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Chapter 1

“One...two...three!”

“Wait!” I was mostly drowned out by the sound of my platoon opening fire. I couldn’t hesitate, but I wasn’t sure. “Who do I kill? Which one?”

“Every motherfucker coming up the hill!”

Any chance of deeper thought was shattered as the squad automatic weapon in my mentor’s hands opened up. I threw the caution away and aimed down the barrel of my own M4. I settled it on the first leather wearing alien coming at me and pulled the trigger. He went down, a spray of red hanging in the air and coating the man behind him. I lowered my gun slightly, then shook my head and clenched my jaw. They weren’t people, they came from another world. They came here to steal what was ours. Our money, our things, our girls, even our lives.

“Fuck you,” I growled, even though it was lost in the thunder of the gunfire around me. I lifted the rifle back up and moved from one object to the next, squeezing off near perfect shots that dropped them every time. I wielded the hand of god, striking with impunity wherever I wanted. It was intoxicating.

* * * *

The vision faded from Billy’s memory. He blinked and felt something warm and wet drip onto his chest. A few more blinks and he looked up and grinned. That particular memory was the one he fell back on whenever he needed a boost. It revived him and reminded him of a time when anything was possible; when he was invulnerable. His current situation couldn’t be further from the one in his memory, but he took heart that sooner or later they would make a mistake.

“Did that help your memory, William?”

Billy looked up, squinting past the bright lights that were aimed at him. All he could see was the mirror on the wall. A mirror that he knew was one sided. The lights were bright, but not so bright that he could not see himself tied naked to a metal frame on the wall. It almost looked like a cross, he mused, but there any resemblance to Jesus faded. His hair was short and blond, though streaked with sweat, some dirt, and maybe even blood. His lean body was still suffering spasms from the electrical assault, corded muscles jerking against the restraints that kept him off of the floor. The only other contrasting features were the discolorations from bruises on his body — including a few broken ribs — and the trickle of blood that ran down his chin and onto his chest.

Billy smiled. “I’m not sure,” he rasped out. His throat was raw from screaming, or maybe he hadn’t screamed but it was raw from the pain he’d endured. He couldn’t remember. “Maybe it’s coming back, or maybe I’m waiting for the GPS chip they stuck in me to lead them here?”

He heard an intake of breath from the man on his right. He wasn’t alone in the room, but the torturer with him wasn’t the man in charge. Billy ignored him. “Might be safer for you if you just did me and dumped my body in the river.”

“GPS? Come now William, we went to considerable expense to have this little talk. Do you really think we’d overlook a GPS signal?” The voice came from hidden speakers that Billy couldn’t find. He sensed movement but, knowing he had no defenses, he ignored it up until the fist crashed into his jaw, stunning him senseless for a moment.

Billy picked his head back up and felt the loose teeth. Still there, but loose. He could taste the blood too. Probably his cheek. Or maybe his tongue, he’d bitten both several times now. “Ain’t a GPS, butthole, it’s some magic shit they can track.”

“You don’t even know what you’re talking about,” The voice behind the speakers said, though Billy noted they did sound a little more irritated than before. “Let’s see if this helps you remember.”

“You scare them, don’t give up,” The voice in his head said to him. Her voice. He’d gotten used to it over the years, but it had disappeared for a while. Billy had figured the torture had fixed something broken in him. Made him sane again. Nice to know he was still crazy and hearing voices.

Voice or no voice, Billy steeled himself for the next assault. When it came it still took his breath away.

* * * *

It had been three months since...well, since things went bat-shit crazy for me. Or since I went crazy. Whatever. Even now, with a cold Atlantawinter  rain obscuring anything beyond a couple hundred feet I still felt it. Somebody was watching me. I couldn’t shake it, no matter how many times I checked over my shoulder, in the windows of passing stores, or in the rear view mirror of a car I could still feel them watching.

I kept thinking of her too. Her, the nameless cop that was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Julie Gallera, badge number 6717, killed on duty, case under investigation. Her name was one of many in the paper the next day. Somehow I knew she was the one, it was like her name jumped off the paper at me.

I don’t know what made Julie Gallera different. She was a drop in the bucket. Just another object between me and my objective. There had been something about her though, something that made me hesitate. I’m sure I would have still done her though, even if Frank hadn’t bumped into me and made my gun go off.

I walked through the graveyard, wandering without direction as I scanned the graves. It took less time than it should have, by all rights. Kind of like how her name had jumped off the page at me. It was just one more example of shit that kept freaking me out. Not unlike the feeling that I had a pair of crosshairs on the back of my neck no matter how many times I slipped behind trees, family tombs, or looked back over my shoulder.

Her tombstone was plain, just a cement slab like the rest of them. Somebody had placed flowers on it, but they’d been there a while and were almost ready for the wind or gravity to claim them. Even the rain couldn’t bring them back for another burst of color and life.

“Officer Julie Gallera, beloved daughter and sister. Twelve December, 1995 to Twenty Nine October, 2021,” I read aloud. My voice was muted in the rainfall. I saw her again, a picture I’d looked up at a library on a computer. Just her in her uniform, but a little better looking than the one etched in my brain of her silhouetted in the doorway of a dark Starbuck’s late at night.

“I’m sorry, I guess,” I muttered, at a loss for what to say but feeling like something was expected. “I don’t know why, but I didn’t mean to shoot you. Maybe I would have, if you’d have gone for your gun, but there was just something about you. Your eyes, I guess. They pulled me in.” I laughed self-consciously. “Shit, ain’t like you can hear me. I’m just fucked up in the head and I hoped this might make sense. Only Frank and I made it out and he took off as soon as his leg was good enough to walk on.”

“That’s it? You wiped out more than half my precinct and killed me. You killed me! But you’re sorry, you guess, so it’s all right?”

I spun around. My revolver, Betty Lou, in my hands. There was nobody. I hadn’t heard the voice come from any particular direction, either a trick of the rain or...or something else. I frowned, slipping the custom Ruger Super Blackhawk back into the holster on my thigh. I’d have to oil and wipe it down, after that brief exposure to the rain.

The voice had been a woman’s. Well, obviously, she claimed I’d killed her. Was I really that screwed up? Was I hearing shit in my head. The voices of the dead. If everybody showed up that I’d killed, it could get crowded real quick.

I glanced around again, staring into every shadow or corner. A ventriloquist? A hidden speaker and camera? Maybe even some of that crazy magic shit that had come through the portals that kept opening up? I’d shot one of them one time, a witch from the other world. Dark Earth, they called it. She was trying to help a bunch of those savages rush my position and she’d damn near succeeded. It was just me and the Sarge, then he went down with a spear in the neck. Yeah, a spear.

I’d grown immune to the shock of how simple their weapons were. I’d finished off my clip and grabbed his M249. We were dug in but he’d never swapped out the magazine for a straight belt feed. Came in handy, since it let me maneuver and lay down some pretty long bursts into the aliens that rushed me. I capped off their witch with a  lucky shot and that took their will to fight out of them. They fell back and I reloaded. If they’d have just kept coming I’d have been fucked, there had been five rounds left on the belt.

That had been 2017, but that was up in Ohio, not Atlanta. Florida had a portal that had opened between worlds and been peaceful. Maybe some of them came through and the Atlanta PD had hired them. Or the assholes that had set us up, could be they were behind this. I still had no idea what to do about that. A few more people needed to die for what they done, but with Ricky buried there went my only contact to the guys who offered the job.

I turned to give Julie’s grave one more look. I shrugged away the chill that crept down my spine and turned away.

* * * *

Billy woke up to dull agony. He lifted his head, knowing he shouldn’t. The room remained uncomfortably bright. He didn’t need to twist his head to see his arms were still stretched out on either side of him. The strap holding his neck in place had rubbed his throat raw, much the same as the ones around his wrists, ankles, and waist. He glanced down, giving himself a brief respite from the powerful lights, and saw a puddle at his feet. A puddle that was mixed with a variety of things that had once come from him. He looked away quickly, lest the sight of it rob him of what he needed most.

“I remember,” he gasped, his throat sending stabs of irritation as it rubbed against the rope. “It was the third one that built his house out of straw!”

There was no response. He looked around, squinting, and found himself alone in the room. Just him and the mirror. He glanced down again, briefly, wondering if he could add to the insult by relieving himself. With a painful bark of laughter he realized it was too late, the last round of electricity they had pumped into him had already voided his bladder. That was one of the ingredients of the chunky morass on the floor.

“They’re going to kill you.”

Billy said nothing. The voice seldom cared if he responded to it. To her. She’d tortured and tormented him for years, never caring what he wanted or did. He was certain it was that part of him he thought missing trying to bring him back around. His conscience, or sense of morality. Whatever it was that stopped most people from doing the things he did. By pushing it away he came to the conclusion that he had snapped. Gone insane, without hope, and now it was coming back to prove it to him by using the voice of a dead woman.

“No friends, no family, no backup. You’re going to die Billy. Are you ready to face your creator?”

Billy looked around, gritting his teeth and feeling the fresh ache in his jaw from clenching it through the torture. It didn’t matter how much they tortured him, they couldn’t learn anything. He didn’t know anything, only that he was given a job and he did it. Whoever benefited from it was hidden from him. He only knew that he was good at it. He needed it, otherwise his life held no real meaning. No feeling of life, just surviving.

He spat out another bitter laugh as he realized he felt more alive right then than perhaps he ever had. And this time he didn’t even have one of his girls with him. He sighed, bloody drool dripping from his lip. If only he could run his fingers along Betty Lou one more time or wipe Leigh Anne down. There were others, of course, but those two were always there.
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