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    Foreword

    
    Warnings, as well. This is a somewhat dire tale, with somewhat dire characters in a somewhat dire setting. The degrees of "somewhat" vary in their specifics. This is, broadly speaking, a piece of Noir fiction, and as a result contains much of what those familiar with the genre might expect.

    
        More specifically, readers should be forewarned that this tale contains instances or mentions of, in no particular order:

• Violence in many forms: physical, verbal, sexual, some more graphic and some less.

• Mentions of sexual assault.

• Harsh language.

• Death.

• Callous disregard.

        
        For more specific information and a more full list of potentially problematic content which may include spoilers, if you would like to have such a thing, please go to www.jaredgoring.com/full-cw, and if something crops up whilst reading this which is not already on the list and you think should be included in future such lists, please submit it at www.jaredgoring.com/cw-report.

         
         As is my norm, I would recommend you exercise caution whilst reading, especially if any of the above are likely to strike you with particular strength. Check in with yourself as you go - consider taking a break to think, to talk through things with someone if needed, or even to leave the story on hold indefinitely - or, if you so desire, ignore everything here and simply read ahead. Or, whatever else you'd like to do. I hope you intake this work in a way which is comfortable and helpful to you, but I don't think I can do more than what I've already done in order to accomplish this.

    
    I hope you enjoy this. If you are reading it, know that it is due to the support of dozens or possibly hundreds of people of the years - family members, friends, teachers, peers, other authors, readers on various websites and in person.

    
     This story is an exploration into a world where there is a war against compassion. Against care. A battle, fought with propaganda and with education, with social structure and with media, with advertisements and with the cultural zeitgeist, and every other tool that the establishment can bring to bear.

     
     Can't imagine what inspired me to consider that.

     
     I hope you enjoy this. I hope it leads you to ask a question or two, inspires in you some strength or some hope or some action. I hope that if you are an outside member of society - in whatever sense - that you find within these pages some solidarity, some reminder of how we have always carved out a space throughout history along the sidelines. I hope that, if you feel like there is a war which needs to be fought, this gives you the strength to fight it - or, perhaps, the strength to ask yourself whether you are on the right side.

     
     At the end of the day, however, I simply hope you get what you want out of this story, whatever that is. I've already gotten what I want out of it, after all. As I have long said: I write for me, I publish for you.

    
     Jared[image: The Author's Initials, JG, in cursive script]

    
    


Day 1


  You have to be careful who you cross.

  More than that, you have to be careful how. Careful you don’t get caught.


  If you aren’t, chances are I’ll be sent after you.


  My fist grips tighter around the nightstick, twelve inches of steel with a ribbed rubber handle. Good plan, the ribbing: keeps it from getting slick with blood, because there’s always a lot of that. It lingers between the fingers, blood. Loosens your grip, if you let it.


  Ribbing helps.


  The steel rod, about as thick as a broom handle, crunches into some poor bastard’s face again as the bare bulb overhead flickers. People don’t get it — young punks talk big about it sometimes, wanting to crack skulls. Knock some teeth in.


  They don’t understand that you can feel it. Through the nightstick, the brass knuckles, the bones of your hand — whatever you’re using to knock in the teeth, you can feel it. I can. The sharp crack of a tooth’s socket breaking as it’s removed from the jaw.


  They don’t understand that you can hear it. A sick squelching sort of sound which I hear again for the ten-thousandth time as one fist twists tighter in blood-soaked hair and the other squeezes around the nightstick to swing it again. The person stopped fighting a while ago, and mostly stopped being able to make noise as well: you hear that too, their cries and whimpers and all.


  This one’s nearly done, though. Not much scream left in them, just a sort of choking attempt at a sob as my nightstick crunches into their face again, and I hear it, and I feel it up my arm. The jagged separation of bone, the way it grinds edge against edge as my steel forces it around inside of a face.


  That’s what the punks don’t get. You feel it every time, hear it every time, and something deep in your brain or deep in your damn soul doesn’t like it. Something in you fucking screams, every single time it happens, and the only choice you have is to convince yourself it’s a scream of joy like you’re a child on a goddamned roller coaster.


  Crunch. Smack. Sob.


  Whee.


  I drop my bloodied victim to the floor, my own breathing coming in heavy huffs. Every inhale fills my lungs with the thick sickening scent of blood, of fear, of piss, and my eyes slide over to the two children in the corner of the room. One’s about six, the other maybe ten or so.


  Ten clamps a hand over Six’s mouth to keep him from screaming too loud, and they’ve both backed themselves as much as they can into the corner and under a table, but I can see in their terrified eyes that they know it won’t make a difference.


  It wouldn’t, either, but I’m not there for them. Haven’t been told to do anything to them, just to whoever opened the door. Parent, older sibling, whatever else, I don’t know and don’t care. It doesn’t matter.


  I’m not there for the kids.


  …still. I could throw in a little something extra. For free, even.


  With a growl that I can feel in my throat, I snap the nightstick out to point toward them. The single swinging bare bulb above us shines off of the blood-slicked steel as I glare, and they stifle screams and push their backs harder into the corner.


  Scared of me.


  Good.


  “Be careful who you fucking cross,” I growl, swinging an aimless kick at the crumpled figure on the floor for emphasis. Still alive, enough to whimper, and I don’t know if they’ll stay that way. Probably, for a while. Definitely not, in the long run.


  Everyone dies sometime.


  “Careful who you betray,” I repeat, swallowing thickly around a throat made raw with bile as I stare into Ten’s wild eyes that are screaming loudly enough that her voice never had to consider getting involved. “And be careful you don’t get fucking caught, if you do.”


  Then I turn and leave.


  It was all I was told to do, and more. Good advice, too.


  I grab a tea towel from their kitchen as I pass it, shutting the front door behind myself as I leave, and I can hear their screams start in behind me. Ten and Six, both.


  Nobody opens their door.


  I stride down the hallway, dozens of doors passing my broad shoulders, and not a single one opens.


  Nobody wants to see. Nobody wants to know.


  They’re all just happy it wasn’t them.


  I wipe off the nightstick with the tea towel and tuck it back into my coat, throwing the towel off to the side after wiping my hands too. Not clean, though. Not really.


  Doesn’t matter. I don’t look at my hands any more than anyone else looks at me.


  Outside of the apartment block, the stench of it follows me. Of course it does. I’m the reason, it only makes sense it would follow me, even though it wasn’t my blood. Wasn’t my piss. Wasn’t my fear.


  Problem with the whole thing is, convincing yourself the screams are excitement only works for so long. Only works so well, or sometimes works too well, and maybe for me it had for a while. Maybe for a while I’d liked it.


  Certainly been doing it long enough to suggest as much.


  My feet carry me along the street, and nobody really looks at me. Those that do look away quickly. It’s the way I carry myself. It’s my coat. It’s the insignia stitched onto it, the closed eye. Nobody wants to cross anyone in my position — they might know I’m an enforcer. They might just know I’m involved. Might just know I’m a thug.


  Regardless.


  The payphone digs into my shoulder as I finger the numbers, not looking at the blood under my nails. Some people say the payphones are a sign of hard times, but it’s just that it’s convenient.


  State police want people to be able to leave tips. Mister Goodnight wants people to be able to be in touch. Both win when payphones are around.


  The receiver connects, but he doesn’t say hello. He never says hello, nor anything else. Just listens.


  “Job’s done, Boss.” I can’t even count how many times I’ve said it, and that’s more to do with it being a big number than with me not being able to count. I’m an enforcer, not an idiot.


  Make an example. That was the job. That was usually the job, and it was always for people who hadn’t been careful enough.


  Had to be careful.


  The line disconnects, and as always, it’s without any word from Mister Goodnight. He hears me, I’ve never heard him. He sends me letters. Calls me Mister Fleet because that’s the street I lived on when I started working for him — not anymore, though.


  When I’d started, I’d been “Mister N Fleet”, with someone else on the other end of the street as “Mister S Fleet” I can only presume. S was gone, though. Dead, and now I’m the only Fleet left.


  I hang up the receiver with a sigh and leave the booth. Flip my coat around, right-side out so the black with Goodnight’s insignia rests against my shirt and the pale grey of state security shows outward.


  The city drips past me like molasses, like used motor oil or old blood; thick, dark, and cloudy. Lights start to come on as the sun sets, and then they dim as power rationing comes into effect.


  People walk the streets without looking at each other.


  They’re afraid of what they might see. It’s too risky to look at someone: maybe they’ll report you to the state police on suspicion that you’re trying to get close to them, to trick them, to pick their pocket.


  Too risky to look around, because you might cross one of Mister Goodnight’s people: might find one who takes your eye contact to be a challenge, or who thinks you’ll report them to the state police and decides to take care of that little risk for themselves.


  I was never worried about that. Both sides had their enforcers, after all, and I should know.


  I am one, after all. Two, even, in a way.


  A pair of cops grab a young man by each arm as I walk past while the third buries a fist in his gut, and nobody looks.


  “Davis.” I nod to the lieutenant, and he gives me a brief knowing nod in return and tells me to enjoy my weekend before returning his attentions to the long-haired youth who’s been unfortunate enough to gain his ire.


  It’s risky. The real risk?


  You might start to care.


  The city slips past me like it doesn’t matter worth a damn and it doesn’t, and neither do I. An officer on a corner checks every person walking past for papers of registration: she catches a few who don’t have either service paperwork or medical exemptions. A few whose exemptions are outdated.


  I’ve heard they’re taking amputees now in the military — offered good rates on specialty prosthetics, too. Sign of the times, say some. Sign of desperation, say others. Sign of the need to stand up and fight, others still.


  I stand in line for a couple of meat skewers. I hand my paperwork to the officer when she comes over. She salutes. I salute. Her eyes flick to the blood on my hands. She smirks. She slips something into my paperwork and hands it back to me. Her number, scrawled on the back of a small photograph of her wearing nothing but her hat and her boots, knees spread wide as her shoulders.
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