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Prologue

Germany 1945

The concrete bunker was ready to fall.

Mortar shells rained down relentlessly and the explosions shook the foundations. Hitler's generals reported that the Chancellery building which contained the bunker had sustained heavy damage from the barrage. His minister of propaganda, Joseph Goebbels, entered the office, flushed and out of breath.

“Sir, my apologies but I have a bit of bad news. Your trusted advisor, Hermann Goring, has abandoned you.” Goebbels' mouth tightened. “I'm sorry but he fled the country,”

Adolf Hitler flew into a frenzy. “Traitor!” he cried and hurled a vase into the corner of the room, where it shattered, scattering porcelain chunks all over the concrete floor. Everyone in the room braced for the impending tirade.

“Joseph, I must give you my personal items in case they breach this bunker,” he growled. “Time is critical and I smell their foulness as they approach.”

The constant assault upon his personal bunker, the Führerbunker, created great stress. Soldiers reported that the enemy continued to approach despite their best defensive measures. With sweaty palms he thrust his last will and testament toward Goebbels. He accepted it with a small nod.

Hitler glanced at his new bride, Eva Braun, and frowned. Her brown eyes, riddled with fear and knowledge of their looming demise, locked on his. He grasped her arm and escorted her toward his private quarters. Once inside, he slammed the door and turned to her.

“Eva my love, I fear we may soon be overrun.” Hitler threw up his arms and looked at the ceiling. “The Jews continue to influence the world against us as they worship their false gods and spread their dirty money around the world. They bought those demons knocking on our doors with this very same money. Those swindlers—they don't realize I am their messiah! I've been handpicked by the gods to rule the world and lead the master race into the dawning of a new age.”

He clenched his fist and stared at the door, cursing under his breath.

“These dogs won't deter me from achieving my objective.”

Hitler suddenly whirled toward her. Eva looked at his eyes and spotted something which caused her to recoil and back up against the wall. His eyes, full with a reflective reddish tint, resembled tiny pools of blood. They burned with rage. A maniacal grin stretched the lower part of his face, twisting his facial features into something unearthly. She rubbed her eyes, trying to wipe away the demonic visage to no avail. His features continued to twist unnaturally.

As she cowered in a shadowy corner, a man burst into the room. The mysterious interloper glanced at her before focusing his gaze toward Hitler.

“Mein Fuhrer!” he cried out.

Once the shock wore off, Eva absorbed the strangeness of his uniform. Although he wore the typical armband of the Schutzstaffel, also known as Hitler's elite guard, the uniform itself was different from the normal type used by the German army. The color of the uniform was white like ivory which differed from the darker uniforms normally worn by the soldiers. The stranger held in his right hand the normal sidearm of Hitler's elite guard, a Mauser S/42 pistol. In his left was an object resembling a small dart, black in color with a tip glistening with a clear, viscous substance.

Hitler directed his rage toward this latest disruption. “What do you want? Can't you see I'm—”

Before he could finish the sentence, the stranger shot him. The bullet punctured his left eye and exploded out of the back of his head like a volcano. The shriek radiating from Hitler's twisted expression penetrated the walls of the room. Where there was once an eye there now stood a fountain which sprayed blood all across his face, covering it like a mask. His body lurched in one final spasm before it hit the floor and landed in the pool of blood that collected on the floor. The stranger walked to the body and looked at it with contempt.

“I've sent you back to the underworld where you belong you son of a bitch. I have ended your war. Your quest is lost.” He scowled at the corpse before shifting his eyes toward Eva.

His facial features softened and he uttered a humorless laugh. “Oh wait, I forgot about you,” he said, caressing the dart in his left hand.

“No please, I beg you! This war was all his idea!” She cowered and pointed to Hitler's corpse. “Listen to me! I hold no control over the German people. You have killed their leader. You've stopped the massacres and claimed your victory. His generals have either been killed or surrendered. You have won,” she insisted.

“You're so naive! Either that or you think I'm a fool. You've been at his side for so long like a whipped lap dog that you don't understand the evil he was.”

The soldier motioned toward the corpse and targeted her with an icy stare. “You're no better than him and you are due no mercy.” For emphasis on the final word his left hand swept outward so fluidly that she never saw the dart as it plunged into her neck. With perfect precision he struck his target. She was dead as soon as she hit the floor.

He approached her body, bent to one knee and checked her pulse to verify that the poison did its job. Satisfied he moved toward the door but more rockets exploded around the bunker, showering him with bits of plasters and concrete. When he looked back he noticed that the dart had vanished.

“I truly enjoyed your ingenious toys, Hephaestus.” The stranger chuckled.

A commotion came from upstairs, stealing his attention. Gunshots rang out and several German voices yelled out in unison. Another explosion rumbled through the bunker, causing the room to shake violently. Suddenly new voices intermingled with the Germans. The voices sounded like they belonged to the Russians. Footsteps descended the stairs outside the door. Fists pounded on the door and the Russians yelled for Hitler.

“Boy they sound irate. I guess it's time for me to make my exit.” The stranger walked over to the corpse of Adolf Hitler and placed the Mauser in his hand. It must look like a suicide. He recalled the words as he closed Hitler's fingers around the gun. Suddenly the blows on the door became more frantic. He could not afford to have soldiers burst in the room and see him hunched over the body. Discretion was the primary objective of the mission. He must not be discovered. Estimating the strength of the door, he wondered how to escape the room when an intense light quickly surrounded him. The light radiated so brightly that he had to shut his eyes to prevent an onset of temporary blindness.

“Guardian, your mission is complete and man will begin the healing process from the evil that Hitler unleashed on them. We appreciate your efforts—as always.” The disembodied melodic voice echoed in his ears. “You don't have to linger any longer. The immediate threat is gone, but you must understand that evil never rests. Hades will regroup and when he does, I will once again need to call upon you.” He felt a soothing calmness as the light wrapped around him like a blanket.

The stranger formerly known as Joachim Schaeffer, average fruit vendor from Dusseldorf, completed his mission. The gods were pleased.

“I'm ready, Gaea,” Schaeffer replied.







Chapter 1

“Do you solemnly swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth so help you God?” The court reporter asked.

Gabriel Crane sighed. He didn't mean to do it intentionally but he'd been through this before. It was the same situation but a different courthouse. All of his cases were beginning to blend together into one large pile of tedium. As a private investigator he testified in numerous fraud cases. He specialized in insurance fraud which encompassed anything from exploitation of state worker compensation programs to lawsuits against auto insurance companies that involved bogus auto claims. Insurance fraud was a huge racket that could cost insurance companies billions of dollars annually. Despite the banality of the job, it paid the bills.

“I do,” Gabriel said, sliding into the chair. His eyes drifted over toward the claimant and watched as the guy squirmed in his chair. Gabriel chuckled to himself. Claimants, especially in cases like this one, rarely knew they were under surveillance. Based on the evidence obtained on this case, this guy should be lucky it was only a hearing and not a full trial.

“Mister Crane, can you please state your qualifications and position for the record?” Randy Wurrlein, lead attorney for the Virginia Workers' Compensation Commission, asked.

Gabriel looked around the room. He was surrounded by stuffed shirts. The judge sat at the end of the conference room table, looking bored. The court reporter, despite looking hot in her tight suit jacket and even tighter pleated skirt, looked as if she would rather be somewhere else. The claimant's lawyer eyeballed him, apparently lining up his cross examination. Gabriel put his palms calmly on the cherry wood table and gave Randy a smile.

“I'm a private investigator licensed by the Virginia Department of Criminal Justice Services with six years of experience investigating Medicare, worker compensation and auto accident cases,” Gabriel casually stated. “But I'm also licensed to conduct investigations in North Carolina, Maryland, Delaware and West Virginia.”

“In my hand I have a disk that contains footage of the claimant, Jerry Summerlin. This video was obtained by you over a period of three days.” Randy motioned to Gabriel as he held up the disk. “Do you validate the authenticity of this recording?”

Gabriel leaned over and examined the label on the CD. Satisfied that the handwriting was his he answered, “I do.”

Randy placed the CD into a laptop located on the conference room table and flipped on the overhead projector. He switched the lights off in the room and clicked play on the media player. The video popped up on the screen and started with the claimant as he raked leaves in his front yard. Summerlin was observed as he cut grass, pulled weeds, and carried various objects across his yard. Normally this wouldn't be out of the ordinary for your average middle-class suburbanite, but it should have been for the claimant. Jerry Summerlin had been out of work for the past eight months while he collected worker compensation funds for a lower back injury and broken left leg. As all of the eyes in the room locked on the video, Gabriel shot a glance at the claimant's attorney and rolled his eyes. He knew this case would end the way most of his other cases did when a claimant was caught red-handed. First he would “confer” with his attorney then his attorney would meet with Randy and then the negotiations would begin. The two parties would agree on a monetary settlement and consider the case closed. Sorry kids the park's closed, the shady claimant outside with the bogus injury should have told you.

Most of Gabriel's work could be reduced to nothing more than posturing because the only result of these cases was the insurance company stopped paying the claimant. All money paid at that point would still be kept by the claimant, which meant they got paid for milking the system. The time that Gabriel spent inside his car, eating crackers, pissing into a bottle and holding a camera for hours equated to nothing but money for the lawyers. Granted he got paid for his services, but most of the time he felt empty inside. It was like a never-ending cycle of monotony for him that he couldn't stop.

After the judge declared the claimant's injury healed and that he was able to go back to work, the two parties settled on the claim. The money that was paid up to this point will be kept but the claim is closed. And that's the game, folks, Gabriel sighed.

Randy leaned over and whispered in his ear, “Don't look so glum, buddy, we appreciate your help on this one. Your check will be in the mail first thing in the morning.” He stood and placed the laptop into a carrying case.

Gabriel shook Randy's hand. “Thanks Randy. Call me if you have any more cases, but can you make it a hot blonde working an unauthorized side job in a strip club. Think you can work on that?” He gave Randy a weak smile.

“I'll see what I can do,” he chuckled.

Gabriel exited the room and sulked his way through the halls. He hopped in his car and glanced at himself in the rear view mirror. He looked and felt like shit. Shaking his head he started the hour long drive to his office in Charlottesville. Generally his caseload didn't take him out as far as Richmond but the Summerlin case was one of those rare exceptions. He merged onto the interstate and contemplated his mundane life.

Gabriel was a middle-aged, middle class, middle-everything. He was an only child, because he broke the mold and his parents were too scared to have any more children. At least that's what they told him. He didn't have a lot of hobbies growing up except comic books and video games. He wasn't much into sports because he had a mysterious fear of breaking his neck. The more he thought about it, the more he thought that he was just addicted to mediocrity. God forbid that he played sports and actually excelled at something. He preferred to be a loner and never developed any serious relationships. His school experience could best be described as dull and miserable. In junior high he was constantly bullied. One day he had to walk home from school because he missed the bus and several students jumped him in a parking lot. They beat him so badly that he was hospitalized with a concussion. His initial goal was to graduate college and become a police officer so he could protect other people's kids from the bullies of the world. Gabriel couldn't pass the police exam, though, so he drifted from job to job as he grew older. He worked odd jobs as a burger flipper, mail sorter, security guard and other menial tasks. Gabriel finally made the decision to move to Virginia where he became an investigator for a large company. After the company went bankrupt he decided to start his own business.

Gabriel pulled the car into the parking lot of Crane Investigations, the site of a former computer repair shop. He grunted and dragged himself out of the car. When he entered the building the woman sitting behind the front desk frowned at her computer. Her fingers punched away at the keyboard and popped her chewing gum.

“Hello, Sheri. Any high profile cases coming up? Any celebrities missing a baby?”

Sheri Vaughn shook her head and smiled. She had worked with Gabriel for six years and his ability to use dry humor in any situation kept her entertained as she worked on his billing. She graduated with a B.A. in Business Administration two years ago and along with her intelligence and business acumen she had the ability to become a mid-level manager for any company but chose to stay with Gabriel because she truly enjoyed working for him. They had recently been discussed expanding the business and branching out into other types of investigations such as marital infidelity and missing people. She hoped that the extra revenue would cheer him up. Even though domestic cases began to come in, he still preferred to focus on insurance cases. She remained with him because she cared about the business and she cared about Gabriel.

“Sorry, nothing new has crossed my desk,” she replied without looking up from the computer. “Based on your tone of voice, I assume we can close out the Summerlin case?”

“Yep, another claimant and another settlement,” he stated sourly before shuffling into his office. He switched on the flat screen TV mounted in the corner of his office.

“Federal budget cuts totaling eighty-five billion dollars could result in nearly eight hundred thousand people losing their jobs and cause a reduction in economic growth of approximately half a point as a result of the impending sequestration as Capitol Hill is still at an impasse with the White House over budget negotiations,” CNN analyst, Wolf Blitzer, dryly reported.

Gabriel stared at him and equaled the dry expression. “Great news, Wolfie. It's nice to see that the government is screwing everyone now.” His business had recently suffered a downward trend as a result of the tightening economic restrictions. This is what sparked Sheri into persuading him into expansion.

Gabriel opened a drawer in his desk and looked at his .38 Smith & Wesson. He rarely carried it on cases unless he conducted surveillance in an unsafe neighborhood.

His thoughts drifted to the one case that changed his mind about carrying a concealed weapon. It was a simple worker's compensation case in the Bronx. Surveillance should have been cake—an old man that lost a leg in a freak machining operation. The client only wanted him to make sure that he the subject was still alive. An alive and well check, similar to many he had done before. After leaving the subject's house, a drug deal went horribly wrong outside. The shootout left him with a .45 slug in his knee as a souvenir, an innocent bystander in the wrong place at the wrong time. He promised that he would never be an unarmed bystander again.

He pushed the weapon aside, took out a bottle of aspirin and popped a couple of pills before Sheri walked into his office.

“Another headache, huh?” She frowned as he took a swig of water. “On that note, I guess I will head out for the day.”

He yawned and she raised an eyebrow.

“Maybe you should as well.”

Yeah, I suppose I should. I guess I will see you tomorrow, same bat time, same bat channel right?”

She shrugged. “Who knows, I might win the lottery tomorrow.” She stuck her tongue out and left.

He returned his attention to the TV where Wolf started talking about the latest ramifications of the budget crisis in Washington. Gabriel switched it off, grabbed his car keys and headed home.

On the way home his cell phone rang. He looked down at it and saw Randy's phone number.

“What's up Randy?”

“Hey Gabriel, I'm afraid I have some bad news. Due to Washington's gridlock, most of the insurance companies have cut their budgets, directly impacting their fraud departments.”

Gabriel clenched the phone and grit his teeth, his words dripping with sarcasm. “Great! Do you ever have any good news?”

“I'm sorry Gabriel. The insurance industry has basically braced for impact. They need to slash expenses, reduce their debts, you know the drill. I'm sorry to be the bearer of bad news and dump all this on you… but… shit I'm never good with words.” There was a long pause on the other end. “Listen, I need to head over to the office to cover another case. If anything changes, I'll let you know.” He hung up the phone before Gabriel could respond.

Gabriel stared at the phone. “What am I supposed to do now?”

He tossed the phone in the passenger seat and turned the car around. He headed toward Roscoe's, his favorite watering hole.

“Screw it, if the sky is gonna fall then I'm gonna get drunk and enjoy the ride.”

Gabriel pulled into the bar's parking lot and eased the car into a space. Roscoe's would be considered a sports bar, but realistically it was just another greasy spoon. Roscoe's liquor was good but their food was one step below road-kill. He slid into a seat at the end of the bar, thankful that he wasn't hungry.

“How ya doing buddy?” The bartender asked. He took one look at Gabriel's face and answered his own question. “Well I guess not that great, huh? What'll it be?”

“Let me have a Captain Morgan and Coke. Oh and listen you can just use the Coke for color,” Gabriel responded somberly.

The bartender chuckled. “Sure thing pal,” he grabbed the Captain Morgan bottle, filled up a rock glass about three quarters, squeezed the nozzle of the soda dispenser and splashed a little soda into it before he slid it over to Gabriel. “Here ya go!”

Gabriel lifted the glass to his lips and took a swig while he listened to the music that blared out of the juke box. Rock music by some musician he never heard of filled the bar. He glanced at the TV that hung above the bar. A hockey game between the Capitals and Rangers commenced on the screen but it was difficult for him to focus. He was too busy trying to focus on a way to save his business. A news bulletin flashed across the screen that caught his eye. He cocked his head and strained to listen over the music.

“This is a breaking news bulletin. Anonymous sources out of Washington are reporting that Congress has just passed legislation re-enacting an assault weapon ban covering semi-automatic weapons and high capacity magazines. The bill had been allowed to expire several years ago, but recent gun violence has sparked a new round of discussions in reference to reinstating the ban. The bill now makes its way to the President's desk for his signature which is expected soon.” The news reporter continued to drone on in reference to the expected impact of the bill as well as the National Rifle Association's response. Welcome to America, he mused.

“Thanks for the drink,” Gabriel said to the bartender as he tossed a ten dollar bill on the bar. “Keep the change.”

“Hey thanks!” The bartender grinned.

Gabriel would have sucked down more alcohol, but he needed to get home and collect his thoughts and a DUI ticket was the last thing he needed. Darkness began to descend from the sky, drowning out the remaining sunlight. Gabriel slithered his way through the parking lot and passed an attractive woman with fiery red hair propped against the hood of a black Escalade. To say she looked out of place at a dive like Roscoe's would be an understatement. Her dark eyes stared at him like she was studying him and he shifted uncomfortably. Maybe she's drunk, he thought.

He climbed into the driver seat of his car and peered out the window. The mysterious woman's smile pierced him like a dagger and goose bumps stood at attention on his arms. He believed his drink was stronger than he originally thought, because her teeth were sharpened at the ends, resembling a full set of fangs. Gabriel rubbed his eyes, looked again and she was gone.

“My imagination must be working overtime tonight,” he muttered and put the car in drive.

The traffic light ahead switched from yellow to red and he slowed. While waiting for the light to change, Gabriel replayed the encounter with the woman in his head and it left him feeling uneasy. He feared he may have been a bit tipsy from the drink and wanted to get home as quickly as possible without attracting the attention of police. No sober person would see a woman throwing out fanged smiles at departing customers.

A vehicle stopped behind him and its high-beams blinded him. Gabriel reached for the rear-view mirror and attempted to adjust it but before he even touched it the vehicle accelerated and slammed into the rear of his car. The momentum pushed his car into the middle of the intersection. It happened so fast he couldn't react or grab the steering wheel in time before a tractor-trailer slammed, broad-side into his car. The truck's air brakes squealed as the driver attempted to reduce the truck's speed. The tangled clump of steel and fiberglass that used to be his car came to rest a block away. The last thing he saw before he lost consciousness was a dark Escalade driving away from the scene of the accident.







Chapter 2

Gabriel opened his eyes to a dull throbbing pain radiating up his left arm. He struggled to sit up as he scanned the room around him. He was in someone else's bedroom. Gabriel tried to recall the events after the accident but kept coming up blank. There was a treasure trove of medical equipment next to him. An IV tube extended from his right arm and another tube protruded from his nose. He examined his body and felt leads attached to his chest that extended to a cardiac monitor. On the far wall a clock which read 12:15 hung crookedly. A shaft of light squeezed from the window and split the gloom. With the exception of the beeps from the machine, the room was quiet.

“Hello,” he croaked. His mouth was dry and his throat made it seem as if he gargled with sand. “Can anyone hear me?”

Sheri entered the room with relief on her face. “Thank God Gabriel, you're awake!” She ran over and hugged him. “You look like shit though.”

He winced as she wrapped him in a bear hug. Dark circles were embedded under her eyes which made her appear as if she hadn't slept in days. His eyes locked onto a 9MM Glock strapped to her hip.

“What the hell happened to me?” he mumbled motioning towards the gun. “Am I under house arrest?”

Her smile vanished when she noticed his gaze on her sidearm. “Um…no, but I guess we need to talk.”

“Before we talk, can you grab me a glass of water or something? It feels like I swallowed sandpaper. Oh also I could use some aspirin too because my arm is sore as hell.” He shifted uncomfortably in the bed.

She examined the tubes and glanced at the monitor. “I'll be right back, mastah,” she said with a hint of sarcasm. “Your nurse left to get supplies, so I don't want to take any of those wires off you until she gets back.”

“I make a better butler than I do a doctor,” she said with a smile before leaving.

Gabriel looked out the window and watched the sunlight as it reflected off of a bird feeder. A large bird landed on the feeder and turned its beady eyes toward him. It looked like an eagle, but that was impossible. Eagles don't land on bird feeders do they? The bird studied him through the bars welded to the window. Why the hell are there bars on the windows? He wondered. Sheri interrupted his ponderings as she returned.

“Here you go, sweetie,” Sheri said and handed the bottle of water to him. “I have to wait until the nurse comes back before I can give you any meds. I need to be sure it won't interfere with anything else she has pumping into you.”

Gabriel switched his look from the IV to Sheri. “I suppose you know I have a million questions for you, right?”

She looked at him grimly and nodded.

Gabriel grimaced as a bone cracked in his arm. “So what the hell happened to me? I realize I was in an accident, but how come I'm in your bedroom and not a hospital?”

She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Listen, Gabriel. What I'm going to tell you might be difficult for you to understand… hell you might not even believe me. But trust me I'm being honest with you. I guess the best way I can start is with the events after the accident.”

“Guess that's as good a point to start as any,” he replied.

“After the accident happened, the truck driver managed to wrench the passenger side door off your car and get you out before it went up in flames. It practically hung off the hinges from the impact. He dragged you to safety before the car ignited.”

She gazed out the window, preventing him from reading her expression.

“You were unconscious but alive when they arrived. When the paramedics examined you they diagnosed a broken left arm, concussion and bruises. It was a miracle that you survived the crash at all much less with minor injuries. But unfortunately by the time they got you to the hospital you mysteriously slipped into a coma.”

Gabriel listened quietly as she told the story. Even though her face was turned from him, she wiped a tear from her eye. For as long as Gabriel had known her, she always kept her emotions in check. He didn't think his accident would affect her so emotionally.

She turned away from the window and wiped another tear away. “That's when everything sort of fell apart.”

Her eyes narrowed with remembrance. “I was sitting in my living room and listening to CNN on the television. The reporter was rambling on about the sequestration and the shit happening in Congress.” She smiled, but there was no humor behind it. “I didn't think much of it because that garbage has been going on for over a year.”

He nodded, recalling the impact it had on his business.

“That's not everything, Gabriel. A report came across the news that the federal government enacted a weapons ban. Everything except bolt action rifles and handguns were outlawed. Also handguns could no longer have magazine capacity greater than six bullets.” She laid her hand on the gun, and Gabriel noted that the magazine capacity was more than six bullets.

“That doesn't make any sense,” he said and watched her grip on the gun tighten. For a brief moment he thought she was going to pull it out and start shooting. He dismissed the ridiculous notion as quickly as it came.

“No it doesn't, does it?” She replied. “But the worst part about the law is the enforced confiscation that goes along with it.”

“Enforced confiscation? They can't do that, can they?”

She grimaced. “That's what the American people assumed. It seemed that our assumptions didn't equate to reality.”

She closed her eyes. “Gabriel, the government enacted a federal gun registry. When cops cracked down on the people who refused to register, they fought back.”

Her eyes opened and fresh tears flowed.

Confusion clouded his thoughts. “Good God, these things couldn't have happened quickly. How long was I in a coma?”

“You were in a coma for thirty two days,” she replied somberly.

He could barely stop himself from falling out of the bed.







Chapter 3

His eyes locked onto hers as she explained the events that occurred during his coma. Despite the fear in her eyes, he found it difficult to believe what had transpired. A crashed economy, weapons bans and civil disturbances put the country on the brink of civil unrest. It was insanity.

“At first they deployed the National Guard in an effort to set up weapon turn-in stations in most of the major metropolitan areas,” Sheri continued. “Low compliance led the government to debate alternate measures. Tensions increased to an all-time high as people feared that the military would burst into their homes and confiscate their guns.”

“I bet,” he interjected. “Before my accident I heard a lot of nonsense regarding doomsday preppers who blogged online about the `end of days' and an evil government.”

Sheri flashed a faint smile. “You're right most of it was nonsense, but not all of it. A conservative group in Texas started an uprising and attacked the state capitol.” She wandered over to the nightstand and grabbed a newspaper from the drawer. She looked at it and paused before tossing it to Gabriel.

Gabriel sat up in the bed with a groan. His left arm throbbed, and all of the information she fed him gave him a headache. He glanced at the front page and browsed the headline:


Conservative Super PAC party leader from Texas takes over State Capital, “vows war” on the Federal Government

Hank Abaddon, the president and cofounder of American Patriots for Responsible Government; an advocacy group and political action committee, has reportedly taken over the state legislature building located in Austin, Texas. Allegedly Mr. Abaddon and several heavily armed individuals stormed the building in response to the recent weapons ban that has been enacted by Congress and backed by the White House administration. Early news reports coming in state that several Senators sympathetic to Mr. Abaddon's cause allowed his heavily armed militia an easy access path. Rumors in Washington say that these Senators were secretly allied with him but that information is still unconfirmed. Although it is early in the standoff, comments from federal officials wishing to remain anonymous state that the standoff is expected to last for several more days as a result of questions surrounding the integrity of the state government.



Gabriel put the paper down and felt nauseous but wasn't sure if it was from the story or the medication. “Sheri, I think I need a break because this is a lot of information to process.”

She took the paper from him. “You're right.” She put the paper back in the drawer. “I have one other thing for you.”

He rubbed his eyes with the back of his hands. “I hope it's some good news.”

She took a card out of her pocket. “Not too long after your accident, a guy stopped by the office and dropped off this card. He said that as soon as you were feeling better to give him a call because he has work for you.”

She handed the card to him. He snatched it and peered at it. It was a plain and straightforward business card:


Winged Shoes Messenger Service

President- Herman Mercurius

540-555-7000



“Messenger service,” he muttered to Sheri. “I hope he's got one hell of a message.”

Sheri focused on adjusting the IV but shot him a glance. “Maybe things will get better. History has shown that the shit hits the fan before somebody comes and rescues everybody right?”

Gabriel grunted. “Yeah, but we're going to need one hell of a fix.”

The bedroom door opened and a short, husky woman entered carrying a bowl of soup. Her long black hair bounced perilously close to the bowl and he grimaced.

Sheri looked surprised. “Debbie, I didn't even hear you come back. You made soup?”

“Sure did,” she said and her eyes widened at the sight of Gabriel. “It looks like my patient has risen from the dead! I only made enough soup for you, Sheri, but I can always run back to the kitchen and throw more on the stove.”

“What do you say, Gabriel, are you hungry?” Sheri asked.

He barely heard the question over the rumbling in his belly. “Hell yes! I've been sucking down this fake food for a month now,” he said, gesturing toward the IV. Debbie turned to head back to the kitchen but he stopped her. “Oh, Debbie, is it OK if I take pain killers? My arm is killing me.”

“Sure no problem, I will get some,” she said. “And while we're at it, we can go ahead and remove that IV too.”

After Debbie left the room, he turned to Sheri. “Sheri, you never answered my question earlier. Why am I not in the hospital?”

She offered a weak smile. “Well, sir, you are staying at the luxurious casa de Vaughn with all expenses paid due to the government's dysfunction. Because of the gun ban, periodic violence broke out in regions of Virginia. The hospitals are maxed out and unfortunately uninsured private investigators one step away from vegetable status aren't on the priority list for a room. So with help from Randy we arranged for private nursing care.”

“And the bars on the windows?” He asked.

“Protection,” she replied bluntly.

Debbie entered the room and carried a bowl of soup and aspirin. She put both on the nightstand next to the bed. “Here you go, enjoy.”

“Thanks, Debbie. Hey let me ask you something, is it OK if we take these things off me?” Gabriel motioned toward the leads and tubes that extended from his body.

Debbie looked at the cardiac monitor and with a nod of her head started to undo the leads. “Yep, looks as if you're doing fine now.”

After she disconnected the leads and tubes, Gabriel sat up in the bed and slid out, literally. Before Debbie or Sheri could stop him he fell to the floor like an anvil.

“Um, you've been in that bed for over a month,” Debbie said. “You need to take it easy and get strength and circulation back into your legs.”

He looked at her with irritation. “I see,” he said and propped himself up. “Let's get to work, then.”

The next day Debbie started working with Gabriel on leg strengthening exercises and continued throughout the week. Fortunately for him Sheri had a stationary bike in her living room, so the rehabilitation period was easier since he didn't have to travel to a rehab center. As his rehab concluded, Debbie spent less time with him and focused on her other patients. About ten days later, Debbie said her official good-bye.

“It looks like you don't need me anymore. Your rehab has gone well.” She smiled.

“So I guess that's it, huh?”

Debbie nodded her head. “Yep, I'm going to bid you a fond farewell and attend to my other patients.”

They shook hands and Debbie walked out.

“So how are you doing today?” Sheri asked while he peddled the bike.

He glanced at bike's digital interface. “From the looks of it I am about to embark on my second mile so I'm feeling pretty damn good.”

She set the plate on the coffee table. “I made you a sandwich. When you're finished with your rehab today, I think you should call that Herman Whatshisface. It's high time you get back to work mister because you've squatted in my house long enough.”

He stopped peddling and looked over at her and noticed the gun still holstered on her belt. “Sheri, I have been meaning to ask you about that,” he asked breathlessly.

She looked at the gun and frowned. “Yeah I guess I haven't finished telling you the entire story. I told you earlier about sporadic violent outbreaks in Virginia since the gun ban but that's not the entire story.”

She cleared her throat.

“The government hasn't broken into homes and confiscated weapons yet, but that's not what Hank Abaddon wants you to believe.” Her gaze shifted to the floor. “He's been rallying people across the country to his cause. Everyone from the Ku Klux Klan, to radical constitutionalists, to religious zealots fell under his spell. They believed that the government was out to get us all and install a dictatorship or some other malarkey.”

Gabriel got off the bike and took her hand. “Surely the military has this under control, right?”

She took his hand and squeezed. “Well, yes and no. I told you that he had taken over the Texas capitol building and the police were negotiating with him but that isn't entirely accurate.” She considered her next words carefully. “At first they implemented the emergency crisis response system which the Department of Homeland Security set up after 9-11. They treated it as if it was domestic terrorism which was their first mistake.”

“First mistake?”

She nodded. “Their first and most crucial mistake. They didn't take into account that most of the local authorities as well as the National Guard soldiers dispatched to stop Abaddon were secretly allied with him. The response from Homeland Security didn't take into account any kind of infiltration of federal or state authorities or even politicians. With that added assistance his newly formed militia took over Austin City Hall easily and they had the city council disbanded within hours. The military and police forces that didn't have ties to Abaddon were quickly disarmed and placed under `house arrest'.” Her shoulders slumped.

“Jesus Christ!” he exclaimed. “It's like a bad nightmare.”

She agreed. “Apparently this militia had been training secretly for a long time, waiting for a moment like this. I suppose it wouldn't have been bad if it was contained to just that one location.”

He raised an eyebrow and wrung his hands as he felt a headache start to penetrate his skull. “What do you mean?”

She saw that he was uncomfortable and went over to him. “Hey are you OK?”

He nodded and waved for her to go on.

“It wouldn't have been so bad if it was contained only to Austin, because the government might have eventually gotten it under control. But it spread, Gabriel.” She gazed intensely at him. “The movement, or whatever you want to call it, spread to other states. Similar situations happened in South Carolina, Arizona, Alabama, West Virginia and Mississippi.” She squeezed his hand and added, “But that's not all. There are rumors that there's a similar movement forming here in Virginia. So that left me no choice but to carry this to protect myself.” She gestured toward the gun.

He shook his head in disbelief. This is madness.

“Listen, Sheri, maybe I should give Herman a call back, and try to get back some semblance of normalcy. Maybe it would be good for us to get back to work,” he muttered.

She left and returned with the business card. “Here's the card. Go ahead and give him a ring.”

Gabriel looked at the card and grabbed his cell phone. He punched in the number for Herman Mercurius.

The phone picked up after the third ring. A deep but pleasant voice answered. “Hello Mister Crane thanks for calling.”

Gabriel's brow furrowed. “How did you know who it was?”

The voice on the other end chuckled. “I know a lot of things about you, Gabriel. It pleases me to know that you have recovered from your accident. I'd like to stop by your office and discuss the job that I have for you.”

“I'm not sure if I'm prepared to take on new work right now,” Gabriel replied. “I don't know if you're aware, but there seems to be a lot of shit, pardon my French, going on in the country right now and I have to get my head on straight.”

Gabriel listened as the voice on the other end took a deep breath. “Yes, Mister Crane, but the job that I'm proposing is directly related to current events.”

Gabriel looked up at Sheri and noticed her facial expression. She appeared to be more interested in this case then he was. “OK, I guess I will meet you in my office and we can talk, OK?”

“That sounds terrific. If you're up to it, I'd like to meet today if possible; perhaps sometime this afternoon?”

“Alright, you sound eager to get started,” Gabriel responded. “How does three o'clock sound?”

“Perfect.” The line went dead. Gabriel looked at it like it slapped him.

“So, what did he have to say,” Sheri asked.

“Not much. He has a new case, apparently one that has to do with what's going on in the country.”

Her face crinkled into an expression of disappointment. “Do you think this guy is a flake?”

“No I don't get that vibe,” he paused then added, “but I suppose I will need to hear what he has to say before I make the judgment call. We're supposed to meet at three o'clock.”

She looked at her watch. “It's two-fifteen. It should take us around fifteen minutes to get there.”

At first he was hesitant to jump right back into work so soon after recovery, but Sheri's enthusiastic tone inspired him to action.

“Yes ma'am. Let's rock.”

***

Twenty minutes later, Sheri and Gabriel sat in her car and stared at the office door. The building architecture made the building look as if it were smiling at him. Come inside, Gabriel, we have been waiting for you.

“Ready to get back to work?” she asked.

He drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Yeah sure, what the hell.”

Gabriel walked into his office and switched on the light. A dust ball skittered across the desk. After wiping a thin layer of dust off his desk, he sat and opened the drawer. He moved aside the .38 and took out a notebook and pen. Before he closed the drawer he stared at the gun and thought about the new government restrictions on weapons and frowned. He put the notebook and pen on the desk and closed the drawer.

“Hey Sheri, I meant to ask you, what have you been doing for work while I've played the part of Sleeping Beauty?”

She laughed and wiped down her keyboard. “Let's see. When I wasn't arranging your private hospice care or waiting on you hand and foot, I billed out old cases and paid myself from the revenue,” she said with a coy wink.

Gabriel nodded. “Ah, I see. What would I have ever done without you?”

“Indeed, what would you have done?” a voice asked from the doorway.

Sheri and Gabriel jumped in unison. Standing at the front door was a middle-aged gentleman, approximately six feet tall, wearing a baseball cap with the logo for the Detroit Red Wings hockey team. The stranger wore a black leather trench coat, dark colored jeans and dark colored work boots. The jacket was open and revealed a t-shirt that read; Speediest messenger service this side of Mercury. What a strange shirt, Gabriel thought.



