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      Black threatening clouds loomed over the city. A warning of the incoming storm that was coming over the ocean from the East. The heat of the past months collided with a cold front that had come over from Europe. The air on the east coast of the US was warm and humid. Warnings had been issued days ago of the possible storm. The guy on the weather channel hadn’t said hurricane, but people got ready all the same. The year before the Caribbean had been hit hard, leaving millions of dollars’ worth of damage, so now people were conscious of anything that could happen.

      A strong warm wind hurried down the Manhattan streets, picking up bits of wastepaper, or anything light enough to be swept away in its wake. Steam rose from the vents in the manhole covers, which enveloped the passing cars as they drove over them.

      The night was calm with few people risking the weather to hit the streets. This was a quiet part of town, all the tourists and party people were blocks away, or they were tucked up at home avoiding the bad weather.

      But the still of the warm New York night air was broken by loud screams of an argument. The heated words between the husband and his wife were muffled by the restaurant’s red brick walls and half-frosted windows. The people inside the restaurant got front row seats for their fight. Something none of them would forget for a while. As the restaurant’s door swung open, a tall dark-haired woman stepped out onto the empty street. She stopped and bent slightly at the waist as she cradled her head in her hands, letting out a small yell to vent her frustration.

      The woman turned around and saw through the restaurant’s window, her husband arguing with the manager. The other customers who were watching glanced often at the incensed man. His words were distorted by the building, but it was clear what he wanted. He wanted to leave to check on her, to apologise for being an ass. She could see his face full of regret. But the look changed slowly the more the manager insisted that he had to pay first. A sound argument for rational people, but the man wasn’t being rational.

      Julie Armstrong had come out for some fresh air and distance; her hope was that he would calm down enough for them to talk. However, the incident with the manager had just made things worse. She didn’t want to fight in the street; hell, that was the last thing she needed to hit the press.

      High-court Judge Battles with Husband in Street. She wouldn't be able to try any couples’ cases any more, that was for sure; the lawyers would have a field day, saying she was “objective in her decision.”

      She knew she had to put some distance between them for a while. He had been drinking a lot of wine, mostly out of anger. Julie looked over the road and spied the perfect place, an alleyway.

      It looked safe enough, but then she wasn't going in that far, just enough so he couldn't find her.  Her long hair was carried up by a sudden gust of a chilling breeze as she crossed to the other side of the street towards the mouth of the alley. As she looked back on the fight, she could see his point; he had accused her of cheating. Seeing it now through his eyes, she came to realise how he had arrived at the conclusion he had come to. The long hours at work, the odd phone calls late at night. The odd look here and there from other men in her line of work. Sure, she was a high-court judge who was close to becoming Chief Justice. She had thrown benefits and parties, anything to attract the right people. Julie had worked hard and rubbed shoulders with powerful and influential people. Hell, she was one step away from that presidential seal of approval, but then he had also been working long hours at the school due to cutbacks and the shortage of teachers. He had left the army and a damn good career so he could spend more time with her, but that never worked out the way they had hoped.

      Recently, she had become secretive and distant, and for him, that meant only one thing. Julie Armstrong was in her mid-forties and a very attractive woman with a model's figure that many men had stared at with wanton looks. She looked back with hazel-brown eyes that were red with the sting of fresh tears to see if he had followed her, but the dimly lit alley was empty behind her.

      Part of her hoped she would hear him call her name, so she knew he still cared, but no sound came. A cold chill bit the air, causing her to pull up the collar on her long coat and arrange the waistband tighter. The temperature was changing; that cold front was near, and the storm with it.

      Julie Armstrong started to walk back to the restaurant. The cool air had calmed her down, and she hoped her husband was still at the table, waiting for her. Julie searched her purse for the car keys just in case he had gone. She had wisely taken the keys off him, just in case he decided to drive back. She had seen him down half the bottle of red wine at dinner, probably for Dutch courage. A sudden noise in front of her made her look up to who was there. Julie had thought she had been alone in the alley, but a shadowed silhouette of a man stood before her.

      "I am glad you found me. Look we need to talk … just please let me explain," Julie began to say. A look of surprise and pain crossed her face as she felt the large blade puncture the flesh of her stomach. Julie stumbled backwards and looked down at her blood-soaked hands, still trying to compute in her brain the shock of the situation. She wanted to scream, but it was as though her vocals had been sliced. Her mouth moved in hope of some sound coming out, but nothing came.

      She looked up at the figure with a look of utter confusion and betrayal; why had he done this to her? She stumbled backwards until she fell over a pile of cardboard boxes someone had left there. Julie looked up, and a look of terror crossed her face as her assailant walked calmly forwards with the blood-soaked knife held tightly. The reality of what was about to happen sunk in and she found her voice before the knife quickly silenced her with a slash to the throat.
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      After witness statements and forensic evidence had been collected, the investigation had taken less than a week. For the detectives in charge of the case, there was only one guilty man, and they were coming for him. The media frenzy was like nothing the small New York community had ever seen. Cameras and news teams who had gathered outside the blue and white family home had turned the residents normal, tranquil lives upside down.

      Reporters and camera teams lined the pavement outside Brian Armstrong’s house, ready to get what they thought might be that money shot. At first, they stood poised awaiting any action; only the anchor crews stood in front of the cameras, telling of the horrors that had befallen Brian’s wife. The press had already cast their dice: to them he was guilty.

      A slight easterly breeze cooled the warm midday sun, and birds darted playfully around in the pale blue yonder, breaking up the cloudless sky. Two squad cars and an unmarked black Ford that was sandwiched between them came around the corner and down towards the expectant hordes. Inside the Ford, Detectives Carter and Doyle looked out at the sea of hungry reporters.

      “OK, let’s do this.” He smiled as he spoke. Detective Alan Carter was tall with broad shoulders and face that was chiselled and purposeful looking. He was a career cop, groomed by the powers-that-be; all he had to do was be that public figure.

      As they got out of the car, the crowds automatically headed for Carter, who nudged his way towards the house. Doyle held back slightly. He was Carter’s partner, but that was work, so he had to be. Jack Doyle was a different kind of cop; he was a good man and a damned good cop. Jack was shorter than his partner, but only by a couple of inches. His brown hair was short, and he wore jeans and a black leather three-quarter length jacket over a black T-shirt. He always thought of himself as a cop, not a fashion model.

      Moving through the precession of flashes from cameras and microphones, the two detectives moved towards the driveway, with four uniformed officers following close behind to assist with the crowds.

      Doyle looked over at his partner, who swaggered as he went. What an asshole, Doyle thought, shaking his head. The crowd loved Carter, and he knew it and loved it.

      Reaching the front porch, Carter stood up tall and waited for a moment. Some would have thought it was because Doyle and the others were getting into position, just in case there was trouble, but Doyle knew otherwise. Carter made a fist and held it poised inches away from the door, ready to slam it against the glossy white door. Carter felt hundreds of eyes on him, and he closed his own eyes to wallow in it. Soon the door would open, and his life would change forever.

      In that split second, Carter had recalled the trip over to the house from the precinct how he had rehearsed what he was going to say and how he was going to say it. Everything had led to this moment; hell, Carter had even broken into his savings and gotten a new suit, especially for the occasion. Sucking in a huge breath, Carter slammed his fist against the door.

      “Mr Armstrong, this is NYPD, open up and come out with your hands up,” Carter yelled, possibly louder than necessary. It had been more show than anything, adding drama for the press.

      Doyle just stood at the side of the door. They didn't know what was waiting for them. Part of him hoped Armstrong had a 12-gauge in there and he would shoot through the door and blow this schmuck away. Doyle smiled to himself at the thought. Standing over Carter’s bloody corpse and grinning, “Well, you wanted to be on TV, asshole.”

      Doyle looked back at the crowd to see the press silent and open-mouthed, like an audience watching a trapeze act; maybe his daydream was too much to ask for, but it would make one hell of a story.

      There was no answer and Carter could feel his moment slipping away. Carter looked back slightly, catching his audience in the corner of his eye. He felt he had to do something. He raised his fist once more to hammer on the door. More drama for the press to feed on.

      Perhaps this would be better than if Armstrong had opened the door the first time. The more Carter thought about it, the more boring that would have been. Carter made a fist so tight his knuckles turned white. The door slowly opened. Doyle heard a thousand photographs been taken. Carter smiled inside; this was his moment. He rested a hand on the door, ready to shove it open and reveal to the world this evil man. The door opened, and a little girl in a pretty pink dress stepped out and stood in the doorway. Carter froze at the sight of the girl who was no more than ten years old.

      “My daddy said that he has to go away and that I have got to go and live with my aunty. Why, where is daddy going?” the girl asked, her eyes filled with tears.

      Carter said nothing. He couldn’t. The man had everything arranged in his head, and this had thrown him; he had lost his moment, and he was angry.

      Quickly, Doyle grabbed the little girl and picked her up before Carter trampled her into the hallway carpet. “Hi there, what’s your name?” Doyle asked softly as they walked towards a neighbour's house.

      “I am Megan Armstrong. Are you a policeman, too?” Megan sniffed and wiped her nose on her sleeve.

      Doyle nodded and smiled. From the corner of his eye, he saw a female officer and beckoned her over.

      “Yes, I am. My name is Jack Doyle, and I’m very pleased to meet you, Megan.”

      The little girl smiled, her blue eyes were large and inquisitive.

      As the officer approached, Doyle put the brown pony-tailed girl down and knelt in front of her.

      “This is Officer Morgan. She is going to take you to the neighbour's house, and you can wait for your aunty there, OK?” Doyle’s voice was soft and friendly. He knew this poor kid didn’t understand what was going on. What he did know was she didn’t deserve to see her dad being paraded away like some freak for this media circus.

      Megan looked up at the blonde-haired officer, who was tall and had a nice smile.

      “Hi Megan, you can call me Claire.”

      The child took Officer Morgan’s firm hand, and Doyle watched them walk slowly towards the old woman who stood waiting. He smiled at the sight, knowing that she wouldn’t understand why these men were taking her daddy away, but Doyle also didn’t want her to remember her father being manhandled into a police car.

      An explosive sound of voices made Detective Jack Doyle look back at The Armstrong’s house. There was the victorious looking Carter and a scared looking Brian Armstrong next to him.

      Brian Armstrong was your average looking forty-year-old man next door. He wore a grey cotton sweatsuit and a black T-shirt from when he had been jogging earlier. Armstrong’s short brown hair was uncombed and full of sweat. Carter couldn’t have hoped for a better picture of the man if he had dressed him himself.

      As the cameras flashed, Armstrong paid no notice; all he could think of was his daughter. He didn’t care what the world thought. Armstrong searched frantically for her, hoping that she could not see him in the crowds, but never found her. He smiled to himself, happy that she hadn’t witnessed his arrest.

      Carter held their position long enough for the press to get their money’s worth, then dragged Armstrong towards the car. Carter moved him slowly, with a deliberate pace, and as they neared, Doyle opened the back door of the Ford so Armstrong could get in, but Armstrong was still looking around for his little girl.

      Doyle stopped him at the car. “Don’t worry. I sent her to the neighbours’ house. They will look after her until your sister gets here,” he explained.

      Armstrong smiled and nodded once in appreciation, and ducked down, feeling Carter’s hand on the back of his neck, shoving him in.

      Carter slid onto the seat with Armstrong next to him, but Armstrong’s look had changed now he knew his daughter was safe.

      “Wait until the uniforms are back at their vehicles before we take off,” Carter said smugly.

      Doyle glanced into his rear-view mirror to see Carter adjusting his tie and combing his fingers through his hair. Then his eyes caught the bright taillights of the squad car in front and smiled.

      “Sorry, the photoshoot is over asshole,” Doyle said to himself as he put the car into drive and made the car speed off.

      Armstrong closed his eyes. He knew that this would be the last time he would see his house, the last time he would see his daughter. He closed his eyes tight, as if to burn the images into his mind, something to cling on to … something to hope for.
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      Brian Armstrong opened his eyes to the sound of approaching work boots on the steel-grated floor. They sounded like a hammer on an anvil. His cell was dark, less for the light from the small window and the glow from the small television set that sat on a makeshift shelf in the corner.

      Armstrong lived alone; all he had for company was his books that he had collected over the fifteen long years, as well as the respect of the other inmates who had named him Teacher.

      The sound of the night made him think back to that first evening in Rikers. He’d arrived straight from the courthouse; it was late in the day and night shift was just about to start their handover/takeover.

      Armstrong had been slapped in a cell with a small cockroach of a man named Gomez – some petty two-time loser who liked to rape old women, which pretty much put him on everyone’s shit list from the word go.

      Armstrong got up on the top bunk but made sure he was facing the door, and his back was to the wall with the window; he wanted to see if anyone was coming for them during those dark nights.

      He had closed his eyes only for a moment before the cell door opened and there stood three large black guys with armless shirts that showed off tattoos and too many hours in the gym. Their shaven heads glinted from the light of the moon that shone through the window. They were not particularly tall men; in fact, Armstrong would dwarf them at six-one, but they had a muscular advantage. The centreman was larger than the others. This was obviously the Alfa of the group. An angry-looking man with a scar that ran down the left side of his face, he wore a red bandana around his neck as though it were some symbol of authority.

      “Now then, what have we got here, boys? Fresh ass, I do believe,” the man said. his voice gravely but quiet, as though he’d had surgery on his larynx.

      The others laughed, but Armstrong didn’t. He just stayed on his bunk until he was called. Below him, the rapist scurried across the room to the corner, next to the stainless-steel toilet, and curled up like a frightened kitten.

      “Don’t worry cockroach, we will get to you, but first we have to introduce ourselves to our new guest,” said the other, a bulky man with a goatee and a tattoo of a lion on his thick right shoulder. He was the muscle, the guy they sent in first because his mass could take it.

      The insect in the corner giggled with excitement. Armstrong got off his bunk and stood with his back near the wall.

      “I don’t want any trouble.” Armstrong raised his hands with the palms upwards in a stop gesture, but the three men just laughed.

      “It’s okay, fish. You do what we tell you, and there won’t be any problems. Now get your ass down and get on your fuckin’ knees, bitch,” laughed the leader.

      Brian Armstrong shook his head and moved his right leg backwards slightly. “Sorry, that’s not going to happen,” he said.

      The man to the boss' left sucked his gold teeth and walked forward quickly. He went to grab him, but before he knew it, the goon was thrown to the ground, and Armstrong held the man in an armlock while his foot rested on the back of the man’s neck.

      “OK, back off, or this guy has to find someone else the cut his food,” he growled.

      The second goon rushed forwards to try and catch Armstrong off balance and save his friend.

      Through the steel, corridors screams of pain echoed along the many floors of the blockhouse, but the guards didn’t care if these men took one another apart; they were there to stop riots, and if the inmates wanted to take out each other, that was fine by them. Fewer scumbags to look after in their eyes.

      Hell, they were doing society and the taxpayers a favour. The sound of metal springs screeching was the only noise to break the silence as Armstrong got back on to his bunk. The cockroach had left, scurried away to find another hole to hide in.

      “You must be the schoolteacher?” came a voice from the cell entrance.

      He looked over at the doorway to see a huge form blocking it, but his face was obscured by shadows.

      “It seems you are good at teaching, so maybe you could spread some education in here?” asked the shadowy figure.

      Armstrong sat up as some other men entered and dragged away the unconscious three. “What did you have in mind?” he asked curiously.

      “Maths, English, those sorts of things. This place has lost its purpose. I was hoping you could restore that,” said the mysterious man.

      He nodded. “Sure, a man’s gotta have a purpose, right?” he asked with a shrug.

      “Welcome Teacher, and I wouldn’t be worried about any more visits; you have definitely demonstrated that lesson.” The man’s booming belly-deep laughter echoed through the block as the doors clanged shut.
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      Armstrong opened his eyes suddenly and looked over to the small television set that sat in the corner and sighed deeply. The images of the past were now a distant memory, but one he would never forget. The television had a news report on the prison and, at first, his sleepy eyes couldn’t make out too much, so he rubbed them a couple of times to let the eyes natural lubrication get to work before opening them again.

      The news report was about inmate Brian Armstrong going to the review board at county court along with nine other men, but it was his face that was making the news as it had done all those years ago. The press had labelled him then, and they were doing it now. To them, he would always be guilty; to them, he had stabbed his wife in that alleyway and left her to die slowly.
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      The journey from the prison to the city would take a good hour. Outside, the rain came down in thick sheets, making driving almost impossible. Bursts of light illuminated the sky as the storm clouds above crackled and flashed with the build-up of electricity. The streets outside the long white armoured prison bus were filled with inch-high water that reflected the lights of the stores and the headlights of the passing vehicles that waded through the ocean on the road, water spewing from the wheel arches as they flew past each other.

      Armstrong looked out across the half-empty streets. He guessed that people were smart enough not to leave the comfort and safety of where they were. Closing his eyes, he felt the coldness of the window on his face and the rain as it pounded on the thick grating on the windows as it came down sideways against the bus. He watched the world as it blurred past through water-streaked windows; this was not a world he had known or knew. It was merely one he had passed through several times. He had no idea why, protocol he guessed, the whole human rights crap. Armstrong knew he was going to never get out, not while the press and joe public had a hard-on for him. Who knew, maybe one day when people had forgotten, or the President was making an ass of himself so much that Brian Armstrong didn’t matter?

      His world had gone, ripped away from him in conspiracy and lies fifteen years before. Now, he had re-invented himself and established himself as a big part of the prison. The large man who had visited him in his cell on his first night had said something to him once.

      “You can let this place consume you, or you can become so important that you are hard to be swallowed up by it.”

      At that moment he didn’t understand, but as time went on and he saw the beatings and the stabbings he came to understand. Be someone they respected, not out of fear, no, that was someone else’s domain. Become something so different they couldn’t do without you; become an influence of a different kind … a teacher.

      Armstrong was suddenly roused from his daydream by an argument between the head guard and the driver. He couldn't make it out as they held their tone down, as if not to alarm the prisoners, but he paid no heed and just went back to listening to the music of the raindrops on the metal.

      “OK, ten minutes, people,” yelled the guard who stood next to the driver.

      Armstrong opened his eyes and smiled. Even if the board never granted him early release, he had still gotten outside for a little while.

      He looked casually around the bus, at the other inmates and three guards along for the ride. His gaze evolved into an interesting glare as he took note at the way everyone was settled, almost confused at the seating arrangements. The old soldier in him kicked in. He hadn't noticed it before; he hadn't really had time as they were carted on to the bus like cattle for the slaughterhouse.

      He found it curious the way they were settled into two groups and his group was at the back of the bus, seated against the right-hand wall while the others were against the left-hand side near the front. He shook it off as his soldier paranoia kicking in and went back to looking out the window.

      The rain had gotten heavier, making it almost impossible to see out of the glass, which was beginning to mist up. The glass, although strengthened, was still breakable; however, the steel caging on the outside of the windows prevented any escape. In addition, all of the men were clamped down by a securing grip that held the leg cuffs in place on the floor.

      He stared out of the window as best he could, noting shapes of buildings blurring past; he realised, in horror, that the bus was moving faster. He turned towards the long gantry to see if there was a problem and everything seemed to slow as the bus skidded out of control when they turned a sharp bend. Those at the rear were thrown to the ground while the men at the front were pinned to the windows with the sudden velocity of the skid.

      Armstrong heard screams and then what seemed to be a loud explosion behind them. Glass fragments fell like small diamonds from shattered windows, covering the men as they sought shelter on the floor. Then there was another massive shudder, and their bodies were thrown upwards as the bus was hurled to its side. Prisoners on the left side of the bus screamed in pain and fear as they hung upside down from their leg restraints. He looked up at the men as they struggled to grab hold of something to support themselves. Fountains of water sprayed inside from the broken windows, filling the interior with rainwater as the bus skidded across the deep water-covered road.

      The sound of screaming and metal against concrete was deafening. Brian Armstrong covered his ears as best he could and closed his eyes. He knew it would only be a matter of time until it stopped, and the only question was how. He didn't have long to wait for the answer as he felt himself smash against the seats. Another loud explosion burst forth, and the bus came to a halt.

      Half dazed, Armstrong sensed himself been carried, then felt the sensation of wet and cold against his skin; he was outside. He looked up through narrowed eyes and saw the two large black men that he had shared the back row with. Suddenly, his body felt heavy, as if he were losing consciousness. Then, he felt himself grow light, as though he was leaving his body. Slowly, he closed his eyes and fell into the darkness.
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      It was three in the morning when the storm came. Bright purple forks of lightning lit up the night sky. The thunder sounded more like a massive explosion than the low rumble of the storm the other week. An impressive sight to behold for sure – if you were sitting in the safety of your home or office.

      Detective John Steel stood on the roof of his apartment block. There was no rain, to begin with, just the impressive light show that Mother Nature had put on. Steel remembered a lightning storm he had seen in the Gulf conflict of 2003. That had also been an impressive sight. He had to admit there was a lethal fascination with thunderstorms. A beauty that undoubtedly could kill, but you couldn’t help but watch, like the Sirens of Greek mythology; their calmness drew you in before they killed you.

      Steel’s nightmares had kept him up. The recurring memory the night his family had been killed, the day he had died and had been reborn. The wind began to pick up, but he felt little of the bitter wind as his tailored black suit protected his athletic, muscular body. A wool and leather trench coat enclosed the suit, but he preferred to leave it unbuttoned. The tail of the coat flapped in the wind like a mythical beast’s wings. There was another burst of lightning, followed by a bang; the strike had hit something. Steel looked around at the city. New York at night during a storm. He felt a chill of excitement run down his spine.

      The bright flash of the forked lightning reflected in his sunglasses as he watched in awe. The glasses were a necessity due to their special function. More than a glamourous accessory, they were a tactical accessory. Their main function, however, was to cover Steel’s eyes. Since the shooting at his family’s estate that claimed his entire family, he had been cursed not only with six bullet scars, but soulless emerald-green eyes. A result of his saviour’s medication, or something else, nobody could say, but these eyes had come in useful for getting people to talk or get him out of situations. Besides, he liked the glasses; they gave him an even more mysterious look.

      John Steel, son of a British Earl, ex-soldier, and now a cop working with the NYPD. Sure, it was more a temporary posting from his usual duties in Britain, but he was having fun. His father’s assassination had brought with it several things Steel didn’t really want the title of Lord, the CEO of the family’s company. He was never any of those things that had been his father, his grandfather, no, not him. He’d been a soldier, and now he was something else.

      Steel smiled as he looked out over the view. A buzz from the cell phone in his pocket disturbed his moment. He took out the smartphone and checked the message: the usual place, half-hour. Steel replied with a thumbs-up emoji and closed the phone. His smile faded. The message had been from an old friend, someone he’d not heard of for many years. Steel looked back over at the landscape. There was another flash of lightning, and this time it hit something in Central Park that was in front of his building. Steel smiled as he swore; he had felt the electricity from the strike. He thought back to the message, and whatever his old friend wanted, it couldn’t be good or end well. He smiled at the challenge.

      “I have, indeed, no abhorrence of danger, except in its absolute effect - in terror,” Steel said as he headed back inside his building. He had things to do, people to see.

      

      Detective Samantha McCall peered curiously past the shower curtain and listened hard to the faint sound of her cell phone as it rang through the open door of the bathroom. She hadn’t gotten much sleep the night before because of a case she had wrapped up. The paperwork had taken her until two in the morning to finish. The case had been a store robbery, where the perp had shot the store owner over two-hundred bucks and a Snickers bar. McCall had always been surprised at people’s lack of empathy when it came to human life. Mr Jackson’s life was worth more than two-hundred dollars to his family, and the punk who had shot him – some sixteen-year-old teeth-sucking idiot – was about to learn how much the cost was going to be.

      The new district attorney was hanging the kid out to dry, an example for the next wannabe gangster. Even though the kid was sixteen, he was going to be tried as an adult and be given an adult’s sentence. In the DA’s eyes, the kid was old enough to know what he was doing when he went into the store with a gun; he was old enough to know what he was doing when he laughed as he pulled the trigger five times, emptying the revolver’s cylinders into Mr Jackson. There was nobody with him, so the defence couldn’t argue coercion. The kid even laughed and joked in interrogation, saying how he was a minor so he would be out soon. How wrong could the kid be? The case was due in a week, and there was enough evidence to bury the kid four times over, a slam dunk. The DA was happy he was getting his time with the press at the expense of the kid and the victim’s family.

      “You have got to be kiddin’ me!” She moaned at the inconvenient timing. Getting quickly out of the shower, she rushed naked through the apartment to the sitting room, leaving small puddles on the dull wooden floor as she went. McCall held a towel, which she was quickly attempted to wrap around her athletic form as she rushed for the cell phone.

      “What’s up Tooms?” McCall asked in an irritated voice after looking at the caller ID. It was Detective Joshua Tooms, who was another detective at the 11th Precinct’s Homicide Division.

      “Mornin’. Sam, the captain, wants all hands in on this one. There was an accident with a bus from Rikers. I’ll fill you in when you get here,” said Tooms. His voice was deep and had a natural growl to it. McCall often joked the man had been a brown bear in a previous life; he’d kept the voice but lost the fir.

      McCall looked over at the clock that hung over a 32-inch flat-screen television and saw it was almost six in the evening. She grunted as her plans for a quiet evening at home were shattered.

      “Okay, where are you?” McCall asked and picked up a pen that sat next to a large jotter pad and got ready to write. He gave the address as being downtown near the courthouse.

      “Give me fifteen minutes. I’ll meet you there,” McCall replied. Placing down the cell, she blew out lungs full of disappointed air.

      The address was at the junction of Kenmare Street and Lafayette Street. It was a large built-up area with a bend onto Lafayette. McCall had to park near Petrosino Square – which was a spacious concrete park where people could just relax from their day-to-day. Police tape and barriers closed off the road, meaning traffic had to be diverted to Broadway. The two lanes where full of debris.

      “Holy shit,” Detective Samantha McCall said to herself as she stopped for a moment, taking in the scene from a distance as she stood at the junction, McCall’s head moved slowly, thinking she had walked onto the set of a disaster movie. The rain had stopped, but the lakes on the road and sidewalks remained. Droplets of water fell from overhangs and store-signs, causing ripples in the motionless water.

      McCall took out her small digital camera and began to take photographs of the scene, starting at the junction. Satisfied she had enough, McCall moved slowly towards the police tape where a tall uniformed officer stood ready to shun off the press or the over-interested public.

      “Hey Tom, how’s things?”

      The large uniformed officer smiled as he lifted the tape for her to pass under. “Hey, McCall. Things ain't too bad, and at least it’s stopped raining,” the big cop replied, looking up at the dissipating clouds.

      She smiled back at him as she straightened and headed for a group of men who stood around a police vehicle, an unmarked black Dodge Charger.

      The three men were Captain Alan Brant, Detective Joshua Tooms and Edgar Marks – who was the CSU tech in charge of this scene. McCall wouldn’t move up straight away but would stop and look at the surroundings, taking in notes of what she considered important. The police bus lay on its side, a large slash embedded in the rear of the bus that went from left to right while the back door lay on the ground a couple of feet from the bus. Detective Tooms nodded to the others as McCall walked up towards the men, and Captain Brant and Marks turned to greet her.

      “Captain,” McCall said, her eyes meeting Brant’s to try and find his mood. She could always judge his mood by his eyes; if they were crazy, then she would avoid conversation or seeing him altogether.

      “McCall.” Brant nodded a greeting as he pulled up the collar on the heavy wool trench coat that covered his blue suit. He was a large built black man in his mid-fifties and had the build of a quarterback and the temperament of a pit bull.

      McCall looked around at the carnage that lay before them. “So, apart from the obvious, what happened?” She turned back to face them.

      “As far as we can tell, the transport was taking ten prisoners to the Supreme Court for their meeting with the review board, it lost control, and skidded into that delivery truck.” Edgar Marks pointed out the route the bus must have taken with an outstretched index finger. Marks was tall, about six feet but with a slim build that made him look taller. The man was in his mid-fifties but didn’t look it. He had white hair which complimented his youthful face. Marks adjusted his gold-rimmed glasses.

      “After it found itself on its side and heading towards that building, three of them got early release via the door,” Detective Joshua Tooms added as he pointed out the damaged backdoor. He pulled his coat tightly around his huge, quarterback build.

      McCall looked over towards the bus, and long skid marks torn into the tarmac showed the distance it had travelled before the building stopped it. Pieces of white metal lay strewn across the ground, and the reminisce of the loading ramp lay next to the backdoor of the bus; the large metal ramp looked as though some wild beast had chewed it up and spat it out.

      “How many survived?” she asked, shocked that anyone had come out of that mess alive.

      “Three got away, and four were injured, five of them didn’t make it along with the driver and another guard,” Tooms reported, then flicked his notebook closed.

      McCall looked back at Tooms with a puzzled look. “I thought they were all locked down by the floor lock?” she asked.

      Tooms gave her an awkward look. “Apparently, the device unlocked due to the impact,” he replied, shifting his weight as he spoke. The massive detective was feeling the effects of standing outside in the cold and wet for over an hour.

      McCall shook her head and laughed at the absurdity of it. “Unbelievable. So, do we know who got away, sir?” she asked.

      Tooms flicked open his notebook and read the list of names. “Darius Smith. This guy is a real peach, been in and out of prison most of his life, burglary, attempted murder, murder, carjacking. The list goes on." He looked down at his notepad at the others listed. “Then we have Tyrell Williams. Now, this guy has a good résumé with armed robbery, attempted murder, and murder. He shot a guard, a clerk and two cops,” Tooms continued with a frown.

      McCall stopped looking at the bus and turned slowly towards the men. “You said there were three. Who’s the third guy?” she asked, then saw the look on the Captain’s face, and froze. “What … what’s wrong, sir?”

      “Armstrong, Brian Armstrong. The schoolteacher sent away for killing his wife,” Brant answered.

      The men could see the anger in her face.

      “McCall, it’s our job to take care of the dead; we are investigating the crash, not the breakout,” Brant stated.

      McCall could feel herself become dizzy with rage. There were two violent men and a killer-schoolteacher on the run. Two of them would be up to their old tricks and probably disappear into the crowd, but McCall knew that it wouldn’t be long before they would be making more bodies for homicide to sort out.

      Armstrong they would no doubt pick up, wandering the streets, looking lost and scared. She had seen it before: a onetime criminal finds an opening and goes for it, with no plan apart from getting out. Next thing you knew, they were trying to hold up a 7-Eleven or a gas station for quick cash. All they had to do was wait for either their capture or the bodies to start coming in; she didn’t want to chase these men. That was for the feds. But she did want to know how the men got free in the first place.
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      Andy Carlson sat alone in his small two-room apartment. He had a can of cheap beer in one hand and a large bowl of chips resting on the armchair armrest. He had lived alone since his old lady kicked him to the curb nine years ago, but he liked the quiet new life. The apartment had a seventies thing going with the outdated wallpaper and imitation furniture. Carlson was once a respected member of the community and a gym teacher at the local school, but now he was nearly two-hundred pounds of disappointment and shame.

      An old cop movie with Steve McQueen was showing on a big, ancient television set. Carlson just sat there and watched while he downed half the can of beer robotically. He hadn’t chosen the program; it had come on after the last program. He wasn’t even watching it. it was noise. He hated quiet because it reminded him he was alone in the world. With a large hand of bloated fingers, he reached into the bowl, pulled out a mass of chips, and shoved them into his large maw just as a news flash came on.

      It was about some escaped prisoners and the accident. Carlson watched with a little interest as it was something different than the normal game shows and old movies. He took another handful of chips, shoved them into his thin-lipped mouth, and began to crush them rather than chew. The screen changed as a reporter named the escaped men and showed recent photographs of them, so the public was aware who to be on the lookout for.

      Carlson stopped chewing and sat with his eyes wide in fear. His mouth fell open in a state of shock, and half-eaten chips fell onto his stained grey sweat-suit trousers. As fear set in, he crushed the flimsy beer can, sending the rest of the liquid flowing over his left hand.

      The news flash finished, and the movie came back on. Half-dazed by the news, he heaved himself up and looked around for a second, oblivious as to what to do next. His eyes shot towards the front door. As quickly as his large bulk would carry him, he headed for the door to check the locks was on, and the chain was safe across the door.

      Andy Carlson breathed a sigh of relief and headed back slowly towards the kitchen, shaking his beer-soaked hand to flick off the traces of spilt liquid. He was still shaking with the shock of the news as he opened the refrigerator door and reached for a fresh beer. He took a knife that sat in a sink full of dirty plates and bowls and used it to pop the ring pull on his cold beer because his fingers were too thick to get under the tab. With a quick sound of escaping gasses and a small spray of foam, he brought the can to his lips and drank half before heading back to the sitting room.

      Carlson smiled comfortably; he was safe, and he had everything he needed. As he went to retake his seat, he stopped, and the grin he wore turned sour as he noticed the bowl of chips that lay across the floor. He shrugged and, with a groan of effort, got down on his knees and started to retrieve his snack. There was a noise behind him, a snipping sound as if metal was been cut – and then there was a sudden breeze. Turning, Carlson looked into the dark corner, past the kitchen, to where the front door was. His face became red with panic, his heart beating hard in his chest. Andy started to hyperventilate; his body began to shake. With strained eyes, he waited to see who was coming for him. His blue eyes looked up, full of sorrow, and tears began to form, clouding his view.

      “You … I knew you would come.” He went to scream, but the bite of a Taser rendered him unconscious. The room fell silent as the dark figure got to work on the victim.
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      McCall stood by the hotdog vendor located just down the street from the precinct. The evening sun was fading, and most of the rainwater had disappeared, leaving dark grey patches on the sidewalks. Some of the streets still had pools of water, but the oceans of rainwater had gone. She’d waited in line for only a few minutes, but it was time enough for her to check on missed text messages. McCall looked up as the woman in front finished drenching onions with ketchup and mustard. The small Indian man behind the stall greeted her with a smile that could cheer a cloudy day.

      “Sam, it has been too long. What, you have found another stand?” he joked as she put her cell into her jacket pocket.

      “You know I would never do that Sid – you’re the closest,” McCall laughed.

      He gave her a hurt look before handing over her usual order: a loaded hot dog.

      “Healthy snack, McCall. Hate to see what you do for dinner.”

      McCall almost jumped out of her skin as a sudden, soft-spoken voice with a British accent came from behind. She spun to see a tall black-haired man with a pair of face-hugging sunglasses. He was close enough to be her shadow, but not too close to make her notice he was there.

      Sid smiled as the man passed him a ten-dollar note and waved off the change.

      “Damn it, Steel, you could have given me a heart attack,” McCall growled.

      Detective John Steel looked at her in amazement while she plastered the hotdog with ketchup.

      “Wow, and you’re worried about me giving you a heart attack!” Steel smiled.

      McCall looked at him, scornfully and walked off.

      Steel smiled at Sid, and the two men shrugged. He turned up the collar of his long wool-and-leather trench coat as he followed. The leather on the arms and shoulders glistened like the skin of a bat's wing, and the length of the coat flapped behind him like a mythical bird in flight as it caught the wind, revealing his black suit and tall frame.

      “Where you been? We missed you at the scene,” she lied.

      Steel looked down at her and smiled as he saw through the hidden, bitter words. “I had a case a friend asked me to look into; sorry I should have said.”

      McCall didn’t respond and just kept walking towards the precinct building. “So, you done with the case?” Her words bit the air, and he smiled to himself at her question, her voice trying not to sound interested.

      “I hit a … dead end, for now.”

      She stopped suddenly and turned to him; her mind was conjuring all sorts of images of what he meant. As she faced him, she saw the smirk and slapped him on the shoulder as he carried on past her towards the station house. She finished the hotdog, still wearing an un-amused look on her face and tossed the paper ball into the trash can and followed him in.

      They walked through the bustle of the 11th Precinct’s lobby and headed for the lifts. McCall pressed the button for the third floor. As the doors closed, McCall gave a quick smile. They got out on the third floor, which was the Homicide Division of the 11th Precinct. She headed for the break room; she needed coffee and lots of it. Inside the room, she brought Steel up to speed on the case as he handed her a cup of coffee he had just poured from the glass jugs from the machine.

      Steel had explained how he had heard of the crash from the precinct, but he had been tied up with the other case at the time.

      “So, all we have is some dead bodies, three in the hospital and three on the loose,” Steel said before blowing on his steaming coffee. He peered through the gaps in the latte-coloured blinds of the room, over at the murder board by McCall’s desk. “CSU have any theories about what happened?”

      McCall shook her head, making her brown hair flow past her shoulders. They both knew that that report would take time – time they didn’t have. “CSU is backed up at the minute, so could take a day, maybe two,” she explained as she headed back to her desk.

      Steel followed her, then found a perch on the end of her desk.

      McCall held the coffee mug with both hands, her long fingers wrapped around the sides as if she thought the precious drink would disappear.

      Steel rested his cup on one of the coasters she insisted he used. McCall’s desk was immaculately laid out; everything had a place and purpose. He could see something was bothering her; hell, a blind man could see that. There was something that didn’t sit right, and he knew enough to know that she would stare at that board until it became clear. McCall wasn’t just a detective, and she was a hunter; McCall was tenacious, and that’s what Steel liked about her.

      “So, how did the three guys getaway? I thought that they were locked down to the floor during transit?” Steel asked.

      McCall turned and shot him a look, and then he realized he had asked the very question she was pondering.

      “Apparently, the lock disengaged when the bus hit the wall. I don’t know, a malfunction or something.”

      He heard her words, and he could tell she didn’t believe it either. “Or something,” Steel repeated.

      McCall knew what he meant, and although the thought that they had been released on purpose was alarming, she had to keep an open mind. That was until CSU could confirm the facts. Steel’s sunglass-clad eyes scanned the photographs of the crash, where everything was, and the conditions of the street. Neither of them spoke; they just stared at the puzzle before them.

      “How did the three men survive it anyway? I mean, seven of them were killed instantly, and in a crash like that, I am not surprised,” Steel stated.

      McCall stared back at him. “What’s your point … that the thing is armour-plated?” she asked, not seeing what he was getting at.

      Steel looked at the photograph that was taken from one of the building’s rooftops and checked every detail on the ten-by-eight.

      “Fact is, I’m surprised that more didn’t survive,” McCall said.

      “Do we know where everyone sat on the bus?” Steel asked.

      McCall sat back in her chair and took a sip from the coffee. She just stared at him, watching as adrenaline made him as hyper as a kid on a sugar rush. “Not yet, Tony and Tooms are off to the prison in the morning to see if they get any information and, hopefully, they can also explain why the floor lock broke,” she explained.

      Steel finished his coffee and looked at his watch. It was now seven o’clock, and he had plans.

      “Well we can’t do anything until tomorrow so I will say good night,” Steel said standing up.

      McCall eyed him curiously; she could tell something was bothering him and that normally meant trouble. “See you tomorrow then. Oh, Steel stay out of trouble … we have enough bodies.” She gave him a warning look.

      He smiled and gave a quick salute before turning and heading for the elevator. He had that stone look on his face that held a cold, companionless feel. She pitied the person he was off to see.
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