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I want to thank you for purchasing my book, Illegal King. This book is the second installment to my Dystopian King series that I wrote during my college years. 

As a special thank you for purchasing this book, I would like to offer you another book for free. You can get the prequel to this series, The King’s Bodyguard, for free by going to my website, www.booksbymason.com, and there, sign up to my newsletter to receive your free book. I have also included at the end of this book the first chapter to The King’s Bodyguard. 

For now, enjoy the read!

Mason Dakota
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Smack!

I struck the punching bag again and again, past the point where my knuckles bled. The bag swung with each blow, no less than it did an hour ago, but not as far as I wanted. I needed to be stronger—faster. My enemies relied upon their superior genetic strength and speed that exceeded my limits. They healed faster, moved more swiftly, and benched more weight than I could. They possessed every advantage I desired. Knowledge of that fact made me even weaker.

That weakness failed Chicago. 

I’d been reflecting on that for six months since the betrayal—the six months of no working power in Chicago, six months of darkness, six months of starving innocents—both Nobles and Outcasts—six months of wide spread looting, murder, and submission to organized crime lords. 

My failure, my weakness, contributed to the creation of a world of suffering and a people willing to tear themselves apart to survive.

I struck the bag again with a swift round house kick. This time the bag swayed back farther than before. It didn’t satisfy me.

Ziavir Yiros, that manipulative terrorist, that devil in flesh, who worked for an organization called Nebula, who claimed they performed global good by acts of terrorism and violence, had defeated me and destroyed my city. And the people blamed me—they blamed Shaman. Countless lives were lost because of Ziavir...because of Gabriel, my mentor and betrayer...because of my weakness. 

If I had just been quicker, just been stronger, or just been smarter, then maybe things would have gone differently. 

Maybe then Chicago would not be the way it was, killing itself in the streets to survive. The title of Shaman wouldn’t carry the blame for everything. And Chicago’s most dangerous and unforgiving mob queen wouldn’t be Mayor. All if I had just been better.

Smack! Smack! Smack!

I landed a quick three punch combo on the bag before I skipped around it, always staying on the balls of my feet. A duck that’s not moving is a dead one, is what Gabriel always said. The thought infuriated me, hearing myself quoting that traitor, and I lashed out, throwing flurries of punches and screaming my frustration until my voice was raspy and my lungs burned.

“You’ll injure yourself if you keep this up,” said Chamberlain from the doorway.

Seeing Chamberlain in his wheelchair only soured my mood more.

He was in that chair because of me. He took a bullet for me. It seemed that being an Illegal, a genetic abomination in the eyes of the world, the offspring of a Noble and an Outcast, was not enough punishment in the eyes of God. He had to go and throw in something extra like being crippled to spice things up. It was wrong and unfair. 

And he’s worried about me being injured when he’s in that chair because of me?

“I’ll be fine,” I muttered as I walked over to where my sports bottle lay. I unclipped the top and squeezed the fresh nectar of life down my gullet. I sighed with relief and clipped the bottle closed again as I moved back toward the punching bag. I lifted my hands and resumed my workout.

“At your rate, when you’re dead. It’s been six months. Have you even slept in that time? I’ve seen only late days at the office followed by all-nighters on the street from you.”

“Someone’s got to clean up this mess.”

“And why does it have to be you?” 

I didn’t answer and pretended to not hear him as I started another round of combos on the bag. 

“We only see you when you need to be stitched up. We miss you, Griffon. We all worry about you.”

Again, I ignored him. There was a pain stirring in my chest. 

“Are you punishing yourself?”

I smacked the bag hard. It swung back further than before as my anger started to boil. 

“What happened isn’t your fault, Griffon.”

“It happened because I’m weak! I was supposed to save Chicago. It was my responsibility and I failed!” I finally shouted.

“You’re ashamed that you’re human?”

“When others get killed because of it? Yeah, call it shame.”

“Who told you it was wrong to be human, to make mistakes, to not be perfect?”

“Oh, don’t give me that, Chamberlain!” Chamberlain raised his eyebrows, but he didn’t speak. He sat back to let me continue, and I submitted. “It’s not enough that you were born perfect—strong and handsome. But you live this perfect innocent life. Nothing you do is ever wrong. I’m the one who always fails! How could you possibly ever relate to how I am feeling?” 

“So that’s what this has been all about? You torture yourself because I’m in this chair?”

I repeatedly slammed my fists into the punching bag and cried out with frustration. “If I had half of what you have—half of your strength or skill—then maybe I could have stopped what happened. Ziavir wouldn’t have gotten away and then...” I trailed off as I struck the bag more.

Chamberlain finished my thought by saying, “And maybe Gabriel wouldn’t have died.” He was only half right about what he thought I failed to say. But his words didn’t keep me from cringing.

Six months ago, Ziavir informed me how Gabriel was behind everything. Gabriel was Nebula’s director. He proved it with his own handwriting in a letter addressed to me. His poor excuse for everything stretched back to my dead father. It was another lie Gabriel told in his efforts to manipulate me.

I had never told Chamberlain or anyone else about the letter or the truth about Gabriel. Everyone theorized that he died in the chaos, and I never bothered to correct them. I never explained that the man they loved betrayed them and abandoned them. 

They can be comforted by that lie.

“Do you believe that pushing everyone away and killing yourself will bring him back?” 

It will protect you.

I didn’t answer. 

“Or do you believe this will make up for the things you did wrong?” 

I punched the bag harder until my hands ached. Chamberlain wheeled his chair closer. “Maybe you believe that. But here’s what I think is really going on. You’re not trying to redeem or make up for what’s happened. You’re not interested in moving on.” He drew close enough to whisper, “You don’t want the guilt and the hurt to go away. You don’t want healing, because you relish in the pain. You want to die, and you think the perfect way to do that is to separate yourself from everyone so you’ll be alone with your responsibility.”

I shouted in frustration as I threw one last punch against the bag, throwing my whole weight behind it. The bag swayed. I didn’t look at Chamberlain as I stood there, panting. I glanced outside and could see the sun setting. It was time for my second job to begin. I lowered my fists and with a deep sigh took off my gloves. “I need to go.”

“No, you don’t. You can’t keep doing this, Griffon. You can’t keep pushing us away, thinking it will make your death easier for us.”

I ignored him as I tried to move past him. Chamberlain whipped his wheelchair in my way and glared at me, demanding me to address him, to look down and for once actually see him in that chair. 

“Get out of my way, Chamberlain,” I grumbled.

“Not until you look me in the eye and listen to what I am saying.” 

Even in a wheelchair, Chamberlain could make me feel small. His determination overwhelmed me. But it was his character that worried me and demanded too much of me. It made me obedient. I lowered my gaze to look him in the eye.

“Many years ago, I chose to stand by you, regardless of any consequences or risks that came my way. Michael made that commitment. Alison made that commitment. And so did Gabriel. We made that decision, not you, because we believed that together we could make a real difference in Chicago. Pushing us away to punish yourself as you risk your own life takes that right to choose away from us. And what has happened to me now, because of that decision I made, believing it to be right, is not your failure to carry and feel guilty about.”

“We believed that even when we saw you become consumed by your need for revenge. We were there for you when you took it upon yourself to stop Nebula from destroying this city. We stood by your side when you became the Outcast Emissary and revealed Kraine’s corruption. And we stood with you when you made that mob queen, Alexandra Carline, the new Mayor for the sake of saving this city. You weren’t alone in carrying the burden of what has happened to me, or Chicago. We chose to stand by you in all of that because we are a family and we believed in you. We love you, Griffon.”

I chuckled, squirted some water in my mouth, waved my water bottle at him and said, “That’s it. That’s your failure. Perfect people know when to give up on lost causes.”

I quickly brushed past Chamberlain without saying another word. This time he didn’t try to stop me. He knew he couldn’t.​
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Everything changed when the blast went off. 

Systems and devices all across the city were permanently fried the moment that Electro-Magnetic Pulse, EMP for short, detonated. So far nothing had returned to how it once was. Homes were without power. Stripped for parts or resources, cars sat abandoned on the streets. Many citizens defected the city, packing up their things and attempting to walk to the nearest safe location, risking exposure to radioactive wastelands and dangerous roads. 

I’m not sure how many ever found their promised land. For those who chose not to make an exodus out of the city, life only grew worse. Food supplies ran scarce from lack of production. The city survived only off what few resources were brought in from other locations. 

For few this brought out the good of humanity, as people were sometimes willing to help one another through the difficult time. Some served through means of religion and others helped through means of social obligation and compassion. 

Most people helped no one but themselves. For many, the situation brought out only the worst in humanity. It began small with pick-pocketing and looting of food supplies. Before long things escalated into serious crimes. Maybe having an organized mob now leading the city inspired some people, but before long several violent gangs rose up. People no longer stole or looted to survive, they did it to feel powerful.

For the first time in a long time, Outcasts and Nobles found themselves on equal playing ground: survival. The result turned bloody. Many Outcasts, after years of oppression, saw what they believed to be their divine chance and they took it with force. The city was breaking in a war between species, and the innocents suffered the most.

The new Noble Police Force of Chicago (NPFC)—staffed by Lady Alexandra Carline’s mob and corrupt former police officers—did what they could to ease things. But darkness only breeds more darkness and by nightfall, the innocents battened down their houses as fighting broke out in the streets. No one blamed Alexandra for the state of the city or the failure of her mob force to ensure peace. Things would be far worse without her. There wasn’t much that even Lady Alexandra Carline could do to stop the ruthlessness of raw humanity.

Tonight showed to be the perfect example of that.

The woman, a Noble with the markings of once being very attractive before going from three square meals a day to one or none, flew through the already smashed general store window. Thrown by the strong arms of another Noble man and his two cohorts, the woman hit the sidewalk in front of the store with a yelp, rolling onto her back and crab-walking away from her pursuers. Her clothes were torn and dirty. Her cheeks were sunken in from hunger and her skin showed fresh bruising. A fresh gash on her forehead bled profusely and she cut her hands on shards of glass as she scrambled away from her attackers.

“Please, please, I was only looking for food!” begged the woman.

“If that was the case you should have gone to one of the Mayor’s shelters,” said one of the Nobles as he stepped through the same shattered window through which he had just thrown the woman. His two companions followed him. All three carried pistols and knives and one of them, the largest of the three, carried a wooden baseball bat. They carried serious weapons and wicked smiles.

“Lucky for us she didn’t...eh?” said the larger one with the bat. He tapped it against his palm as he looked lustfully down upon the woman.

“Please I really didn’t mean any harm. I was just so hungry. I didn’t think anyone would mind.”

“Oh, but that’s where you made your mistake,” said the Noble in the center of the pack, the leader. He squatted down before the woman, getting on eye level with her, and slowly drew his knife. She trembled. She choked back a scream as tears welled in her eyes. This only made the men smile with evil glee.

“Please,” I heard the woman whisper.

“Shhhh,” whispered the pack leader as he laid a hand on the woman’s leg. “I like my women silent.”

I moved, preparing to leap out of hiding and bash in this man’s skull. 

At that moment the air roared with a concussive force. It was a shattering sound, cracking apart the woman’s plea for mercy and the laughter of her oppressors. It barked with lethality and suddenness, violently ripping into the silent darkness with a roar and flash of light. I slipped, caught off guard by the invasion of light and sound. Quick hands saved me from a plummet to the street below.

My clumsiness went unnoticed as every eye turned down the street to where a man smoking a cigar and carrying a shotgun, lifted skyward with a trail of smoke coming out of the barrel, stood with a gang of other armed men. The leader of this new gang was a large man, probably the ugliest looking Noble I ever laid eyes on. He wore jeans and a cargo jacket over a dirty, tobacco-smeared shirt. His greasy gray hair hung down to his shoulders in a wild mane, and he wore a chain around his neck.

“This be Sabol territory, boys. You best be leaving that little lady all alone. She’s our property.”

Great... these guys.

The pre-EMP Sabols were a small group of individuals known for their bizarre conspiracy theories, peaceful protests, and annual awareness campaigns involving carwashes and city races. Their theories about the Empire seeking harm on its people found a good number of supporters from the Outcast population and even a few Nobles. Most found them a good source of running jokes. 

The post-EMP Sabols proved a far different crowd. After the blast, many doubted the Empire, knowing that the military presence stationed outside Chicago had no interest in keeping the peace within the city limits, and that they had actually kept people from escaping the crisis. Over time, the Sabols and their conspiracy theories didn’t seem so crazy.

With the rise of supporters, from both Nobles and Outcasts, the Sabol ranks changed their actions from peaceful protests to aggressive violence. In the few months since the blast, the Sabols began seeing themselves as wild anarchists ready to push over those formerly in power. They began hunting down and killing lawyers and politicians and other high-powered individuals. Twice they came for Lady Alexandra. Twice, they failed. Both attempts ended miserably and bloody. 

I feared it wouldn’t be long before they came for me.

“We’re Nobles! We’ll do what we please! And that starts with the girl unless you want to get a bullet in that fat gut!” shouted the leader of the small pack of Noble thugs as he drew his pistol. 

The large burly man snickered. “Then I guess it’s time we had some fun!”

In a flash, guns were drawn. The large burly man lowered his shotgun, primed and ready to fire. The Noble with the bat charged forward. The three Sabols with the large burly men in the street, all three Outcasts, ran toward the Noble with the bat, with crowbars and knives in their hands. The Noble, with the knife and pistol squatting in front of the panicking woman, grabbed the woman by the hair and hoisted her up as he moved toward cover.

The street erupted in gunfire and melee. The woman screamed as she was dragged away. The burly Sabol man laughed as he marched down the street repeatedly firing his shotgun, disregarding what innocent bystander might take a stray hit. 

I launched myself into the fray from my hiding spot, not caring to land quietly or unseen. I could have landed with a brass orchestra announcing my presence and I still would have gone by unnoticed in the chaos of the firefight. 

I lashed out with whip in one hand and rod in the other. My whip wrapped around the leg of one of the Outcasts marching down the street. One hard yank and the Outcast smacked onto the asphalt. He rolled, firing his pistol in an attempt to hit me as he screamed. I lunged forward, feeling a bullet graze my duster’s sleeve, and struck him across the face with my rod. He tried to push himself back up and I whipped the rod around and struck him across the back of the neck. He collapsed, unconscious. 

A shout drew my attention, and I saw the Noble with the bat rush toward me. He raised his bat to swing just as I lashed my whip. My whip wrapped tightly around the tip of his bat. I leapt and spun in the air, twisting the whip around me as I brought the rod around to strike at the Noble. 

My movement yanked his bat away and threw him off balance just as I crashed down with the rod against his collar bone. The whip flung around me to lash at his thigh. He cried out in pain and lunged. He drove his shoulders into my stomach and we fell backward into a brick wall.

I gasped for air. He pulled back only enough to begin driving his fists into my side, keeping in close to prevent me from using my rod and whip. I twisted my body, dropped the whip, and tried my best to deflect as many blows as I could with my elbows. It helped, but his punches kept coming with every ounce of his Noble strength. I tried to push him away before he broke my ribs. His hand grabbed my shirt collar, using it to keep him pressed in close as he drove his fist into my gut. I wheezed, keeled over from the pain, twisted my rod up between us and beneath his chin, and clicked the trigger on the rod.

Suddenly the arm-length sized rod shot up to its full bo-staff length and drove upward into the man’s chin. His head shot toward the sky and his hand grasping my shirt collar weakened. I threw my weight against him, kicking off the wall, using his size to bend myself around him and push him face first into the wall. He turned, and I drove my elbow down into his already injured collarbone. He gasped in pain as I pressed the attack, kicking him behind the knee so that he dropped down before me. I grabbed the back of his head and drove his face into the brick wall. There was a sick cracking sound as his nose broke and he collapsed.

I spun around to see one of the Sabols and a Noble shot and lying on the ground. The Noble with the woman was still up, using her as a hostage, and he had moved toward an alley. He stood beneath a fire escape staircase. The large Sabol with the shotgun, still smoking that cigar and chuckling, turned his shotgun toward the man and I saw in his eyes his willingness to shoot the hostage to kill the monster behind her.

He raised his shotgun to fire just as I lifted my bo-staff and threw it like a javelin. The staff struck him across the jaw and he lurched to the side as his shotgun fired off target. I sprinted across the street right at him. The large man turned his shotgun on me as I baseball-slid into his feet before he could shoot. The large man toppled forward onto his face and dropped his weapon. I leapt back up and snatched up his shotgun just as another Sabol, another Outcast, rushed at me to help his leader. 

I whipped the barrel of the shotgun around, clubbing the Outcast across the temple and he dropped. I spun, flipping the shotgun around in my hands, and discharged a shot at the fire escape above the Noble with the hostage. The shot rattled the whole staircase and suddenly the ladder above the Noble dropped and smacked right into his head. The man’s eyes rolled back and he dropped like a sack of potatoes.

The woman, still screaming, didn’t waste time. She took off running into the darkness. So much for a thank you. I turned around and aimed my shotgun down at the last Sabol, the large burly Noble, just as he flipped onto his back and drew a pistol.

“Don’t,” I growled.

His eyes sparkled and he spat out the cigar as he chuckled. I will never know how he lost a shotgun when he fell but still managed to keep his cigar in his mouth. “Well, if it isn’t Shaman. I’ve been looking forward to meeting you. You’re on my list.”

“It’s always nice to meet a fan. But I’m not above shooting a fan when they pull a gun on me.”

He smiled and tossed his pistol away. “Can I stand?” He didn’t wait for my refusal. He rose to his feet. Compared to him, I looked tiny. He looked more like a bear than a man. His size wasn’t like Chamberlain’s pure cut muscle. This man was shaped almost like an old wine barrel with impressive strength—not the attractive cut kind, but instead the pure mass kind. His smile grew as he watched me take in his size. 

I gasped.

This man wasn’t an Imperial like the rest of us. He was a Giant—one of the people of the Northern Territories!

“The name’s Rigs. The Sabols have judged you guilty of failing Chicago. You’re on our list,” said Rigs.

“Is this a list of those for whom you intend to throw birthday parties? If so, I like chocolate cake,” I said.

He laughed and slipped his hands into his pockets. They came out wearing brass knuckles. He flexed his fingers and said, “Not that sort of list. It’s going to be my pleasure to be your executioner.”

“I don’t recall ever having a fair trial. Can I file a mistrial? Or is that too late?”

He laughed and stepped forward.

“Make a move and I’ll shoot you where you stand!” I shouted. It sounded more fearful than I intended. 

“You’re not going to shoot. And you know why? Because if you were going to do that you would have already. Besides, the gun’s empty now.”

I fell for the oldest trick in the book as I looked down at the weapon in my hands. Rigs took that moment to step forward and swing one of his massive, brass knuckled fists at my face. I barely dodged the blow, and slid to his side to ram the barrel of the shotgun into his ribcage like a spear. He showed no pain as he spun and threw another fist and then another. I skipped back, bobbing and weaving from his blows. He raised his fist and brought it down swinging like a hammer. I raised the shotgun with both hands and caught his blow on the barrel. 

To my horror, the barrel bent under the force of his fists.

Oh, this isn’t good.

I slid forward and rammed the side of the shotgun into his face. The blow stunned him but it wasn’t enough to stop him from swinging his left fist into my ribs. Every ounce of breath left me in burning pain as I staggered. My ribs screamed and my lungs deflated. Rigs moved toward me and swung again. My saving grace came from the lack of speed he possessed, and I managed to stumble backwards out of the way. But I tripped and fell onto my back.

He dove upon me and jabbed forward at my face. I rolled and his fists crushed into the asphalt of the street. I swear it made a small crater in the street. Still choking from lack of air in my lungs, I drew my knife in one hand and clumsily swung both the knife and the shotgun. The shotgun’s stock struck Rigs behind his left ear as I drove the knife into his right bicep.

Both attacks were weak, fueled by zero energy and breath, but the knife’s sharp edge sliced flesh and any blow by a shotgun to the back of the head stuns. Rigs cringed in pain and disorientation. I lifted my legs and kicked out as hard as I could against his knee-cap. He dropped to one knee, catching himself with his hands upon the ground, and growled at me. 

He prepared a lung which I stopped by driving my knife into one of his hands and ramming the shotgun once again into his face. His head shot back and returned, lips bleeding and face twisted into a snarl. He lifted a fist and drove it into my hip. I tried to twist out of the way; it was the best I could do in such a cramped position, and the blow glanced off my hip.

Pain exploded from my hip, despite such an awkward blow from Rigs, and brought air back into my lungs with a searing pain like hot coals being forced down my throat. But it gave me the air I needed to ram the shotgun repeatedly into his fat Noble face until he thudded unconscious to the ground.

I let my head fall back onto the ground. The only sound I heard was my heavy breathing and whimpers from those in pain around me. Somehow, I did it. The woman was saved and the bad guys were taken out. Now all that remained was to leave an anonymous tip for Alexandra’s new NPFC and have them come arrest these two gangs. Slowly, very slowly, I stood up, wincing as my hip and ribs burned.

I’m going to need an ice bath after tonight. 

Maybe what Chamberlain accused of me was a little right.

I stumbled forward, picking up my weapons and leaning upon my staff to balance myself. The burning in my lungs and my hip distracted me. I never heard the click of a gun behind me.

“Hands up! Turn around slowly. No funny business or I splatter your brains all over these walls,” said a familiar and a really unpleasant voice to hear at such a time. 

I grunted and gingerly raised my hands into the air. Cautiously, I turned around to stare directly into the eyes of a man who swore to bring Shaman to justice one way or another. A man who was both an ally and an enemy. 

Agent Jeremiah Lorre from the NPFC.

This just got interesting.​
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“Agent Lorre, it’s always a pleasure,” I said. 

Lorre’s eyes flashed with infectious misery. Former Agent Jeremiah Lorre was a man beaten by time’s cruelty, crushed by a spirit that had seen far too much corruption and wickedness and not enough justice. Lack of compensation for his attempts to squelch evil left him angry and bitter. It was that anger which drove him to assist me—me as Griffon not as Shaman—when I was handcuffed to a hospital bed, and, one of the few good cops in Chicago, to leave the NPFC when he discovered how his partner and boss collaborated with Ziavir to destroy Chicago.

People like Lorre never stop seeking justice. In the months following the blast, I heard rumors about some ex-cops, the few who weren’t part of Alexandra’s payroll, who abandoned the force when she took power, taking it upon themselves to clean up Chicago. They called themselves the Justicars. 

In many ways they had become just another gang in Chicago. They used lethal force to hunt down Nobles and Outcasts committing crimes the NPFC ignored. Their solutions often involved lethal aggression. While the Sabols targeted those they deemed as failures to Chicago and cause for its desecration, these ex-cops worked as an underground police force hunting down criminals who killed and stole during the crisis, like the Sabols, bringing them to their form of justice. Rumor was that Jeremiah Lorre was a member of the Justicars. Unfortunately, along with the Sabols, the Justicars also wanted me dead. They thought I was the criminal responsible for the blast.

Everyone wants to get a shot at Shaman these days.

Lorre’s reasons for wanting me dead were a bit more personal. Yes, he helped me once, for the sake of the city. But I still killed his partner and got away with it. His old partner, Agent Murray, a dirty cop, worked for Ziavir and Nebula. In my attempts to stop Ziavir, I ended up in a face-off with Murray. The situation became grave... a pendulum swinging between two deadly outcomes; either I had to kill Murray, or my friends would die. 

I hated myself for what I did, but I had no choice. My friends’ lives were at stake. I would do it again in a heartbeat. But that didn’t mean Lorre would forgive me. 

“Shut up, Shaman! I’m taking you in for murder,” growled Lorre.

“Taking me in? I thought your little group of justice-seeking ex-cops preferred shoot first, interview later,” I said.

“I’m not a murderer.”

“Oh, so you do agree that they’re murderers? Do you see the irony there?”

Lorre growled in his throat. “Resist and I will shoot you. Either come quietly with me or you can make my day.”

“So, it’s going to be like that now, huh?” I licked my chapped lips behind my mask. I was grateful to have its cover. If Lorre ever discovered my true identity, there was nowhere I could peacefully lay my head at night. Not to say I could anyway, being on so many hit lists. I expected a bullet around every corner.

“And you plan to do this all by yourself? Wow! Someone put his big boy pants on today, Lorre,” I said. He didn’t return my banter. It wasn’t his style. The icy cold stare he gave me, however, was.

“You wouldn’t shoot little old me now, would you?” I said in my best southern lady drawl. I thought I did it rather well. Lorre didn’t appear to agree with me or my humor. His sense of humor came in packaged bullets and firearms. 

He growled out from the corner of his mouth, “I’d be doing the world a favor.”

Abandoning sarcasm, I considered a change of tactics. “I’ve done nothing wrong, Lorre.” I paused before I finally admitted, “Okay, I’ve done a lot of... supposedly legally unacceptable things, but I like to think that I... allegedly... broke those laws for good reasons.”

“Like killing my partner,” snapped Lorre.

“Your partner was dirty.”

“And that justifies what you did?”

“He tried to kill innocents! I had to stop him. You must believe me that it was in self-defense. I regret things happened the way they did. I don’t enjoy killing. I’m not a monster. I’m telling you the truth, Lorre.”

“I don’t care. You still murdered an officer of the law and committed several other felonies. You’ll answer for all of them. You won’t succeed in running from your crimes.”

I sighed in frustration. “We are on the same side, Lorre!”

“That’s where you’re wrong. I don’t work with murderers and thieves. I catch them and bring them to justice,” Lorre spat back.

“You’re not a cop anymore, Lorre. You have no power to arrest me.”

“Then maybe I really should start embracing the Justicar Code and put a bullet in your brain. Either start walking or get on your knees.” He waved his gun toward the alley. I looked that way and then back at him.

I hoped to one day get on his good side. If there was one. “Open your eyes for once, Lorre. I am not your enemy! I’m trying to help you.”

“Enough! Now walk!”

I turned around to begin walking, grateful to at least be moving away from the open street, even if I was headed to a bullet in my back. Lorre might very well shoot me, and I had to do something without exposing my identity. If Lorre really knew who I was...I’d have no escape from his wrath.

Good luck with this one, Griffon.​
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We walked into a dark alley lit by small rays of moonlight between two old moldy buildings desperate for repair. Before me lay a large green dumpster caked in rust and grime, and behind me Lorre’s gun aimed at my spine. Cold Chicago wind whipped down the alley and slapped me across the face. That same wind shifted the evening clouds and our visibility from the moonlight wavered. A plan to escape quickly formed in my mind.

Gradually, I slowed my pace and shortened my stride by a few inches. Lorre, unaware of my slight change in pace, drew closer and closer to my back. We came alongside the dumpster. My heart pounded in my ears. Nerves rushed through my stomach.

Come on clouds; give me something to work with here!

Suddenly, in answer to my prayer, the wind picked up and the moonlight disappeared behind a cloud. Our small sliver of light was snuffed out and we stood in complete darkness. I made my move then. Lorre was no fool. He expected it.

I spun to face him, sliding to my right to dodge his shot. He never fired but instead flogged his pistol around like a club. He struck me across the chest and I backpedaled into the side of the trashcan.

He twisted his pistol around, aimed it at me and barked, “Keep resisting! I dare you.”

I smiled behind my mask and swept his leg with a kick, causing him to stumble into my oncoming fist. Pain shot up my arm as my fist connected with his jaw. Lorre, quick on his feet, countered by whipping his gun back toward me either to club me or shoot me. With my left hand, I grabbed the top of the gun and forced it away. Continuing with the motion of my deflection; I crashed forward into Lorre. With my right elbow, I went for his throat.

Lorre wasn’t weak. Before my blow made contact, he threw up his left arm and took the blow there. He jerked his right hand back, forcing me to either let go of his gun or helplessly fall forward. I chose the latter and paid for it when he swiftly thrust his knee into my groin. I keeled over in actual pain, swallowing back down my lunch, and forced the pain down enough to continue fighting.

I sprung back up with all my strength behind a fierce uppercut to his chin. Lorre’s head shot back and again I went for his jugular with my left hand. I forgot about the pistol as I grabbed his throat. Lorre brought the pistol around again in an attempt to fill me with lead, but I was faster.

With my right hand I grabbed his wrist, twisted my body, and flipped Lorre over my shoulder. He crashed onto the dumpster. The echoes of body against dumpster almost hid his groan. I wasn’t finished. Still holding on to his wrist, I grabbed his leg with my other hand, twisted, and thrust, pushing off the dumpster with my foot. I slung Lorre off the dumpster lid and into the opposite wall of the narrow alley.

The crash wasn’t as loud that time but the thud proved more painful. Groaning and rubbing the back of his head, Lorre slumped to the alley floor. He looked up as I stood over him holding his own pistol in my hands now. 

“Now what should we do now?” I said.​
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Lorre snarled at me like a dog. “Go ahead! Prove you’re a killer.”

“I’m not going to kill you, Lorre. But this crusade you have against me has to end. Otherwise, I’ll stop considering you an ally and start thinking of you as a Sabol.”

“I'm not your ally,” Lorre growled.

“Should I shoot you, then?”

Lorre gritted his teeth. 

“In the knee then? You would live but you might never walk again. What’s it going to be? Allies? Or rivals?”

I tried not to let the irony of my words affect me. Six months before, similar words were expressed to me by enemies claiming to be friends and friends showing to be enemies. 

Lorre shook his head. “We are not friends. And I don’t trust you. All criminals are a poison to this city.”

“So are the Justicars.”

“And cowards in masks playing hero.”

I won’t deny the hurt I felt hearing his words. I am not a hero. I wasn’t even sure if I could even claim to be someone trying to do what was right, given my selfish motives. Maybe all I am is a thief, or I ought to say I was a thief. My last job of robbing a bank sparked a war between the authorities and the mob. Countless people were wounded and killed because of that, and the ensuing chaos helped Ziavir get away. That guilt kept my itchy fingers in line. 

But if I’m not a hero or a thief, what am I now?

I didn’t want to get into this argument with Lorre. He had every reason to hate Shaman, and that may never change. My mask would always be a trigger for his rage—rage which he believed he could assuage by fixing a broken world. 

“Where’s the backup Lorre? I thought you Justicars hunted in packs?” I asked, trying to change the subject.”

“I refuse to work with anyone.”

“I guess that’s fair. But how did you know I would be out here? This is Sabol territory. It’s too dangerous to be caught out here. Anyone in this area at night is up to no good.”

“Some might ask you the same question.”

“Careful, Lorre, continue saying things like and I might start thinking you actually care what happens to me.”

He snarled. “I was on a foot patrol. I guess I just got lucky finding you,”

“Telling only half of the truth is still a lie, Lorre. You can’t expect me to believe that you would just take your evening stroll here without cause. You are either investigating something, or you have a death wish.”

Lorre gritted his teeth and said, “Does that make you my therapist then?”

“No...no I’m the last one to speak to you about death wishes.”

I drew the magazine from his, disassembled the rest of the gun and tossed the pieces into the dumpster. I then stepped back to allow Lorre to stand. He would never have accepted my help.

“What are you investigating, Lorre? If you’re taking the risk of coming here alone at night, then it must be something big—big enough that you don’t trust anyone else with the information until you’ve figured things out for yourself.”

Lorre took several deep breaths and pushed himself up onto his feet. He cast his eyes downward and appeared to be searching for words or courage or both. 

Is this fear or pride he’s fighting? 

“I... I think I need your help,” Lorre whispered.

Yup. Definitely pride.

“Jeremiah Lorre is asking me for help? Never would have expected that. I thought you were one of Chicago’s best detectives. What caused such desperation to come to me?” I asked. Lorre swallowed. He looked terrified. That scared me more than anything else.

“The Justicars uncovered that three Nobles were checked into the hospital two days ago.”

He licked his lips, appearing to struggle with his next few words. 

Impatient, I asked, “What did they have? A few broken bones? Stab wounds? Sorry Lorre, but the hospitals are filled with victims with similar injuries—especially these days.”

“They were sick!”

What?

Genetic perfection separated Nobles and Outcasts. Going beyond simply looks and physical stature, a Noble has a perfect immune system that makes illnesses impossible. Only Outcasts get sick. Hospitals only exist to treat physical injuries and the few Outcasts who had enough money to buy medical help. A Noble had never gotten sick before. 

Ever!

“You can’t be serious,” I whispered.

“It’s true. One patient has already died. It’s something that nobody’s ever seen before—some sort of new plague that only affects Nobles. There’s no cure.”

“And you came here tonight looking for clues? To see if this rumor was true? You think the Sabols are doing this or...I am?”

Lorre nodded. “I have my suspicions.”

“Because I’m an Outcast?”

“Every Outcast is a suspect!”

I gritted my teeth. “This is the first I am hearing of this. Why isn’t this news being told throughout the city?”

“Because the Mayor is keeping it secret. She doesn’t want people to panic. Just think about it, not a single Noble has ever gotten sick, and now one is dead and two others will be, all because of some strange virus.”

“Not wanting people to panic is a joke. Your people built your empire on your genetic superiority. That’s the real issue here, keeping your entitled power,” I growled.

“The city is still recovering. This could be the final blow for all of us.

“You aren’t on the force anymore, Lorre. How do you know about the virus and the cover-up?”

“I’ve got contacts in the hospitals.”

“And the Justicars?”

“Tried to bury it too.”

“Because nobody can know that Nobles are human like Outcasts?” I asked.

He grimaced and glared at me. But he didn’t say anything, so I nodded and asked, “How bad is it? Is it evolution or do they suspect foul play? Maybe all three simply got into something dangerous—like a strange chemical or something—at the same location.” 

I dreaded the thought of a fatal virus, but I knew in my gut this was something else, something foul. If the Nobles’ illness were the result of purposeful attempt, I knew exactly who to look for.

Nebula.

“Nobody knows for sure. The three victims were all roommates so this could just have been something isolated, but one of the victims—the one already dead—has injection markings on his neck. The other two don’t. It appears they got sick from being in the first victim’s proximity. So, whatever this is...it’s both man-made and highly contagious to Nobles,” said Lorre.

There was the punch line, the real reason why Lorre needed my help and investigating in Sabol territory. He looked for those responsible and feared this was the beginning of something much worse. If true, we both knew he needed every helping hand he could get...even if that helping hand was mine.

“Your thoughts?” I asked.

“I’m not sure. This is beyond the Sabols’ potential. They don’t have the technology to create something like this. Many of their members are Nobles themselves, so this would be suicide. An Outcast created this.”

I swallowed and thought deeply into the matter. If this had happened over six months before, I would never agree to help out. Back then I saw all Nobles as evil and would have been happy to see them eliminated from the face of the earth. I had long since learned that good and evil rest in all people. One of my closest friends was a Noble and had selflessly put his life at risk to help me stop Nebula.

However, if this virus really existed and was contagious only to Nobles, why should I help out? Outcasts weren’t at risk, were they? This was a Noble problem; let them solve it, and if they can’t, then they can only blame themselves, not me!

But what about Thomas?

Guilt crushed me.

I’m not the same ignorant person now, am I?

I had vowed to protect Chicago from every foe—whether they be Outcast or Noble. Shaman protects everyone. That is what I vowed when I took the mantle from Gabriel. Chicago was my territory and I had to defend it.

Or lose my right to wear the mask.

“I’ll look into the matter,” I said. 

Lorre nodded as if he already knew I would say that. He knew I, an Outcast and fugitive, had every reason not to get involved. His expressions told me he expected me not to pass up this opportunity. The irony was that he hated me and wanted me dead but needed my help to save lives.

Sometimes we put aside our pride and selfish desires for the greater good.

“Thank you,” said Lorre, “Where do you suggest we—hey where are you going?” I had turned and started walking back down the alley into the pitch-black Chicago night.

“I’ll let you know when I find anything,” I called behind me as I disappeared into the darkness. My head swam with a million different questions and plans of action. The hairs on my arms and legs stood up.  

Maybe this will show who I really am now.​
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The time was late, or maybe I should say early, when I finally got back to my apartment. I had swung by my hideout to drop off my Shaman equipment before riding my bike home. Since the EMP blast, transportation was limited to walking or bicycling. Cycling everywhere made certain tasks difficult and slow, but it kept me in shape.

I entered the apartment building lobby to see Greg, my landlord, behind the counter and wiping the tables by candle light. Greg was a good man. I liked him. In many ways he was like a gorilla, tall and thick, and communicating with silent looks and short grunts. On the rare occasions he spoke, his sentences were short and to the point with carefully chosen words. Though he never said so, I think he knew why I always came home so late, beaten and bruised. If he cared, he never expressed it.

“Morning Greg. Burning the candle at both ends, I see.” I tried to hide my pain as I hobbled pass his counter. I think I had some bruised ribs from fighting Lorre and Rigs. 

A long rest and an ice bath would be wonderful right now.

“You have a visitor,” Greg grunted. I halted. My heart raced double-time. I never got visitors. Anyone coming by this late at night wouldn’t have good intentions.

Not another surprise encounter!

“I thought I told you never to allow visitors to my apartment? And that if anyone asked if I lived here, you were to tell them no?”

Greg shrugged his heavy-set shoulders “She said she knew you. An old friend. She barged up the stairs after that.”

She?

“Did this ‘she’ give a name?” I asked. 

Greg shook his head “Nope.” 

I nodded several times as I created a mental list of dangerous women who wanted me dead and knew where I lived. The comforting fact was that it wasn’t a long list. “Was she cute at least?” 

I think Greg tried to smirk, but instead he looked like he’d tasted something sour. He turned back to his table wiping. I wasn’t going to get anything else out of him.

“If I survive this, Greg, we are going to have a serious talk,” I joked. The fear in my voice took away much of the humor out of my sarcasm. 

I took the stairs two at a time. My heartbeat and thoughts battled in my eardrums. Excitement. Worry. Anxiety. Stress. Fear. Woman? They flooded and twisted like a hurricane through my mind and body. I pulled out my pocket knife and kept it concealed in my sweating palm. 

I slowed to a low decibel pace when I reached my floor. I pressed my back against the wall and slid closer to the door. I debated kicking down the door, knife in hand, ready to do battle. 

Oh God, don’t let her have a gun!

An intruder would be watching the door. She would be expecting me. Sneaking in was pointless. Whoever was inside wasn’t there to kill me. You don’t reveal your presence and identity to the landlord downstairs when you intend to kill someone upstairs. Whoever this happened to be, she came to talk and she waited for me to enter.

“Have you ever heard that story, Goldilocks and the Three Bears?” I called through the door. 

A soft and sassy voice came from the other end. “This chair fits me just right.”

Oh no! Not her! 

Slowly, with shaking hands, terror unlike any I’ve ever known holding my heart, I grabbed the doorknob and turned it. My heartbeat roared to a deafening sound. My mouth went dry. I wanted to stay outside of my apartment and hide from the woman inside. I contemplated fleeing and never returning to that apartment. 

I gradually opened the door, one slow inch at a time, to step into my apartment and prepared to face the demons that I had long since forced down into the pit of my soul. Sitting there in my apartment, drinking a glass of water and relaxing in my recliner with her feet crossed was Evelyn Chambers.

My ex-fiancé.​
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“Put that away before you get yourself hurt. You were never good with knives,” Evelyn said as she sipped her water.

“Evelyn... what are you doing here?” I stammered as I slowly put away the pocket knife. My mouth felt filled with cotton balls. She smiled, rose to her feet, and slowly strode my way with a warm and childish smile on her face. Mischievous and playful at once, just like her.

I found Evelyn incredibly beautiful, despite her being an Outcast. Her crystal blue eyes, my favorite aspect about her appearance, glistened in the room’s candlelight like pools of Caribbean water. Her brown, wavy hair fell to her shoulders and even from across the room I could smell her favorite coconut mango blend shampoo in it. As she walked closer toward me, I smelled her cherry soda flavored lip balm coating her lips. She took off her light gray coat to reveal a strapless dark orange dress that ended at her knees and tightly hugged her lithe figure. Around her waist was a thin brown leather belt with a large circular buckle. Her skin was a surprising shade of tan for fall weather and her normally pale complexion. She stood at only five feet and two inches, and moved with determined strides of both grace and strength. 

I knew Evelyn better than anyone. I knew her fears, from the smallest spider to her anxiety for the future, and I knew her loves, puppies and helping those who were incapable of helping themselves. Her blunt style of communication, the way she spoke her mind, and her love of sarcasm, guaranteed I could always trust her honesty. Evelyn despised the slightest mistake; she was always unsatisfied with anything short of perfection, and lived for the next achievement to obtain. 

I fell in love with Evelyn not long after we first met. My heart raced every time I laid eyes upon her. My mind raced with sweet memories together and my soul swelled with hope for the future when I saw her smile. 

But her profession as a bounty hunter terrified me.

“Awe, is that the way you’re going to greet me? After all these years can’t you at least give me a hug?” She came forward and wrapped her petite arms around my waist without any invitation from me. I was grateful I was nearly a foot taller than she was so she couldn’t see my startled expression. I expected a knife to the gut long before a hug. Our last conversation wasn’t the greatest. I said things I still regretted.

I awkwardly patted her on the shoulders. I was unsure of what to say or do. It felt silly and uncomfortable. 

Why is she here? 

I gently grabbed her shoulders and pushed her back. “Eve, what are you doing here?”

She sighed and smiled weakly as I let go of her. “You did always know how to make a woman feel welcomed, Griffon.” She smirked and winked before finding a seat on one of my old, creaky pieces of furniture. I remained motionless, still trying to piece together what was happening.

Is she here to kill me? 

Evelyn waved her hand toward the couch. “Please, won’t you join me? There’s something I wanted to discuss with you.” 

I sighed deeply and brushed a hand through my hair, one of my nervous ticks, and moved deeper into the cheap apartment. I earned...well I won’t deny it...a lot of money from my new job in politics as Chicago’s Outcast Emissary. It made me one of the highest paid Outcasts in the city. There were a lot of Nobles that made much more than I did, but I liked to think I did well for myself in the money department, which was a good change of pace from how I grew up.

That said, my apartment didn’t really show it. I still lived in one of the cheapest apartments in the city outside of Sabol territory. It opened up onto a singular large room serving as a living room, kitchen, dining room, and bedroom. My furniture was all secondhand stuff, maybe even third hand, and really didn’t match that well with the green walls. A large spotted rug covered the living room area with more stains than spots. 

To the right of the front door lay a small kitchen area useful only because of the wood stove and ancient icebox I installed shortly after the EMP blast. A skinny bed, a small wooden dresser, and a standing curtain marked off the bedroom, which occupied the back of the room and was near the fire escape balcony and a tiny, closet-sized bathroom.

I kept kerosene lamps, mirrors, and candles, which Evelyn had lit, strategically placed to light the apartment. Four over-stuffed bookcases stood around the apartment and served as my only source of education and entertainment. The air was musty and when the wind blew, the whole apartment seemed to capture the cold draft. If not for the mounds of blankets, my toes would freeze during winter.

I loved my tiny apartment regardless of all the bits and pieces that needed to be repaired or replaced. The apartment, though ugly, held a nostalgic aura of peace and silence, and comforted me with security that can only be found in a place called home.

I took a seat on the couch opposite of Evelyn, keeping the black coffee table between the two of us. 

“When did you get in town?” I asked as I rubbed my forehead in exhaustion.

My body ached from the night and my muscles pleaded for rest. Rigs and Lorre gave me a beating and my sores testified to it. Working two full-time jobs as a politician over Chicago and a masked vigilante took too much out of me. I needed a day off.

I deserve a tropical vacation!

“Two days ago. Been staying at this nice little motel and getting comfortable. You know seeing the sights, stretching my legs down my favorite streets,” said Evelyn. 

“You mean you’re back here on assignment,” I said.

“Why do you have to assume that? Maybe I just wanted to come back home. And maybe I just wanted to see you again,” she said.

I grunted. “And you thought three in the morning would be a good time to drop by and catch up? It’s been over a year since you left, no call or message to even let us know you are still alive, and you just thought to drop by now this late at night? Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t kick you out the door.”

“Wow! You still don’t hold any punches now, do you?” said Evelyn. If she was hurt or flustered by my abrasiveness, she didn’t show it. Her expression remained a mixture of warmth and cool confidence.

“My charm expires after midnight or maybe two if you’re pretty enough.”

Evelyn turned her head and scanned the room, twisting her lips left and right as she judged the lay out of my apartment. “I like what you have done with the place. I see you’re still the slob you were when I left, though. I took the liberty of taking out your trash. It must have sat there for over a week! And I sprayed a can of air freshener about. An entire can of it! You’re welcome for that. But have you done something new here?”

“I got new curtains. Now you’re stalling. If you don’t have a good reason for being here then I’ll ask you to leave so I can get some rest. I have a busy day tomorrow.”

“So, I’ve heard. Congratulations on becoming the Outcast Emissary. You traded stealing in the dark to stealing with a fancy suit and a handshake. Politics must suit you. I bet you’re swimming in cash now. The ultimate con for a thief like you,” she said. I stiffened.

Is she threatening me?

Evelyn was a bounty hunter working for various organizations to bring in criminals, both Outcasts and Nobles, which the typical police force struggled to catch. Most of her cases involved Nobles running from their court dates. Occasionally she would get high-dollar cases. Actually, that’s how we met. I had stolen a priceless painting from some rich jerk and Evelyn was hired to recover it. The jerk had scammed Chicago’s art museum and gotten the painting in the process. The museum couldn’t do anything to get back their property, so Chamberlain and I intervened. We returned the painting and its deed to the museum, where the painting still stands on exhibit to this day. 

However, we didn’t get away clean on that job. Evelyn caught us. Fortunately, when she discovered the truth and what we did to help the museum, she let us go, saving us from the hangman’s noose. Surprisingly, she asked me out on a date.  We dated for two years before getting engaged and never once did she threaten to turn me in. 

Until now it seems. Is she trying to blackmail me? Would she do that? 

“So, you’ve come to blackmail then. Is that it? Tell me; is it money you’re after or something else?”

She smiled, tilted her head and purred, “Oh I wouldn’t mind a bigger pay cut or maybe a new pearl necklace. You know my obsession with body works.” 

My eyes grew and my heart raced. 

Evelyn chuckled and said, “Relax, princess, that’s not why I’m here, and no, I’m not here to turn you in, either. I’m in town for an assignment. It’s why I’m here.”

I couldn’t help it, I laughed.

“You came here for help? I always thought you never needed help on your jobs. In fact I can remember several times I tried to help you on an assignment and you refused, saying you didn’t need me. After all, aren’t you this big famous bounty hunter? I’m sure whatever it is won’t be beyond your capabilities. We both know that. So how about you stop wasting my time and just leave so I can get some rest.” I was ranting because I was nervous.

I turned my back on Evelyn and headed toward the balcony for some fresh air. 

“I never said I needed your help.”

I ignored her.

“You might want to hear what I have to say after you hear that my employer is Emperor Adam Rythe.” 

Slowly, very slowly, I turned around to face her. She now stood with her arms crossed and her body in a mocking, victorious posture. Her smile was devious.

“Adam Rythe...the Adam Rythe?” I asked.

Evelyn tapped her foot like she did when she was nervous or annoyed. She appeared impatient. She cocked a thumb over her shoulder and said, “Why don’t you come back and have a seat so we can chat. Unless you’re not done acting like a child?”

She plopped herself back in a chair, looked back at me (still frozen), and patted the couch cushion next to her and said, “Come on now. You can do it. Just left foot then right foot and then repeat. That a boy!”

I shuffled back to the couches and stammered, “T—that’s what this is about—the Emperor? He’s your employer? You’ve got to be kidding me.” 

Evelyn shrugged. “He really is. But what’s more interesting is my assignment.”

Don’t do it, Griffon. Don’t put yourself through this. Whatever it is it can’t be good.

“What’s the job?” I asked.

Griffon what have you done?

She smiled a wicked look, a look she used only when she felt mischievous, and I felt the stirring of old feelings within me. She opened her mouth and I feared the pounding in my chest would drown out her next few words. But when she spoke nothing seemed clearer in the entire world. In a flash I felt sick to my core. 

“He wants me to bring in Shaman. He wants me to bring in you, Griffon. He wants to execute Shaman. You are my assignment.”​
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“What did you tell him?” I asked. My trembling hand drifted toward my pocket knife.

“Didn’t I tell you to put that away before you cut yourself?” 

“What did you say, Evelyn?”

“I see your patience hasn’t improved since I left.” 

“WHAT DID YOU SAY!”

She huffed out a breath of air and slowly rose to her feet. She finished the last of her glass of water and set it down on the table next to her. She pointed at me and said, “Put that away and then we can talk.” I followed her line sight and noticed the pocket knife back in my hand. I never remembered drawing the blade.

I set the pocket knife down on a counter away from me. I took a step away from it and saw Evelyn nod with approval. She waved her hand toward the couches and said, “Please, return and have a seat.” I did. “That’s a good boy.” 

I sneered at her. “Talk,” I growled.

“You were right about that charm.”

“What did you tell him? Answer my question or get out.”

She sighed and gave up on playing her sarcastic banter she loved so much. “I didn’t tell him you were Shaman.”

“But what did you tell him?”

“Nothing.”

I settled back deeper into my couch cushion and said, “And?”

“You ask a question I think you’ve already assumed an answer to,” said Evelyn. “You don’t say no to the Emperor,” I said, “and walk away from it alive.” 

She nodded and her expression sobered. “Yeah, unfortunately.”

I got up, grabbed two bottles of water from the ice chest and gave one of them to Evelyn. “Tell me what happened.” 

She cracked open the bottle, took a sip, and asked, “You sure you want to hear that story? You were just complaining about being up so late.”

“I’ll be fine,” I grumbled as I sipped my water. 

“You sure, mister grumpy? You made it very clear you didn’t want to hear anything I had to say.”

“Tell me the story.”

“I would even say you were a little...hangry...and needing a snack.”

“Tell...me...the...story.” 

She smiled, puckered her lips, and blew me a kiss. “Relax. I’ll play nice and even make it short.” Obviously testing my patience, she took a long sip of water.

When she was done, she smacked her lips—I cringed in frustration but guarded my tongue—and then she spoke. “I worked the past year as a bounty hunter on the east coast, doing what I do best.”

“Continuing to act like a brat?”

“Well, aren’t you sweet today. I made a good name for myself in that short amount of time, had good money coming in from catching criminals to hunting down stolen property.”

“And as humble as ever, I see.”

“That’s a lot coming from the Outcast Emissary. You sure seem to be doing rather well for yourself.” 

“You’ve been keeping tabs on me?”

“Hard not to when you’re in the news so much now.” 

Her eyes told a different story, and it was to that story I winked and said, “I missed you, too.”

She blushed and continued. “So...yeah business was doing pretty well on the coast.”

“That’s not what I heard. I heard you were responsible for single-handedly finding that serial killer, Jerome Machiva, that the police spent years searching for. I heard it took you only a few days to nail him down. And it embarrassed the hell out of the police there.”

She blushed again, dipped her head to hide her smile. 

This is like riding a bike between us.

“Now who’s been keeping up with whom?” 

Again, I winked. 

“The police have too much red tape over there which is preventing them from doing their jobs. I don’t have the same restrictions, which makes my job easier and more profitable,” she said.

“And more dangerous.” 

She nodded. “After that I got all the high-level cases on the east coast. So, when the lights go out in Chicago, sending not only the entire city into a crisis but also striking a high economic blow to the rest of the Empire and putting its security in jeopardy, you best believe it catches the Emperor’s attention. He has plans to restore Chicago...or so he says. I hope it’s true. He told me that the city needs... closure. He believes that starts with apprehending Shaman.”

“So, knowing you’re one of the best at what you do, having a reputation for catching your targets alive and bringing them in, and being from Chicago and familiar with all its hiding spots, he just calls your number up and offers you a job?”

She shrugged. “Pretty much.”

“Why Shaman? Why...me? Why not Ziavir? He’s the one really responsible—he admitted his guilt on television!” Heat rose in my chest as my anger built. Evelyn wasn’t to blame. She merely stood in my path as an easy target on which to pour out my anger at the injustice I had suffered. I swallowed and downed more of my water, forcing my anger further down, and tried to think rationally before I said something I would regret.

“That’s what I asked him. Probably almost got myself killed with the look he gave me—as if my questioning his request insulted him in some way. He’s an arrogant prick. He claims Ziavir has already been dealt with—that he was already in custody for his crimes.”

“Ziavir’s been arrested?” Shock was an understatement to how I felt. 

Evelyn nodded and said, “According to the Emperor? Yeah. Apparently, he turned himself in less than a month after disappearing from Chicago.”

She paused for a moment to sip her drink and said, “I’m so sorry for not being here during that time. I can’t imagine what it was like to have that psychopath here.” 

I could only nod. Evelyn knew all my secrets, from my identity as the Shaman to my past with Ziavir. She knew my hurts, my rage, my ambitions. 

“So, what did the Emperor say when you told him no?” I asked.

“Actually...I told him yes.” 

Suddenly I wished I hadn’t left that knife on the other side of the room. Slowly I lifted my head and set my water bottle on the coffee table and said, “So after everything...this is where we stand now?”

“We both know that if I didn’t say yes, he would only hire someone else, someone who will shoot first instead of showing you some mercy, or worse, someone who would find out that Chicago’s Outcast Emissary is also the masked vigilante that everyone believes was working with Ziavir. How well do you think that would go?”

“You expect me to believe that this is you trying to save me...by agreeing to hunt me down and bring me before the Emperor so that he can have me executed?”

“Yes. Exactly!” she shouted.

“Forgive me for not being more grateful that my ex-fiancée intends to escort me to my execution. Tell me, how much did he offer to pay you? I’m sure it was a tempting amount. I know what type of bounty hunter you are; you won’t take part in anything unless you think you’re getting a good deal. So, tell me, how much am I going for these days?”

“Will you just shut up already? I’m trying to save you!”

“I don’t need saving. I’m doing pretty well avoiding those who want me dead. Unless you haven’t heard, even Chicago’s new Mayor—ironically someone I put in office—has put her own bounty on my head. And then just tonight I avoided another attempt on my life by the Sabols. I would say I’m doing all right protecting myself, which means you don’t scare me, either. But I would love to hear how you intend to save me?”

She took a deep breath, appearing to gather her strength to say, “By begging you once more to give up this masked crusade.”

Her words punched me in the gut. “You know I can’t do that,” I whispered. 

Her eyes teared up. “That’s exactly what you said a year ago when I asked you. I didn’t want to marry the masked man who would get himself killed in some childhood fantasy. But you wouldn’t give up that mask for me. Fine. But now I’m asking you to give up that mask for yourself!”

I didn’t answer her. I couldn’t. I couldn’t even look at her. I could only shake my head. She jumped to her feet and shouted, “Please, don’t let this be the reason why you die! Take it off! Burn it! Give it to someone else. Anyone! Just please not you.”

“There’s no one else,” I whispered.

There was a long silence and I wondered if she might have left until she said, “Not even Gabriel, the first Shaman?”

“You would have me frame Gabriel to save myself?” 

“If it meant saving you...”

At that, a single tear broke free and slid down her cheek. I saw something in someone I hadn’t seen in a very long time. I saw someone who loved me unconditionally, despite all the flaws I had or the hurt I had caused her. I had forced her to leave Chicago, choosing my selfish dreams and ambitions over her...and yet while she might not openly admit it, that love was still there. 

I just wasn’t sure if it was still possible for me to feel that way for someone again. I was broken.

I shook my head. “Gabriel’s... gone.” I didn’t have the heart to tell her the truth about Gabriel, about how a man we both loved and cared for and felt the same in return had betrayed us and the rest of Chicago. She didn’t ask for an explanation. 

“Then if you can’t pass it on to someone else, I guess that only leaves you with one choice. If you weren’t willing to give it up for us...then please be willing to give it up to save your own life.”

Despite the wisdom of her plea, I could not simply walk away from my role as Shaman. The city needed saving, maybe now more than ever. The mob ran Chicago. Innocents were being caught in the crossfire between the anarchist Sabols and the vengeful Justicars. And now, according to Lorre, someone had created a virus capable of infecting Nobles and sparking the next great plague. Chicago was lawless and no one sought peace and justice. Chicago had become the Wild West...and it needed a cowboy like Shaman out there to defend its helpless.

“I...can’t.” I whispered.

“It’s just a mask. You can continue this crusade as the Outcast Emissary, making real change there through politics. Or if this nightly crusade really means that much then assume a new name and identity with a new mask. You don’t have to be the Shaman anymore.”

But who am I without Shaman?

“I can’t. Not now. There’s just so much more I’ve got to do. You know what this mask means to me, Eve. How can you ask this of me?” I asked.

“It’s just a piece of cloth!” She shouted. 

Tears rolled down her face. I saw her broken heart and anger in her eyes, and I knew I was far too stubborn to give in. We both knew that. She came here with hope, maybe thinking our separation would have changed my stubbornness. I didn’t blame her for the way she felt. It was both deserved and honest.

But this wasn’t just a mask. It was something so much more to me—sentient in fact. All my hopes and dreams and ambitions for a better life, for what Chicago could be, for a restoration of wrongs, my entire faith in something bigger than myself, filled that mask. Time and time again I failed that mask, but it had yet to fail me in return. It was my god. I just couldn’t let it go, couldn’t walk away from it just because my life was at risk. The Emperor of the world’s largest and most powerful empire might want Shaman executed as some means of healing for Chicago, and he would likely get just that. 

But until then I just couldn’t let the mask go.

So, I shook my head and whispered, “It’s not just a piece of cloth. Not to me.”

Evelyn stood there watching me as the tears fell from her eyes. She gave me the same heartbroken look she gave me a year before when I chose the life of Shaman over her.  

Seeing that there was no changing my course, that I was determined to put my own life at jeopardy, and that there was nothing she could do to stop me, she wiped at her eyes and grabbed her coat as she said, “The Emperor gave me one week. That leaves me with four more days.” I didn’t need to hear what would happen if she failed to bring in the Shaman. She would be fired, and as an Outcast, possibly executed for her failure.

Both our lives were on the line.

After that the Emperor would only send in someone else, someone far deadlier and more lethal who would likely tear Chicago apart looking for me. For the sake of possibly countless innocent lives as collateral damage, either my life or Evelyn’s would end.

What is this mask really worth?

I felt more than saw her move toward the door. She hesitated in opening it and turned to say, “I won’t hunt after Griffon. I won’t hunt after the man I...believe to be a good one, nor will I get in the way of our friends or the places I know you rest and lay your head at night. But each night you put on that mask and head out that door, I’ll be out there, too. I’m not hunting Griffon... I’m hunting a good man’s prison.”

After that she opened the door and left me standing in my apartment.

I didn’t sleep much that night.​
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Normally I wake up in the mornings with groans and a few aching muscles from the previous night’s outings. This time was different. The aches and pains were there, but I don’t recall waking up. I only remember staring at the ceiling and watching the room shift from dark to light with the rising sun. 

It took a couple of minutes but I finally got out of bed. It was Saturday morning, which meant I was supposed to meet with Chamberlain and everyone else for our usual bi-monthly breakfast before heading off to work. In the past few months, it had become the only time all of us were ever together in the same room at one time. I had skipped out on the past three gatherings, possibly the past four. I just couldn’t bear to see them most days, but they needed to know everything that happened the night before.

I stumbled from the bed and went straight for the shower, which consisted mostly of repeatedly pouring a mixture of room temperature water and ice chips over me from a bucket. Even this early in the morning I felt the beginning of another headache. 

Just how hard did that Rigs guy hit me last night?

Maybe the headache was just a warning of another long and miserable day ahead. I got out of the shower, if you could really call it that, and quickly progressed through the rest of my morning routine. The position of my apartment fortunately allowed ample amounts of sunlight to pour in and my installment of several mirrors created a cheap means of lighting, with the bonus of making the tiny apartment appear much bigger. Kerosene lamps and candles were very expensive these days and, while I made more than most Outcasts, old habits die hard.

It’s the little things in life.

I threw on a suit and tie and tried not to groan too loudly with shame and self-loathing. I hated suits and those who wore them. Too many years stealing from corrupt people in fancy suits meant I never felt comfortable wearing one myself. 

Life is filled with irony.

I ran out of the apartment, making sure to lock it behind me to avoid any more unwanted guests, and made my way toward Chamberlain’s residence. He lived only a few short blocks away in the start of the suburb section of the Outcast district, so the walk wasn’t too bad and often enjoyable on nice weather days. The air felt crisp and clean of pollutants, one of the few positive effects of there being no power in the city. The sun was out and it looked like it was going to be a beautiful day.

Then why do I feel like it won’t be?

The street was already busy with people on their way to work. Even after a crisis where people still struggled to survive, life still went on and people still had to work. With abandoned vehicles covering the street, never to be turned on again, most people walked to work. It created a society where wearing tennis shoes to work was socially acceptable, but there were many who rode bikes. Some even rode horses or if they were rich enough used horse drawn carriages. The sight was an odd blend of past, present, and futuristic scenery.
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