dashboard that they thought there was a problem.

They had skidded to a halt at a
vacant rest stop alongside 270, where the girl had darkened the
landscaping before passing out. With one final heave, it was over.
At first, neither one of them knew how to react.

A quick check of her pulse
revealed that the drugs Sid and Andy had just bought produced some
unsettling side effects. Andy reacted by launching some food of his
own into the bushes. If there was one thing Andy hated, it was
throwing up. Sid reacted by losing his buzz. If there was one thing
Sid hated, it was sobering up.

“What should we do with her?”
Andy asked, rooting through her purse for a breath mint. “I mean,
we got pretty lucky here that…”

He stopped in mid-sentence, his
entire focus now planted firmly on her wallet.

“Oh shit.”

“What?” Sid asked.

“Oh shit oh shit oh shit.” Andy
panicked. He was staring at the ID card he’d found in her purse,
all color drained from his face. He passed the card over to
Sid.

“Oh shit is right.” Sid
remarked. He’d only sobered up moments ago, but his math was good
enough to subtract today’s date from the birthday on the ID. The
splayed out heap of dead bar slut at his feet was only sixteen
years old.

They stood in silence for a
moment. They had to dump the body, that much was clear, but they
were in for some serious trouble. If they got pinned with this,
they didn’t just face jail time. In the tradition of Andrich “Andy”
Kalimov’s family, anyone who got pinched was a dead man. There’s
too much chance they might talk. In this situation, they wouldn’t
even wait for the arrest. If there were a possibility you were
going to wind up in an interrogation room, you’d end up in the
morgue first.

They were about to get a plan
put together when a voice from behind them pierced the silence.

“Oh gentlemen, please make my
fucking night and tell me that girl’s dead.” Andy and Sid spun
around and felt their stomachs hit the pavement.

Backlit by the headlights of
Andy’s truck, the two couldn’t see his face, but the silhouette of
the hat and the twinkle of light off his badge said it all. In a
stunning example of rotten luck, Andy and Sid had just killed a
sixteen-year-old girl in front of a cop. The officer stood there,
his fingers drumming a silent beat on his belt.

“Officer, our friend is sick.
She…” Andy said, always ready with an alibi.

“Shut up,” the cop said,
casually lifting the duffel bag he’d pulled from their car and
setting it on the ground. “I know damn well what happened here, and
what’s more I know who you assholes are.”

He let that sink in as the two
panicked. Sid looked to Andy for a brilliant plan, anything to tell
this guy to make this go away, but the look of terror in Andy’s
eyes told him it wasn’t coming.

“So,” asked the cop in an oddly
perky voice, “she dead?”

Neither Sid nor Andy could speak
for a moment.

“Uh… yeah, it looks like it.”
Andy finally spoke up.

“Mmm hmm. She looks a little
young for you boys.” The cop pointed out. It was hard to tell in
the dim light, but he appeared to be smiling. As he spoke, his
fingers drummed faster. They were now twitching so fast it was like
watching a millipede skitter away from the light.

“She’s sixteen. We just found
out, I mean, she told me she was twenty-three. She could totally
pass for twenty-three.” Andy said, his voice coming under
control.

The cop let the conversation
simmer for a minute. Andy and Sid both shared the question of
whether or not to say anything. Finally, just as Andy was steeling
himself for interrogation mode, the cop spoke.

“You two run with the Russians.
You know people. You can get something done for me.” The cop said,
excitement tilting his voice slightly higher. Andy gave a slight
sigh of relief, thanking God they’d come across a crooked cop.
Columbus was new to being a big city; their police force had yet to
truly learn the ropes.

“You’ll look the other way on
this if we help you?” Andy bargained.

“Of course. I’ll even let this
go,” the cop offered, tossing Sid the duffel bag.

“What do you want?” Sid
asked.

“You two know who Alexander
Christiansen is?” Said the cop, his fingers dancing. Sid shook off
the visual that this guy seemed to be sending text messages with
both hands.

“The E-Z Go checking guy?” Andy
asked, playing stupid. Of course he knew Christiansen.

“Don’t be a fucking smartass,”
the cop spat, sounding a little off as the conversation progressed,
“I mean you know who he really is.” Andy and Sid both looked at
each other, eyebrows perked up. They were under the impression that
no one outside the business knew who Alexander Christiansen really
was. Then, Andy’s face changed. His curiosity dissolved to
trepidation, and, after a moment, he turned back to the cop with
genuine fear.

“Yeah, we know. What about him?”
Andy asked cautiously. He didn’t know a whole lot about
Christiansen, but what he’d heard wasn’t good.

“In one week, we meet back here,
same time. You bring me his wife, and this all goes away. Plus, you
can have this back.” The cop said, shouldering the duffle bag and
turning his back. He put his hands in his pockets, but Sid and Andy
could still make out his fingers, drumming away.

“How do we know you’re gonna
keep quiet?” Sid asked, probably trying too hard to sound
threatening. He felt he had to say something; Andy wasn’t looking
too hot. His usually confident demeanor had fallen into an odd
series of confused sideways glances. Andy was working something
out, that much was sure, but he wasn’t anywhere close to an
answer

“You don’t. See you next week.”
The cop responded as he walked out of the light and returned to the
night’s inky darkness. And with that, the bizarre little exchange
was over. As casual as making dinner plans. Sid and Andy stood in
silence as his foot steps faded. They saw him again briefly in the
soft halo of a dome light as he got into what appeared to be a
paddy wagon, then he was gone. They shared a few moments of stony
silence, each digesting what had happened in their own way.

Sid looked to Andy for guidance,
for some sort of plan. Andy was staring off at the highway where
the cop had slipped back into the night, a blank expression on his
face. This worried Sid, as Andy was never without a plan,
explanation or excuse.

“Andy. Come on, man. Help me
load up this body and we’ll figure out what we…” Sid began.

“His wife??” Andy incredulously
asked, suddenly, as if he didn’t realize the cop had left several
minutes ago. He seemed to be halfway between amused and confused.
Comused?

“That’s gonna be tough. Dude’s
got more protection than the president.” Sid admitted, thinking
back to the stories he’d heard about Christensen.

Andy looked over at Sid, a small
joyless laugh escaping his lips.

“Sid, there’s one huge problem
here.”

“Just one?” Sid said, hefting up
the dead girl by her shoulders. Goddamn I got lazy friends, he
thought.

“How the hell are we supposed to
get Christiansen’s wife? He’s not even fucking married.” Andy
howled.

The girl’s body hit the pavement
with a thud.

 



Chapter Five

 


The next morning, a mailbox
stared impatiently back at Lucky Stevens, who had frozen in the act
of dropping off a letter. The raindrops streaking down his face
went entirely unnoticed, as he was completely lost in the gravity
of what dropping off this letter meant.

The message of the letter was
direct, to the point, and crafted using various letters from
Lucky’s extensive collection of men’s magazines. In short, ‘I saw
the murder, willing to strike a deal, $500,000 in unmarked bills,
etc. etc.’ He’d been particularly proud of the drop off location
he’d chosen.

All the excitement of crafting
his first blackmail letter, however, crashed to the ground when
faced with this, the point of no return. He now had the letter half
in the mailbox – one twitch of the thumb and he could no longer
chicken out. And if he didn’t chicken out, he was now official.
He’d have passed through that gray area.

The mailbox yawned
expectantly.

With a quick gasp of
determination, he dropped the letter. It hit the bottom of the
empty mailbox with an ominous thump that probably sounded a lot
louder than it actually was. Lucky stared at the mailbox for
another moment, deep in thought, then resolutely turned and worked
his way back home.

As he walked, slightly shivering
as the late October rain began to get to him, he thought back to
the day he’d started down this road. It was just after his ordeal
with internal affairs. Tomlinson’s suicide had been a big deal –
the papers had started digging, and digging deep. An anonymous tip
had bubbled to the surface that tied Lucky to the money. He should
have known right away his partner would roll over on him.

Then one day, as he was quietly
carrying a trash bag full of Benjamins into the station before he
got pinned with the theft, two IAD assholes cornered him. It only
took a few hours, but by the time it was over Lucky had called in
every favor he was owed just to stay out of jail. To this day, he
knew that the only reason he had his freedom was that he’d kept his
head during the whole thing. It also helped that the two IAD guys
were poker buddies, and shitty liars to boot. Every time they
claimed to have some crucial witness, he’d watch for a hand to
crease a lapel, and he’d just laugh it off until they changed the
subject. They eventually found that they didn’t have enough to
prosecute. Instead, he was handed over to the streets, which were
less than kind.

It began as threats – late night
phone calls and notes on his car. Then came the escorts every time
he left the house, just so he’d know they were watching him (not
the kind of escorts that had kicked the shit out of Lucky in
chapter one; generally just low-level foot soldiers behind tinted
windows). They’d never threaten him directly; just make thinly
veiled comments, asking him if they’d let him keep his gun – that
sort of thing.

His third night out, Lucky got
jumped. At first it was just two of them. Then as the beating
continued, more showed up. Soon he was surrounded, getting bashed
from every side with crowbars, baseball bats, bare knuckles,
chains. By the time they were finished, he couldn’t move, and the
pain had converged into a full-body throb. He felt like he had been
ground to hamburger. It was like the previous night’s beating, only
with years of anger at police intervention behind it. Plus, blunt
objects. Then, when Lucky had started crying, Kalimov stepped
in.

“You don’t look so good,
Detective.” He chuckled. Naturally, his goons in the crowd laughed
along with him. Lucky could no more respond than he could stand up,
so he lay there whimpering, blood gushing from more places than he
dared count.

“Now, this was just a warning.
You’ve put away a lot of our brothers. Killed a few more. Next
time, we’re going to kill you.” Kalimov continued, crouching down
to look in Lucky’s eyes, “But we’re going to do it slowly. By my
watch, we’ve been working you over for twenty minutes. Next time,
it will be months. We’ll keep destroying you and rebuilding you
until anything left in you that’s human will be long dead and gone.
Do you understand me?”

Lucky couldn’t respond. He was
desperately trying to get his body to die. His gaze shifted wildly
in all directions, searching for some bright light to open in the
sky, already, to take him away. His body, though bashed beyond all
recognition, wasn’t cooperating. He was vaguely aware that he had
begun the sort of primal bawling that a scolded child can fill a
room with.

“Because there’s a way out. We
know you well; we know what you can do. Work for me, and we’ll
forget all about this. Whaddya say, Detective? It beats the
alternative.” Kalimov sneered, again very pleased with his sick
sense of humor.

Lucky began to cry. He didn’t
want to. He had been a cop; he can’t work for the Russian mafia.
But they were going to keep him alive; make it worse next time.
After twenty minutes he was begging for death. What would happen to
him if they did this for months? He knew what they were capable
of.

He thought of Grigor Sakalov, a
foot soldier of theirs who’d turned on them, and was promptly
declared a Suka: literally translated, a bitch. Go ahead and google
the Suka Wars; you’ll understand better what it means to have that
label. It’s basically a death sentence. He disappeared from a
heavily guarded cell one night, and three months after the search
was called off, he showed up on the front steps of city hall,
curled in the fetal position and tortured to within an inch of his
humanity. He spent the next week in the police station under
constant watch, his eyes never focusing on anything and never
saying a word. One day, the officer guarding him went to get some
coffee and Sakalov swallowed an entire bottle of Clorox.

Lucky thought of what these
barbarians had done to one of their own. He knew he’d get
worse.

“What… do you want from me?”
Lucky rasped through blood and broken teeth.

“Just your loyalty.” Kalimov
whispered. His mouth was twisted into a cruel mockery of a smile,
revealing yellowing teeth that appeared jagged in the
moonlight.

Lucky nodded, somehow. And
that’s how it started.

They paid for his hospital stay,
got him healthy, and then he started running jobs. Little stuff
here and there, smash and grab. In return for his loyalty, Kalimov
gave him protection against the other gangs. Word had spread quick
that he was on the street, and Lucky found himself being saved by
Russian mobsters more than a dozen times in the first two weeks
under protection.

This was around the time Stacy
left. He never told her what had happened, but somehow she knew
that her husband, for the most part, was gone. It may have been for
the best; they had barely spoken since that May.

After a year or so, most of the
other gangs had forgotten the name Lucky Stevens, and he was
allowed to buy his freedom. For a perfectly reasonable $500,000,
Lucky would be free to leave the Russian mafia. He had been paying
them in installments for months, receiving a beating here and there
when he was late.

So, when the opportunity had
presented itself in the form of a vicious murder, what choice did
he have?

Sometimes, all you can do is
turn your back on everything.

 


 



Chapter Six

 


While Lucky waged a war of
conscience with the mailbox, across town Andy whistled as he
strolled up the cracked, glass-strewn walkway to Sid’s apartment.
Nestled on the corner of Section and 8th, the squat brick
apartment complex exemplified the more fortress-like elements of
modern ghetto architecture. From bars on the windows to buried
power and phone lines, it was a bulwark against the rising crime in
the area. Two blocks away, a new apartment complex was being put up
for rich college kids.

Right now, the ghetto slept
(“Why not?” Andy thought, “it’s not like they’re going to be late
for work.” Andy was kinda racist). Andy approached the thick metal
door to Sid’s place and knocked as loud as he could. If he knew his
friend, he’d probably be curled up on the couch by the door,
Cartoon Network on the TV, playing to an audience of none.

This morning it was
Skinemax.

“What’s up?” Sid muttered as he
opened the door. His eyes didn’t open, but Andy would wager they
were bloodshot. His hair was disheveled and he was dressed only in
pajama pants.

“Don’t bother tidying up on my
account.” Andy cracked as he stepped inside, knocking over a
month-old box of Crunch Berries standing on the floor.

Sid sat down on the recliner
without responding, before reaching under his back and retrieving a
coffee mug that had found its way deep into the chair.

“Don’t get comfy, we’ve got work
to do.” Andy said. His voice carried a thick coat of
‘you-won’t-believe-my-idea.’

“Whaddya mean? They’re doin’ an
all-day Golden Girls marathon today.” Sid asked, reaching toward
the remote on the coffee table. The Golden Girls were an old
favorite. That Bea Arthur, growl.

“In case you’ve forgotten, we’re
in a bit of trouble.” Andy pointed out. Sid nodded, having up until
now hoped it had all been a strange trip, a side effect of those
fucked up pills.

“The cop,” Sid guessed.

“The cop,” Andy confirmed.

“Yeah, but he wants us to kidnap
a woman that doesn’t exist.” Sid shrugged. He knew what was coming,
knew he was going to be forced off the recliner, but was holding
out as long as he could.

“Exactly,” Andy enthused. He
slid a shiny blue bong down the coffee table and sat on the edge,
bringing his eyes level with his friends’. “So how is he supposed
to know if we got the right one?”

There it was, the patent pending
Andy Kalimov plan. They never made a lick of sense to Sid, but he
usually went along with them.

“What, so we just kidnap some…
lady off the street and give her to him?” Sid asked incredulously.
He really started to wonder if Andy might be losing it.

“Yeah. He wants a wife that
doesn’t exist. It stands to reason if he doesn’t know she exists,
he doesn’t know what she looks like. And if he doesn’t know what
she looks like, we can hand over anyone in the world and he’ll
never know.” Andy explained.

“Unless, you know, he asks her.”
Sid noted. It was rare that Sid ever got to serve as the voice of
reason. It made him uncomfortable.

“We tell him she’s been lying
ever since we grabbed her, going on and on about how we have the
wrong woman. Even though we pulled her out of Christiansen’s
swimming pool. Airtight, brother.” Andy detailed.

“Aw Jesus, man, come on. We
can’t do that. We can’t just kidnap some random bitch.” Sid whined,
finally getting to his feet in resignation.

“What? We’re breaking the law -
this is pretty much our bread and butter.” Andy quipped. Honestly,
sometimes Sid could be such a pussy.

“No, I mean how the hell are we
gonna pass off some lady off the street as Alexander Christiansen’s
wife? Even if he’s not married, that cop probably has a very
specific type of chick he’s looking for.” Sid reasoned.

“Well, I’ll tell ya what. After
we kidnap her, we set her up with an eHarmony account, and then
we’ll send her and Christiansen out for ice cream together. We let
nature take its course, and boom they’re married. How’s that work
for you?” Andy said, dripping with sarcasm.
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