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To my wife Holly and son Logan – You are my world.

To Chad North – I’m privileged to call you my friend.

To all of the important influences I’ve lost along the way – Ronald Volz, Edward and Loretta Meinzen, William North, Gerald Goggin and Eugene Haines – I hope I have made you proud.

To all those who dare to dream – Make it happen.

And to all those who read this – I hope you enjoy.
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The following stories are fictional and meant for entertainment only.  This book serves multiple purposes:  1) I wanted to make my shorter stories available in print.  2) I wanted to provide readers with introductions to some of my novels by presenting the opening chapters.  3)  I needed to give myself a kick in the ass to complete all of my works in progress.  This book will demonstrate the wide range of stories I write.  It will also display how fragmented my mind can be.  I hope you find something of interest in here.
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(a stand-alone short story) 

Description:

After a rough shift, firefighter/paramedic Isaac Mason decides to personally check up on a homeless man (commonly known as The Poet) he's spoken with on several occasions. In doing so, the burden of witnessing so much death unveils itself and beats Isaac down into a depressive spiral in this short story.

“I’m gonna be a little late.”  Isaac Mason listened to his wife sigh over his cell phone as he stared through the windshield of his pickup truck.  The firefighter/paramedic watched the light of the breaking dawn paint the bottom of the clouds with fiery pink hues of Bob Ross-like brush strokes.  Happy little accidents—one of the painter’s famous phrases—Isaac thought to himself.  As his wife’s displeased sigh droned on, Isaac wished he possessed Ross’s outlook on life.  But it seemed impossible considering all the pain he’d witnessed.

“Rough night?” Heather asked, a little more sympathy than frustration lining her voice.  

His reply came out simple and somewhat curt.  “Yep.”

“You going to see him again?”  She’d rather have her husband safe at home instead of venturing down there again.  Another simple Yep was all she got in return.  “You keep blaming yourself for everything.  Every time you have a bad day at work you take it personally.  And going down there to see him like that doesn’t help.  He needs help.  You need help.  I love you, Isaac.  I don’t want to see you like this,” Heather begged.  After a long pause, she could tell she wasn’t going to get anywhere with him, so she resided herself to give in.  Again.  “Be careful.  Call me when you’re on your way home, okay?  Love you.”

“Love you too.”  Isaac wanted to smile as he ended the call.  But there was just too much pulling him down.  Too much to handle alone.

As he tried to leave the parking lot, he spotted a coworker approaching and motioning for him to hold up.  Isaac stopped and rolled his window down, giving the uniformed man an unwelcome glare.  

Throwing his hands up in mock surrender, Pat slowed as he neared the truck.  “Just wanted to check on you, Mace,” he pleaded.  Cautiously placing a hand on the door, Pat leaned in closer to the open window.  “You goin’ to see The Poet?”

Shocked, Isaac glanced up.  His expression betrayed his surprise.

“Heard you go down there quite a bit,” Pat continued after Isaac gave a noncommittal shrug.  “Word travels fast around here.  You know, telegraph, telephone, tell a firefighter.”

“What’s your point?” Isaac interrupted.

“That’s a pretty shitty area.  And you...”  He stopped when he saw Isaac hunch forward and hike his shirt slightly off his waistline to expose his piece.  Pat eyed the pistol.  “Holy shit!  I didn’t know you carried.”

“Only time I don’t is on duty.”  Isaac dropped his shirt back down.  “Scene safety, right?” he added.

“Glock?”

“SIG.”  With that, Isaac lifted his foot off the brake and the vehicle rolled forward.  He picked up speed as he left the lot and headed for the traditional stop on the way.  Strolling into the small breakfast diner which smelled like a bouquet of bacon grease and deep-fried potatoes, Isaac ordered three egg sandwiches, sausage links and two black coffees to go.  

The older blonde waitress handed him his order.  With a cigarette hardened voice she blurted, “I don’t see how you keep so fit eatin’ like you do.  High metabolism?”  

He wanted to make a comment about the stress of his job.  About the horrible shit he’d seen the past night.  But instead, he just half-shrugged in agreement.  No need to unload his grief on her.

After the short drive, Isaac found an open space near the bridge.  He grabbed the food and drinks and awkwardly plodded halfway down the bank, trying not to spill any of the coffee.  He noticed how the mud brown river sapped the energy of the color-bringing dawn.  Finding a suitable perch between the patchy brown grass and the worn dirt path, Isaac set the food and one cup of coffee down between himself and the bridge.  He took two loping strides in the opposite direction and sat down with his own coffee.  And then he waited.

The wait wasn’t long.  Isaac spotted the movement in the darkness under the concrete bridge.  To Isaac, the scene looked as if it had been inked over by a sadistically depressed artist whose view of the world only existed in shades of blacks and grays.  His thoughts were pulled from the surreal as the object moved closer to his side of the bridge.  When he realized the man was moving faster and more erratic than normal, Isaac slowly slid his hand back and gently wrapped his fingers around the handle of his pistol.  Feeling the polymer grip in his hand, Isaac wondered if he would ever put the piece to his own head and pull the trigger—like his father had.  Isaac shook off the thoughts as the man grew closer to breaking out into the limited light.  Will he remember me? Isaac quickly questioned.  Then his mind started to drift once again.  He caught himself this time.  With the possibility of eminent danger, he could ill afford to lose focus.  He wondered why the hell he couldn’t keep his mind right.  Exhaustion?  Stress?  ADD?  Insanity?  That one seemed to run in the family.

Like an alarm going off in his head, Isaac’s thoughts shuffled clear.  Now, he was bright, oriented and alert—a trait he had acquired over the thirteen years he spent in his line of work.  Fingers steeled around the pistol, he eyed the man as he broke free of the darkness and bolted for the food.  Isaac only slightly relaxed when he confirmed it was the man his coworkers had dubbed The Poet.  Keeping his weapon at the ready, he waited to identify the man’s mood before relaxing any further.

The Poet tore the top of the bag open and snatched an egg sandwich out.  Instantly stuffing it into his mouth, he chomped down with his rotted teeth, spewing runny streaks of orange into his unkempt wiry gray beard.  Pausing only to swallow, The Poet scanned the area like a predator protecting its kill.  His eyes settled on Isaac.

Isaac nodded and tipped his coffee toward the homeless man.  His eyes immediately drifted to The Poet’s eyes.  To Isaac, the somber brown eyes appeared dull and void of any thoughts and comprehension.  But his pupils did seem reactive, if merely in an animalistic state.

The Poet nodded back.  Between bites he rambled.  “A thousand thanks.  A thousand laughs.  A thousand tears.  And in between.  A thousand years.”

Easing his grip off the pistol, Isaac slowly slid his arm around.  He didn’t want to startle the man with any quick movements.  He nodded, said, “A thousands welcomes then,” and sipped his coffee.

The Poet didn’t seem to hear him as his face hovered at the brim of the bag.  He reared back only long enough to jab a grimy hand in and extract a fistful of the sausage links.  He stuffed them, one at a time, in rapid succession into his yearning mouth.  Looking back to Isaac, with greasy runs now streaking the egg-orange beard lighter, he nodded once more.  “Back again.  Just in time.  Back again to pick my mind?”

Isaac nodded and downed a half-gulp of the coffee.  “You remember me then?”

The Poet cocked his head side to side like a dog trying to understand a strange noise.  “Your face.  I recall your face.  But your name I cannot embrace.”

Slowly, Isaac extended his hand.  “Isaac.”

The Poet studied his hand for brief moment.  He even stopped shoveling food into his crusty maw as he examined the younger man’s offer.  Then he returned the gesture.

Isaac shook hands with The Poet.  Extending his long fingers through their grip, Isaac artfully placed them past The Poet’s wrist and pressed down long enough to find his pulse.  As Isaac quickly counted the beats and paced them to his mental clock, he noted how cracked and warped and yellowed the man’s fingernails were.  Signs of a lifetime of living in the streets accumulated over four years.  Finding the pulse to fall within the normal range, Isaac was satisfied that The Poet wasn’t jacked up on meth or speed, nor was he dulled too heavily by booze.  He released The Poet’s hand, which streaked back to the food.

“Isaac.”  The Poet nodded without looking at him.

They sat in silence while the old man polished off the food and Isaac slugged down more of the fully-leaded coffee.

Isaac finally broke the nonverbal stalemate.  “I lost another one today.  A teenager.”

The Poet nodded as if fully understanding.  He settled into a sitting squat as he gazed out onto the muddy river.  A drifting stick, caught in the river’s surprisingly strong current, slid by.  It seemed to hold The Poet’s attention.

Isaac took it all in—the tattered man in a dilapidated excuse for clothing staring out at a shit-brown river spanned by a cracked and spalled concrete bridge.  If Robert Frost could have found a way to put an elegant spin on the scene, Isaac would’ve loved to have heard it.  “Do you even understand what I’m talking about today?”

Without hesitation, The Poet blurted, “You lost one.  Not fun.  Same as before.  You lost.  You’ll lose more.”  

Isaac suddenly realized he was huffing out a Heather-like sigh.  “I don’t know how to deal with it sometimes.”

The Poet nodded, now entranced with a white plastic bag which was caught up in some low hanging limbs across the river.  The bag jerked and danced in the wind.  But it couldn’t break free from its woody captor.  

“It just keeps getting harder.”  Isaac dropped his head and scuffed a black leather work boot in slow, sweeping arcs on the worn dirt path.

“Is everything okay?” a voice boomed out from overhead.

The Poet jerked and scampered back to the safety of the bridge.

Isaac raised his eyes toward the bridge as the sun had declared itself on the other side.  He could see the uniform clearly against the glare.  He waved to the officer.  “I’m good.”

Noticing Isaac’s uniform, the cop asked, “What the hell are you doing down there alone?”

“I’m off duty.  Just doing a follow up,” Isaac replied, shielding his eyes from the encroaching sunlight behind the officer.  As the policeman remained on the bridge, Isaac knew he needed to get rid of him and blurted, “I’m fine.  And yes, I do have a permit for what I’m carrying.”

Knowing Isaac from multi-agency incidents, the officer nodded and accepted his reply as an understanding that he was not under duress and was fully prepared to defend himself if things got ugly.  He rubbed his chin then offered, “Just pop one off if things go south.”

Isaac watched the officer stroll back to his patrol car and leave.  Then he looked under the bridge and noticed The Poet standing at the edge of the light.  “It’s safe.  He’s gone.”

Vigilantly, The Poet crossed back out into the light and found his place on the bank, once again staring into the gloomy water.

As a gust of wind shuffled The Poet’s hair, Isaac caught a glimpse of the scar on his head.  Instinctively, he looked to see if there was any sign of an infection even though he knew the wound was nearly five years old.  “Do you remember who I am?” Isaac asked wondering if the intrusion had sent them back to square one.

“Isaac,” The Poet spat with no emotion.

Isaac eyed him warily.  “Damnit!  You’re smarter than this.  I can help you.  Get you off the streets.  I can find you a place to stay.”

The Poet appeared to have discovered the egg and grease remnants in his beard as he combed his fingers through it.  They went straight into his mouth.  He never acknowledged the comments.

With his elbows resting on his knees, Isaac made an A-frame support for his guilt-heavy head and closed his eyes for a few seconds.  “I wanna help you,” he said without looking up.  His emotions locked a lump in his throat.  It seemed to stick right behind his Adam’s apple.  He wanted to say more.  But it didn’t come out.  Finally, one of his supervisor’s voices probed in his mind and reminded him that “You can’t help those who refuse treatment.”  Tears clouding his eyes, he looked over at The Poet and choked out, “Will you let me help you?”

The Poet studied the current once more.  “Every man dies.  Some more than once.”

Disgusted, Isaac sighed and stood up, brushing the dust off his BDU’s.  “That one didn’t even rhyme, Dad.”  Then he plodded back to his truck and reluctantly plopped inside.  He started the vehicle then flipped his cell phone open and dialed home.

“You okay?” Heather asked as she answered.

“I love you.  I’m sorry.”  He pulled the pistol out from the back of his beltline.  Then he fingered the trigger.  Like father, like son.  Sucking in a silent breath, Isaac watched his own hand turn the SIG toward his head.  Dad missed his mark.  I have to be better.  Or we’ll both wander around here not remembering each other.

“Stop hording the guilt!”

Heather’s voice pulled him back for a moment.  “What?”  He could tell she was crying on the other end of the line.  Isaac looked down the barrel of the SIG and pondered the moment again.

“You’re not your father.”  When Isaac didn’t respond, she added, “Quit your job.  Take a leave of absence.  Do whatever you need to do.  If you let me in, we’ll get through this together.  How can you take care of others if you don’t take care of yourself?”

For some reason, her last sentence rang true.  It reminded him—nearly word for word—of something else one of his supervisors had tried to instill in him.  His job-ingrained instincts had beckoned him to observe and listen to everything before jumping to a hasty decision.  Taking her words and the redundant lessons throughout his career, Isaac processed the information.  He blew out a long, extended sigh.  “Okay.”  Laying the gun down on the seat, he said, “I’ll be home in about fifteen minutes.  Then we’ll figure things out.”  He started to pull away then stopped, eyeing the SIG once more.  Isaac smirked when he realized all those seemingly mundane lectures he’d endured during his stressful tenure had actually saved his life.  Stepping out of his pickup, Isaac chucked the pistol out into the river then slid back in and drove off.

The Poet watched the object splash down into the river and then observed the ripples get swallowed up by the current.  He cocked his head to the side as he resumed his scan of his filthy little Eden.  With a tear streaking a slightly clean swath on his cheek, he mumbled, “Some poems don’t rhyme, Isaac.  Some poems don’t rhyme.”
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(Chapter 1 of Book 2 in the Testament series)

Novel description:

According to the National Human Trafficking Resource Center, 37,769 cases of human trafficking were reported in the United States during the time span of 2015 through 2019. Of those cases, 27,367 involved the sex trade. The number of U.S. citizens identified as victims totaled 8017. 10,079 known minors were trafficked throughout that time frame. Those numbers reflect only the cases reported to the NHTRC.

Not all incidents get reported.

During that same five-year period, the FBI’s NCIC (National Crime Information Center) recorded 433,987 missing persons reports.

Isaac Freeman isn't just another statistic.

––––––––
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“When’s the last time anything really exciting happened in Arlington, Indiana?” Danny Cole asked Meghan Rhodes.  He had been trying to build up the nerve to ask her out, or least to get her phone number.  He’d spent the bulk of the summer coming up with a way to talk to the teen beauty, but his shy nature kept his desire at bay.  Finally, after nearly colliding with her in the hallway, he blurted the first thing that came to his mind.  

Unfortunately, his inquiry fell away to the distracted young lady as her attention lifted to the commotion down the hall.

Meghan had all the problems of an everyday teenager forging her way through her senior year of high school.  Maybe even more so as she hailed from a biracial marriage.  To top it off, she had a trig test in about an hour and a half.  Dragging her hefty math book along to the next two classes, she hoped to find a little down time to cram since she had yet to crack it open.  She had so many more important things to worry about like cheerleading practice and the big basketball game against rival St. Pete’s.  And whether or not Bill Walker was indeed breaking up with Angie Marx.  Thus, was the life at St. Mary’s Catholic High School.

When she spotted a gathering mass of students near the front entrance, she should’ve just continued on toward class.  “Yeah,” she half-heartedly replied to Danny, not even absorbing his question.  Curiosity drove her to investigate the turmoil—that and the fact that Bill Walker himself and Meghan’s close friend Callie Jennings had already taken up post near the din.  “What’s going on?” she asked Callie but hoped Bill would answer.

“Some bum just came in off the streets,” Bill replied.  “Probably lookin’ for a handout.  Principal O’Shaughnessy just called for Coach Mullins.  Coach is gonna kick this guy’s ass.”  Bill beamed with pride as he waited to see his hulking football coach in action.  As the star quarterback, Bill had gained a healthy respect for the former college Division I fullback. 

The sea of students parted for Coach Mullins.  He grinned when O’Shaughnessy poked his weasel head out of the office and advised him that the police were en route.  “No need for that,” the coach told the principal.  To the grimy vagrant who swayed uneasily in front of the glass doors he offered in a booming voice, “Can I help you with something?”

By this time, the crowd had grown to nearly half the small school’s population.  

The bum didn’t answer.  He just stood there, shifting his weight from foot to foot, constantly scanning the walls, his eyes drifting from the framed pictures to the trophy case to the bulletin board.  Holding a ragged backpack by its only remaining strap, he slung it over his shoulder.  His build resembling that of the students, he looked as if he could stand to pack on a few pounds.  His indigent lifestyle probably bordered on starvation.  The scraggy months’ worth of an immature beard did nothing to disprove that notion.

Mullins eyed him up and down.  Not feeling threatened in the least as the bum’s arms hung loosely by his side, the coach tried to set an example for the student body.  “Tell you what,” he started and slapped a beefy paw on the vagrant’s shoulder and gently guided him toward the doors.  “I’ll take you down the street and set you up with a nice hearty breakfast.”  His eyes floated down to the kid’s midsection.  Even through the bulk of the tattered winter coat, Mullins could make out his emaciated frame.  “Looks like you could use some weight.”  His hand happened to slide over the strap of the worn backpack.

Before Coach Mullins, or the growing horde of students, realized what was happening, the muscular man found himself twisting over the top of the bum on a collision course with the unforgiving tile floor.  He crashed down hard, his left elbow absorbing the brunt of the fall.

Principal O’Shaughnessy, who had mustered up the courage to venture out of his office after the arrival of Coach Mullins, yelped like an injured dog and fled back into the safety of the office.

Mullins shook his head.  Pain and embarrassment fueled his rage.  So much for setting an example for the students.  He came up with a growl and threw a huge haymaker.  It missed its mark as the surprisingly spry indigent swooped out of the way.  The momentum of his swing sent him spinning like an awkward giant ballerina.  Recovering, Mullins stepped toward the bum then bull-rushed him like he was clearing a path for a running back.  The coach slammed into the kid with a hollow thud, driving him back into the frame of glass entrance doors.  The glass of both doors shattered; shards raining down on the two of them.

The vagrant let out a gasp of exploded air on the impact.  He lost his grip on the pack and had to shake the cobwebs free before he located it while still trapped in the Herculean vise grip.  With his arms free, he haphazardly slammed a ridgehand chop toward his opponent’s ear.  He must have hit home—or close enough to it—as the man staggered somewhat and his grip slacked.  Fidgeting through the man’s arms, the kid broke free and bolted for the bag.  He dove for it, curling protectively fetal around it and streaking blood across the tile floor.

Mullins worked his jaw open and closed as stars and what a weaker man would call tears streaked his vision blurry.  He looked down to see blood on his arm.  He wasn’t sure if it was his blood or the bum’s.  Or both.  That’s all he needed—exposure to some damn disease.  He collected himself and stepped forward.  Time to break some bones.

The police had arrived silently as word had yet to reach them that the situation had escalated.  As soon as they spotted the shattered doors, the two officers kicked it up, leapt out of the squad car and immediately snatched their weapons.  One officer whipped out a taser.  The other had drawn his city-issued sidearm.  They sprinted up, reached in, snagged the crash-bar and yanked one of the damaged doors open.  Upon stepping inside, they found two bloodied parties on the ground—both squirming in pain.

Mullins had walked up and raised a leg to stomp down on the bum.  But a skinny leg slashed up and caught him square in the crotch.  The big coach stumbled back, tried to ebb the pain by cupping his hands over his balls aa he slumped to the floor.

The cops inventoried the scenario.  They instantly discerned which one didn’t belong.  And they miraculously didn’t need the help of all the students stabbing fingers in the direction of the haggard vagrant.

“He’s got something in the bag!” Bill shouted.  “Maybe a gun!”

As soon as the bum twitched, he felt the full force of the taser.  His muscles clenched in tight spasms and he was helpless to move of his own free will.  Once the juice stopped flowing, he let out a long groan.  Curling in tighter to fight the pain, he realized too late that the barbs were still embedded in his skin.  He then found himself contracting in agony one more time.

While she and the other students watched the events play out, Meghan thought she recognized the voice behind the groan.  She thought she did.  But it was impossible.  It couldn’t be.  He was gone.  He had been gone for over a year now—387 days to be exact.  He had just disappeared into the night.  She’d spent countless nights crying herself to sleep, a copy of one of the fliers clenched in her hand—one of the several hundred she had taped to windows, stapled to poles or handed out to passersby.  A myriad of candlelight vigils echoed in her memory.  His face had become relegated to a flat two-dimensional image never again taking full shape.  The trail had gone cold.  With every passing day, she, his family and the entire school community came closer to accepting his death.  There was no way it could be him.  Something nagged at her—a desperate desire for the Hollywood storybook ending.  She fought against that mental itch.  She’d been burned by it time and time again.  Hope had bubbled up to the edges of certainty, then reality would snarl its way into focus and crush her soul.  She couldn’t let herself believe, couldn’t hold that blade to her heart anymore.  But still, something about his voice plagued her.  Trying to recall the sound again, she started to believe it might be.  Then when he grunted again, she swore it was.  It had to be.  She pushed through the crowd, trying to get a better view.  Callie had said something to her, but it didn’t register as she wanted to see if she could recognize him.  

Meghan failed to realize that she was alone in approaching the melee.  The circle of students hadn’t closed rank at all with the arrival of the police.  She stepped past the fallen football coach as the cops slapped the handcuffs on the bum and pulled him up to his feet.  Dipping her head down, she tried to catch sight of his eyes.

“Ma’am!  Step back!” one of the officers warned.

The horde of students went dead silent.  Not even a hushed murmur broke the audible stillness.

Meghan froze.  “Zach?  Is that you?”  His name was Isaac.  But everybody called him Zach.  And since she had been his girlfriend of nearly a third of a year until his disappearance, she seemed entitled to do the same.

But the name didn’t seem to register with him.  His head still drooped as if it was just too damn heavy to stay on his neck.

“You know him?” the officer asked.

“I...  I don’t know,” she stammered.  She wanted it to be—just like she had wanted it to be him every time the phone rang.  But that hope had diminished over time.  “Zach?” she managed to squeak out one more time.

Still, no reaction.

“Come on.  Let’s go,” the second officer grunted, adding a quick jab in the kid’s back to stand him up straight.  Then they marched him out and stuffed him into the back of the squad car, forcefully tucking his head under the door frame.  Both cops slid in and the car started to roll away.  

“With an H,” the bum muttered from the back seat, barely above a whisper.

“What?” the cop riding shotgun asked, swiveling his head to peer at him.

With the student body staring on in astonishment, Callie strode up to Meghan.  “What the hell were you thinking?”

Meghan looked up to see Callie and Bill standing in front of her.  She could feel every set of eyes from the slightly dispersing crowd bearing down on her.  “I...  I just...  I thought maybe...”

“Meghan with an H?” a voice called out.

She looked over to see that one of the cops had returned and seemed focused on her.  Dumbfounded, she simply stared back at him.

“Is that your name, ma’am?  Meghan with an H?” he asked again.

Meghan’s head subconsciously nodded in agreement.

“Well, Meghan with an H, do you know who he is?”

She sank back into the acceptance of hopelessness.  “I thought...  But it can’t be.”

When the officer saw an emotion spread across her face, he couldn’t discern whether it was fear or surprise.  “Did you tell him your name, Meghan?”

“No.  No.”  She spun to face Callie and lunged into her friend’s arms.  “It’s... Zach,” she muttered, barely able to speak his name.

“Zach?” the officer asked.

“Isaac Freeman,” Callie answered as Meghan had broken into a cry.

“Why does that name sound famil...” the officer started.  Then, with a sudden burst of recognition, he said, “The missing kid?” 

Callie nodded.

“I have to see him,” Meghan wept and pushed off of Callie.  “I have to see him up close.”  Taking a step toward the door, Meghan made it no further as the realization of her resurrected boyfriend hammered home.  She fainted mid-stride.  Luckily, the police officer caught her before she dropped to the ground.

“Can you get a hold of his parents?” he asked Callie.

“I can,” Principal O’Shaughnessy blurted with what little chest he had puffed out.

“Get them to come down to lock-up for a possible ID.  But don’t let them get their hopes up,” the cop advised.
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(Chapter 1 of Book 6 in the Testament series)

Novel description:

It was supposed to be a dead week. For this mysterious hitman, things just couldn't be that damn easy. The sharp-tongued soul-stealing assassin plods through life with reckless abandon - until he finds a purpose. Until Sarah Brecker. When the contract on her life goes unfilled, all Hell breaks loose (literally). Forced to work together, they must dodge ruthless mobsters and a variety of demons to buy enough time for Sarah.

If you're up for another run of the mill foul-mouthed supernatural assassin can't bring himself to kill his lust/love interest and can't get enough whiskey, Marlboro reds and bacon-wrapped jalapeno poppers, then this is the book for you. Try it, and you'll never look at a vodka martini the same again.

––––––––

[image: ]


The .22 caliber bullet punched through the drywall just inches away from my head, puffing flakes of powdery plaster into my face.  Having two slugs in my right thigh didn’t help the situation either.  As another round plunked into the hollow cinderblock wall across from me, I spotted the window in the darkness.  I knew it was my only chance.  Firing back would have disclosed my location.  He had been lucky on a few random shots.  I would’ve considered surrendering, but in my business, it’s not an option.  And with discretion getting the best of me, I went for it.  As blood oozed from my leg and a muzzle flashed to my right, I pushed myself up and fought the throbbing pain to hobble through the darkness.  Heaving the window open, I threw myself to the other side, slicing my left forearm as it met something jagged on the outer edge of the sill.  That’s all I needed—another damn wound, more blood, another future scar.  But I was still alive and would proverbially return to fight again another day.  

After about a fraction of a millisecond of debating it, I decided today was that day.  I unholstered my piece, a nickel-plated Desert Eagle, and wheeled around the corner of the building.  Working my way back in through the front entrance, I followed the sounds of his movements until my eyes traced his outline against the darkness.  He was still looking for me, shooting randomly into corners and around doors as he found them.

His name was Daniel Moreland.  However, most people knew him as the action movie star Danny Darenger.  He was ruggedly handsome and physically impressive.  Loved by the women and envied by the men.  And he was, to this date, the toughest challenge I had faced.  I’d been wounded in one-on-one combat before, but no one—and I mean no one—had ever got me twice.  And this asshole damn near popped me a third time.  Maybe I was getting too old.  Or too complacent.  Or just too damn sympathetic.  Whatever it was, it wouldn’t matter in a few short moments.  The action hero was about to die, and I could continue the philosophical self-debate about my lack of efficiency once I completed the deed and had time to lick my wounds.

The more I thought about it, the more it pissed me off.  Dan could’ve come quietly with me—he was supposed to—and everything would’ve gone over smoothly.  But no.  He had to challenge me.  I mean, the insignificant little bastard actually thought he was better than me.  He thought he could beat me.  I’d be happy to inform him he was gravely mistaken.  As I watched his silhouette in the darkness, I prepared to dispose of his arrogant ass.  I suppose a dry little grin cracked my lips.

As I sat crouched on my perch on an I-beam, Dan passed directly beneath me.  I holstered my Desert Eagle and dropped with a silent dagger-like precision, landing just a step behind him.  Swinging it out from the specialized sling under my trench coat, I slapped the twin barrels of my modified shotgun against the back of his skull.  With a stockless pistol grip and the pump-action on the shortened barrels, this weapon screamed Don’t fuck with me!  

Moreland’s spine instantly stiffened and he aborted his attempt to spin and face me—a very wise move.  To add to the tension, I jacked the pump back and forth while the cold tips pulsed against his head and the sound echoed in his ears.  Nothing will make a grown man piss himself faster than the sound of shells being chambered while the gun’s pressing hard toward his brain.  Incidentally, it works well with the crotch too.  

I believe he tried to mumble some sort of inaudible plea.  So, with my quick wit and amicable personality, I sparked the conversation.  “Are you the dumbest sonuvabitch around?  This ain’t one of your damn movies.  You ain’t gonna save the day this time.  You can’t beat me.  And you just lost any leverage to negotiate a new deal.”  I tapped his head with the shotgun.

With urine-soaked jeans, Dan wisely dropped his pistol and slowly spun to face me.  “B-b-but...I...I...”

If there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s a blubbering idiot.  Granted, I can be a prick, but it really galls me to see how many people turn into babbling tubs of shit when their lives are about to end.  I mean, just once, I’d like to see someone die with some damn dignity.  I jabbed the twin barrels under his chin and pulled him to within an inch of my face.  Over-annunciating the words, I said, “Speak clearly or keep your damn trap shut.  Capisce?”

With a sputtering nod, dashing Danny Darenger confirmed the sentiment.  I allowed him a few seconds to collect any remnants of courage he could find.  “I...I... New...deal?”

I love screwing with people’s heads—giving them a false sense of hope.  It’s great to pull the whole floor out from under them.  “What?  What’s that?  Speak up.”

Still whimpering, but a little less than before, Dan said, “You...you said... something about a new deal.”

“Yeah.  So?”

Glimmering brightly in the darkness, his eyes returned to a shade that resembled hope.  He thought he found his loophole.  And I had him right where I wanted him.  “Can I get a new deal?” he asked with a more confident but still respectful tone.

I lowered the shotgun, rubbed my chin and feigned debate.  “I dunno.”  After a long pause, I added, “I mean, you did shoot at me,”—I wasn’t about to let him know he had hit me—“and that took some balls.”  I saw the esteem grow in his posture as well as his eyes.  “And I love courage.  We wouldn’t have made the initial deal if you didn’t have the courage to come to me.  So I respect that.”

“Can I get new deal?”

I shook my head.  “But then you had to blow it all by crying like a little school girl.”  

“Fuck you,” he blurted with some unseen assertiveness.

I think he was acting.

The shotgun found its way back to his chin.  “You disgust me, you piece of shit.  Why should I give you another chance?”

All that newfound confidence—gone.  And the fearful blubbering resumed.  “But...but...”

“Shut up, you little pussy.”  Before he could sputter another word, I warned, “Talk and I’ll tear your tongue out and wipe my ass with it.”

I coolly slipped a Marlboro in my mouth and lit it while I dropped the barrels to a hover just above his right knee.  The great movie star never noticed until I pulled the trigger and shredded the joint with the buckshot from one of the shells.  I knew the small pellets tore the shit out of the muscles and tendons.  And I know it hurt like a sonuvabtich.  I watched it all in his eyes as he fell to the ground.  I finished the cigarette watching him squirm in pain—sucking in the smoke and taking pleasure in Dan’s despair—then I squelched the butt in the small puddle of pooling blood.  Pointing the barrels at his left knee, I fired my second shell, distorting his leg into a useless wad of flesh, blood and bone.

Reaching in my pocket, I grabbed another shell, pulled it to my mouth and clamped it firmly between my lips like an expensive cigar.  I broke the shotgun open, removed one of the spent shells and flicked it at his crotch as he sprawled out on the concrete floor, helpless to run.  I deliberately did the same with the second empty shell case, this time, throwing at his face.  He flinched—like it was going to hurt him.  It was kind of like those George Reeves Superman shows where the bad guy would fire six shots into the Man of Steel’s chest—all of which would bounce harmlessly off him.  Then, the idiot would go on to throw the gun at him.  And what’d the famed superhero do?  He’d duck.  Where’s the logic?  If the damn bullets didn’t hurt him, why would he react like the thrown pistol would?  People are stupid—just like Danny here.  C’mon.  They’re empty shells.  What a pussy.

Sliding my hand back into my pocket, I retrieved another new shell.  After I fed it into one of the barrels, I grabbed my cigar-slug and loaded it with a smile.  I snapped the gun closed and jacked the pump, watching him flinch in fear.  

As Dan screamed like a little bitch, I cocked my head to the side, giving an animalistic quality to myself.  It really seems to freak people out when I do that.  I don’t know why—I guess they feel like they’re being attacked by a wild, rabid beast.  All-in-all, not too far from the truth.  

I reloaded and threatened to blow his manhood across the floor.  The pitch he’d probably hit would rival that of any twelve-year-old-girl.  A part of me wanted to pull the trigger.  It’s what he deserved.  He tried to cross me.  He even shot me—twice.  

But that’s not me.  Not my style.

I stuffed the loaded shotgun back into the sling.  As Danny approached bleeding out, I introduced him to the big Desert Eagle.  “Slow or fast?” I offered.  When he didn’t answer, I explained, “You’re bleeding out.  The pain’s already starting to fade, isn’t it?”

He nodded—not because he could tell, but because he probably figured that’s what I wanted him to do.

“I can end it now,” I said, cramming the barrel hard against his forehead.  After a few seconds, I pulled it back an inch, leaving a distinguished circular impression on the sobbing man’s forehead—dead center.  “Or let you drift.  Your choice.”

He was slipping from the conscious world into the afterlife.  I wanted this passage to end more abruptly, wanted him to ask me to end it.  He stood up to me and fought like a man.  I wanted him to die like one too.

But he didn’t.  “Drift,” he barely audibly pled.

Instead of watching the backlash of brains splatter on the floor as he went coldly limp, I holstered the big pistol and stood over him.  Lighting up another Marlboro during my vigil, I inhaled and watched the life fade from his eyes.  It looked like he was falling asleep—aside from the massive pool of blood sprawling out beneath him.  

The late evening hour and his unexpected resistance left me behind schedule.  And I still had another appointment to keep.
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(a stand-alone short story)

Description: 

This short work of fiction details the Soviet efforts to thwart the American moon landing and safe return of the astronauts as well as the countermeasures employed by the US.

11 July 1969

Yuri Andropov, the Chairman of the Committee for State Security (also known as the KGB) rapped twice on the frame of the open door of the opulent office.  Seeing all three members of the authoritative troika present, he scanned the space to ensure their privacy.  Andropov quietly closed the door behind him after confirming their solitude.  He strode with a purpose toward the supreme conglomerate of the most powerful nation in the world.  Briefly making eye contact from right to left, Andropov knew he had their attention.  In his native Russian tongue, he boldly stated, “Our saboteur assures me that the Americans will not find the problem until it is too late.  It will either delay them significantly.  Or doom them forever.” 

“What if they discover the damage?” Alexei Kosygin, the Chairman of the Council of Ministers (what the English-speaking world referred to as the Premier of the Soviet Union), quickly asked.

Before Andropov could answer, the Chairman of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet, Nikolai Podgorny, asked, “Will they know our hand in it?”

Andropov patted the air with his hands in a placating gesture.  “Our man has damaged a valve.  It will simply appear as if had been overly stressed.”
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