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Her silk covered thighs clamped tightly around Ron's neck and forced the stubble on his chin to back in on itself. Arching her back, the woman in pink desperately tried to off balance him and bring him to the floor where she could then control him. Although the move was well rehearsed, she had clearly underestimated the size of her quarry this time. Ron stumbled a little but remained standing.   

The Hurricanrana was a fancy superhero move, seen in Hollywood movies that combined gymnastics with martial arts. The legs were clamped around the neck in a vice like action in order to topple an opponent in a fight. In reality, although the move looked good, it was risky if it didn't work. On this occasion, all she had achieved was to cause him to drop the whiskey bottle he had just stolen. Now, she dangled helplessly, upside down from his neck, unable to bring him down in order to face justice for his petty crime.

Ron noticed two Japanese Sai daggers strapped to each of her thighs, ready to skewer him should he resist. Why was life so damn unfair he thought as he struggled against the vice like grip of her thighs?

It had taken less than two weeks from being released from prison, for a crime he hadn't committed, for his life to return to rat shit once more. His parole officer had just managed to get him fired from the job he had been forced to take, and losing his job meant he had lost the crummy apartment that came with it too. No job and no fixed address meant, through no fault of his own, he had broken his release conditions. To top it all, now he had a pink Lycra clad super heroine hanging off him, out for blood. He spun her around, trying to prise her clamped legs from his neck.

Wannabe super crime fighters were popping up everywhere these days. The nation had become divided on whether to love them or hate them. When the police department cracked down on them, the crime rate rose, but if they did nothing they ended up sorting out the trail of destruction in their wake. Half the public wanted them left alone, the other half wanted them dealt with severely. It had become a politician's nightmare.

Ron sensed his attacker's ankles begin to loosen their grip as they pirouetted like ice dancers. Once rid of her, he planned to hot foot it up the road. An unexpected dull thud radiated from the inverted woman but the momentum of the spin carried them another half a turn before her legs finally gave up their grip. Ron looked down in horror at the lifeless, pink catsuit clad body, now lying by the edge of the alley with her neck at almost a right angle to her shoulders. In his haste to free himself, he hadn't spotted the lamp post, just within the vigilante's turning circle. Instinctively, he glanced around to check for witnesses but saw none. Technically, he could argue that it had been self defence, or even an accident, but he knew no one would believe him. With one last check, he pulled his collar high, tucked his head down and strode from the scene. With no job, no fixed address and a death by his doing, he knew he was in deep shit now.

His parole officer had well and truly stitched Ron up by getting him fired from his job. It wasn't as if he liked working in the abattoir but at least it had been a source of income. Because his parole officer had also done a dodgy deal with the abattoir owner, the job had been linked to his accommodation.  No fewer than six ex-cons worked at the slaughter house, all with rooms over the main processing plant. No doubt, for each monthly rent the owner took, his parole officer would be better off too.

That same parole officer was supposed to be the one looking out for him; instead he had just got him canned by shooting off his mouth. The slime had thought it funny to reveal that Ron had gained the prison nickname “The pig sticker.” For a parole officer to let that slip to an abattoir boss of all people was unforgivable. It may have been OK to let the nickname slip if Ron drove trucks or cut down trees, but working in a meat processing plant!

Ron felt the nickname was totally undeserved anyway. It was yet another case of him being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Like most prisons, if you kept your head down and behaved yourself, you could usually land yourself a nice cushy job. He had done just that and eventually the screws had rewarded him with the privileged role of prison farm helper. Whilst not the most exotic job, it did at least allow him a bit more freedom to access to the open air rather than being stuck inside the laundry room like most.

One of the other inmates, serving three consecutive life sentences for murder, had chosen to remain working in the laundry, even though he had been offered several more sought after roles. They called him The Still because of his uncanny ability to distil almost anything into some sort of eye watering alcoholic spirit. The only reason The Still had chosen to remain in the launderette was because of the distilling rig he had secretly set up, hidden within the boilers. It was the most widespread kept secret within the prison. No one dared enquire what the raw ingredients were, but the end product was always potent. If ever the wardens caught anyone under the influence, prisoners knew that the consequences of squealing on their supplier could prove fatal, even if they had lost their eyesight from the alcohol.

Ron regularly exchanged fresh eggs and animal feed for the odd slug of moonshine. He didn't particularly enjoy the taste but the shady dealings did give him the chance to believe he had a modicum of control over his life.

On one occasion he received a shampoo bottle full of moonshine from The Still that had a lingering taste of Vagisil. He knew the taste as he had once brushed his teeth by mistake with the stuff at an old girlfriend's house. Although Ron retained no recollection of the incident, he had somehow managed to drink the whole contents of that shampoo bottle then collapsed inside the prison farm. Eventually, the prison guards came across him, naked and straddling a prize Vietnamese pot bellied pig. As a result of his antics, not only did he lose all farmyard privileges, he was also labelled “The pig sticker” from then on. He never regained any memory of the episode but was damn sure he didn't partake in any romantic activities with the pig, had it even been possible.

The memories of his time in prison only darkened Ron's mood deeper as he walked in no particular direction, constantly looking over his shoulder before deciding it was safe to stop. Sitting down on a broken bench, he knew he needed to get his head together and decide what to do next.   Close by, a handful of kids were playing a game of one-on-one at an overgrown basketball court, shadowed by the high-rise apartments. The faded back board clearly showed the signs of abuse and the missing hoop had been ingeniously replaced by a bottomless shopping basket. Rag tag kids played against each other with their heart and souls as if playing at the NBA try-outs. None of the kids paid him any attention as they bounced the cheap soccer ball about in their ageing fake Nikes bound up with duct tape.

He knew, if he handed himself in to the police and explained the accident, he would never have his freedom again. They would pin murder one on him in a flash. Who would believe that a dainty little woman had instigated an attack on a two hundred and thirty pound ex con? Another option would be for him to drop out of the system altogether. He could get a casual job, but with no social security number, he knew he would get exploited. No doubt, at some stage he would get sucked into a life of crime.

There was always the possibility he could track down his sister, Candy, and stay with her for a while. The more he thought about it, the more he realised that was probably his worst option. After all, they were not exactly what anyone could call close any more. It hadn't always been that way though. When their mother had turned to the adult entertainment business in order to fuel her drug dependency, social services had put them both in care. His sister had looked out for him while they were in the foster home. It was only after she left that he found out from the other kids that his mother had been a hooker and his father could be any name from the phone book.

He learnt a while later that Candy had somehow tracked their mother down and convinced her to take her in. Their mother had shacked up with a guy ten years her junior, who had been dumb enough to support her drug fuelled lifestyle. Ironically, he eventually took more of a liking to Candy and ran off with her.

The sound of whooping and hollering brought him back from his thoughts. The kid with the taped up Nike trainers was jumping about having just won his game. He felt a pang of sorrow for them. It was unlikely these kids would be doing anything different ten years on. Maybe if all the up and coming vigilantes who were prepared to tackle petty crime put their efforts into helping these kids, they might make a difference. Real super heroes were the ones that could give these kids a better future and steer them away from getting into crime in the first pace.

His stomach gave an audible rumble. He knew of a soup kitchen on the other side of town but did he really want to eat with all those bums?  Who was he kidding, he was one of those bums, he thought.

Standing up, he began the long trudge across town. He knew he could easily hop the turnstiles and ride the subway for free but knowing his luck, there would be another Min-hero waiting to jump on his back.

That's what the press had named them, “Min-heroes”. Any vigilantes acting outside the official law enforcement agency were worshipped by the media. Television programmes just dedicated to vigilante activities were becoming big business. Many wannabe crusaders did it for the thrill of being seen on camera, others did it for the adrenaline rush and a few were led by a sense of self righteousness.

His steady walk across the town took a couple of hours but it didn't really matter. It wasn't as if he was going to be late for a date. The soup kitchen lay just between the poorest and richest sides of the city. Sceptics argued this was because the wealthy didn't want the low life on their doorstep but they also didn't want to go too far when they felt charitable. After all, it wouldn't do to travel all the way into the middle of a dangerous territory just to dish out soup.

By the time he reached the old Christian hall it was nearly eight o'clock and the last of the early crowds had drifted away. The hall was mainly used as a parent and toddler venue during the day then converted into a soup kitchen by night to bring salvation to the poor unfortunates. Ron tagged onto the short queue, waiting for a bowl of a grey looking liquid and a bread roll. To describe it as soup must have contravened some law or another but he took the offered bowl anyway. As he sat down at a wooden trestle, amongst all the other down and outs in the hall, he realised this was rock bottom. At least in prison, he had a roof over his head and two warm meals a day. Freedom wasn't all that it was cracked up to be and he started to understand why criminals re-offended.  

As he casually stirred the contents of his bowl, he watched the rich little old lady hauling another cauldron of gruel to the counter. The pearl necklace around her neck couldn't be any more inappropriate if she had studied inappropriateness at Harvard. Even a low life back street pawn shop would offer a year's keep to the bum that slipped it from her. Her gnarled and arthritic hands clutched at the pot tightly, but Ron could see it was only going to end up one way. In an uncontrolled act of chivalry, he quickly made his way behind the serving counter to prevent the impending accident. The sound of silence was deafening. All eyes within the room suddenly turned towards Ron, as he hurriedly encroached into the sanctuary of the do-gooders side of the serving counter.

'Let me help you with that,' he said, taking the heavy load from her just before her strength gave way. Pulling his sleeves over his hands he awkwardly took the pot of dubious substance from her. Swiftly, he set the burning cauldron down on the counter then blew on his fingers. His sleeves had been no match for the little old lady's oven gloves but he didn't make a scene about it.   'You are a sweet dear,' she said with her million dollar smile. 'I was struggling a little wasn't I?' she added.

Ron said nothing but returned the smile. He thought it was a smile at least. He had done it before but couldn't quite remember when. Without a word, he turned and headed towards the poor side of the counter once more.

'Don't sit back down yet,' she called, beckoning for him to return to the counter.

Ron knew he should never have intervened. This was how trouble always started. He would try to do the right thing but, without exception, he would end up worse off for it.

Doing the right thing was how he ended up in prison in the first place. He had been in a bar, innocently having a quiet beer after work when a fight broke out. At first he had let the two guys sort it out between themselves but eventually the smaller one ended up unconscious, lying on the floor. It should have been the end of the matter but when the brute kept kicking him, he decided enough was enough.

'Hey buddy, I think it's over,' he had said, pulling him away from the unconscious man.

That was the moment things turned sour. The big guy had immediately rounded on Ron and pushed his arm away just as a police officer had appeared on the scene to break the commotion up.  Ron's elbow flew back and connected with the officer, breaking his nose, and prompting all hell to start. Before Ron could apologise, half a dozen cops had jumped on his back in an attempt to bring him down.

The headlines in the papers described the incident as “Drunken brawler attacks two police officers”. Truth was, he had only drank half of his first beer when it all started. Even though he had offered no resistance whatsoever, cops just piled onto him to take him down. He ended up being charged with two accounts of grievous bodily harm. The first cop with the broken nose and a second who had cracked his own head open on the foot bar in the process of dragging Ron down.

Now, still reeling from his last act of decency, he knew he had just set himself up for another fall. The little old lady detected Ron's reluctance to return.

'Come on, I don't bite you know,' she said, enthusiastically.  

Like a prisoner walking the green mile, Ron reluctantly obeyed the summons. The lid that had covered the mystery pot now lay on the counter as little “Agnes” rummaged around the base with a large ladle as if she was panning for gold. Ron stood, fixated as he watched her fish out the only chewable chunks and put them into a fresh bowl for him.

'Just what a growing boy needs,' she said, offering him a wink.

Ron gave her another token smile before making off with his “reward” before any more trouble arose.

Returning to his seat, he noticed someone had taken the liberty of relieving him of his original soup and stale roll. The theft felt more like a blessing in disguise and he wondered if his luck was changing for the better. He placed his new bowl down and went in search of a drink half hoping someone would be brave enough to take his second helpings. Freshly ground gourmet coffee wasn't high in his expectations but he figured as long as it was hot it couldn't hurt.

On returning to his seat, he noticed two unexpected things. First, his soup remained where he had set it down, lumps included he assumed. Second, an official looking guy in a black suit sat opposite it. Ignoring the newcomer, Ron picked up his spoon and tentatively took a taste of the brown slurry. Knowing he was being watched, he tried to show no sign of weakness but Ron involuntarily winced a little as the food attacked his taste buds. The corners of the well dressed man's mouth curled up a little at Ron's discomfort.

'Ronald Sebastian Hawley,' the official said, in a slightly squeaky voice.

Ron said nothing. He figured, as he hadn't been asked a question yet, there was no need to reply. There were only two types of people who would address a person with their full name. An angry parent, or a government official. Somehow, he couldn't imagine the guy turning out to be his father.

Ron took another mouthful of soup to demonstrate he wouldn't crack under pressure.

'Enjoying life on the outside yet?' the official asked, full of sarcasm.

Ron ignored the question and carried on chewing the meaty chunk that was putting up a fair amount of resistance.

'We've had a bit of trouble over in the Bronx earlier this evening,' the official said, nonchalantly looking at his manicured fingers.

Ron knew he was being scanned for a reaction.

'I also hear you lost your job this morning,' the man in the expensive looking black suit added, folding his arms in front of him.

Ron noticed a damp stain immediately appear on the man's sleeve, as it soaked up old spilt coffee off the trestle.

'I'll get another job,' Ron said, battling the chunk of gristle in his mouth. He figured if the suit was here to arrest him, he wouldn't have come alone.

'Might prove a little tricky without an address.’ The satisfaction of reading Ron's predicament made his squeaky voice rise another octave. Disappointment began to show on the official's face though when Ron showed no response. 'I have all the answers to your problems though,' he continued.

'Like a sort of fairy godmother?' Ron asked, straight faced.

The official looking man searched for signs of being ridiculed, but lacked the awareness he believed he possessed. Nonetheless, he pressed on.

'You can stay here and enjoy this gourmet meal or I can take you to a restaurant up the road where they serve real food and I can tell you all about my offer,' he said, obviously relishing having the upper hand.

Ron sat chewing the unidentified morsel a little longer, now worried that he may be engaged in an act of cannibalism. He knew he would regret taking up the offer but as options went, they were few and far between. Accepting the inevitable, he spat the indigestible morsel into a napkin and stood. No offence to little old “Agnes”, but he suspected CSI might be more interested in the contents of her cauldron. He had nothing to lose. Yet.

'OK, let's go.'

*
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It never ceased to amaze Ron just how cruel and insensitive those with an abundance of money could be to the poor. Some went about their lives in their happy little bubbles, getting on with their daily routines, occasionally stepping over the stray beggar without even noticing them. Others realised they were blessed with a good life and genuinely tried to help those less fortunate, but a few were just damn right spiteful. They were the ones who parked their brand new Cadillac alongside the beat up old wreck when the parking lot is empty. The ones who would light a cigar with a hundred dollar bill while standing next to the homeless guy. The restaurant Ron was just about to enter was predictably owned and frequented by that very type.

The swanky restaurant, although not very deep, stretched all along the side walk, offering views of the common people going about their pitiful daily lives. Although not in the roughest part of town by any means, it offered views of the transient poor on their way to the soup kitchen. The rich could safely exhibit their opulence to salivating onlookers behind a glass, like tourists in a zoo.

As Ron followed the suit into the restaurant, a maître d' came rushing towards them with a look of sheer panic on his face.  Ron's unshaven face and his forty eight hour abattoir clothes signalled he was on the wrong side of the glass.  

'No, no, sirs. We cannot accommodate you,' he said in some sort of European accent, whilst frantically waving his arms.

Without uttering a word, and with obvious satisfaction, Ron's guardian angel quickly flipped open a leather bound wallet that contained some sort of badge. Ron guessed, by the fluidity of the manoeuvre, that his new buddy had spent hours on end in front of the bathroom mirror practising the sacred badge flash. Whatever it was that lay inside the wallet, it did the trick.

Reluctantly, the maître d' led them over to one of the furthest tables, away from the coveted window seats, all the time casting Ron with looks as if he was being forced to let him date his sister. Once shown to the table, the maître d' quickly dashed off to block other riff-raff from entering. Ron suspected that had they been his usual clientele, he would have faffed about pulling chairs out and laying napkins in their laps.

'Shall we start afresh? My name is agent Landon. You can call me Frank, however.' Frank held his hand out across the table.

Ron did the decent thing and shook the proffered hand. It was like rescuing a week old fish from behind the fridge. He held his tongue but made a mental note to wash his hands at the first opportunity.

'Ron,' said Ron, in reply.

Agent Landon was clearly pleased at the broken patch of ice in front of them.

'I should imagine you are pretty darn hungry?' Landon said, excitedly picking up the quilted menu from the specially designed ornate holder. 'I'm famished. Please, order whatever you like, Uncle Sam picks up the tab tonight,' he added, waving his arm in the air to catch the waiter's attention.

As Ron gazed down at the other padded menu, he came to the conclusion he wasn't going to be eating burger and fries tonight. He glanced over at the table next to them. A gentleman in a very expensive looking suit had just been served a dish that looked smaller than a child's portion. A small piece of fish, chaperoned by a few dangerous looking mushrooms, and a dribble of white sauce, described as “foam” on top, occupied the centre of a very large plate. It wasn't the quality of the food that concerned Ron; it was more the unoccupied space surrounding it.

A waitress approached the table, offered a rehearsed smile, then waited expectantly. Her rose water perfume touched Ron's senses briefly, bringing home his own unique aroma. Hastily he ordered random food from the menu.

'Smoked eel with flowers, for the starter, then the mutton and artichoke main please,' he said confidently, trying to sound as if he ate that sort of food every day. Truth was, he had never eaten either artichoke or eel, let alone flowers, and may never get another chance again. 'Can I add a plate of fries with that?' he involuntarily blurted out.

The waitress offered him a knowing smile, as if a child had just asked for crayons. 'With fries,' she said, writing on her pad in bigger letters than usual.

After Landon ordered his Foie gras, turbot and a bottle of Château Musar, the waitress dashed off to the kitchens to spread the mirth.

For a short while, they sat in an uncomfortable silence. Ron knew he was being fattened up in order to sell his soul to the devil, so he may as well do it on a full stomach.

'I'm going to use the rest rooms,' Ron said, suddenly standing. A look of concern flashed across Landon's face. 'Relax, I'll be right back,' he added before walking off.

Agent Landon watched Ron briefly speak to a waiter before being ushered through a doorway, at the far corner of the restaurant.

Ron stood in the centre of the marble shod restroom, casting his eyes around at the decor. A man dressed in a tuxedo and white gloves hovered next to the sink, carrying a tray with toiletries upon it.

'Good evening, sir,' he offered Ron, as if standing in a lavatory wearing white gloves was the most natural thing in the world.

'Good evening,' Ron replied, a little wrong footed by the oddity of the situation. 'Just need to freshen up a little,' he added, unsure of the correct protocol.

'Of course, sir,' the attendant said. Placing the tray down, he started to fill the ornate basin with warm water. He laid a clean face cloth on the counter, along with a freshly opened bar of soap in a silver dish, then stepped back as his guest removed his shirt.
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Landon looked a little relieved as Ron returned to the table. A newly acquired aroma of sandalwood emanated from his guest as he sat back down at the table. The food hadn't yet arrived, but two crystal wine glasses had appeared on the table, next to an opened bottle of red. According to the padded wine list, a bottle of Château Musar was going to set the tax payer back two hundred and nine dollars. Landon had half drained the glass in front of him already, so Ron took a sip to see what a two hundred dollar wine tasted like. He had to admit, it wasn't at all bad. He doubted it was worth the price, but it was nice.

'So, without beating around the bush any longer, I expect you want to know what all this is about?' Landon asked.

If this was not beating around the bush, he would hate to see the long version, Ron thought.

'Yes, please,' Ron replied amiably, gulping down another forty dollars worth of wine.

'Well, as you are probably aware, we have been developing an ever increasing vigilante problem.' Landon paused as the waitress re-filled the wine glasses, then waited a little longer until she had retreated out of ear shot before continuing. 'What am I saying? Of course you know about our vigilante problem,' Frank Landon seemed to find his own words highly amusing, causing him to chuckle like a schoolboy witnessing a nude picture for the first time. Ron's lack of response quickly brought him back to the subject. 'The incident with the “Pink Lady” and yourself, on the other side of town, is just one of the growing number of unfortunate attacks that we would like to see stopped.'

'We?' Ron asked.

'I am a member of the Federal Bureau for the Prevention of Interactive Services team,' Landon said, beaming with genuine pride.

'Never heard of them,' Ron drained his glass quickly, just in case the meal was suddenly withdrawn.

'That's because we are a covert operation, working discreetly within the shadows, making sure our country works within its proper channels. The police do the policing, lawyers take care of legal matters and judges hand out the punishment. That sort of thing.'

'How does that involve me?' Ron asked, warily.

'We want to employ you to take care of a few more vigilantes, the same way you did with the “Pink Lady”,' Agent Landon leaned back in his chair.

'Like some sort of hit-man. I'm not a killer,' Ron protested, louder than he should have.

'That's not what the security tape shows from earlier today,' the Fed said, nonchalantly looking at his manicured finger nails once more.

'Hey, if you have that tape, you will also know it was her who attacked me! Her death was an accident, or at least, self defence,' Ron replied, through gritted teeth.

'Calm down, calm down. I'm not bothered in the slightest how it happened. We just want you to come and work for us. We need to get more of these self appointed judge, jury and executioners off our streets. If they are involved in more of your accidents, then so be it,' Landon attempted to sound sympathetic.

Before Ron could reply, their waitress arrived at the table and began setting down large, almost empty, plates in front of them. Ron's plate came with a couple of cylindrical shapes, decorated with some sort of colourful foliage on top.

'Bon appetite,' the waitress exclaimed proudly as she backed away. Landon laid a large napkin across his lap and made a start on his food.

'If you don't want the job, we will simply appoint someone else who is willing to do it, and then you will miss out on all the benefits of working for us.' Landon spread an innocuous blob of pâté onto a dry piece of toast.

Ron looked at Landon's toast and regretted ordering the eel, but he persevered nonetheless.   'Relax, we have been following the pink lady for quite some time now, and her growing popularity was starting to give us a little cause for concern. Until recently, she had undeniably been performing a public service by apprehending wanton criminals. I use the word recently though because she was beginning to overstep a line where we are unable to let her methods go unnoticed, so to speak. Her last two victims had received rather serious stab wounds from those pointy knives she carried. Had she not run into you, we would have had to arrest her through the proper channels, and I must say that wouldn't have gone down too well with the voters,' Landon smiled at his explanation.

'What are you expecting from me?' Ron asked, cautiously.  Listening to the Fed's words, he suspected there may be scope for an alternative interpretation.

'We want your help to rid our country of these pesky “Min-heroes”.  I'm all for reducing crime but these vigilantes are starting to cause more harm than good,' Frank Landon hissed.

Ron watched the agent bite into another piece of heavily laden toast as he spoke. One of the corners broke off and landed Foie gras down on the crisp, opulent table cloth. Landon paid no attention to the fallout on the table as he talked on. Ron popped the last piece of eel into his mouth, chewed a little and swallowed; the oyster sauce did little to enhance the bland fish.

'So, providing they stop their vigilante activities, you would consider the task complete?' he asked, casually.

Landon pushed his empty plate away, revealing a crumb free circle of table cloth and looked directly at the ex-con opposite him.

'As long as they cease all vigilante activities and they are never seen again,' he let the last part of his sentence hang a little, 'we will consider the task complete,' he said, nodding at the idea.

Their waitress re-appeared at the table to clear the empty plates away. She frowned at the carnage in front of agent Landon, but on seeing the foliage still on Ron's plate, offered him a sort of “Well done for not eating the decorations,” look.

'Why not just arrest them?' Ron suggested. He suspected what the reason was but he still wanted the Fed's interpretation.

'Every time we arrest one of them, the city goes nuts. We end up with protests, police ratings drop and riots break out all over the place. Last time, protesters attacked police officers and two civilians ended up getting themselves shot. That's two fatalities and a whole lot more damage than if the vigilante had just “disappeared”,' Landon justified. 'Crime is down and most of the people love them, so why not let them roam the streets unchecked, I hear you ask? Well it's not that simple. If we let them wander the streets, dishing out punishment without consequences, we lose control of our laws. We need to be the authority. Simple,' Landon said, ignoring the waitress as she set down more partially filled plates of food in front of them.

Ron thanked the waitress then paused for her to move out of ear shot again before replying.

'So you want me to roam the streets taking the law into my own hands by killing off vigilantes. Doesn't that make me a vigilante too?'  Ron asked, watching Landon chew a mouthful of food he had just sliced from a whole red fish. He wondered if they charged extra to remove the fish's head.

'No, we want you,' he said, pointing his fork at him, trying to swallow the piece of red snapper before continuing, 'to find a way to remove these people from our streets within the boundaries of the law.' Landon smiled, revealing partially chewed fish in his teeth.

Ron knew he was not the sharpest tool in the box by any standards but he was failing to grasp how he was going to achieve such a task.

'And if I ask them to stop their illegal crime fighting and they refuse?' Ron asked.

'If you ask them like you asked the lady in pink, you will have the finest lawyers in the world to take care of the paperwork,' Landon suddenly went serious.

'You want me to bait them!' Ron suddenly realised his role. 'If they suffer some sort of accident attacking me, the court screams self defence, I walk free and we have one less Min-hero on the streets,' he added.

'You catch on quickly,' Frank Landon said pointing his fork again at Ron before returning to his snapper.

The idea sucked. Ron wasn't cut out to be a hit man, and that was exactly what this was, no matter how much it was sugar coated. He was a carpenter, up until the bar room incident at least.   'What if I say no?' He knew there would be consequences but he asked anyway.

'Then I will pay the bill for our meal and simply walk away,' Landon said, laying his knife and fork across the fishy skeleton on his plate.

Ron gulped down the last of his wine as he thought about his future. The fruity rich taste and pleasant warmth was a far cry from the lingering taste of lady ointment that prison life had to offer.

'OK,' Ron said, in resignation.

He had nothing to lose. If he walked away now, he would be on the run for the rest of his life or end up back in prison. He figured, if you were drowning and someone throws you a rope, you don't wait for a better looking boat.

Landon took a thick envelope from his inside pocket and slid it across the table to Ron.  'Inside is a key to an apartment not too far from here. The address is on the back of the envelope. It will be your new home for a while and you will find yourself quite comfortable there. The envelope also contains a little pocket money should you need anything else.'  

Ron lifted the flap of the envelope and fanned through the thick wad of hundred dollar bills. The blasé way in which Landon spoke and pushed the years worth of cash across the table left no doubt that morals were not part of the job. Ron hated himself for slipping the bulging wad into his pocket and he hated being in the Fed's pocket.

'How will I contact you?'

'Inside your new apartment, you will find a mobile phone. It will have one number stored on it,' Landon said, laying a thousand dollars on the table and catching the waitress's eye. 'We will contact you soon. In the meantime, relax, make yourself comfortable.' Landon stood, brushing the crumbs from his lap.

Ron suddenly felt like a hooker, owned by a sugar daddy.

*
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Mavis Oswald was due to celebrate her eighty-fifth birthday next month. She was a pillar of the community and the folk down at the church downright loved the little old dear. For almost forty years she had lived in the three bedroomed house in the up market Cherry Tree district. Sadly, she had lived there alone for the last twenty years, since poor old George mysteriously died in his sleep. Well that was what everyone believed, and she had no intention of disclosing any further details. Mavis just couldn't face the embarrassment if the truth ever got out.

Mavis and George, in their younger years, had enjoyed what some may call a rather energetic lifestyle. At the age of sixty six, and on heart tablets, doctors had advised him not to over exert himself too much. But George was a passionate man and when the urge took him there was just no quenching the fire inside him. It wasn't until the morning after that fateful night that Mavis realised something was wrong with her husband. Usually, after their vigorous activity they would cuddle a short while before George turned over and went to sleep. On that occasion, Mavis had been the one to fall asleep first, only to find George still smiling at her when she woke.

The coroner personally drove out to Cherry Tree that morning to ask Mavis a few delicate questions. Mavis broke down, utterly distraught, and started blaming herself for killing George, but the coroner had simply patted her on the hand and said, “No man could wish to go a better way.” Although it did comfort her a little, she still kept the finer details to herself.

These days, without the distraction of her husband, she turned to helping others. Right now, she was in the process of making sponge cakes for the church raffle. All proceeds from the church fete went towards the Help the Children fund. People seemed to love her sponge cakes more than anything else for some reason and folks quickly snapped up all raffle tickets in order to get one. Of course, people could buy ready made sponges down at the local store much cheaper, but they never tasted the same as hers. She used the same flour, caster sugar and eggs as anyone else, but Mavis's contained her very own home made jam and clotted cream for the filling. She also added a small measure of ground medicinal cannabis, just to ease away people's aches and pains, but she figured that should remain her little secret. Regardless of what made them so popular, she had just found out she was low on caster sugar, and that meant a trip to the store. She briefly considered popping round to Marie next door to see if she had some but she didn't like to bother her. Besides, she knew it would do her good to get out for a while.

*
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By the time Ron found the recently built Cedar View residential apartments, it had gone midnight. Set back a good way from the road, stylish ambient lighting lit up three separate two story buildings laid out in a giant “H” arrangement. Heavy looking ornate gates and CCTV cameras overlooking the parking lot gave the impression of a safe haven.

Ron had been standing at the pedestrian access a short while, looking for a key hole within the door, when two giggling teenage girls approached. Clearly sneaking back from somewhere they shouldn't have been, they eyed Ron suspiciously and waved a little plastic key fob over a small sensor on the corner of the door frame. The lock clicked and the automatic doors slowly swung open. The party goers silently entered the complex and veered off to the right, cautiously looking back at the big man they had just passed.

The wooden signpost at the edge of the pathway, similar to those at a holiday complex, directed Ron towards the correct block. Scouring the numbers on the doors in search of number twenty-two, he was fully aware that his activities looked extremely suspicious. Eventually, he found the apartment, on the first floor, accessed via an external stairway to a balcony serving four other dwellings. Once inside, he quickly drew the blinds before switching the lights on.

The place was far larger inside than it had appeared from the outside. Soft, deep pile carpets ran throughout, and a large flat screen TV sat in the corner of the lounge. The open plan, modern kitchen was fully decked out with all the appliances needed to make a happy home. He made a thorough search of the place, opening doors and cupboards to see what he had adopted. Whoever had prepared the place had done a good job within a very short time. Kitchen cupboards had been well stocked with fresh food and the refrigerator looked as if it had just been filled. Walking into the bedroom, he browsed the wardrobes and dresser to find he had an assortment of tee shirts, jeans, and even underwear, in his size, ready for him.

Now, within the quiet sanctuary of his new apartment, a sudden weariness washed over him. The combination of working through the previous night shift at the abattoir, the long walk and the fancy wine with so little food was beginning to take effect.

Running the shower, he undressed and kicked his offensive clothes into the corner, ready to sort out in the morning. It had been a bizarre day, even by his usual standards, but the jets of hot water eased some of the tension away. As he lathered soap over his stubbled face, he cast his eye around the modern bathroom for a razor. Had he not been so tired, he would have checked the bathroom cabinets, instead he just rinsed the soap away. A shave could wait until tomorrow.  
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Thirty one years ago

Little Peter Ellison idolised his father and loved spending every minute he could with him, especially as the children of his own age tended to avoid him whenever possible, calling him “weird,” and other names to his face. They said he was too bossy and accused him of trying to take over all the time but Peter Ellison denied their accusations. Their name calling didn't bother him too much, but what really did annoy him, was their total lack of order when he wasn't around.

The older boys would ride their bikes across the grass in the park when clearly written signs forbade it, others would play ball games with total disregard to all the notices stating not to. When he strongly protested, the bigger children simply laughed at him and pushed him over. Peter's father was a union representative at a packing plant and his love of rules and regulations clearly had an influence on his son.

Like any other inquisitive child, Peter was full of questions about the world he was growing up in, “Where does the sun go at night? How many little people live inside the television? Because mummy paints her face, does that make her an Amazon princess?” were just some of the questions he would ask. The one question that really changed little Peter Ellison's direction in life was the seemingly innocent question of “Why do we have laws?”

Like most responsible parents, his father tried to answer the questions as honestly as possible, except for questions on the reproduction process of course.

'You see son, it's like this,' he started, folding his newspaper up and setting it down on the table in order to give the question his full attention. 'If we didn't have laws, the world would turn into chaos. For example....,' he paused, as he thought of an appropriate example his nine year old son would understand. 'The law tells us all to drive on the right hand side of the road. If we ignored it and simply drove on whichever side we chose, we would all bump into each other and get hurt.' He watched his son's puzzled expression a moment before adding another example he might understand a little better. 'If someone took your nice, shiny red bicycle from the yard, they would be bad people and they would be breaking the law,' his father added, hoping for a spark of understanding.

Little Peter thought this over for a while but a worried expression crossed his face for the safety of his bicycle.

'But what if they took it anyway?' Peter asked.

'Then the police would punish them and make them give it back,' he replied, trying to alleviate some of the worry he had just heaped on his son.

'What if a policeman isn't there when the bad man takes it? Billy Watts had his bike pinched last year and a policeman still hasn't brought it back to him. His father said there is never a policeman when you want them as they are all too busy eating doughnuts,' young Peter stated, clearly concerned with the loophole in the law he had just discovered.

Peter's father started to regret not forwarding his son's original question to his wife to explain.

'Bad people will always go punished one way or another. If the police don't manage to find them, then God will judge them later,' he said, hoping it would close the matter.

'What if God is too busy eating doughnuts like the policemen?' Peter wasn't going to let this go without a satisfactory answer to his dilemma.

'God sees everything, everywhere. He looks through the eyes of his people and dishes out punishment in whichever way he chooses,' he answered, picking his newspaper back up in the hope his son would now go away and drop the subject.

Peter Ellison had indeed gone away but he hadn't dropped the subject. In fact, from that point on, he became obsessed with the concept of crime and punishment.

*
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Present day

There was an awful din just outside the store as Mavis stood at the till, waiting to pay for her caster sugar. Mrs Richards had let her go first as she had a large trolley piled high with groceries and wasn't in any great rush to get back home anyway. Mrs Richards always did her shopping on a Saturday morning because her husband was at home on the weekends and could look after their five children. Mavis noticed she was looking a little worn these days but was far too polite to say anything.

After paying the young checkout girl for the sugar, she headed to the door to find out what all the commotion was about. Her walking frame made it slow going but she was advised not to risk going out in public without it, just in case her hip gave way. The doctors had told her that she really needed a replacement as the old one had completely worn out, but stressed, at her age the operation could be quite risky. After talking it over with her eldest daughter, they had agreed it might be best to use the walker for now unless it got really bad, then she would have to risk it. Clattering the frame against the automatic sliding doors as she exited the store, Mavis spotted a large crowd gathered on the sidewalk. On spotting Mavis approaching, they slowly parted to allow her a clear view of what had been causing all the noise. She stood, horrified.

Back in the day, when George worked at the power plant, he had worked extremely hard to gain a promotion. He always said that if people set their mind to it, anything was achievable. His new found role of assistant manager had brought them a substantial pay increase and an opportunity to buy the only other love of his life, a 1955 Chevrolet Bel air convertible. It was the same car his father had lent him all those years ago when he took Mavis on their first date. In the age before the internet, they had to spend months of searching car lots and scrolling through classified ads to locate the one they really wanted. Eventually, after a lot of hard work and months of looking, they found the red convertible, with white rear wings and a white soft top. Mavis christened it “Charley” and the two of them used it to travel the country, visiting different shows and sights.   

When George passed, Mavis just couldn't bare the idea of selling it, even though, admittedly, it was a bit too big for her to drive. The nice man at the garage who serviced it each year, once made her a very nice offer to buy Charley, but there were too many fond memories to part with him. Besides, it was so easy just to lay her walker across the back seat when the roof was down.

Now, Mavis stood in shock, as a crazed man dressed in a parking warden's suit with a large cravat covering his face, attacked her late husband's pride and joy with a chain saw. Plumes of sparks flew in all directions as the screaming sound of a two stroke engine and tortured metal rang out. A pool of what seemed like Charlie's life blood began to run across the road, just as the Chevy folded in half.  

'STOP!’ Mavis tried to scream out in her frail voice.  

'You have parked in a disabled bay without displaying a permit,' he stated authoritatively, without a shred of remorse in his voice.

'I left it on the dash board, the wind may have blown it down,' Mavis sobbed.

Forty year old Peter Ellison, or the “Meter Master” as he called himself, peered inside the wreck and spotted the permit lying on the floor.

'I'm bad,' he said, shrugging his shoulders. He then jumped into his highly modified, three wheel parking attendant buggy and roared away.  

Gasps grew amongst the crowd as little Mavis stared in horror at her late husband's pride and joy as its fluids bled onto the ground. She had never sworn in her life, even through child birth, and she believed such vulgarities were totally unnecessary. Now, however, as she watched the mad man roar away in a cloud of tyre smoke, she shook her fist in the air at him.

'FUCKER!' was all she could manage before her hip gave way, sending her crashing to the floor.

Crumpled on the ground, in a pool of spilt caster sugar, she lay there sobbing. Her only consolation was, on this occasion, she believed her use of the profanity had been appropriate.

*
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Ron woke to the sounds of grass cutting, just below his bedroom window. Even though the room was still dark, the red neon digits on the bedside clock told him it was now mid morning. He found himself lying on top of the bed, a damp towel still wrapped around him from his shower the night before. He couldn't remember going to sleep and he hadn't woken in the night for the first time in years.

He swung his legs over the side of the bed and planted his feet into the deep pile carpet for a moment, trying to rationalise the bizarre situation he had found himself in. Both his job at the slaughter house and his accommodation had been conditions for his parole. Neither would be missed, but that still didn't solve the dilemma he now had to contend with.  

Landon had promised he would take care of everything but did he mean also with his parole officer? Somehow, he didn't feel a lot of trust towards the guy but when you're lying face down in the gutter, options were few. If Landon didn't act fast though, Ron knew there would soon be a warrant out for his arrest.

His parole officer had well and truly shafted him in order to line his own pockets. What could be more dodgy about an abattoir full of parolees on the pay roll and each crammed into a twelve by twelve bedsit, with just one communal bathroom above the premises?

Well, at least he had an apartment for now but he could hardly explain to anyone what he did for a living. What would he say? “Hi, I'm Ron. I eliminate small time wanna be super heroes that have become a nuisance.” Not an ideal ice breaker at a dinner party.

He cast an eye around his new home. He knew he had sold his soul to the devil, plain and simple, but if he couldn't find a way to take care of the “problems” his way then he would have to return to being just another bum. There were certain lines he wouldn't cross.

Ron looked at the box containing what he presumed to be his new mobile phone, lying on the centre of coffee table, but he resisted the temptation to pick it up. Instead, he pulled on a new pair of jeans, donned a plain white tee shirt and a new pair of Converse from the wardrobe, then left the apartment.

Goose bumps instantly sprouted up on his arms from the cool, chill air as he walked down the staircase, prompting him to consider going back for a sweat shirt. Although the morning clouds had started to break up, it was a strong reminder that autumn would soon be here. The warmth of his new apartment had begun to soften him already. Had he been back in his old cell, the drafts would have gone unnoticed.

Pressing a button next to the glass exit doors, Ron stepped outside the Cedar View complex. What he failed to notice, was a black sedan, parked just down the road.

*
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Sixteen years ago

Rachael Gordon appeared to be like other students her age. She studied hard, liked to hang out with other kids her age and was fond of lying in on a weekend. To the casual observer, she didn't stand out in any way. Average build, brown, long hair and a retainer to straighten out a slightly crooked front tooth.

Only by watching Rachael carefully, would you discover her slightly odd behaviour. If she was out with her friends at the diner, she would be inadvertently straightening out the salt and pepper pots, or re-stacking the paper napkins neatly. Of course, occasionally people would notice her foibles, but being good friends, they merely made light of the affliction. There were many other things they didn't see, however. She would place her school books in her bag in alphabetical order, coloured pencils were sharpened to a uniform length and the bookshelves in her bedroom were in strict colour order. No one could pin it down to a precise moment when Rachael's OCD started, but she began to realise herself that she was different from other people.

Her parents did their utmost to accommodate Rachael's eccentricities but, like most families, there was an element of natural chaos within the home. Although her younger sister wasn't excessively untidy, Rachael always felt the urge to close her sibling's door when she walked across the landing, in case the chaos escaped. On the few occasions her little sister ventured into her bedroom, she would begin to palpitate and sweat until she left.

In the lounge, if a coffee cup was left on the table, or a newspaper lay on the arm of a chair, Rachael would try to ignore it by escaping to the sanctuary of her own room. Eventually though, the image in her mind of the offending items would become so bad that she couldn't rest until she had tidied them away.

She lessened the problem to some extent by remaining in her room and immersing herself into her studying. The by-product of locking herself away in her bedroom was that it aided her studies in chemistry, eventually leading her to a first class degree in Medicine at a Pennsylvanian university.

By the age of twenty-two, Rachael had secured herself a good job at Drug-U-Like, a leading pharmaceutical company, helping to develop new medicines. Although well paid and amongst friendly people, she still couldn't find happiness. Her affliction was quickly becoming out of hand. All day at work, she found herself following people around, tidying up after them, rearranging their desks and generally working herself into an anxious wreck. Rachael's boss, Mr Richard Morris, was a very understanding man. He had spotted her affliction shortly after hiring her, but had hoped she might grow out of it in time. He was wrong.

The situation came to a head one afternoon, at a particularly busy time. Alex, Rachael's co worker, occupied a desk just a few yards away from her own. He was around the same age as Rachael and a pleasant man to talk with. She didn't know it, but he had almost asked her out on a date then had decided against it at the last moment due to her odd behaviour. Because of the high workload and lack of space on his desk, he had casually gathered the pile of files and dropped them on the floor next to him.

Rachael saw the incident and something inside her snapped, setting her off like a bomb. Screaming and shouting at the flustered Alex, she had snatched up the pile of discarded files and run off down the corridor towards the shredding room. By the time they caught up with her, poor Alex's files were completely shredded, and word was spreading throughout the building of her outburst.

Staff from all over the building began turning up to see what all the commotion was about, only to discover poor Rachael slumped on the floor of the shredding room, sobbing her heart out. It was the kindly Mr Morris who eventually convinced her to unlock the door after sending everyone back to their stations. He pulled the blinds down, sat on the floor next to the inconsolable young woman and talked with her for almost an hour.

A few phone calls later, and with total agreement from Rachael, he secured her an in-patient place at the Coften Rehabilitation Centre, under the care of Doctor Susan Willoughby. Dr Willoughby had identified and helped his wife get over the little known Scopophobia, after giving birth to their beautiful daughter ten years ago. Morris even arranged for the pharmaceutical company to pick up the bill under the guise of industrial stress.
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