
        
            
                
            
        

    
	

	 

	Terminal Nightmares

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	By

	Adam Baehr


Author’s Note

	I first want to take the time to thank my intended audience; along with any newcomers to the genre of horror with a surrounding Government Conspiracy. I’m eternally grateful for the support and future feedback, albeit good or bad in the form of reviews. I firmly believe constructive criticism is a cornerstone to achieving greatness in any field. I gained inspiration to write this book by taking knowledge of what I love being horror in tandem with everything to do with mind-altering substances and the effects it has on our brains; though not advocating by any means to indulge in any illicit behavior. 

	The story is viewed through many different perspectives; attempting to juggle it as a debut author was an obstacle. I love a good challenge, and this task certainly threw one at me. If you had asked me two years ago if I saw myself writing a book longer than six pages, I would have laughed. Boredom brings out either the best or worst in us; in my case, it brought out a side of my creative talent that was trapped in a perpetual cycle of limbo. Finishing my debut book made me realize a handful of useful nuggets of wisdom about not only myself but what others may take away from my painstaking time and dedication spent writing Terminal Nightmares. The first being nothing in life is easy; anything worth doing is going to have insurmountable challenges that test your every fiber. The goal is to understand and compensate for the challenge ahead in a way that is healthy.

	The amount of times I lost my mind writing this book is too many to count on ten individuals hands. I will confess I wouldn’t have it any other way. The second piece of advice is to never give up. A video that helped me immensely can be viewed on most social media sites. The speaker is Les Brown, and the title is, “Be Hungry.” Inspiration for days in my humble opinion; especially on days I wanted to give up and throw in the towel. The words he spoke about being hungry are pivotal in our daily lives to supersede our parent’s wildest dreams for us.

	The difference between success and failure can honestly be attributed to a deep hunger and drive to want to succeed and strive towards your dreams and goals even as life pounds you into the ground. The third nugget I learned during the past year of writing is don’t be afraid to ask for help and lean on friends, family, and total strangers. The fact of the matter is that nobody can make it alone; anybody who swears they received no help in life is a blatant liar and a fraud. Remain humble and always seek to gain more understanding daily. My final nugget of wisdom of which all the chunks I have laid before you. I’m sure you have heard a thousand times is this; never under any circumstance believe that you have nothing left to learn. The moment you think this is the moment you have officially failed at life. My one regret is that I will not live long enough to experience everything life has to offer, which is why I read in the first place.

	Thank you all again for your continued support in the future for the yet unreleased books to come and stay tuned on my Facebook page for all up-to-date info on future books at “Baehr’s Books.” Stay blessed. I pray that the majority of you enjoy the fruits of my labor with my debut book; understanding that I can’t appease everyone was critical for me to have come this far. Beware; this is a mature book with adult themes! My only hope is that you can overlook the grotesque scenes and vile language depicted in this book. Enjoying it for what it’s meant to be and following this series in the years to come. The themes and subject matter that I integrated into this book are more prevalent than ever, and while it may seem unnecessary to use some of the vocabulary, I assure you that every word I meticulously placed for a reason. 

	 


Dedication

	I’m dedicating this book to my mom Patricia Baehr. I know this isn’t the path you envisioned for me years ago. I’m doing the best I can with the time given mom. I know there are a lot of mature themes in this book, but each one needs to be addressed and if God gave me the gift to write over preach; than I have to work with the gifts I was granted. I long for the day to see you again in Heaven. You will always be my number one inspiration to stay strong in the face of overwhelming odds. Thank you for everything, and I love you forever and ever. 
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1

	TITANPOINTE. Five-hundred and fifty feet of solid concrete and granite that soars above lower Manhattan like an Eagle; it’s also a known NSA hub for the entire East Coast. Located on 33 Thomas Street and being uglier than The Hunchback of Notre Dame. Designed to withstand a nuclear blast in the event of a significant terrorist attack, which thankfully hasn’t occurred on American soil in the last nine years since 9/11. The natives of New York know all about it. The only ones who habitually deny it is the Government. 

	Entering the elevator like any other day that implements biometric screening features along with a secondary authorization from the guard station underground. Special Agent Maxwell hits the call button and awaits further instruction. “Good mornin, Agent Maxwell.” Everyone just says Agent at the facility; making it more time efficient. “Place your thumb on the scanner.” Doing so upon request, it checks out after a second. “Thank you.” The intercom shuts off as the elevator descends into the abyss. A steel square of indestructible metal. Titanpointe is suggested to have three sub-basements, but there is a fourth under the direct supervision of the NSA. 

	The steady flow of the fluorescent bulbs beaming down feels like a neutron star to Agent Maxwell who is deep in thought. Leaning against the metal wall with hands in pockets, thinking about this coming weekend; avoiding thinking that today; June 5th is his 30th birthday. “Welp, it’s graduation day, along with my supposed surprise party later with a few guests; I’m sure to see Emma and Daniel,” speaking internally to not appear crazy. The cameras are monitored 24/7. Maxwell is flying out with Mason tomorrow to see Game 2 of the NBA Finals between the Lakers and Orlando. Mason likes Kobe Bryant; even sporting a few jerseys. The whole weekend is planned and ready to commence. Daniel is going to look after Amber while they have playdates with her closest friends. 

	A vibrating sensation pulls him back to reality. Pulling his phone out to see a text along with the background picture on his phone. The image was of him and his two babies on their first roller-coaster last year. The picture always makes him smile, thinking of all the more smiles to multiply as they grow older and experience life to the fullest. “Where you at old man?” Surprised that the text came through since halfway down there is little to no service outside of Government issued hardware. Thinking of a witty response to send back to Daniel; his service bars drop to zero, having to wait to reply in person. 

	Upon exiting the elevator, something instantly feels off-kilter to Maxwell. The atmosphere is an illusion of peace and harmony, but eight years on the force and five of those being undercover gave him strides of intuition over the masses. Unable to pinpoint the exact issue, he provides his badge to one of the guards at the front desk. Eric is what the guard's badge says, sporting a bodybuilder like physique with an NSA ballcap glued to his head, along with a pistol on his hip and the SMG leaning against the desk next to him, indicating he means business. Not caring if he was new or not Maxwell passes through the checkpoint. They’re always cycling agents and guards around constantly it seems, or, have been over the last year. 

	“Good Morning, Landon.’’ “Sorry, I mean Agent Maxwell.” “How are you doing today?” Agent Maxwell slightly turns his head upon entering the basement level after security verified the credentials to spot Emma sitting idly in front of her desk, playing with a Rubik’s Cube. “I’m doing alright Emma.” Scratching his right ear, which was a known tactic subconsciously to let himself and others who knew him see that he was unsure on how to reciprocate. The therapist he was seeing mentioned that he needed to work on opening up again after his girlfriend died giving birth to their twins eight years ago. Mason and Amber were his only reason for living now and have been over the past eight tumultuous years. Emma is working the cube like pizza dough and analyzing the potential pattern to complete it before speaking. 

	Maxwell always feels godawful for Emma, who was paralyzed in a car crash at eighteen from the waist down; super intelligent, yet humble at the fact. Never throwing the fact that she graduated summa cum laude with a Bachelor’s Degree in Computer Science. Always telling Landon not to feel bad. Approaching Emma’s desk now and stopping to try and break out of his shell. “Happy to hear.’’ “Today is graduation day and our first friendship anniversary.’’ “Are you excited?” The amount of energy Emma seems to pull out of thin air miraculously makes Maxwell jealous in a non-harmful way. Viewing Emma as a family member and noting he would do anything within reason to help her in any way possible. “I suppose,” Landon says in a hushed whisper; Emma noting he always speaks quietly and chooses his words sparingly. “It has been quite a ride that’s for sure.” Waving his hand as if it’s all in the past. “Plus, supporting the babies if I can even call them that anymore,” he says with an uproar of a laugh which Emma hasn’t heard in a long time. “Anyways, have you seen Daniel?” Maxwell glances towards the elevator as more personnel approach the security checkpoint. “He text me just a minute ago.”

	Peering into her emerald eyes which he knew were contacts illuminated the dark basement. The former brunette turned blonde with a heart of gold proudly proclaims, “I saw Agent Scott walk in fifteen minutes ago.” “Director Spells wanted to see him for something.” Laughing in tandem. “Typical of Daniel to one up me on Graduation Day by arriving before me,” Maxwell thinks to himself while finishing his can of coke that he purchased upon entering the building. No outside food or drinks was a strict rule, thankfully the cafeteria and vending machines were moderately priced. The temps were in the 90’s on this brutally hot-spring Friday. 

	Emma’s wheelchair was painted in a rainbow fashion to always denote hope at the other end. Since day one Maxwell was notified why Emma was working here, her father is Ethan Harper. Chief Oversight Officer in charge of assuring everything is above board. Director Spells may be god underground where the sun never shines, but above her is Emma’s dad. Being a stickler for the rules and refusing to break them. Agent Maxwell never seems to mind, having zero to hide, their friendship blossomed. “Nice dress, Emma.” Sporting a sleeve cut ruby red dress that accentuates all of her features that a twenty-two year old female would be endowed. 

	“Why thank you, Agent Maxwell.” An unwavering smile crossing her face. He was about the only person who treated her like an adult in this underground lair; always appreciating that fact. Most people treated Emma like a snitch and avoided her like the plague. Blushing slightly and turning her head so that Maxwell wouldn’t notice. Too late. Turning to face him again just in time to see him innocently wink at her; Maxwell wore a freshly pressed two-piece suit that was a tailored purple with an aqua blue tie. Always reminding Emma of a younger Clive Owen. “Knock, knock.” “Who’s there?” “Orange.” “Orange, who?” “Orange, you glad to see me?” Bursting out in an uncontrollable fit of laughter while co-workers and security alike peer at the unprofessional behavior. Emma and Maxwell don’t care. 

	“Clever but when are you one to tell jokes?” Asking with a smirk so to let Agent Maxwell know that is was utterly cute. “I’m not,” he mentions after catching his breath. “Mason told it to me this morning before attending school.” “Makes sense now.” “How are the kids doing, and when are they going to visit again?” “They’re doing great; growing up super-fast,” indicating with his hand how tall they both are now. Not sure; hopefully tonight because they keep saying how much they miss you and that silly Rubik’s Cube.” “Did you forget about the surprise party?” Mentioning it with air quotes and a smirk. “What surprise party?” Feigning having no idea of said party. Another hearty laugh, “I’ll be there, Agent Maxwell.” “Have you seen Doctor Fulton by chance; he owes me twenty bucks from the Lakers beating Orlando last night.” “You boys and your bets.” “He was with Director Spells.” “I’m sure you will find him next to her since they’re attached at the hip.” Maxwell begins to leave but not before grabbing Emma’s cube and rotating it again to mix it up. Tossing it back with a friendly smile. 

	“Happy Birthday Agent Maxwell,” a quirky smile attaches to Emma’s adorable face. Quickly turning around to signal for Emma to keep her voice down while simultaneously thanking her with a prayer hand gesture. Sauntering away towards the conference room where the ceremony was to take place for the initiation into the Agency, which was a subsection of the NSA but with far more leeway and a bigger budget. Walking briskly past identical cubicles and desks with people drooling over computer screens or speaking incoherently on the phone, some playing games on company time and others lounging about without a care in the world; either reading books or playing the PSP. “Big Government,” Maxwell thinks, shaking his head in shame. “If only people knew what the Government actually did for its citizens,” he feels with a stifled laugh. 

	Approaching the conference room ten minutes later; flattening his suit to appear crisp and fashionable. The checkered floor having made Maxwell’s head spin. Opening the doors to find the room empty. No tables nor chairs are set-up, and the place is pristine as always.  A quizzitive look looms over Maxwell's face unsure of what is going on right now. “They said to be here by 8am, and it was 7:55,” talking to nobody in particular; scratching his head perplexed. Nobody besides the custodian is within a hundred feet of him. Instantly his world turns to black. The last thing he notes is a needle piercing his neck with a substance that he is sure could knock out a rhino. The custodian catches him as Agent Maxwell's body goes slack. 

	Unaware of the exact amount of time he was under, trying to calculate it internally. The room is pitch black, and his pockets have been emptied of all contents, including his watch, phone, and pen knife. “Another goddamn test,” he says out loud with an exasperated sigh indicating that he grows tired of them. Pacing the

	room for what feels like an eternity but estimating it is an hour. Being trained and pushed to the limits of human endurance over the past year, this was nothing to Agent Maxwell. The lights all of the sudden burst on overhead as Maxwell shields his eyes temporarily. Six people enter the room expediently as Maxwell's eyes adjust. 

	Reeling back as his eyes start to focus again after being blinded by an Atom Bomb. Beginning to make out who has entered the room. Doctor Fulton, Agent Scott, two guards, Director Spells and Mason whom his dad called M&M. Bewilderment crowds the features of his face so to give away his thoughts. Training did jack shit when family is on the line. The guard points his pistol at Agent Maxwell who is fifteen feet against the other wall. “Son, everything is going to be just fine; I promise.” Unadulterated anger starts to boil in Agent Maxwell's blood. Uncompromising, in his newfound mission to protect his son. Director Spells steps forward a few feet with Mason in tow. “Now, why on Earth would you lie to your son Agent Maxwell?” 

	SS was her nickname, like the Waffen-SS during WW2 which were ruthless and unforgiving. Sofia Spells AKA SS. “I didn’t come from Mexico to deal with the same pathetic people as were down there crying about an opportunity,” speaking with an air of cockiness to rival Vegeta. “Granted, my parents got me a visa here at 14, so I could stand a chance at success, but nobody handed me anything.” A haughtiness surrounds SS as she speaks. “I labored tirelessly to have come this far in life; act like an adult and think logically and leave emotion outside; this is your final test,” saying it with a warped smile. “We didn’t spend roughly three million dollars training you so that you fall apart at the seams when trouble arises.”

	Gaining situational awareness again, spotting Daniel beaten to a pulp and struggling to stand while being supported by Doctor Fulton. “What the hell did you do to Daniel?” “You were always sentimental, and that is one of your most unattractive traits Landon; pay no attention to him, do note that I have four more armed personnel in the hallway in case you opt in making a move. Noting the camera is shut off, and sure there are at least half a dozen guards behind the interrogation glass makes him uneasy. The table and chairs had been removed to make more room. “Where’s Amber?” The words barely scratching an audible tone. “Amber is safe and sound in school Agent Maxwell,” SS relays to her subordinate. 

	Four white walls, a white floor, and ceiling all played towards the psychological factor of this test. “Daddy, what is happening,” M&M asks while beginning to cry. “Listen to me, and it will all be ok.” Struggling not to tear up at the situation he is in all the while the gun points unwavering in his direction makes Maxwell antsy. M&M sneezes; allergic to the evil personification that exudes from SS; an incorruptible creature of God is what M sees is his son. “We can go to that ice cream parlor you love after this ok M&M; you can get the biggest ice cream in the world,” a lone tear breaks apart and rolls down Maxwell's left cheek. “Really?” Asking with a huge smile that not even Krampus could kill. “Really, sport.’’ The silence builds rapidly when no one dares speak or move for the next twenty seconds. Massive sweat build-up with a mix of musk and lack of deodorant from the guards deteriorates the typical smell of the interrogation room rapidly.

	“I’m terribly sorry about the theatrics,” speaking just words as a formality and meaning none of it. “I just want you to know that I’m not one to be trifled with in any way, shape, or form.” Touting an imposing figure as she whips her silk black hair to the other side of her extravagant body. “I think he understands ma’am,” Daniel says in a monotone fashion. A wave of SS’s wrist brings the aforementioned guard next to Daniel to punch him in the face hard as a tooth falls to the floor along with a mouthful of blood. “COLOR.” Maxwell thinking of what Emma would say at this moment. Always trying to be positive. Naive to the darkness or just refusing to let it dampen her spirit. 

	“I have never hired an agent like Scott or yourself; don’t forget that of the ten thousand applications we reviewed you were one of the hundred selected Agent M,” a humorless expression smashing the air like an asteroid crashing through orbit. “One thing I failed to mention during the application process is that only one spot exists.” Eyes narrowing to peer into Agent Maxwell's soul; trying to determine what his mind is racing to comprehend. “Furthermore, Agent Maxwell if you had read all the fine print on the documents you signed; you signed over parental authority in times of national security thus usurping any prior family or friends on the emergency contacts; though of course, you have two; we have reviewed your file extensively.” “I know you all view me as some kind of monster; I’m a necessary evil to combat a world full of hatred.” The light flickers overhead casting monstrous shadows across the panels of the walls. “I just happen to have a blank check to do it and an open leash.” Never once breaking form to smile, laugh, or even breathe; it seemed otherworldly. 

	Emma meanwhile had just finished her daily reports on the other side of the underground facility. Oblivious to the demented game being ushered through this dungeon. “Bullshit!” “It’s true, Special Agent Maxwell.” Doctor Fulton speaks up in place of SS. Maxwell, and Doctor Fulton also nicknamed Hyde for his experiments was in his late 40’s, with a balding head, slight stomach, and a trimmed beard, housing a weighty set of glasses supported by the bridge of his nose and deep glacier blue eyes. The rapport that Maxwell assumed they had vanished that moment. 

	“The selection process was far too rigorous to leave anything to chance; this test ensures us of your future loyalty,” SS tells Maxwell utterly devoid of emotions. “Your children will also be sequestered until our STN trials are completed now that we’re in the final stages; you will be allowed unlimited access during anytime that you’re not working along with anyone you give permission to as well.” The demons attached to SS’s soul attempt to break free to swarm over to Agent Maxwell’s hate to feed off of a reservoir. “Obviously, for security reasons, there will be cameras posted along with armed security; they will go to school here, and anything they need will be provided.” M&M stands there slightly shaking; terrified by the whole scenario; unable to comprehend. “Apologies in advance for not mentioning this a year ago, Agent Maxwell; in all fairness, you could have read it in the documents.” Goading him inch by inch to lash out like a wild animal; everything always reverting back to a test with SS. 

	Seething now and unsure of what to say. “So, I can’t back out now?” The answer seems to take forever to hit Agent M’s ears; pretending the news had to travel many galaxies to arrive. “I’m afraid not Agent Maxwell; you know far too much of our daily operations, and also the STN which if leaked to a newspaper outlet would be cause for disaster,” SS said in an annoyed tone disapproving of such trivial questions. “What do you want, then?” Fuzzy leer forms on the Directors face at the winning issue. “Only for you to show your undying loyalty to your Country.”

	“I assume serving eight years as a police officer is not serving my Country?” Dead eyes sought to melt SS into a pile of ash. Beads of sweat began formulating on Maxwell's forehead as the temperature seems to rise with each passing minute. “Don’t try taking the moral high ground.” A repulsed look from SS shoots lasers towards Agent M. “I read your file, and the reason I.A pushed you out of the department; plus, you’re playing in the big leagues now; not the minors; duty always takes precedence at this level, even over family.” Everyone else in the room is silent. You could hear a pin drop. The bubbles in the water cooler rise to the top and startle the majority. 

	“Again, what do you want,” thinking this is inconceivable even for a test. Threatening someone's child. Throwing the other gun she had behind her back towards Maxwell. Catching it with ease and instantly checking the magazine without thinking. “One bullet.” Sniffing as the slide returns forward. “Very clever, not giving me a loaded gun.” “You will only need one bullet for this task.” A disturbing facial feature emerges from the darkness he only knew from serial rapists and murders. Acknowledging whatever was about to take place would go down in history as one of the worst things to ever enter his mind after the fact. 

	The clock on the wall reads 9:25am. Holding the gun in his dominant hand even though being ambidextrous made him feel slightly more in control. Knowing it was all an illusion catered to this sick test that would put Jigsaw to shame. Without any word, the guard kicks Daniel behind the knee as Hyde lets go. Daniel falls down ten feet away from him. “The goal is simple; kill Agent Scott in 60 seconds or face the consequences; time starts now.” SS stands there unmoving in her conviction to see this corrupt game to completion. “Why?” “Simple, you scored one point higher on the final exam.” “Is this a joke?” “Forty-five seconds left indicates this isn’t a joke.” Frozen in place. Feeling as if he has entered a parallel universe of unhinged psychos running the world. 

	Recalling the year, they spent and trained together. Daniel was the closest thing to a best friend that he has ever known in quite some time, or as his kids would label him Uncle Dan for short. He was family after the NYPD disavowed him; still in contact with a few critical friends; though rarely even talking to them two years later. The up’s and downs of life during these two years and the mental and physical strain it put on him and his kids. Daniel was always there to lend a helping hand without question or gripe. Now on his knees in an execution pose waiting for the final verdict. Daniel has no children, but Maxwell met and, on many occasions, hung out with his girlfriend Danielle and him. Mentioning to Landon just a few months back at the prospect of proposing to her shortly. 

	Daniel’s eyes fill with tears to replenish the Niagara Falls basin. Staring at Death’s door at twenty-eight. Not the first time, may very well be the last. Maxwell recalls Daniel asking if he would be the best man at the wedding. Brain working in overdrive. Thinking of escape routes and ways to circumvent the situation to turn in his favor. All of it was futile, especially with one bullet. One escape route and an entire facility to traverse to escape with one elevator as a means of ingress and egress. All the training in the world wouldn’t give him a leg up. Batman would be hard-pressed to get out unscathed; especially with a minimum of one-hundred guards here at all times in the colossal sub-level basement; measuring the size of a small city. 

	Peering up at the clock. Ten seconds left. “Do it; tell Danielle I love her,” a peace comes over Daniel that he has never bore witness to until now. Maxwell has been tortured and put through a meat grinder to become the Agent he is today, somehow though his hand can’t stop shaking. “No, I will not execute you.” Looking up as the clock officially runs out of time. Upon the sixty second expiration, SS numbly says, “TIME.” “So, I fail too. I take it?” Chuckling while responding resoundingly by saying, “Yes, you failed three people in this room off of this one mistake which you call loyalty; granted, loyalty to the wrong person.” 

	The guard closest to the door pulls up his SMG and points it towards Maxwell while the pistol from the guard to his right hasn’t moved a nanometer from a direct kill shot. “I’m sorely disappointed; aren’t you disappointed Doctor?” Hyde speaks as an automated robot. “Highly.” A look of sorrow passes Hyde’s face. Completely undetectable if not trained in facial reading. The look was gone upon impact. Maxwell wonders why the look of grief. “Has he witnessed similar outcomes with equally outrageous demands?” 

	The gun Maxwell is holding is slinked to the side of his body. Hopeless at the fact that he couldn’t kill his best friend, taking solace in the reality. SS does a once over look at Maxwell. Relishing his chiseled body and spiked dark brown hair, standing three inches over Director Spells 5’8’’ figure. The cemented gray eyes catch her attention. Colossal pain and heartache riddle from the portals known as eyes come oozing out of his skull without remorse. “You going to lock us up and throw away the key?” “If only,” SS said with a dry connotation. “We reserve those rooms for our VIP’s.” 

	Pulling out the gun from her side holster, which is under her blue dress makes Maxwell gasp, not due to the firearm but her perfectly shaped thigh, noting her yellow underwear that only he seemed to have noticed. SS snaps her underwear for Maxwell and sends a deadly wink his way that would make a group of Ladybugs look like Hornets. A twitch courses though Maxwell's body to lift his gun. Unbidden in his mental probe of a request, still not moving. Well aware of the two guns pointed directly at him. Wanting to smother SS in her sleep with a pillow now more than ever; staving off the thought.

	“Every choice has a consequence Agent Maxwell; let this be a daily reminder.” A provocation meant to elicit a response. “You could have become official with the Agency with as little pain as possible, but you chose door B.” A puzzling feeling hits Maxwell like a 747. “This is how feeling and acting noble really should be displayed in cinema.” Abruptly, she aims the glock at Daniel’s head and blows his brains all over the floor with no remorse. Brain matter shoots out like an active volcano covering the ceiling, walls, and floor; Hyde jolts at the sudden shot. Daniel drops to the floor. Dead upon impact as blood rushes out of his body onto the white floor that is now painted crimson red. Within seconds the blood soils M’s shoes which are now drenched.

	“What the fuck, you psycho bitch.” A deep sense of guilt and sorrow teamed up with anger begin rising at the fact that he couldn’t protect his friend. “Tsk Tsk.” Shaking her head back and forth while describing what she did to the last man who called her a bitch. Maxwell didn’t care until he realized Mason was still in the room. Maxwell notes that Mason will need therapy for the rest of his life after witnessing his Uncle Dan’s brains scattered across the room. Mason is crying both at the chain of events and also the noise and the proximity to his ear. 

	A deliberation is waging war inside of SS at the penalty for calling her such a crude word; recalling what the cartels did to the men who called their Queens such abrasive words. Face peeling, beheading by a chainsaw and Colombian necktie which Mexico adopted among a few; SS not wanting to put on a theater production opts for a single bullet to the dome. Moments later and she turns the gun on Mason. “WAIT!!!” Maxwell screams, primal and loud enough for the security guard at the reception desk half a mile away to hear. One second later and Mason is erased from existence. Opting to shoot him in the heart so they can still have an open casket funeral. The benevolent deity known as SS has made her judgement, it’s final and non-negotiable. Blood is the ultimate sacrifice of loyalty. 

	Tears run rampant down Maxwell’s face; enough to need a 21st century Noah’s Ark to traverse the landscape. Pure rage grips his entire body. Bringing the gun up and aiming for SS. The guard on the far-right dives in front of the bullet as he fires. The weapon doesn’t fire. Checking the gun rapidly for a jam and firing again to no avail. “I pulled the firing pin, Agent Maxwell.” A frown crosses her face, noting maybe; he doesn’t have the potential she swore she saw all year. Throwing the gun at the guard's face, he charges forward like a rabid dog. Face distorted, Brain matter and blood intricately mix and match with his two-piece suit. The gun breaks the guard's nose as he refuses to let the pain stop him from his duties. The guard closest to the door pulls out his taser and shoots Maxwell with 50,000 volts of electricity. 

	Maxwell drops convulsing like an epileptic; body limps as if suffering direct contact with puffer fish toxin. The guard presses the taser three more times in quick succession. The four other guards that were outside in the hall come in to detain him. While he is struggling against restraints, the Doctor is speaking privately to Spells. “Director Spells was that necessary; I don’t mean to question your decision only if it will serve or hinder our cause in the future; seeing as how much money we have invested in training; we also don’t have time to train anyone else this extensively before the tests.” Focusing on Doc with no remorse still as if an alien from outer space. “I know precisely what I’m doing Doctor Fulton.” A calm and collected SS doesn’t waiver when speaking firm and forthright. “It would serve you right not to forget your place; I don’t wanna have to have this discussion with you again; you may leave.” Waving her hand in the air is more than enough incentive for Hyde to return to his lab. “Your services are no longer required; let me know the minute you have a breakthrough with STN.” Doctor Fulton begins to meander out of the room sluggishly when Maxwell looks up from the onslaught of agents taking him to the ground.

	“Fuck you, Hyde; you can keep the $20 you incessant prick.” A guard punches Maxwell in the face to make him quiet. Hyde walks out as do the four guards who have just secured Agent Maxwell, leaving the two original guards and SS in the room alone with Maxwell, alongside Daniel and Mason laying dead on the floor. Mason starts to turn blue already bringing out the monster inside of Maxwell again. Thrashing, trying to escape from his restraints to devour SS’s heart like a Wendigo. The guards zip-tied his wrists behind his back along with his ankles leaving no chance of escape. “Your problem, Agent Maxwell, is that you think you’re smarter than everyone and can surpass any situation thrown at you; let this be a learning experience for the sake of your still living daughter.” A dumbfounded look seeps through M’s pours like sludge at the fact that he now has only one child left. “Daniel and Mason both died for nothing when all you had to do was obey and trust me.” Maxwell peeks up at SS who has a raunchy smile plastered on her face. “You’re all the same; you never learn; despicable,” spitting on the corpse of Daniel.

	The fight dies instantly when he thinks of Amber. Anguish cascades over him, and he weeps for what feels like forever. Blocking out all other voices but his own conscious. Hatred for such a stupid decision even after Daniel gave the ok. Saying such a harsh word to a woman in such a place of power as to where nobody can stop her. Overwhelming sorrow at the loss of life for both Daniel and especially Mason. Unsure of how to break the news to Amber. Dreading that moment even more than the current one. 

	The last thing Maxwell feels and hears inside his own head is the guards cutting the restraints off as SS requests. The guards stand side by side SS and watch Maxwell like a hawk for any sudden movements. Lifeless, hopeless, and officially faithless is precisely what this moment has turned Agent Maxwell into, a machine would be a better description. The guards walk out but stand directly behind SS awaiting her departure from the room. “Welcome to the Agency,” SS says with a shrewd look, gun back in its holster, hands across her breasts. Turning 180 degrees and silently exiting like a mouse. The lights are shut off as Maxwell rushes over to cradle Mason. Screams of a madman echo the halls for hours. A river of tears, wash over his face at the many things he would never get to do with his son. 

	SS watches momentarily on the camera that she turns back on briefly to see how Agent Maxwell copes. Thinking whether or not, she made the right decision crosses her sub-conscious but not before killing it mid-thought. Maxwell unleashes volley after volley of tears. Considering how he will never go to Mason’s first baseball game, see his first homerun, hear about girl problems, see his son go to prom and buy his first car along with graduate from high school. The list just expands with Maxwell's utter despair until his world is an abysmal blanket of darkness. 
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	“WHAT IN THE ACTUAL FUCK!” Xavier says, standing in his dilapidated kitchen listening to the plan of his best friend, Dylan. The idea is simple. The crew is to infiltrate the American Museum of Arts and Mythology, steal a bizarre artifact that is four feet tall with a net worth of ten million dollars on the black market.

	Xavier is on the verge of a tirade as Hanna tries to calm him down. She puts her hand on his back, that immediately brings him back to his senses. They have been going steady for three years now; having the same problems as most couples minus the fact Xavier has severe PTSD. He has seen enough combat and mass casualties to last two lifetimes in Iraq and Afghanistan. Dylan sees his best friends temporary meltdown. Dylan thinks for a moment whether he should cancel the gig. He can’t complete this heist without Xavier. They are blood brothers, which means the world to both of them.

	The job couldn’t be canceled now. The fence was already in place to be rid of the item at once upon retrieval. The whole crew was there, nobody backed out at the last minute; there are five of them present. The perfect number in Dylan's head. Too few and you're ill-prepared, too many equals more chance of a mistake. 

	They have all been planning this job for the past six months. Honestly, though it feels like it has been concocted in six days. The plan was to infiltrate the museum by taking a tour with Hanna to gain access to the museum. Hanna being there inside woman makes it so much easier, the gear that Hanna has been sneaking in for the past three months would be ready upon entry.

	Hanna has been working at the A.M.A.M for the past year. She was lucky enough to have been gifted this specific job opportunity. She is an assistant curator. Receiving her bachelor’s degree in the Liberal Arts field with a full ride to Excelsior College. She is always proud of herself for pursuing her dreams.

	Hanna stands in her boyfriend's apartment in Queens with her hand on his back. Reminiscing about how far she has come in life. The odds weren’t stacked against her by any means. She has a loving family and great friends. Always working diligently to get what she desires.

	Hanna snaps out of it as Dylan starts speaking again. Dylan is the real puppet of this crew, unbeknownst to him, though he has always been a leader whether by choice or forcefully. Dylan was captain of his high school football team. He brought home back to back championships. He was also his squad's fire team leader in the Rangers Regiment he led during the Iraq and Afghanistan Invasions.

	Dylan is a natural born leader; always trying to remain humble. Cockiness sometimes gets the better of him like it would with anyone who has a skill worth bragging about to someone. Dylan has paid the price on those occasions. Moments he will never forget until the day he dies. Dylan pauses momentarily to glance at Xavier. He wants to make sure that Xavier is okay to continue. Xavier gives Dylan a nod to signify that he is good. Dylan continues laying out the plan while the others listen intently. Casual glances and sweat drapes across the other faces on this unusually sweltering day in winter.

	The building Xavier lives in is a barn. Paying twelve-hundred dollars a month to live in a closet. May as well be for how small it is in real life. He lives modestly though and tries not to bitch about it too much. Rats and roaches run rampant in his building. “Tell me something new,” Xavier says to the people who remark on it. The elevators seldom work, and the pipes always seem to freeze in the winter. The handyman is still on vacation in the Bahamas; so, nothing ever gets fixed in this gigantic pile of shit.

	The time is one-thirty in the afternoon on Christmas Day of 2010. They have all been there since nine a.m. hashing out the details of the heist; foregoing the Kris Kringle jovial spirit; understanding that after tomorrow every Christmas to follow will be extravagant. Most of them had trouble sleeping. Suffice it to say unless you're a psychopath it's difficult to relax, knowing if you're caught, you're going to jail for numerous years. Hanna had spruced Xavier’s place a tad with oddball decorations; including a miniature Christmas Tree located in the cramped living room; sitting in the corner between the couch and the recliner. 

	The one member of the crew who spent five years upstate for second-degree assault slept like a baby that night. Hanna and Ace both had nightmares the night prior due to the jitters. Dylan slept fine, knowing if you can sleep through mortar fire, you can sleep through anything. Xavier was up on and off all night due to his PTSD, followed by vivid nightmares that still haunt him. 

	Meanwhile, Agent M is in an adjacent apartment overlooking Xavier’s place. Sitting on a beige plush couch with binoculars in hand, a listening device and a laptop that shows all the camera feeds in and around Xavier’s apartment and the ones retrofitted inside his apartment that have both audio and visual surveillance capability. The room also houses a standard upscale look with white walls, a decadent kitchen, and a bathroom with a large jacuzzi style porcelain tub. Exotic rugs line the place that denotes the animal kingdom from every corner of the globe. “I guess the one plus is that I can get drunk and high while living vicariously through the NSA’s budget.” Wearing soiled clothes, including a baggy black Metallica sweater and ripped jeans; he would say to blend in, but everyone at the Agency knew the truth. 

	Judging his every move and decision. Whipping out a flask filled with rum and taking a few swigs. Unrepentant of drinking on the job. Six months later did nothing to assuage the feelings inside or lack thereof. The mission SS had briefed him on meant his freedom since STN would have the proof they needed to proceed with clinical trials. Currently, all of the skills he has acquired were paramount to being nothing more than a glorified babysitter for the past six months. Jotting notes and getting drunk has been Maxwell’s life for the last six months. Despondent and internally in constant agonizing pain; hanging on by a thread since M&M died. Amber is the only reason M pushes forward to complete the task; in the hopes that one day, she will have a bright future. Indebted to the police department years prior for watching his kids while he worked undercover.

	SS notified Agent M that another agent was lined up and trained to take his spot; though with half the training; M had no qualms about leaving, and he would retire with a decent severance package for the pain he had accrued on the job. Maxwell is very reticent of trusting SS and with proof to back up his conscious choice. The lights were off in the room since the natural light poured into every crevice of the NSA rented room. Feeling like a squatter at this point and not giving a care in the world. Coughing as the rum goes down the wrong pipe. 

	SS assigned Emma to be Agent M’s handler until the many tasks revolving around STN were completed. Emma tried breaching through his protective barrier on multiple occasions after having heard that M&M died but not knowing the actual reason and the culprit behind it. Unwilling to meet Emma, even ten percent of the way made it impossible to reconnect. Six months and it has only grown worse with time. Emma seems to be looking after Amber daily as Maxwell refuses to come home, opting instead for drugs, drinking, and prostitution. A handful of the same vices that got him booted of the force. 

	SS never broached the subject with M as long as he could fulfill his obligations to the Agency. Hanging on by a thread for Amber and even that was wearing thin daily with the insurmountable guilt that seems to be having a snowball effect on his central core. “Agent Maxwell, do you read?” Nothing but static over the wavelength. Considering whether to report in or not. “Hellooo, can you hear me?” Still silent as a thief. “Last chance Agent M.” Breathing out forcefully to reply which takes up most of his energy. “Goddamn Emma; what do you want?” A harshness to his voice makes her reel back in shock. 

	“Just checking in on you; it’s your daily three-hour check-in to report any info you may have attained.” Emma tries, reaching him on an alternative spectrum that may be his salvation. “No update, Em, Out.” Static once again floods the comms as she puts the headset down to go and use the bathroom. M sits there like a statue as he occasionally peers through the binoculars towards the group of kids; glancing at the laptop to see each and every room of Xavier’s pad for the millionth time; which amounted to a total of four rooms including a hallway. “I didn’t sign up to be a peeping Tom,” M says with disdain while fixing his crotch and sniffing deeply. Notepad and pen next to him and after three days not a single word has been written for intel. 

	The first Christmas that M has spent away from his babies, correction, baby. Snatching the flask again to take a considerable gulp; drowning out the guilt and sorrow; if temporarily. Anger and seething rage also burned like molten lava towards SS who is tasking him with such a remedial task. Promising himself to visit Amber later; at the worst tomorrow. Forcibly choosing not to see his daughter for the past three months; drinking himself into a stupor daily just to see the sunset another day without M&M in it to cheer even the most miserable people; including himself. Amber was the one paying for her dad's misgivings about the situation. 
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	“It has been almost five hours,” remarks Theo, who is sitting on the musty couch adjacent to the dining room. He could hear everything. His stomach cries were making it more difficult by the minute; playing with the Christmas Tree like a fascinated cat more than listening was Theo’s current dilemma, but, being hungry puts most people in a funk. Dylan was about to speak when Theo interjects to say he is going to order pizza. The rest of the crew glance over towards Theo in unison to nod their heads in agreement that they’re all hungry. 

	Dylan was about to contradict Theo’s remark, but it was already an oven inside, plus noticing the others didn’t object made the decision simple. Trying to conserve his energy. The AC/Heater has been acting up for the past week, which could be contributing to Xavier's difficulty sleeping in the dead of winter. Xavier knew that wasn't the case, but it was, in fact, the recurring nightmares.

	Theo stands up to grab the phone out of his pocket. He and the others have zero inklings as to how much longer they will be there at Xavier's place on a day that should be spent with family and booze; along with offensive jokes and creepy Uncle’s you see once a year for a good reason. Theo can admit that he is with the only family he has left, which is Ace, who is a kind and caring person; at least to Theo. Theo, on the other hand, is an imposing figure. Standing six feet five inches tall with glacier blue eyes. Sporting numerous tattoos with a shaved head and a hearty black beard, like the Vikings of old. A scar on his forehead from where he needed stitches after the rape is a constant reminder to Theo that he can’t escape the past. “Ask for sausage with extra cheese,” Hanna says with a smile that could light up Mordor. 

	Theo is a giant teddy bear to most who meet him. Theo has also had a tough life being raised in Trenton, NJ. Raised by his timid father, his abusive and often alcoholic mother. In twenty-six years, Theo can say with utmost certainty that his life has been anything but bursts of sunshine and rainbows.  

	Theo rose through life like a phoenix out of the ashes. Theo is a very talented mechanic, before this job, he worked in a chop shop in Queens. Theo knows to do better, but the money is too good to pass up; plus getting paid half of what he should have been making as a mechanic; knowing he won’t report his boss since he is a convicted felon and getting paid under the table wouldn’t help his case. The fact that he graduated from school is a miracle. Obstacles are all Theo has ever known; that and beatings from his mom.

	Theo thinks as he starts to dial the pizza joint, “how hilarious it is that even the best intentions can have such impacting ramifications in life.” Theo just got out of prison eight months ago. He did five years upstate for second-degree assault in a bar in Manhattan. Ironically the person he was defending that night is in this not so humble abode. Ace was the reason Theo went to prison. Technically it was his fault for intervening, but he doesn't see it that way. Theo did not have a choice. Theo’s father taught him better than that, and he knows it. Theo knew for as soft as he thought his father was, he knew he had his enormous heart.

	“The number or code you have dialed is incorrect, please check the number or code and try again.” Theo listens to the recording, thinking about the last time he ordered pizza here was more than five years ago. Theo asks the others if they have any new pizza joint numbers he could call. “Yea on the fridge,” Xavier speaks up while stopping his kiss with Hanna midway through their romantic little spectacle. 

	“Get a room you two,” Dylan says candidly and bursts out in laughter; enough to shake the foundations of this decrepit apartment. Theo walks into the kitchen where the others are gathered. Dylan is still standing at the head of the table. Xavier and Hanna on the opposite side of him. Ace is sitting on the countertop near the fridge with a smile permanently attached to her face. Ace has waited for this day for six months, and the mix of emotions is too much for her to bear. 

	Ace hops off the counter as Theo walks in and dashes towards him. Theo braces for impact. Ace dives in for a hug. She wraps her pale arms around his waist; barely being able to wrap her arms around his muscular frame, and, burrows her head into his chest. Theo embraces Ace like the little sister he never had in life while kissing her forehead ever so gently. The others chance a look at the love these two have for one another before getting back to the planning. A few “Aww,” comments cause Ace and Theo to raise their middle fingers at the group to display their true feelings. 

	Theo and Ace have a very peculiar relationship. Theo saved her that one fateful night, and his reward was five years of his life; all because of a fake ID that wasn’t properly checked. Theo isn't angry about it, nor does he hold a grudge. He didn't really have anything going for himself in life. Prison taught him a lot about himself. You could say Theo found his true self in prison. After prison, Theo’s two favorite hobbies are playing chess in the park and reading, anything and everything to broaden his mind. “You good Eeyore?” Always referring to Theo as Eeyore from Winnie the Pooh since his facial features were always either sad or distraught. “I’m doin ok, mainly nervous if you can believe it.” Stating it plaintively. “If I go back, I’ll get twenty years and won’t be out till I’m almost fifty and then what do I do with my life?” The embrace is what holds this conversation to a personal level that nobody could interject or break apart. 

	“I promise you that everything will go as planned; you trust me, right?” Nodding his head to indicate that he trusts Ace. They finish hugging after Ace rubs and scratches Theo’s back. Theo grabs another card off the fridge. He begins to dial the new number. Interjecting, “You can take a short break,” Dylan says with a parched throat that needs quenching. The crew decided to do so without his permission. Dylan thinks for a moment that he is losing control, but the thought subsides quickly.

	The other end of Theo's phone answers. “Hi, this is Marco's Pizzeria.” The man on the other end is so cheerful, which is something that you don’t often hear in the Tri-State. “How may I help you?”  The thick Italian accent has always made Theo chuckle, as it does now. Theo wipes his bald head with a yellow bandanna that he pulls from his back pocket. He and the others are sweating profusely now. Theo begins to place the order. He asks for one large sausage with extra cheese; turning towards Hanna as he speaks and waving nonchalantly and two large cheese pizzas. The gentleman, on the other end, says it will be thirty-five dollars.

	Theo gives him the address. The man says it will be forty-five minutes. Theo hangs up the phone as he casually looks around the room. He witnesses a rat that must be twelve inches long scatter across the floor. Hanna jumps onto the wooden table. Hanna still isn’t accustomed to the downright detrimental state that her boyfriend's place is in even after three years of dating. The look of terror that sweeps Hanna’s face would have made someone think a killer clown was chasing her. “It’s a rat sweetheart, not anthrax.” Saying it while chuckling. “Not funny meanie, rats carry pestilence and disease you know,” sounding matter-of-factly. Conceding to agree to not make it a bigger deal than it needs to be, they all get back to starting to unwind while waiting for the pizza. 

	Theo opens the halfway busted fridge as Dylan and Xavier stop laughing at the events that just transpired. Theo brought two six packs of coke, starting to distribute the first six. Everyone minus Ace thanks him, standing on her tippy-toes to kiss Theo’s cheek. The air for the past four and a half hours has been rife with sweat, body odor, nervousness, a plethora of other feelings that could overwhelm an Ogre’s sense of smell. The underlying sadness that the majority of them had to lie to their parents about why they couldn’t make it home left a lot to be desired today. 

	The mood now is far more relaxed for the moment. The group is laughing and talking like the friends they all are to each other. It's starting to cool down outside. “Do you wanna visit the new art store in Manhattan,” Hanna casually asks her boyfriend. “I’d enjoy scoping a new art store,” Xavier says while his subconscious though is tired of art, though he would never reveal that to Hanna. He deals with it like any good and mature boyfriend would give the situation. Dylan is flipping through the blueprint pages, taking swigs of his coke for an added sugar high, occasionally joining into the foray of jokes. The moment when it is a perfect atmosphere, there is a knock on the door just ten minutes after the pizza was ordered.

	Meanwhile; rerouting protocol matrix. Analyzing remote access via biometric synching. The four most influential members in the U.S are gathered in this anonymous group chat. Identities concealed to avoid detection. The subject is Operation Stage Fright. Logging into remote mainframe via unique cryptic rotating password. Access Accepted on 25DEC10.

	MONARCH: Merry Christmas everyone; I’ll skip the semantics; so, you can get back to your business. What is the status of OSF?

	ARBITRATOR: The status is gold. We’re ahead of schedule. I will leave the details to the WARDEN.

	WARDEN: To elaborate; we’re currently waiting to wade through all of the data, which should start taking place within the hour. I’m confident in my team to produce the product that was offered to you more than two years ago.

	JUDGE: I respect the work you’re all doing; I also need results by the new year with zero blowbacks on any of us; is that understood? Everyone in this room, including myself, has too much to lose if this fiasco goes sideways. I just want to confirm we’re all still on the same page.

	WARDEN: Absolutely. I have been in this since the beginning; I will see it through to completion no matter the cost.

	ARBITRATOR: You have my backing. The plan will go off without a hitch; should a problem arise, it will be deemed a threat to National Security.

	MONARCH: You know my stance. I should not have to clarify where my loyalties lay. The job will be completed, or I will find individuals who can complete it by the deadline.

	JUDGE: Very well, I thank you all for your time given your busy schedules. We will reconvene on New Year's Eve for a status update; along with some hopefully promising news. Good day.

	JUDGE: SIGNING OFF...

	MONARCH: WARDEN and ARBITRATOR do not; I repeat; DO NOT FUCK THIS UP. I will see you both brought up on war crimes and treason if it backfires. Is that understood?

	WARDEN: Crystal clear.

	ARBITRATOR: Understood.

	MONARCH: Very well; I won’t keep you. Keep me appraised on any and all developments as soon as they happen. 

	MONARCH: SIGNING OFF...

	ARBITRATOR: There will be no problems; correct?

	WARDEN: You know better than to ask such a stupid question. When have I ever let you down?

	WARDEN: SIGNING OFF...

	ARBITRATOR: Never... 

	ARBITRATOR: SIGNING OFF...

	The four computer screens of the given individuals turn black. They each go about their day; unbiased in opinion. They’re doing the Lord's work. The injected virus will remove any and all data of their chat; should a nosy individual attempt to peek under the hood. You can never be too careful in today's society. Everyone wants a piece of the pie; most are unwilling to bloody their hands to retrieve a piece. 
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	The entire crew freezes hit by Victor Fries cold gun. Theo had just put away his lucky bandanna. Ace is across from Theo when the knock comes, Theo notices her face grimace something nasty; as if she ate a warhead; knowing immediate action is required to remedy the potential fallout. Dylan and Xavier immediately get serious even though a few seconds ago, it was a carefree scene. “Who could that be,” they all think in rapid succession; though the questions all raged in their minds. Heart beats stuttering throughout the room after what would amount to a week-long coke binge. 

	Hanna yelps at the sound of knuckles rapping on the wood; prepping for dynamic entry like a SWAT team. Hanna had just stepped down from the table when that ominous sound breached their domain. Hanna is mortified more so than anyone. Feeling like she has the most to lose if they are caught. The prints for the heist were still laying on the table as another flurry of knocks proceeds to arrive like a freight train. “Hello, anyone, home?” The garbled voice sounded female, but the fear gripping them all leaves their cognitive functions in disarray. 

	They all start to look around candidly at one another, unsure of what to do. Theo's first thought is that it's the police. Somehow having disseminated info that was meant to be cryptic. They should have never used their cellphones, always use burner phones is rule number one. “Prison wasn't so bad, was it?” Who was he kidding? The prison atmosphere was the absolute worst even to a guy of his sheer body volume, reminiscing of all the brawls while another BANG shakes the wooden foundation of the wobbly door; hinges coupling over from age.

	Theo had gotten into plenty of skirmishes while he stayed in what was his new home for the time being. Having been in at least forty fights. Being jumped five times, beaten and raped once; though the only person to know that fact is Ace and no one else in the room, with good reason. The icing on the cake was the day the Lieutenant for the Aryan Brotherhood asked Theo to join the family. Theo respectfully declined at the time. Thinking back on it that was the best choice made inside.

	Theo wakes up from his daze to realize nobody has moved a muscle. Without pause, Theo starts to silently move around the room. Pointing to Ace to go pretend to use the bathroom. Ace slowly starts to saunter towards the toilet. Taking quiet yet determined strides to exit the kitchen. A breeze rushes into the apartment building to stir up the rancid smells of the body odor and overflowing trash that Xavier meant to take out yesterday but forgot. The group all close their nostrils until the gust of wind evaporates. 

	Theo motions at Dylan to sit down with Xavier and pretend to talk to one another, pantomiming what he can’t express vocally. They sit but are too shocked to communicate. Theo then points to Hanna to hide the documents in Xavier's bedroom. Hanna is in a haze, a million thoughts fluttering through her mind. Theo snaps his fingers; Hanna comes back to reality. Nosy neighbors are soon to get involved if the banging doesn’t halt, or the door is opened. 

	Hanna silently picks up all the documents, starting to make her way to the bedroom. Hanna seldom ever feels ugly, but on a day like today, well suffice it to say she feels ugly, her long brown hair is in a fritz from the heat. The clothes she has on are sticking to her body, which makes everything worse. She arrives in the doorway of Xavier's bedroom as Theo's voice lets the person at the door know it will be one second. The voice of Zeus is what it sounds like to Hanna; Herculean and harsh when the time calls for it.

	Ironically it feels as if it has been a decade since the knock. Hanna walks into her boyfriend's bedroom while closing the door; nearly tripping over a pair of shoes. The door was a bastard. You always had to finagle with it. Finally closing it with a forceful shove backed by all her weight. Hanna hears a faint voice rise as the door closes behind her.

	Theo finally opens the door; a shy smile meant to dissuade any police from believing anything illegal was occurring on the premises. Dylan and Xavier start casually talking about sports as the door opens, basketball, what teams will make it to the playoffs, then the championship. The door seems to be taking an eternity to open. Dylan has the best view of the door. The entry is halfway open, in peeks Jessica. “About time. What the heck were you all doing?” Speaking in a gentle demeanor but with a high pitch as per usual and showing off her perfectly white teeth that glistened like stars in the night sky. 

	Dylan leaps up and runs for the door. The sweat flies off his body, gracefully as he strides twenty feet to the door. He goes to give Jessica a hug, but she says, “No thanks,” extending her arms while giggling. Dylan stops right before hugging her. He puts out his hand for a handshake, laughing as he wraps his muscular arms around her. “Sorry about that we were just relaxing before a rat the size of Rhode Island intruded; we were trying to scare it off.” Exhaling more from nerves of their bodies touching than him being out of breath. Jessica can feel his body on her, and his muscles which remind her of Bane minus the venom attribute excite her petite frame, but she would never divulge that info. Dylan feels her soft and supple c-cups on his chest, stopping himself before getting hard. “Makes sense I suppose, living in New York would have rats in most buildings,” always speaking as if interviewing a serial killer and being precise and intellectual. Dylan thinks that her psychology major is paying off in dividends. 

	Dylan pulls away from the embrace before things get really embarrassing. Dylan has known Jessica for eight years since she was thirteen. They instantly clicked as friends back in 2002 before everything turned to shit. “I guess you can say it already has since 9/11,” thinks Dylan; gritting his teeth. Jessica is Hanna's younger sister though looking at her now you would never have guessed. Body like a 2000’s Emo singer from a contemporary rock band.

	The whole time Theo is staring blankly at the transpiring events. Jessica turns towards Theo introducing herself. Theo hypnotized by her silky black hair and green eyes that denote the worth of a thousand sunrises eclipsing the Arctic circle. Theo shakes her hand, saying, “Hello, a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” Speaking yet again with his head down, never as a sign of disrespect but of not having self-worth. “Good job, doofus,” thinks Theo as Jessica turns away after reciprocating a simple yet elegant nod. Theo has always had a tough time breaking-the-ice with ladies, luckily, most women approach him first, which makes the job easier.

	Jessica starts walking towards Xavier. Theo and Dylan both glance at her swaying hips in those overly tight blue jeans she wears. Drooling as if a pack of wild hyenas seeking to devour their prey. They both stop looking after a moment, Theo closes the door with only two neighbors on the verge of banging on the door themselves. Dylan leaves the kitchen after excusing himself to use the restroom. Xavier gets up to give her a gigantic hug. Jessica is his little sister; not like or maybe; planning to marry Hanna has already cemented her as family. Ace casually walks out of the restroom a minute later as Dylan enters. Upon entering the bathroom, Dylan stares into the mirror after coughing and starts to work on the breathing techniques he has been practicing, to calm down after his heart rate skyrockets towards Pluto after only hugging Jessica. 

	Ace nonchalantly walks up to Jessica and introduces herself. Ace is caught off guard recomposing herself quickly. She is straight but looking at this goddess makes her want to change what team she is playing for; not to say she hasn’t intermingled with the same sex as a prostitute; after all; money is money. Jessica extends her hand; they shake hands as Ace notes how soft and tender Jessica’s skin feels. “Hi, I’m Ace. I have heard a good deal about you from your sister. A pleasure to finally meet ya in person.” A lascivious smile creeps over Ace’s face along with sensations of ecstasy coursing through her body at the mere touch. “Pleasure to meet you as well Ace. I have heard a bit but sad to say my sis, and I hardly chat anymore with school and work; I’m sure you know how it goes.” Halting to take a breath. “Believe me, I know how it goes for sure; rolling her eyes to express the sarcasm. I run my own business, after all, and it never stops with customer demands.” Ace's hands are frigid. Jessica notices upon contact, especially for the scorcher it's outside. They finish shaking hands as Ace prays one day that she can do more to Jessica; some BDSM or even some essential candle wax fun. Jessica goes back to Xavier, Ace saunters towards Theo.

	The whole time this is going on, Hanna can barely hear a word. She is also diligently trying to find a place to put this incriminating evidence. The documents she has would implicate her in this planned heist, even if it were all only circumstantial the fact that she got her hands-on, detailed museum plans would be enough to indicate or at the least get her fired. Hanna finds a spot in Xavier's closet a few minutes later to hide their intentions. Turning around to see precisely how disgusting her boyfriend's room is and how desperately it needs to be cleaned. A distorted look crosses her face composed of disgust, shame, and frustration as she inhales deeply through her nose to note the numerous different stenches, some old and others new. 

	Theo and Ace start talking near the front door. Ace knew Hanna had a sister, but they had never met due to Jessica being in school regularly. Ace appears slightly agitated at the change of plans ensuing at this given moment; acknowledging though that nothing is ever set in stone. Theo assures her that everything will be fine. Inside, Theo is laughing because he knows that even if it was the police, all the evidence is circumstantial. The two of them are at the table after Dylan comes back from the restroom a few minutes later, talking and reminiscing about old times, while the noises of the outside world are long forgotten.

	Meanwhile, Emma sits at her computer desk compiling notes and info on the current progress of Agent M; while a host of the second shift comes walking grudgingly through the security checkpoint; given the fact they have to work on Christmas. “I suppose I’d be mad at the world also if I shined in college and than the career, I acquired made me relocate underground to a place nobody can see my talents,” Emma thinks with a sincere smile; relishing the fact that it’s her life story. Never judging, only curious by human nature and the effects the daily grind of life can impose on people’s wills. Loyal to a fault and perceptive to the fact that Amber now resides in the facility makes her question why Agent Maxwell always decides to stay out and not come and spend time with his only surviving child. “What really happened to M&M?” Wondering on occasion but trying to steer clear of the subject matter knowing it will dampen her spirits. 

	Chancing a peek at the photo of her father and herself at a fair with an elephant standing on two legs in the background before her accident makes her overly emotional with both happy and extreme feelings of sadness. Besides college graduation, that was the last time, they had spent quality time together. He wasn’t there for her rehab treatments or for play dates or a simple coffee date. The random text and email are what their relationship consisted of which brought up the question in her mind if her father was any different then Agent Maxwell. “I mean Agent Maxwell lost a child. I can’t even begin to fathom the depths of grief that would bring a human.” Caring so much about Agent Maxwell even in such a short period is what makes this whole ordeal painstakingly tricky, but Emma would do anything to protect Maxwell; even if it means breaking protocol. 

	Trying to defend her father unintentionally; “He has a ton of work protecting this great Country from all manner of threats,” besides the one of the potential time wasted and lost with coming to grips on a real father and daughter relationship that she so missed and prays for continuously. Typing in some notes on the productivity of Agent M while picking up her fantasy themed mug to sip her green tea. Anticipating that SS will read her memo, being extra careful with her vocabulary. 

	 

	TO: Director Spells 

	FROM: Emma Harper 

	DATE: 25DEC10

	SUBJECT: DAILY UPDATE ON AGENT M

	GOOD AFTERNOON DIRECTOR SPELLS. I JUST WANTED TO SEND YOU THE DAILY REPORT AS PER REQUESTED DETAILING AGENT MAXWELL IN ALL MANNER OF BEHAVIOR, WORK ETHIC, AND PRODUCTIVITY. CURRENTLY, AGENT MAXWELL IS STAKED OUT AND KEEPING TABS ON THE GROUP AS PER YOUR INSTRUCTION. HE IS CONSTANTLY UPDATING ME ON ALL THE PROPER CHANNELS WHILE USING PROPER PROTOCOL. I SEE NO CHANGE IN AGENT MAXWELL’S BEHAVIOR. I’M STILL AWAITING A FINAL UPDATE FOR TODAY WHICH I WILL HAVE IN A FEW HOURS. I HOPE THIS CURRENT REPORT IS SUFFICIENT AND HAVE A PLEASANT EVENING MA’AM. I WILL FOLLOW UP WITH MY SECONDARY MEMO IF ANY PERTINENT INFO IS ASCERTAINED.

	 

	SINCERELY: Emma Harper

	Grabbing the wheels on her decked-out wheelchair now and turning from her desk after sending the memo. Attempting to visit Amber on her thirty-minute break to talk and play some UNO. Emma has been spending an endless amount of time in the facility lately with not wanting to leave Amber here unattended with strangers. Packing enough clothes in her car to last a few days since she works 7 days a week; regardless it makes zero difference to her; they have showers and sleeping quarters for the staff that works around the clock. It’s nice to have someone to spend quality time with albeit an eight-year old. “The dating scene is a nightmare,” thinks Emma so this is the perfect substitute. Spinning around stylishly while a few co-workers glance over impressed; heading to see her BFF.
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	Hanna is the best girlfriend she can be to a man who adores her with every fiber of his body. “I certainly lucked out,” Hanna thinks while pondering prior relationships. “I could have ended up with a chauvinistic pig who has the mentality that men are better than women in every aspect of life.” Hanna was eternally grateful that she was with Xavier. The strides and sacrifices Xavier made show his metal.

	Xavier could be dense and hard-headed a lot, but he was the perfect fit for her. Hanna continues thinking back to the few horror story relationships that she had in high school and her adult life before reuniting with Xavier. Hanna was never with anyone who was physically abusive. The truth of the matter is that abuse is abusing no matter what angle you look at it from and in retrospect, she was happy with where she was in life. A tingle of joy surges through her veins as she considers what she has accomplished in such a short period. Always being careful never to become prideful though the immense depression takes care of any potential swell up of pride on most occasions. 

	A loud outburst of laughter comes bursting through the seams of the bastard door from outside; upon looking towards the door yet again; Hanna is reminded of the poster pasted to the back of the door, saying, War breeds men and peace pussies. Hanna hated it but tolerated it like Xavier does what she throws onto him. Hanna deduces that it's indeed not the police unless they’re the cops from Superbad. Debating whether to clean Xavier's room or not. She decides to tidy it up a wee bit. “You don't want a filthy room where you're going to have wild sex soon,” Hanna thinks while giggling internally and crossing her fingers; feeling like forever since they have done it; primarily since the meetings have been held here in this hovel.

	Hanna starts to recall her past as she goes about sprucing up Xavier's room. Xavier has clothing and gym equipment scattered all over the place. “The job needs to be done by someone,” Hanna ponders to herself. Bending over to pick up a pair of Xavier's jeans. Catching herself in the mirror that is attached to the outside of the closet. Hanna immediately looks anywhere but in that general direction. It's not that Hanna doesn't find herself attractive, because she most certainly is stunning. Standing five feet four inches tall with teal blue eyes and long brown hair is a remarkable sight to behold. Slender and tone, regardless, today Hanna isn’t impressed. The depression is rearing its ugly head like a gopher. 

	Hanna just turned twenty-four last month. She wants children one day and knows her biological clock is ticking. Preferably a boy and a girl with the son being first. Depression and anxiety having riddled Hanna's overall demeanor the better part of her life. Painting is the biggest escape from reality and the fears that tend to overwhelm her. Being healthy is something Hanna must be for Jessica, so she puts on a fake smile, trudging through each day like the one before it. Babysitting also tends to take up her time at least one to two days a week with the neighbors' two children on their date night every Tuesday and oftentimes Saturday. 

	Hanna picks up the pace of the quick sprucing venture. Picking up Xavier's boxing gloves, hanging them on the door, beginning to tidy the bedroom furthermore and coughing at the musty nature of the room; smells of dirty underwear and sweaty clothes exude the surroundings. Xavier never makes his bed. Finding it to be a waste of time and energy. Ironically the military, specifically the Army, told Xavier different for many years. Not holding onto that nugget of training; believing it to be a waste of time if he is just going to enter it the next night regularly. Hanna opens one of the two windows facing into an alley to catch a breeze while hopefully yanking out the rancid smells. 

	Hanna pulls a memory from what seems like eons ago while finishing folding the black blanket on the bed. Drawn back to a time when she first met Xavier in New York City. Fate would be the word Hanna would choose to use to describe that day. It was nine years ago to the month. Vivid as ever; wildly recalling every little nuanced detail the day she met Xavier. A breeze rushes in spiraling the smells into a horrible concoction; maybe; opening the window wasn’t the best idea.

	A knock on the door jolts Hanna out of her daydream. Xavier opens the door as she sits on the edge of his bed. Discerning something is up, it could be the smell in the room. “Everything okay,” Xavier asks with a softness Hanna adores. “I’m okay, thanks, babe.” He walks up and sits next to her while giving her a ginormous hug and a kiss. “Jessica has made a surprise visit to the house,” Xavier tells Hanna while gently kissing her forehead. “Thanks, babe for cleaning up the mess and sorry,” face distorted hating the fact that she picks up for him but being grateful. “I’m trying; I really am trying. You have to believe me.” 

	A somber look that Hanna rarely ever sees washes like an avalanche over Xavier’s face. Grabbing ahold of his hand and staring intensely into his eyes to see his soul. “I know you’re and I don’t judge you for it; well maybe a thimble amount,” chuckling slightly; hating overly emotional moments but embracing it all the same. Portraying a thimble using her thumb and index finger. A tear falls down Xavier’s face as Hanna wipes it away with her thumb. “We will persevere like always,” Hanna says while ditto kissing Xavier on his damp forehead. They stay like that for a few more moments before Hanna lets his hand go, and he gets up. “Come and join us,” Xavier says but not before seductively winking at Hanna when he is finally in the doorway. Hanna laughs loudly at the sight as the door closes once again behind Xavier. 

	“How did I become so blessed; now I’m about to risk everything for what, extra money,” contemplating the choice and the consequences that she has done every night since Ace approached her with the possibility of becoming rich overnight. Breathing out deeply to let the nerves die inside of her body; latching onto her like microscopic parasites; refusing to be destroyed; always gnawing at her core values. Xavier vanishes. Left sitting there trying to figure out when the last time she saw her sister even took place. The last time they held one another in an embrace was a year ago. It was Christmas of 2009. They both stay in touch through social media, but Hanna is always busy with the American Museum of Arts and Mythology.

	Jessica likewise is busy with school and working as a barista. Jessica is one year away from obtaining her bachelor's degree in psychology from Middle Bush College. Hanna could not be any prouder of her baby sister. She fears though for when Jessica hits the real world. The thought of her sister coming out of college and being over seventy thousand dollars in debt does not make her smile; quite the opposite. A deep frown creases her face; lightly slapping her face to not let the depression wash over her helps. 

	Hanna takes a deep breath and exhales something that even the Big Bad Wolf would be jealous of and want to take pointers of if the chance ever arose. Hanna puts on a smile, coming out of the bedroom which is now tolerable; the smell has died down an ounce; grabbing the laundry hamper in Xavier's room and placing it next to his door for later; finally, being able to traverse the minefield of ten minutes ago. Jessica spots Hanna coming out of the room, rushing over to give her a hug to rival all others. “What were you doing sis,” Jessica asks slightly concerned; knowing Hanna deals with depression; though the severity is the cloudy part. Hanna replies, “I was cleaning up after you know who,” thumbing towards Xavier; they both let out a small chuckle. The mood is back to how it was just thirty minutes ago.

	A knock on the door ripples through the confines of the apartment halls. Theo laughs and says, “The pizza is here, guys.” Theo walks over and opens the door. The pizza guy was indeed there with the three pies that were still steaming. He gives Theo the total. Theo hands him a fifty and says, “Keep the change,” in an ever-pleasant manner. Theo closes the door and says, “Dig in,” as Ace sets the pies on the table. The aroma of pizza is a welcome gift compared to the prior stench of dirty laundry and unwashed dishes; Xavier spots a roach scurry across the kitchen counter; deciding to take a proactive approach later to eradicating the enemy; though part of him is debating if it’s worth it, since Xavier plans to move come the New Year.  

	Meanwhile, Emma approaches the section of the underground facility that currently houses Amber Maxwell; deciding to make a quick pit-stop into the break room to grab some apple juice which she loves and a few oatmeal raisin cookies from the pantry. Rolling out with the drinks and food on her tray, Emma arrives in front of Ambers room. “ID ma’am,” the brusque guard asks differentially. Emma grabs her ID and shows the man who must weigh 250lbs easy; scanning it as the handheld machine beeps green for acceptance. “Thank you.” Opening the door for Emma as she strides in like a knight in shining armor to Amber, who is watching cartoons while sitting on a blue beanbag. 

	The massive flatscreen was turned to the side upon entry, so Emma was unaware of what Amber was watching until she came into view of the tv. SpongeBob Squarepants was playing while Amber touted an indifferent look that any other eight-year old given the circumstance would have been dying of laughter over; clearly, this wasn’t your average girl. “Hey Sweet Pea,” Emma says, mustering the confidence to speak and not choke up like several past occasions. Sweet Pea is the nickname Emma decided upon long before the world turned to night for the Maxwell family. The nickname coming from the flower and how beautiful it’s and reminding Emma of Amber. Amber sits there in a daze unaware of the fact that Aunt Emma was even in the room until a commercial break. 

	Turning to her left to see Aunt Emma brightens up Ambers world like a thousand suns. “Hiii, Aunt Emma; how are you?” Asking with genuine kindness and compassion that is hard-pressed to find in today's society outside of children. The lighting is far better in here than in the rest of the facility; though Amber has to take supplemental vitamins to replace the lack of natural Vitamin D from the sun. Sweet Pea rises up from the beanbag to go and give Aunt Emma a humongous hug; not before Emma puts the juice and cookies on the table on the far corner of the room.

	The embrace between the two is always magical; sparking true friendship and a bond that can’t be broken. After the embrace, Emma speaks with a softness and gentleness that Sweet Pea needs and relishes. “I’m doing very well Sweet Pea,” an expression of pure joy crowding Emma’s face; regretting she can’t spend every second of everyday with Amber. “Thank you for asking; how is my favorite niece doing today?” With a shrug of her shoulders, Sweet Pea indicates that nothing has changed. “Same old, you know.” A sense of brutal honesty crowds the atmosphere like napalm. 

	Emma knew that nothing has changed. Simply stating formalities in exchange to try and bring some light to the darkness. Emma looks at Sweet Pea who is wearing a blue and purple polka dot dress that cascades to her ankles; supported with swan white dress shoes; brown hair unraveling to meet halfway down her back in a ponytail with the most beautiful sapphire blue eyes with hints of turquoise; lest we forget the angel kisses that turned into freckles. “You look beautiful Sweet Pea.” Beaming with pride at how well-adjusted Sweet Pea has become but feeling deeply saddened at the reverse in character of Agent M. “Why thank you,” Amber says with a curtsy that she learned in a Disney film of old. 

	The room is quite significant as Emma takes it all in; not that she hasn’t been in this same room hundreds of times over the past six months. The room houses a Queen-size bed with princess blankets. A beanbag chair with a flat screen tv. A desk for school, an extra table for extracurricular activities along with two solid maple bookshelves, desk drawers, and a movie rack. The floor was a tile with a few bright carpets, and rugs laid out in strategic spots. The walls were painted purple with glistening and magical paintings that came alive at night to try and eradicate any feelings of fear from being locked in a room indefinitely. Dragons, Knights, Princesses, and Animals lined the walls; each wall supporting a different theme. Director Spells agreed to mask it in the budget under guise of an erroneous error. Supporting the idea only after Emma sent SS an email explaining that Agent M may work better if he knows his daughter is taken care of as best as possible. Agreeing to the specs a week later while contracting a professional painter used by the Agency.

	“How about we chow down on some cookies and apple juice Sweet Pea,” saying it while extolling how delicious the cookies taste. Sweet Pea grabs a cookie and a juice box after Emma punches the hole with the straw. “Yummy, thanks.” Speaking with her mouth full even though she knows better but Emma would never rebuke such a trivial action. Keeling over in laughter as Amber takes a sip from her juice box to swallow the cookie. “How is school?” Another cookie forced down her throat before answering. “It’s ok, the teacher can be mean sometimes,” a frown threatens to destroy the moment. Emma quickly changing topics. “So, when are we going to have a sleepover?” Perking up at the question with jubilee. “Tonight, and tomorrow!” Emma finds it impossible to refuse such a request. They haven’t had a sleepover in a week or two. Honestly, it was foggy even to Emma with how often she sat at her cubicle; along with the lack of sun also and the workload that always piled high. 

	“You got it!” A broad smile crests across both their faces as Sweet Pea was instantly in joyous dance in the middle of the room. “I’ll come by later tonight.” The joy of knowing that Aunt Emma was there for her anytime was also intermingled with deep canyons of sadness even at the fact that her father hasn’t seen her in over two months. “The job is demanding,” would be Agent M’s go to line when he had the energy to argue with Emma about the little amount of quality time he spends; or doesn’t spend with Amber. The real reason is it’s just too painful to look at her angelic face and not be reminded of M&M.

	Leaving the last cookie and an extra juice box for her; Emma starts rolling towards the door. “I have to get back to work, darling; I’ll be back later.” Extending her pinky out. “Pinky Promise,” interlocking pinkies and saying the mantra without fail. Emma hugs Sweet Pea one last time before casually rolling out of the room. Waving to Sweet Pea upon exiting. “See you later.” Sweet Pea waves back before the hefty metal door closes with a disastrous clank. Amber fixes her dress and plops right back on the beanbag to finish the episode with cookie and juice box in hand and a smile that couldn’t be shattered by any man-made force. 
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	Ace gingerly walks out of her high rise apartment onto the bustling New York City streets as the sun was just cresting over the water on a Friday morning in 2010. It’s the end of spring; having just turned 21 three weeks ago on May 23rd. Ace is on her way to visit one of her clients that prefers to meet in the morning as opposed to night. Breathing in the fresh air reminds her of a trip she took just last year to Ontario, Canada. Not the clean air of course, but the fresh air with a slight tinge of pine trees in the air being that close to Central Park. Pigeons are roaming back and forth as her hands start to prune up already, but that in part was due to the long bath Ace had just taken and enjoyed. Trash litters the street for as far as the eye can see. Donut shops busy as all hell. The line at the bank on the corner seemed extra long today. 

	The high rise apartment was new, paying cash upfront and a tad extra so that management doesn’t ask any questions; thanks to her Aunts inheritance money that nobody else could claim but herself at the age of twenty-one. Remembering thinking that sucking cock does pay off when her Aunt died. A bit flabbergasted at the sight of her new home, having been there only a week now. Ace was just now settling down into a rhythm. The furniture had been delivered and assembled along with a few more amenities. Ace wonders how she survived this long without being shot or stabbed in her line of profession, basing it half on sheer luck and a half on a higher power. 

	Ace threw a party a few days after settling into her apartment. Management didn’t gripe due to the generous donation. The party consisted of a few friends who ironically six months later she would no longer be in contact with but would still have their contact info. It was a fun little soiree, the guests enjoyed themselves, and everything went off without a hitch. The open bar was the hotspot for sure. A fight did break out towards the end, and the atmosphere after was null and void. Excess alcohol has a way of ending parties quickly; especially beer pong combined with sore losers.

	The effects of the copious amounts of alcohol still sloshed around in Ace’s system even after two days bringing about a nauseous feeling. Considering calling the client to notify him of the change of plans but pausing to calculate whether that is a good idea or not, “he is after all the highest paying client on my retainer,” thinks Ace who takes a sip of the ginger ale in hand. The main benefit of being an escort is that you get to decide the hours for the most part and there is a lot of leeway. Ace hired a bodyguard with how famous she was becoming in the Lower Manhattan area as a prime escort; rising up in rank from a worthless cum bucket at fourteen to being in the top 5 most excellent fucks in Manhattan. A total of ten candidates were chosen, by Ace to interview. 

	Ace had opted for a man in his early thirties named Nathan Moore. Nathan was in the USMC for the past eight years. Standing five feet ten inches, sporting black eyes and slicked back dirty blonde hair. He had a USMC tattoo on his right forearm and barely ever joked, but he was great at his job which was to keep Ace safe and collect money from the one or two douchebags who refused to pay. Nathan has only been with her for six months now. Multiple scars protruded his body, and anytime Ace asked about them he declined to comment; always replying with the same line, “I’m only here to protect you, I hope you can understand and respect that ma’am,” always smiling at the end praying not to lose this gig. The pain of talking about the battle wounds was still too fresh even after two years of being stateside. 

	Ace notices Nathan across the street in the decked-out blue BMW that Ace bought him as a six-month gift for doing so well on the job. Waving at Nathan as she is about to cross the street is when three black SUV’s pull in-front of Ace. Nathan gets out of the car to aid Ace and is immediately told to get back into his vehicle by men armed with SMG’s and dressed in black pressed suits. Complying reluctantly, Nathan enters his vehicle. Upon entering the car, Nathan takes down the plate numbers and notes the few people that are securing the perimeter. “Of course, they all look like Agent Smith from the Matrix,” frustrated that he can’t do a fucking thing except bide his time and then search for Ace. 

	Citizens are in a panic as they run around like chickens with their heads cut off. The sight of multiple gunmen even if they work for a section of the Government that doesn’t officially exist, still causes a frenzy. Ace stands there unsure of what to do, glancing towards Nathan as she drops her purse and ginger ale onto the ground while slowly raising her hands into the air; understanding there isn’t much he can do at this moment, praying that he is calling police officers which of course he isn’t doing but instead noting pertinent information. Ace tries asking what is going on as they put a black knapsack over her head followed by headphones with blaring music to disorient her, they direct Ace into the middle SUV. Throwing her purse into the vehicle after Ace.

	The agents upon request of the team leader shoot out Nathan’s front and rear tires on the driver's side, allowing him no chance to follow them without a more severe recourse. Nathan flinches so little that the human eye would not have even been able to detect it. The amount that he did flinch was due to minor bouts of trauma from serving over in Iraq. The SUV’s pull-out and drive-off with Ace quiet as a mouse and trying to remain composed to the best of her ability. The SUV’s roll out as pedestrians come to the aid of Nathan after putting their camera’s back into their pockets and rising up from places of cover. Nobody but Nathan and a few concerned citizens move for at least five minutes after the fact; cemented in fear. 

	The ride lasts for an eternity, palms starting to sweat as Ace starts to unravel the possibilities of what this may be in direct relation to as would call for something so bold of a statement as to conduct a kidnapping in broad daylight at peak traffic hours. Mind spinning that it could be a sick game that one of her clients bought and payed for but that thought dissipates on impact since Ace just moved into her new apartment that nobody knows about at all minus a few friends. The next idea is that it’s a rival gang payback years later for her helping support the network of the Albanian Boys Gang, even that seems far-fetched to Ace. Ace knew she wasn’t that important to the organization and also if she was, they’re a dying gang with little to no support network left in the Tri-State area. 

	A sharp left turn sends Ace veering to the side, bumping into the man or woman sitting next to her. Apologizing loudly even through the mask and headphones,

	getting no reply, driving now for what Ace believes to be the better part of an hour is when the SUV comes to a halt. No clue as to how far they went, in NYC you can go either into another state in one hour or three blocks depending upon the traffic. Ace is still reeling from the blasting rock music ringing in her eardrums; when the knapsack is removed, Ace finds that she is inside of a Laboratory room. 

	The first thing Ace notices is how sterile the room is, it’s immaculate with zero dust. The floors are buffed, and the windows don’t have a smear on them. A man and a woman are standing in-front of her surrounded by a sea of bright white floors and walls. The woman is dressed professionally in black slacks and a black button-down shirt. The man is dressed in Doctor scrubs. Ace still feeling disoriented asks “What am I doing here,” in a manner that comes out more panic induced than she anticipated. Guards at either end of the hallway make it abundantly clear that this hallway is sectioned off.

	The woman responds in turn, “My name is Director Spells, that is all you need to know at the moment.” “My colleague here is Doctor Fulton.” Gesturing towards Hyde aka The Mad Scientist. “We have brought you here today with a proposition that you would be wise to hear out.” Ace devours her surroundings, having been in some pretty tight spots in the past, knowing this takes the whole bakery. Noting that Director Spells is of Hispanic decent, looking to be in her early forties, she has silk black hair that falls to her hips and hazel eyes; entranced in a forest of Oak, Maple and Mahogany trees, standing five feet eight inches. The man to her left must be in his late forties, or so she believes. He has blue eyes with a balding scalp and a trimmed brown beard with some expensive looking glasses attached to his perfectly symmetrical face, standing five feet ten inches with a minor gut. 

	Ace diligently responds that she is willing to cooperate. Listening to what is sure to be a long and drawn out speech, and surprised when it’s not, Ace retains the key points. Director Spells dives into Ace’s history. The part of her life where she was with the Albanian gang, also mentioning the word WMD which triggers a hiccup of apprehension at what is going to be asked of her. Director Spells suggests with a serene face that if Ace doesn’t help them today that she will be indicted for her crimes in the past. Director Spells, at last, says, “I’ll hand it over to Doctor Fulton to explain the scientific part of the process.”

	Boldly stepping into the limelight, Doctor Fulton proceeds to explain to Ace exactly what Director Spells was trying to avoid or didn’t know enough about to answer. Ace is feigning interest as not to draw more attention to herself. Doctor Fulton starts with the basics, “So, I work for the scientific division of a subsection of the Government that doesn’t officially exist.” Hyde is having two conversations at the same time; one with Ace; the other with his brain; computing what to say before saying anything. “We deal in bioengineered chemical weapons, and while it may not be ethical Washington wants results fast, especially as we try to withdraw troops from the Middle East.”

	Ace tentatively listens as Doctor Fulton continues, her palms feel greasy, the sickness Ace felt mere hours ago has subsided, sobering up fast after the events that have transpired. “As I was saying,” Doctor Fulton continues after sneezing, “My team and I have developed a new drug or WMD however you may view it to incapacitate the enemy, either through liquid or pills administered orally.” The comment makes Ace giggle, while Doctor Fulton pays zero attention to the outburst. “We’re currently trying to find a way to make it Airborne with mixed results so far; given the nanobots; the drug is nicknamed Synthesized Terminal Nightmares or STN for short.” Allowing Ace to soak the info before proceeding. “The science behind it is fairly advanced, I will dive into the basics for your peace of mind.” SS stands there silently while listening to Hyde prattle on methodically about STN. “Thank you DARPA,” SS says in a murmur.

	“The drug is a combination of LSD, Mescaline, PCP and a special undisclosed compound similar to Agent BZ with the precise amounts of each, so as not to OD but to have such vivid audio, touch, smell, taste and visual hallucinations that you can’t tell the difference.” Scratching the back of his head. “Almost as if you’re in a virtual reality of your worst nightmares.” Ace is trying to hone-in on the man who could break a record for fastest speaker. “We have also input mood destabilizers with a nanobot swarm to remote guage the vitals of the subjects; the nanobots can also run realtime diagnostic reports; they can do a real-time DNA test, so we know who is who in any database in the entire continental U.S; along with anything the U.N has access to in their database.” 

	Pausing for a brief respite. “We want to see what triggers your friends elicit responses, though bear in mind we will not be able to see or hear their worst nightmares.” Rummaging through some pages in hand, “The drug has been in development for the past seven years with minimal animal and rodent testing since it’s designed to be used on humans; so mainly pigs and monkeys have been our only subjects with limited success.”

	Director Spells interjects as Doctor Fulton stops speaking. Always speaking a mile a minute and breathing only when in dire need of air. “Now imagine, an insurgents village only water source being filled with these pills, them ingesting it, bear in mind though two things the good doctor forgot to mention.” Finally sitting down in the chair across from Ace and crossing her right leg over her left. “The pills dissolve in mere seconds, also the effects last for forty-eight hours maximum with the potency still at its peak.” Switching her legs vice-versa so Ace can see SS’s panties; throwing her off guard. “Our offer to you Ace is that you give the pills we supply you with to your friends before the heist we know you guys are planning.” “I will forewarn you though Ace that if you renig on this offer, know that you will be brought up on charges of domestic terrorism for what you did for the Albanian boys while you were with them.” A seriousness Ace has never seen radiates from SS. “If you try to notify anyone, we will do this again, but I assure you it willn’t be this comfy.”

	Director Spells says, “I’ll give you time to mull it over,” as Doctor Fulton and she casually walk out of the room. Ace has a million questions running at full speed through her brain. The only thing she can hear is dead silence, and it has a very distinct tone. The first is how could they have known about her time with the Albanians when there were zero records of it anywhere, and all digital footprints were removed, or so Ace presumed. The second was if she does make it out of here alive who could she approach for help. The third was how Nathan was doing, which was ironic given her current predicament. What feels like hours pass before Director Spells enters the room one hour later; alone this time. Ace has had ample time to decide, and it was going to be an adamant NO from her and deal with the consequences later. 

	Ace refuses to make other people; especially friends lab rats for this seedy underbelly of the Government but the moment Director Spells enters Ace’s resolve shatters. Ace thought the Director walked in alone but two guards in full kit housing tactical armor and what looks to be heavy ordinance dangle from their necks via a tac-sling. “What is your decision,” asks Director Spells having no time to wait. Reluctantly Ace responds with a somber yes. “Wise decision,” says the Director as she removes a small pill bottle and places it on the table next to Ace; her Hispanic tone sounding heavier than before at the mention of the pills.

	Opening the bottle, pouring one out onto the table, Ace notices that it’s a gel capsule that is the size of a fish oil pill. Director Spells finally speaks up calmly and collectively. “It doesn’t matter who each capsule goes to so long as we can register the data; we’re still in the beginning phase.” Ace picks up the pill and slowly rotates it in the palm of her hand. “Also, they each may only take one, we have yet to test what two pills would do to an individual.” Betraying the only family, she has known begins to weigh on Ace’s heart. “Lastly, remember what I said earlier, I can make the worst prison on Earth seem like Disney World if you so much as peep a word about this to anyone.” Towering over Ace like the Tower of Babel. 

	“Note over the next six months we will be monitoring all your emails, calls, texts, your movements around the city just to remain on the safe side; along with all of your friends included in the heist, continue your normal routine.” A casual look overtakes SS with a final statement to one of Ace’s previous questions. “If you’re wondering how we know all of this I can tell you that anything can be hacked; the bigger the budget, the more influence in matters of espionage; given your history, I’d have assumed you knew. We have satellites that can hone in on any phone call and track every text message for the last twenty years; along with the most advanced computer software to hack into all social media and any camera either inside a business or on the streets with added audio software to ensure accuracy since lip reading doesn’t always work.” Patting Ace’s thigh; hoping to get a rise out of her. “Don’t take it personally either, but we only pick citizens that are expendable or about to commit a foreseeable crime.” SS speaking; unconcerned with the potential fallout. 

	Ace notices Director Spells demeanor fluctuate just slightly that it’s noticeable. A bead of sweat begins to drop from her forehead as she quickly wipes it away and is composed again just as fast. Ace realizes at this moment that even the Director has bosses that she has to answer to or face the consequences. The last few things the Director says before she leaves is that after the Heist is over, her file will be terminated, she will never be contacted again. The second is that the Agents will escort her home, and due to safety protocols, they will have to put a knapsack over her head along with the headphones. Spotting a paper next to her is when Ace interjects asking what the article is, “It’s a confidentiality agreement clause,” Director Spells candidly acknowledges. Ace signs it, knowing that if she didn’t, she would never see the light of day again for as long as she lived. Ace notes Director Spells walking out as Ace pockets the pill bottle for a later date. The Agents approach toting FN P90’s on their slings. “Thanks, Call of Duty,” Ace thinks, knowing that game is the only reason she knows that specific assault rifle.  Ace’s world once again turns to night.

	“One job at a time,” Agent M thinks while sitting in his black four-door sedan; waiting for the SUV’s to depart with the package. Taking a large gulp of the rum inside of his flask that is made of brass with gold linings; being a commemorative gift on his promotion to undercover eight years ago. Catching his breath in his throat upon seeing Ace; a single picture did zero justice to the sway of her body, and the breeze blowing her hair every which way. Agent M had dossiers for both Ace and Nathan Moore, who was his designated target. Kicking himself mentally for thinking about a mere female weeks after Mason was murdered in cold blood. M&M having just died two weeks ago gave a minimum grieving period. Coping as best as possible given the circumstance; having turned to substance and alcohol abuse; seeking the perfect triangle by adding prostitutes to the mix to dull the ache in his heart. “I swear on my life in due time SS will die with my hands around her throat as the last thing her lifeless eyes take note of are of me,” M speaks internally noting everything is monitored minus the brain; saying it with such animosity and hate that would make the Beast appear kind to Belle upon first sight. 

	The SUV’s peel out as Nathan exits the BMW. Whistling to a cab which stops before the sound expires. Entering the booth and telling the driver his destination; closing the cap on the canteen M puts the sedan in drive and follows Nathan. Twenty minutes later and the cab pulls to the side of the road; exiting the cab after paying his fee. The streets are crowded as buses and cabs honk and curse at one another fighting for total dominance of the island of Manhattan. Pigeons are eating bread tossed by vendors, and the air smells like shit since it’s garbage collection day in this part of the city. Veering into a spot that says no parking; Agent M parks quickly while putting the car into park; simultaneously putting his Government Agency sticker on the dashboard making him exempt from any local and state authority including meter maids. 

	Exiting the vehicle and running to catch-up to Nathan. An elderly woman is exiting the apartment building as Nathan is halfway down the hall heading straight for the elevator. Wincing at the unsavory smells permeating throughout the apartment; spelled lousy maintenance. Clogged pipes made the rancid smell of shit and fecal matter radiate like the sun. Attaching the gloves to his hands while rushing towards the apartment. Thirty feet behind Nathan and closing the gap. One objective and that is to eliminate Nathan Moore. The time for emotions was over for now; a cyborg under the direct supervision of SS is what Agent M has become in the last two weeks. 

	Nathan makes it to the elevator and presses the UP button. Awaiting the lift as it descends; sending a text to someone; so, his guard is lowered. Agent M slows his pace; the doors open and thankfully, nobody exits the elevator; witnesses are compromising and must be addressed; Maxwell not wanting to kill more people than necessary. The screams from couples arguing and loud tv’s were sure to mask the silenced gunshot. Maxwell unholsters his prime weapon of choice; a suppressed FN Five-seven; attaching the suppressor in seconds. 

	Nathan rotates to face the entrance and hit the button for his floor. The elevator doors are a bitch in New York taking upwards of twenty seconds to close. Maxwell raises his gun towards Nathan’s head; trained to shoot center mass but being such an expert shooter M hates risking body armor. Dread doesn’t consume Nathan’s face upon coming into view of M holding a gun pointed at him; acceptance from the horrors he has witnessed and survived. “I’m sorry; this is for Amber,” the shot barely audible over the circus of atrocities being committed in the private rooms of the so-called upstanding members of society. Two more shots to the heart for positive identification of death. 

	Holding the elevator door open with his foot M holsters the gun after removing the suppressor; yanking out his phone to take visual confirmation and grabbing his wallet as additional proof. Blood soaks the entire elevator as a puddle begins to accrue below; fecal matter released upon the bullet hitting Nathan’s brainstem, making the scene worse than it already is; given the job. Picture taken with confirmation Agent M turns around to exit the building as ninjalike as possible. 

	Making it back to his car, M uploads the photo to Emma who is on standby awaiting the kill confirmation to show SS; entirely out of her depth but handling it professionally. Removing the gloves and stowing them in the glove compartment. Maxwell opens the flask again and takes three consecutive sips while starting to cry at what he has become and not seeing any light at the end of the tunnel. Tinted windows mask his emotions. The last thing M notices before the rest of his day is spent in a drunken stupor are the cops entering the apartment building; unsure of how long he was crying he pulls the car out into the congestion of traffic. 
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	“Hello Mr. King Kong, I see everybody has a coke, can I get one, please?” Squeling like porky the pig. “I have a name, it's Theo, but yes you may have a coke,” he says with a smile; “Sorry if that came off as rude.” Jessica is filled with joy, knowing she is about to sip on a delicious soda on this toasty day in New York. It's unrealistically hot at eighty-five degrees now. Theo grabs her a coke from the fridge and casually hands it to her. “Thanks,” Jessica says with the angst only a teenager can muster; understanding though that Jessica is 21. Theo is taken aback, it is rare to find a genuinely lovely human being in the city. “You’re welcome,” he replies in a half stupor. 

	Theo’s mind unintentionally starts to wander while watching Jessica walk back to the table where everyone is now at eating, thinking precisely what a date with her would be like especially since Theo has not been on a date in six years. Theo thinks to himself that it would be awkward and clumsy as he fumbles to find topics of conversation after being locked up for so long. Priorities change after being away from the civilized world for half a decade.

	Ace finishes the slice of cheese pizza that she was devouring like a starving child, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, stealthily hopping off the counter while everyone is conversing aimlessly. Ace saunters over to the liquor cabinet that Xavier houses his alcohol; everyone is busy talking. Ace knows where it’s located because over the past six months, they have met up at Xavier’s place more than a handful of times to plan everything out. Pulling out six shot glasses and pouring the best whiskey known to man, she fills each to the brim. Ace rummages through her pockets until she finds the pill bottle that houses STN.

	Ace starts to drench beads of sweat; discreetly pouring the pills on the counter she picks one of them up to put it back into the bottle, she decided from the beginning that she wouldn’t partake in such a crude task, nor was notified that she had to be a guinea pig. One by one, Ace drops a pill into five of the six drinks, moving her glass to the side so as not to get confused. Feeling horrible, especially at the fact that she is making Theo a lab rat but knowing deep down inside that she has no other choice. The past six months breezed by for Ace, and she did what Director Spells recommended which was to continue life as usual; which proved almost impossible initially upon finding out that Nathan had been murdered while they were vetting her in their facility. Ace had initially taken the pills and stored them into her safe and forgot about them until yesterday when a blocked number called to remind Ace of her obligations. Jessica was a new addition. If they were tapping everything, she knows the potential of her friend's things being tapped as well was significantly high. Ace didn’t want to break the legal clause signed, even if she was coerced; who could Ace even go to for help; the Agency seemed to trump even the most known Agencies; FBI, CIA, ATF and the NSA. Ace was alone. 

	Each STN pill dissolves upon impact into the warm liquor. Ace calls everyone's attention over to the counter where the drinks are poured after wiping her forehead. Announcing a toast, Ace decides to dedicate the toast, “To friends, fond memories and money.” Everyone gets up without any fuss and indulges in the shots that Ace has just poured; if for the sake of not wasting good liquor. Xavier shoots her a glance that says, don’t go scrounging around my liquor cabinets again but moments later after he swallows the shot the look of disapproval vanishes. The nanobots swarm everyone's systems minus Ace upon impact onto the back of their throats. Ace has absolutely no clue how long STN takes to start impairing the judgements of her friends, who she instantly regrets turning into scapegoats; viewing the alternative as life in prison; making Guantanamo Bay feel like a walk in the park. 

	A moment after taking the shot, a grotesque thought infiltrates Theo’s brain about what he would do if his date with Jessica went better than expected. Upon entering his apartment, he would reach under Jessica’s underwear to what Theo imagines to be a landing strip pussy design, finger her elegantly and after a minute take his cock out while letting her taste herself; which tastes like lavender. Theo would than push Jessica to her knees to have her start sucking his eight-inch cock. She was terrific, or that is how it felt to visualize it. The thought felt so real and heightened; Theo could feel the strands of hair running through his fingers; her perfume riddled his senses. Noting that he just cummed in his pants at how real it felt. Embarrassment riddled with guilt intertwines into Theo’s brain canvas. 

	The canvas goes blank; everyone has disappeared, and he is in his room laying on his bed. Posters line the walls of 80’s action movies. The wooden floor creaks under the small amount of weight of Jessica. Theo looks down to massive trauma bleeding from his enlarged penis where Jessica just bit off over half of his cock. Theo looks down mortified as Jessica starts to bathe in his blood; singing “Don't Cha,” by the Pussycat Dolls in between chewing and sucking on his now limp dick like a blow-pop; hands keeping Theo from moving as they grasp the back of his calves; digging sharp nails into his muscular legs while they begin to bleed. Theo is sweating in real life, or are they tears? Finding it difficult to pull himself away from this crude daydream, palms soaked, hearing Jessica laugh incredulously, the air still smelling like pizza and whiskey. Theo goes to punch Jessica and ends up hitting the fridge. Everyone glances over, “You okay?” Dylan asks Theo with a worried expression. Theo nods yes, leaving to rush into the restroom to clean the cum off his underwear. 

	A dream or a vision is what Theo thinks it could be, it was something far more sinister than that, and he felt it. Theo has never been so terrified in his entire life. He is sweating badly but not from the heat. The bathroom starts to spin for a moment. Feeling like he is settling down after riding the craziest roller coaster while intoxicated. Hearing murmurs of the others talking just outside the bathroom doesn’t help put his mind at ease. “Great, they think I’m insane.” “FUCK; I swear I saw Jessica; it felt so real,” barely speaking above a few decibels to undo the stress of silence. 

	Theo starts to vomit pizza and whiskey. The drugs and nanobots have already infiltrated his body, so throwing up without knowledge of the pill does nothing to counter-effect STN. Theo opens the medicine cabinet and finds a stash for the ages. Xavier is loaded to the nines with various drugs. Theo pops some Advil after a minute of gazing at all the medications with eyes bulging out of his head; pretending to see a ghost, running the water to swallow the pills and afterwards washing his face.

	The small bathroom is quite nasty in nature. The light is dim, it flutters. The tile is ripped up. The toilet water is running, there are half a dozen dead roaches in the john on a glue trap. A buzzing noise radiates from the vent; a dingy white shower curtain hangs in the background; bound to have cum stains if inspected with a black light. Theo hurries, walking out five minutes later wishing he was wearing a hazmat suit. Feeling ten times better but still shook to the core. 

	The rest of the group does a rough assertion of their friend. Xavier asks, “What the hell just happened man?” “I'm straight,” is his candid reply; eyes darting to his left and right; scratching the back of his neck. Dylan interjects by saying, “That is a lie if I have ever heard one.” The mood is becoming palpable, everyone but Ace stops eating to join into the fray. The last thing they need hours from the heist is an internal struggle.

	Xavier presses Theo again on the incident that just took place not five minutes ago. “Back off,” Theo tells Xavier; raising his voice by more than a few decibels; which is rare for Theo. The heat is not helping the situation at all. Dylan finally says, “You can tell us or leave Theo, no offense, but we don't need any loose cannons.” Dylan remains collected with his wits about him knowing this can spiral out of control any minute. Dylan starts to think, “The rangers teach you two things which are extreme ownership of any and all problems and also make a resolution and follow through with it.”

	The moment Dylan’s thought ends Theo interjects and says in a somber tone, “Fine, I'll tell you even though it's embarrassing.” Theo does not go into full detail just the over-arching significant bits, choosing in-an-effort very methodical as to not entice a fight. Theo gives comprehensive strokes for what he was thinking about Jessica while keeping his head down in utter shame. Theo finishes with the whole chewing on the dick bit, another rat traipses across the kitchen floor, but everyone is too shell-shocked to notice. Head hung low in defeat; awaiting judgement from the only friends he has made since his release from prison. 

	The group bursts into a mixture of responses. Ace starts wildly laughing; uncontrollable in nature, Dylan just sits idly and blinks, unable to formulate a thought. Jessica giggles mainly because she is embarrassed. Hanna is sitting on Xavier's lap when this transpires. “Please get up baby,” Xavier asks Hanna. Getting up as Xavier does simultaneously. Agent M slightly opens his heavy eyelids for what is sure to be an altercation of some sort; not that he intends to write any of it down. Instead, wanting to view it for pleasure’s sake. 

	Xavier walks not fifteen feet up to Theo, who still has his head down in a depressing demeanor. “You joking me, you piece of shit!” Theo continues to keep his head down as he mutters, “I'm sorry.” “That doesn't cut it,” Xavier growls, and at that moment Theo begins to head for the door. Xavier grabs his left shoulder to turn him around and finish this discussion. “Lord, please don’t let Xavier get hurt,” Hanna sending the silent prayer purposefully to the Heavens with prompt shipping. 

	Theo turns halfway around, saying, “For your safety, Xavier, take your hand off of me.” Theo was a lot of things, but a bitch isn’t one of them. He has been in enough fights in his life. The clashes came well before entering the penal system. Everyone wants to try to beat the biggest kid in school; nobody has ever beat him as good as his own mother. Theo hates fighting, but he is also very good at it. He took karate as a kid into his teen years; graduating with a red belt; always questioning why he didn’t stick it through to attain black. Theo than took up boxing as a young adult in Queens; street fighting techniques combined with prison rivalries. 

	Xavier grips tighter onto Theo’s shoulder to show Theo he is determined not to back down from a fight even if he is about to cause it. Theo instantly spins around and pushes Xavier with such force that Xavier goes flying back into the table; the others leap away as the table crashes to the floor with a loud smash. Xavier charges Theo with a pinpoint accurate spear. Nobody moves a muscle. They don't want to interfere in this squabble. Huffing and puffing are all the group can hear, swinging wildly as the others try to find a safe spot so as not to become another bystander. Bangs on the walls and shouts from neighboring rooms warn the friends that if this continues further, the police will be called for assistance.

	Xavier hits Theo with a few clean shots, notably a hard-right hook to the jaw. Lucky for Theo, he can take a punch. Theo hits Xavier a few times, and it feels like getting hit by Mike Tyson. They are both bleeding now but refusing to quit; both of them have the motivation to push past human limitation. They have both been taught how to fight or learned through necessity. Agent M watches passively without moving an inch. Taking another swig of rum and swishing it around his mouth like Listerine before swallowing it. 

	Xavier grew up street fighting, self-teaching himself whatever he could find; not having the money to be trained formerly. Xavier learned the most when he joined the Army at eighteen. The Army taught him a substantial amount of CQB. Ironically his opponent is stronger and more knowledgeable than him in this given fight. Theo sends a Hiji Ate at Xavier’s nose; basically; an uppercut with an elbow. Xavier believes his nose may be broken; blood trickles down in massive spouts. “Please stop,” Hanna cries with an exorbitant amount of emotion, but it falls onto deaf ears. Dylan notes that he needs to find a way to break this fight up before the police are called.

	Xavier kicks Theo in the dick using his one good leg. A cheap but effective move, giving Theo a one-two combo to the face; attempting to put Theo into a guillotine choke; failing horribly. Theo roundhouse kicks Xavier's left leg so hard that his prosthetic comes flying off; Xavier falls to the ground. Struggling to keep fighting while two neighbors have already told them to shut the fuck up with all the commotion. Dylan snaps out of it, going to hold Xavier back while Hanna rubs his shoulders to calm him down. Ace now stands in-front of Theo to ease his unhinged anger; frothing from the mouth with blood buildup. The heavy breathing of the contenders starts to simmer down as the men catch their breathes. Furniture is overthrown in some places, dents and glaring holes line a good portion of the walls; including a dent in the refrigerator when Xavier speared Theo; which would prove to be the cause of the leak. 

	“This is over,” Dylan says in a macho style; hands held high like a preacher at a Sunday sermon. The fight lasts no longer than a minute, but it feels like a lifetime of pain and pent up anger and frustration at a system that failed the both of them. Dylan helps Xavier up after attaching his prosthetic, sending Xavier into the bedroom with Hanna to calm him down while Theo and the others stay in the kitchen. Hanna helps Xavier onto his bed, it’s currently 2:10 pm. The tensions start to simmer down drastically once the two are separated. Dylan grabs an extra white shirt out of his bag; throwing it at Theo to change; noticing the shirt he now has on has been torn and ripped from the exchange; changing on the spot with no shame. The shirt is quite tight on Theo; appearing to be bought at baby Gap.

	Xavier lays down on the freshly made bed exhausted beyond measure. Xavier can't remember the last time he was in a full-fledged fight. It felt lethargic though if being honest. Xavier always loves to fight, though he would never divulge that to Hanna. “Are you okay baby?” Hanna asks Xavier who thinks inadvertently how much he despises the cliché term, baby, even though he uses it occasionally. Blood lines Xavier’s lips; bruises already start lining the parts of his body that were hit with a cement truck, and a twitch in his eye indicates nerve damage. 

	Hanna grabs a first aid kit out of the bathroom; fixing Xavier up while they talk and unwind. “Damn you, Hanna,” smiling at the woman of his dreams, Xavier falters. Xavier gets halfway up to give her a hug as he whispers, “You’re my everything” into her ear. Xavier also quickly licks her ear. Hanna begins to get wet just from the sensation; continuing to clean the wounds with a gauze pad. “Why did you start that fight,” asks Hanna with heartfelt compassion after she says touche to his “everything” comment. “I have to look after Jessica.”

	The answer brings a tear to her eyes. Jessica may as well be his little sister. I mean he does plan on marrying Hanna one day; as for the when; that is the tough decision. Xavier looks up to see a spark in Hanna’s eye. Xavier knows that look better than anyone minus Dylan unbeknownst to Xavier. Hanna wants to have some fun; having just finished a few minutes later patching him up to the best of her abilities. Xavier doesn’t fight it, especially since his blood is still pumping after that altercation with endorphins surging his body like a monsoon. Hanna closes the door before walking in a highly sexual manner back towards Xavier; hips and hair swaying while licking her lips are all that it takes for Xavier to become hard as a boulder. 

	Hanna starts to rub his emerging cock that is like a python to Hanna. Xavier gets hard instantly, breathing heavy as if he is about to start Round Two with Theo. Hanna lays him down on the bed, slowly beginning to take his pants off, followed by his black boxers. Champion brand to be exact. Hanna starts to jerk him off to begin this euphoric rush; ripping his shirt off that was already halfway torn to shreds from the fight; throwing it into the laundry hamper. Acknowledging that it can be used for a rag in the house. “Waste not, want not,” is a phrase that was drilled into Hanna’s brain as a child; being wealthy doesn’t mean you’re wasteful. Well, that is the lesson her parents taught her throughout her adolescent years. 

	A few minutes after Hanna starts jerking him off while they passionately kiss with blood now lining Hanna’s lip and the taste of iron not swaying her decision to make-out. The party commences. Hanna gulps the milk chocolate cock into her mouth till the tip hits the back of her throat, coughing as she always does with the girth. Envision a giraffe sucking a massive pole. Hanna starts to spit, taking a break so to breath as she keeps jerking Xavier off to keep the stimulation constant, Xavier is grasping her breasts and squeezing. Hanna goes back to town while Xavier slips into a translucent state with his past being at the forefront for some unknown reason.

	Xavier recalls living in a slum of a neighborhood in Queens. Sharing the apartment with his mom Darcy; who slept in the living room. Xavier met Dylan shortly later; becoming best friends; going camping with Dylan and his father. Xavier briefly comes to as Hanna spits on his cock yet again; pre-cum lines Hanna’s throat and lips, swallowing it whole again and he is in dreamland again; Xavier just turned fourteen a week before his freshmen year. Dylan treats Xavier to a movie and dinner at a bomb ass diner where they both get double bacon cheeseburgers with extra fries and a large chocolate shake. They are discussing “Jason X,” which is the movie they just saw; well snuck into is a more accurate description. They both agree it’s the best one in the series. They also mention the rumors of a potential Freddy vs. Jason film in pre-production that could potentially put Jason X to shame. The best memory he can muster from their childhood.

	Lastly, Xavier remembers skipping a Christmas with Dylan to visit Hanna; breaking a yearly tradition; along with having to leave Hanna and Xavier within three days to care for his Aunt Irene who lived in Georgia; west of Perry. Aunt Irene was dying of brain cancer.       Remaining a loner for those two years in High School; falling out with Hanna; losing touch. Aunt Irene passed away after two years of chemo and radiation therapy; modern and conventional science was ineffective. Xavier came back up to Queens senior year a changed man. You don't deal with this type of stuff and come out intact. Xavier noting that it takes a toll on you, your psyche, and the ones you love for the rest of your life. Therapy helps some people but not everyone. 

	Xavier wakes up from this flashback. Xavier could tell he was on the verge of busting. Hanna sucks his cock like she is trying to take out snake poison. Finally, giving way to a massive load that goes off in Hanna’s mouth like a fire hydrant. Swallowing every drop. Once she swallows it all, she wipes her mouth; licking her lips in the process; squeezing his shaft one more time to get every last drop. Hanna than precedes to tell Xavier, “Pull up your pants, makeup with Theo and forget the whole mess.” Expressing they have a job to do, and everyone needs to be on the same page. Xavier remains in the room, while Hanna goes to the bathroom to rinse out the leftover cum and salt sensation in her mouth. Xavier grabs a fresh shirt. 

	Meanwhile, Director Spells is firmly cemented in her neon purple adjustable office chair with a plush cushion for added support to fit her perfect ass. Staring at a picture of Samuel; reminiscing about the days when everything was carefree and straightforward; which reflecting back on it was few and far between since she was always busy advancing her career. Proudly sporting a black mane of hair and perfect teeth; a solid young man with deep rustic eyes that screamed of an old soul. A shining example of everything a mother could hope for in their offspring. Sniffing while rubbing her nose to stay the sneeze that was about to break through the sound barrier. 

	The intercom blares without warning. “Paging Director Spells; please head to R&D at your earliest convenience.” Recognizing the voice as Doctor Fulton. Standing up to stretch her legs while glancing one last time at Samuel. Raising her hands above her head to stretch her lower back before exiting her distinguished office. Always wanting to appear professional in the workplace; though on occasion wearing something quite exotic. Exiting the office wearing a low cut Persian blue strapless dress that showed her pink bra straps oozed sexuality. 

	The sound of high heels filled the placid underground air with tremors of authority and dominance. Guards and office workers made it their only goal to not stand in SS’s way as she pioneered her way through the facility heading towards Doctor Fulton’s office. Fifteen minutes later, after using the restroom, she enters the R&D bay. A no bullshit look is stamped across her forehead to let everyone in the room know that this had better not be a waste of time. Computers are being manned by the brightest minds in America; diagnostic charts and predictions line the walls. Conference calls are going on sporadically; the calls all halt once SS breaks the threshold into their domain; better yet rented space that she so graciously grants them. 

	A flick of her hand through the air indicates to the staff to continue their respective tasks. Doctor Fulton approaches SS with his assistant in tow two steps behind to give the update directly to Director Spells. The timid man appears to be in his early 20’s; wearing a lab coat and skinny as a toothpick; taller than SS by an inch but barley pushing 130lbs. Already balding with a gruff beard. “Scrawny little runt,” SS thinks with a mindless smile. “Director, a pleasure; please come in,” Hyde says with almost childlike amazement. The noise is considerable with tests being done and the info analyzed by the minute.

	“What is it, Doc?” Hands across her bosom, making her perky breasts appear more noticeable; one or two of the interns daring a glance; praying they are not seen. “Think carefully before speaking; I hate people that waste my time.” Doc never seemed to be phased by the Director. Supposing it was the fact they have been in bed together and side by side and friends for the past seven years. The friendship between the two could be construed as perturbing as possible on a one-way scale; Fulton just knew how much weight could be allotted before the scale topples. 

	“Right.’’ Extending his right arm to let SS pass him heading towards the rear of the room. The minion that stands beside Doc has an inkling of the way SS can be but has never experienced it firsthand. Pacing back and forth acquiring new papers to add to the stack that is already rising like the Leaning Tower of Pisa; filled with stats and case studies to substantiate any and all claims. A minute later and the two of them stand perfectly still while Doc is animated and lively as if a marionette puppet being controlled by an unseen entity. 

	A crease of a broad smile staples Doc’s face even before any words spill out. “I called you in her ma’am to show you the reading we just acquired from the start of the experiment.” No change of facial features; seems to strike SS; resolute in the fact that somebody will pay if they have wasted her time. “Get on with it already Fulton,” impatience slowly creeping through her body like a thief in the night. “Very well; apologies; what you are viewing is a live reaction to STN; it works.” A feeling of pride overwhelms Docs core since this was supposed to be his claim to fame; having been in production for the past seven years and the results are finally paying off. Brutally long days; lack of sleep along with barely visiting his sister and niece over the past decade. Sacrifice was in STN’s DNA. 

	“What am I actually viewing her Doc; all I see are a bunch of graphs with numbers and symbols with matching time stamps,” bringing her hands to her chest to adjust her bra. “Well, these graphs indicate a rise in Serotonin with one of the subjects; matching it to one of the cameras placed in their residence we can see the young man seemingly shaken while punching a fridge.” Fidgeting with his fingers while continuing to speak. “We also can hear him speaking in the bathroom saying that he saw something that our camera couldn’t notice.” SS looks unimpressed with the news. “You brought me all the way here to tell me someone’s serotonin levels have spiked?” The carnal lust for blood starts rising in SS. “I hope you’re not serious.” A grizzled look is foreshadowing future events if he doesn’t recompose this whole charade. 

	“Yes, ma’am; I’m sorry ma’am.” A look of deep heartfelt pang rings true like a cacophony of percussion instruments in Fulton’s heart. “I wanted you to be the first to be made aware at the fact that STN has entered their bloodstream and is currently starting to envelop them in all manner of hallucinations; we are processing massive amounts of info and will be through the next 48 hours; current predictions are positive.” Edging closer to the table where his sprite is located and grasping the bottle to take a sip while unanimously awaiting a reply. 

	A grave expression erases all matter of noise as Doc awaits the Directors diagnosis. “Very well, Doc, keep me appraised.” Breathing out through his nose after holding his breath, anticipating what would either amount to praise or a certain death sentence. “I will most certainly notify you at a moment’s notice ma’am.” Stiff as a board and refusing to relax until SS has left the room; Doc stands there at the edge of a cliff. Pivoting on her heels, SS exits the lab; making her way back to her office. The doors close as Doctor Fulton requires the ginormous stack of papers his elf is currently carrying precariously. 
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	Theo and Ace are still near the front door immediately following the fight. Ace is trying to calm Theo down, ineffective at best. Theo is like molten lava. “How could I put himself out there like that, trusting the people I have come to call my friends,” speaking internally so not to give away all of his burning thoughts. Wanting to shut off his emotions, rage simmers to the surface. “Fuck that punk bitch,” Theo tells Ace, as she caresses his shoulders to relieve the stress. “It will be okay; I promise ya big ape,” calmly speaking comforting words like an Autumn rain. Ace ever-so-gently cusps Theo’s chin to turn to face her; Theo is in awe staring into the last remaining jungle on Earth with reverence.

	Theo is still bleeding, finally starting to slow down. Ace has a one of a kind touch. Ace drops her hands from his chin to grab a towel before damping it. Giving it to Theo to take care of the bleeding lip sticking out like a sore thumb from his face. Theo looks towards Jessica, sincerely apologetic. “I’m sorry,” silently mouthing it so that Dylan can’t see or hear. Jessica understands what Theo is trying to convey, nodding in approval to acknowledge the unspoken apology.

	Theo finds Jessica to be beautiful beyond measure; though a tad short at five foot one, even after that creepy daydream. Jessica is exceptionally sassy along with a flare of wild which Theo admires. Hoping in his head that one day they will have a chance together, even if he must make the first move. Theo would never admit this to anyone, but his confidence levels dropped drastically after prison. Ace seemed to be the only one to fathom just how low; having tried to hook Theo up multiple times after prison to no success.

	Ace pops back up onto the counter. Pulling out her lighter, falling into a hypnotic state, not unlike the one, Theo experienced moments before this whole debacle. Ace starts to remember shards of her own life. The sporadic flashes come and go at lightning speed, doing her best to piece it all together. Slowly but surely it starts to take form as a solid picture begins to formulate.

	Ace is back in Aigio, Greece which is a town in Greece off the coast of “The Gulf of Corinth at the age of five, remembering the only memory of her parents taking her to an art festival. The parade and paintings were enough to mesmerize Ace until the day she died, or her parents would be the better answer. The sky was clear as day, not a single cloud shone, the sun beating down on all the visitors, birds circling overhead, waiting to steal food in a flash. Recalling only hazy details of what her mom and dad looked like, having zero photos due to the Earthquake and the rapid change of scenery coming to America. Balloons hung high, jugglers and dancers entertained guests. Food trucks littered the streets, along with a multitude of police for potential riot control. The smells radiating from the food trucks was irresistible. The art that was on display for all to see and buy was otherworldly to five-year-old Ace. Ace learned subconsciously to enjoy the trivial things in life after that festival.

	Theo slaps Ace’s knee as the lighter in her hand starts to become unbearable. Telling Ace to go lay down for a bit, she concurs going towards the couch in the small living room. The room has a three-seater dark blue sofa, a brown recliner with a small table and a box television. Plopping down on the couch to try and take a short nap. Curling up into a fetal position to get comfy; finally closing her eyes without the fear of being burned. 

	Theo starts to walk over to the table where Jessica and Dylan have been for the past five minutes. They have sparsely said a word to one another. “Theo... please don't come over here to cause any trouble,” Dylan says firmly but gently. Theo assures him that isn’t going to happen, “I just want to chat.” Appeasing their reticence. Dylan measures the man's body language carefully for any discrepancies; which Jessica is oblivious of given her naive nature.

	Jessica looks at Dylan, saying, “Dylan, just F.Y.I, I'm an independent black woman,” and the three of them erupt into a frenzy of laughter. The group's demeanor seems to loosen up after the joke. Dylan glances towards the bedroom door wondering what is going on in there, knowing in the deep recesses of his subconscious. The thought scurries away like tumbleweeds. The leftover pizza is starting to get cold, laying idly by their faces waiting to be eaten. Theo and Jessica, ironically being the only two of the group that enjoys their pizza cold. 

	Ace dozes off again, the heat is not helping any of them want to stay awake. Ace is now seven, a tragic event has just happened in her town. An earthquake just shook the entirety of the island, killing her parents as part of the death toll. The year is 1995, that is when Ace comes to America to live with her Aunt, who resides in Manhattan, NY. Crying in retrospect at what was an eternity, was, in fact, two weeks from the time her parents died to when the plane landed in NYC.

	Ace was cautious about going to live with her Aunt Phoebe. They had never spoken nor seen one another before that first time. Her Aunt encapsulated Ace into three words after the five years she lived with her. Introvert, stunning, and cunning is what Aunt Phoebe used to say. Funny enough, Ace learned her duplicitous ways from her Aunt, who was a literal whore. Ironically Ace would follow in her Aunt’s footsteps. Recalling, on one hand, how many enjoyable moments she had with her Aunt. Learning a good deal of life lessons from her Aunt.

	A fog overcomes this memory, then skips forward to when Ace is twelve. The police are standing in front of her in the living room. They cornered off the hallway where her Aunt Phoebe is laying face down dead right before she could knock on her neighbor's door for help. Ace is not upset though, not in the least. Noise from nosey neighbors breaks the police barriers with the gossip of how Ace murdered her Aunt. 

	Ace twitches, Theo is about to wake her up when Jessica grabs his hand, “Let her sleep for a few,” Jessica mentions pursing her lips unintentionally towards Theo; or so she believes it was unintentional. Dylan notices this, excusing himself to use the bathroom. Dylan walks to the toilet, Xavier's door is creaked open. Taking a peek for a few seconds; not being the peeping tom type but too curious to pass the opportunity. Hanna is consoling Xavier. They needed more time than Dylan predicted, not for that, he thought.

	Hanna glances towards the door and catches Dylan watching. Hanna seems to get more into it now knowing she has a voyeur present. She deep throats Xavier. Dylan starts to fix his crotch. Theo gets up to get some more cokes for himself and Jessica. Dylan quickly dives into the bathroom as if avoiding a live grenade. Tripping on the elevated edge; almost crashing chin first into the sink but recovering like a Ninja Panda.

	Ace settles down again, for that Theo is grateful. The flashes coming are like brain neurons having a disco party. Ace remembers that she has no living relatives. Orphaned at the age of twelve. Ace’s dulcet behavior was a ploy to escape. Ace didn’t realize it at the time, they don’t care who leaves, they still claim you no matter if you’re there or not, but you can’t come back. The place is what nightmares are made out of for children.

	Ace stayed in that orphanage for two years taking classes, trying to keep out of trouble. She had enough, so Ace decided on her fourteenth birthday she would escape. How she waited this long was illogical to even her brain. The living conditions were violating ethics codes left and right, nobody batted an eye. Money profiteering was all that mattered to these scumbags. 

	They put triple the number of kids per unit, sometimes quadrupled. Inspection time by the state, they would move the kids around like chess pieces to pass. Meat to the slaughter would be a better term. The quarters were lice, bed bug ridden; though a few days prior they would do a half-ass disinfect of the building; hiring an exterminator for doing only the parts the State visited along with making sure the children were showered and had their one good meal. The food was barely edible minus the day before the inspection. You got to shower once maybe twice a week if you were lucky. Kids fought one another daily to show dominance; Lord of the Flies style. 

	Ace did what she set out to do with escaping that ungodly hell hole. Finding out fast that hell is Earth in its entirety. Tricking herself out at the delicate age of fourteen. Her client list snowballed like the men’s cock who paid to be with her. A fast learner is what she became to survive the wicked streets; recalling pointers from her Aunt to get ahead of the learning curve helped payoff but only slightly. Men are naturally evil at heart; while women calculating. 

	A pimp by the name of Gustav broached a deal with Ace nine months into her tricking. Thinking he was joking. Gustav stood five feet six inches tall with a receding hairline and appearing to be in his late thirties with many tattoos including his gang affiliation; a few scars littered his body; a few stab wounds and two gunshot wounds. Ace came to find out that he was a bulldog in fights, seldom losing. Brokering a deal with him. Honestly in afterthought from her subconscious is the notion that linking up with Gustav is what kept her alive in those early years.

	In the nine months before Gustav, it was a nightmare, that was putting it mildly. Multiple John’s beat Ace. Raped her numerous times, most of the time, the clients didn’t even pay. The ones who took pity on her did, that is what sustained her. Starving and homeless is the life Ace chose when leaving the orphanage; always believing it was the right choice even on her darkest days tricking. The moment Gustav claimed her, it all stopped after a week.

	The beatings stopped within a week, also within a week, everyone started paying the exact amount owed the favor. A few angry clients tried to rape her but fled when backup arrived. The police found those men hanging from a streetlamp with their dicks shoved down their throats. Gustav was a part of the Albanian boy's gang based in New York. Their numbers may have been small, but they were undoubtedly respected. Their main base of operations being Europe. Owning a good portion of the docks in and out of Manhattan is how they generated so much revenue.

	Gustav for the life of him could not put a bead on Ace. Observing Ace to be mysterious, headstrong, and perceptive. Ace and Gustav became well acquainted. Gustav learned Ace tried the whole emo phase for five months. She used to cut and dye her hair pink. Trying drugs as well to dull the pain, having experimented, Ace was over that phase. Gustav became a father figure to her; longing for that after her own father passed seven years ago.

	The dream starts to fade with Gustav introducing her to fellow Albanians who would teach her the fundamentals of High School Math, Science, English, and History. Ace’s personal favorite was Hacking 101 by Sergei. They had her working weekends, one day a week. The rest was school; fundamentally believing smart people equaled money; money equaled power. Gustav died when she was eighteen. The last thing Ace hears as consciousness regains control is Gustav and Sergei duly noting that Ace is the most celebrated hacker, they have ever invested time into training. 

	Ace groggily starts to wake up as Dylan is in the bathroom. Dylan must jerk off to remain cemented. Unzipping his jeans, beginning to jerk off. Thinking about Hanna unintentionally, switching gears. A flash image of Ace enters his mind. Stroking his now erect cock with a methodical back-and-forth motion that only he knows best, veins bulging from his third leg. Agent M groggily closes the camera that is in Xavier’s bathroom; not wanting to view such a heinous but also regular act.

	Dylan doesn’t know if he is trying to get back at Theo for his thoughts about Jessica, quite frankly not giving a shit. Dylan visualizes Ace, who is twenty-one. Pale skin radiates as brightly as her red hair. Ace is medium height; standing five feet five inches, having turquoise eyes. Ace has a bomb body with what looks to be B cups with pierced nipples, recalling the piercings from a time they all drank at a bar a few months back in the early Fall. The hottest piece of ass Dylan can recall in recent memory; though never having seen the scars on her stomach from where she was stabbed on numerous occasions and needed stitches. 

	Dylan starts to beat his meat thinking about bending Ace over the sink, it switches gears again but not by his own volition. Envisioning Hanna starting to make passionate love to Ace in the “AMAM” Amphitheater. Knowing they met last summer in 2009 when Ace visited the museum. Dylan finds the thought provocative. He is so close to cumming when a knock rattles the door, losing focus. “What goddammit,” Dylan retorts, Ace tells him to hurry up; rattling the doorknob; tempted to open the door and fuck Ace right now; deciding against it.

	A few minutes later, goo erupts into some toilet paper, pissing and flushing the evidence down the drain. Glancing into the mirror, the lights go off. “Stop fucking around Ace,” Dylan says in a matter-of-fact tone; no reply. The air becomes rapidly cold like Death is approaching. Dylan takes out his phone to illuminate the bathroom, swinging it by the mirror, a flash of images. Dropping the phone in surprise, still being able to understand if not deduce the true meaning of this onslaught of images. 

	The images can’t be explained. Dylan notes Jessica in a bathroom brutally beaten to death. The premonition scares this Ranger more than any combat situation he has ever been in, the third world over. Being trained on how to battle insurgents. Dylan questions how you fight something inside your own mind. Refusing to believe he is going crazy; being the cornerstone of logic for the group. Crumbling wasn’t an option at this juncture. 

	The next second, another knock. The premonition dies as the lights flare back to life. Dylan opens the door apologizing. Ace goes into the bathroom. Dylan is positive that he needs a beer to make it through the next couple of hours. Trudging towards the fridge as Hanna and Xavier exit the bedroom with Xavier leading the charge. Dylan glances back to see that Hanna has a naughty smile. Quickly looking back again, and it’s Hanna waving with no such facial expression, “Am I going nuts?” Dylan continues towards the fridge while shaking his head and readjusting his package.

	Jessica and Theo are casually talking at the now half-broken table when Dylan makes it to the fridge. Looking to his right moments after chancing a look behind him. It had cooled down in temperature, not by much. Witnessing Theo holding a chef’s knife in his right hand under the table. Dylan does a once over, not one hundred percent sure this is real. Xavier and Hanna seem to have slowed to a halt. Ace is still using the bathroom. The stagnant smell of pizza, residual alcohol, and dirty laundry permeate the air to create another culprit that can’t be beaten anytime today, not without air fresheners and bleach.

	Theo starts to lift the blade high in the air. Dylan deduces that the frame of his body indicates the knife is at a minimum of seven feet in the air. Jessica is turned around fumbling in the purse behind her chair; looking for the book she is currently reading in class to show Theo. Dylan tackles Theo to the ground, about to land a flurry of punches. Theo puts up his hands in defense. Dylan determined to find the weapon but to no success. The knife is gone or was never there, to begin with, Dylan has totally lost all sense of tangible reasoning. 

	Jessica is badgering Dylan to get off Theo upon impact. Xavier rushes over to help. “What the fuck, Dylan,” Theo says as Dylan clambers off Theo’s large frame. Dylan honest to God, looks at Theo, saying that he swears he saw Theo holding a knife. “I’m sorry,” Dylan apologizes profusely, Theo being the gentle giant, accepts Dylan’s apology, if not for the sake of the job. Theo isn’t quite ready to fight again; needing more time to heal. Battered and bruised from the hits he sustained. 

	Dylan precedes to keep the original plan intact, which is drinking a few beers. The time is two-thirty in the afternoon. Knowing it will hamper his ability a tad especially after the few shots they all had earlier, he has an entire night to recuperate. Theo gets up, taking a seat. Ace walks out of the bathroom, sensing and having heard something is up. “What just happened?” The only person to answer is Theo, replying, “Just a misunderstanding.” Relaxed and no tension show Ace he is telling the truth. “No, biggie.”

	Ace starts to analyze Dylan as he finishes grabbing a few beers. Dylan is at least six feet with an athletic build. He has onyx black hair and hazel eyes. She would love to give him a freebie even as the upscale escort that she is now. Ace thinks he would rock her world. She loves white men, anal gangbangs as well which the first one that Ace ever took part in was not of her own accord. The pain, in part, makes Ace feel as if she is paying penance for the lifestyle that she chose to pursue.  

	Dylan always had this thing about any home that he visits, he must take his shoes off, most times socks as well. It was a habit built by living with his dad in their residence as a child. Today was no different. Xavier has told him numerous times it didn’t matter; it is hard to break a lifelong habit. He starts to make his way to the recliner; a beer in each hand. Quickly peeping a look at Ace as he is about to cross the threshold into the living room when the lights upstairs vanish. 

	Dylan slips onto his back, hitting his head on the tile floor. The mood has been assorted this past hour. The climate now is dire as the group circles their friend. Jessica immediately thinks of the film “Final Destination.” Dylan fades into the darkness where time and space don’t exist. A buzz grows inside of his ears. Tasting the iron tang of blood with nothing but a black satin background. A whirlwind of images passes over him in his blackout as he reaches out for them.

	Dylan recalls his father explaining to him as a child that their mom passed away on the operating table. Sprinting forward to one of the few times he lied to his father to go camping with Hanna when he had to work. The darkest secret that Dylan has never told Xavier; along with making Hanna swear is that Dylan took her virginity; not Xavier.       Registering in his subconscious the best time of his life was when Xavier and himself joined the Army out of High School; escaping the poverty- stricken neighborhoods, they grew up in as adolescent kids. 

	Signing up for infantry together; brothers in life; now brother in arms; Dylan helped Xavier through Basic Training when the rampant racism almost made him quit on multiple occasions. More then a few of the Drill Instructors had it out for Xavier on Day One. Completing all prerequisite training to become Army Rangers. Completing multiple missions together; except Operation Mountain Fury; where their unit came under heavy fire; resulting in Xavier sacrificing his body to protect Dylan from an IED he stepped on in Iraq. Costing Xavier his left leg; along with shrapnel blasting his entire back and legs; losing one leg and the other being ripped to shreds; thankfully they were able to salvage his right leg; receiving the medal of honor than cast aside like a leper because he was worthless to them.

	Dylan opens his eyes with the worst headache possible, “What happened?” They tell him. Slowly getting up; dizziness and nausea threaten to overtake Dylan’s more exceptional functions. Theo grabs a towel to dry the water up, which came from nowhere. Deducing later the refrigerator started leaking after the dent that was made from the flawless spear; along with an $800 bill. “I’m fine,” Dylan states; telling them he just needs some Advil; refusing to be coddled. Hanna runs to the bathroom to grab the Advil. Dylan swallows the Advil that Hanna brings him with a swig of beer, that by chance didn’t break with the fall though; the other bottle shattered; Hanna swept it up while he was unconscious, getting up just to go and sit down in the kitchen again. Dylan says it's time to get back to business; not even thinking of his physical wellbeing; laser focus directed at the planning. 

	“You need a doctor,” Hanna says with massive concern. “I’m perfectly fine; we can see about a doctor after tomorrow.” Rubbing his head that a lump the size of coal is already plastering under his hair. Retorting without taking a breath, “You could have a concussion or worse Dylan,” the sound of genuine worry and sympathy radiate from Hanna who looks genuinely scared. Fretting about; unsure of what to do. “I’ll be fine; I promise.” With that said, Dylan takes another swig. “Eight more beers and I’ll be just dandy,” Dylan thinks wishing he had the time to get plastered. 

	Jessica, who is suddenly piqued, asks what this is all about, nobody answers. Dylan slaps his forehead in embarrassment at such a dumb comment. Hanna does not want her sister involved in this, not in the slightest. Jessica refuses to leave until they tell her every detail. Dylan has no choice, at first ignoring, Jessica was adamant with a rebellious side, so Dylan finally cracks, telling her everything. Dylan mouths an apology towards Hanna who doesn’t respond. Worried for Jessica’s safety. Finishing, Jessica bursts into a fit of laughter; understanding it not to be a joke; Jessica becomes serious. It takes Jessica five minutes to compose herself before responding, she wants in, noting she must be able to contribute something to the team. “This isn’t a game, Jessica,” Hanna says more worried than mad. “I’m well aware, sis; thanks.” Grounded in her corner and refusing to be swayed. 

	Dylan peers at Hanna, she has a conjoined, apathetic face which tells Dylan it’s okay, Hanna hates this current situation. Dylan says she can distract any guards, supplying support, only in dire circumstances. Jessica agrees which she now stands to be the biggest wildcard. Dylan says finally, “Let’s finish revising our plans so we can all go the hell home.” Exasperated beyond recognition. “We must be up bright and early tomorrow, standing there with a goofy grin; almost as if he couldn’t have just died from internal brain trauma. 

	They all start to circle the table. Dylan is still drinking the warm beer. Hanna exits the kitchen to retrieve the blueprints. The time is now three in the afternoon. Dylan was out for half an hour. The only reason nobody called the police or the paramedics is due to the fact of the planned heist. If the police were to enter the premises, they might have searched the apartment for any potential foul play; that was something none of them could chance. Thankfully Dylan pulled through; causing the others to exhale slowly in relief at the small miracle.

	Hanna comes out a few seconds later. Dylan starts getting down to the brass tacks of things. Dylan knows the details need to be ironed out before they can leave; weaving in Jessica’s part now will take a little extra time. He begins speaking on a day that will prove to be the last carefree day of his entire existence. Ace is surprisingly calm as a pickle; even refusing to put up any argument on the front of Jessica joining in last minute. “After tomorrow, I’ll be free from this nightmare.” No one hears the comment due to it being internal; registering the fact that she will have to feign distress on more then one occasion tomorrow to not draw unwanted attention while her friends are at the whim of STN.

	Meanwhile, Agent M, after having used the restroom for the fourth time in the past two hours, thanks to breaking the seal, stands to look towards Xavier’s apartment. Cocking his head to one side and than the other in an attempt to crack his neck. The surveillance equipment is still up and running; while M’s stomach begins to grumble. Appearing to be more bum than an Agent for a covert sector of the Government does little to appease his current status.

	Having just witnessed a BJ, someone jerking off, a fight and a potential death, M has been around the gambit in the past few hours. “More action today then the past three days,’’ M humorlessly states to himself. Turning around to sit on the couch again as the audio from the kitchen area is up and running. M can hear them finalizing their plans for tomorrow. Reaching into his sweater M pulls his phone out. Refusing to see Amber before such an important job that dictates whether he lives or dies; along with whether his only surviving daughter lives or dies. No allies minus Emma whom he can fully confide in made him a hermit at the tip of the known world; dead to the world and enveloped in soot colored depression.

	Carefully texting precisely what he intends to send. Noting he hasn’t seen Ace in over a week now. Refusing to try mainly because he was busy following her around: she was busy dealing with the potential fallout of the planned heist. Agent M had notified SS of his plans months back to infiltrate Ace’s life by becoming a client. Telling the director; not believing he owes her any info of his personal life; notifying SS, so she doesn’t think he is sneaking around behind the Agencies back covertly. Promising the Director any and all pertinent info pertaining the heist. Starting to see Ace a month after M&M had passed. Grateful that SS gave him this opportunity; needing to blow off steam. Ace being utterly unaware of M’s true identity, always referring to himself as Lang.

	 

	TO: Ace

	FROM: Lang

	Hey, long time no see. You around to chat? Make it worth your while; I miss your company.

	Viewing the computer monitor as Ace’s phone vibrates. Yanking it out of her pocket to see a message. Running around the past week has put a damper on her real career. Staking money that some of her clients went to others to remediate their sex drives; not Lang. Perking up at the message and considering what to type back while listening to Dylan humdrum his way into their existential boredom. 

	 

	TO: Lang

	FROM: Ace

	Hey, stranger :) been a minute. I was just thinking about you. Haven’t seen you around. Worried you found someone else.

	Receiving the reply in an instant. Overlooking it to a positive smile cresting Maxwell’s face; which is about as rare as witnessing a Liger. Wanting to play it suave and not sound desperate, he begins to type into his phone. All the while trying to crowd out painful thoughts of his son; feeling as if he doesn’t deserve happiness and only doing this to get off and blow some steam lest he goes postal.

	 

	TO: Ace 

	FROM: Lang

	Yes, it has been, I’ve been busy with work. I’m free tonight if interested and if not no big deal ;)... 

	Another thunderous vibration; this time phone is hand though made it last a millisecond before silencing it. Cheeks becoming rose red with hot anticipation for tonight. Considering everything and anything that will take place; which is nothing. Lang is a bestial animal in the sack, or so Ace pretends. Lang has never once opted for sex in five months; always just wanting to talk; becoming a contender for best customer albeit not the highest paying. 

	 

	TO: Lang

	FROM: Ace

	Sure. Say 6:30. You know the code. XOXO

	FROM: Lang 

	TO: Ace 

	Perfect. See you then, beautiful.

	Breathing deeply in part of being overly stressed of late and feeling obligated to enter into these paid agreements. Granted; recalling it was his idea in the first place; trying to reconnect and figuring this would be the perfect opportunity. Refusing to tell his therapist about his late-night enterprises; not for fear of judgement but for his self-worth. Closing the phone and setting it on the table where the computer is located; standing to stretch his bones and crack his knuckles. Rising to see what is in the refrigerator besides a potential liquid diet.
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	“Chop chop baby,” Xavier says to Dylan with a smirk. “I have things to do.” He wasn’t lying, I mean shit, they all had things to do before tomorrow morning. Dylan gives him an, I'm unfazed look. “Everything good Ace,” asking in a concerned tone. “Absolutely; my bad that was just business,” feigning innocence. Dylan starts wrapping up with the plans; bringing Jessica up to speed. Dylan is becoming antsy. Hating having unknown variables thrown into the mix; especially last minute; even with being trained to improvise and adapt.

	Owning up to that stupid mistake. Dylan must figure out a way for Jessica not to fuck this up. Dylan could not take the risk that Jessica would blab about this to one of her friends; the best option would be to tag along. Dylan trusts Jessica, just knowing this will prove to be a foolish decision, also being liable for Jessica now adds additional mental strain to an already overburdened prefrontal cortex.

	Jessica starts to think; she is beyond excited to be able to do something with her sister. The money would be nice, but they have not bonded like they used to in years since Hanna left home, having been in school minus the occasional holiday. Jessica overhears Dylan saying that they will meet at Penn station at nine in the morning sharp. They are to meet in front of the coffee shop parallel to platform B. Feeling rusty with precisely where it’s located Jessica is about to ask when Hanna reads her mind and lightly taps her shoulder to spare the embarrassment. 

	 “If you are late for any reason don’t bother showing up,” Dylan states with a firm tone. Jessica takes off her shirt to reveal a black sports bra. “It’s too hot,” Jessica says without a lick of sorrow for displaying such a decadent scene. Ace and Hanna both give an exasperated look while the guys soak up the view like a Guido in a tanning booth. Hanna catches Xavier peeking, she lightly slaps him. “You perve,” she says sarcastically but the deep caverns of her heart question if one day Xavier will no longer find her beautiful. Destroying the thought before it has time to permeate into a mire.

	Hanna thinks back upon why she is going through with the craziest thing she has ever done or will ever do in her entire life. Why risk it all when you have your dream job, make a very sizable income, also the cherry on top being Xavier. She concludes that first, she will not be staying for the heist so to not lose her job. The second reason was so that she could pay off her sister's college debt which is why Hanna didn’t want Jessica to join this ridiculous venture, to begin with, she was her sister's guardian angel even if the last couple of years have diminished their closeness an ounce or two. Hanna now stands there unsure of herself.

	Xavier notices her mood shift, putting an arm around her to comfort her. Hanna glances up at him, giving a half smile; the wrinkles of age forming around her eyes and forehead. Knowing she is nervous, just like the rest of them. Xavier also knows they will never get another opportunity like this in their lifetime. Caressing her earlobe; though not to turn her on, “Everything will be just fine,” he whispers tenderly. Adamant about what he just said to be true. Incapable of ever lying to Hanna about anything, whether it be good or bad. Always referring to a phrase he heard years ago; maintaining it as a nugget of wisdom. An honest man can be forgiven for treachery; while a liar is cast aside like a leper. 

	Xavier is steadfast as to his reason for being here at least in his mind. Being a loyal and protective boyfriend. Hanna had broached this opportunity to Dylan and himself simultaneously six months ago, shell-shocked at first, wanting to know who put her up to this hoax, Hanna noted that it was Ace; someone she had just met; after the three of them met Ace to determine her character; they got on board. Furthermore, to that fact; he is a custodian for an elementary school that pays dick since most contracts are privatized today. A lot of his money is garnished for “habitual” rehab. The VA has been fucking him for three solid years. He needs a change of scenery. Dylan is rambling on all monotone. They catch the important stuff. Dylan is elated at that fact. Pausing for a moment to guzzle some more beer, reflecting just for a minute.

	Dylan may have been chosen to lead this motley crew due to his tactical prowess; he certainly did not plan this robbery before hearing about it six months ago. Dylan, at times, has pushed his cockiness down to be a true leader. Obligated to Xavier for saving his life three years ago; that debt was never paid in full until the day this heist is completed; than the slate is clean. Blood debts have no expiration date, and nothing is off limits to pay that debt; including robbery and if called upon murder. Morals can’t be registered if called upon to fulfill one.

	Shoot! Dylan believes in this great country, even though it has waned at times. Dylan became an armored car driver for one of the biggest companies in the Tri-State after his tenure with the Army. Wheeling rich yuppies boatloads of cash around daily never has he intentionally thought of taking it once. Dylan sees what this country is doing to Xavier, it sickens him to the core, knowing Xavier is just one of many the Government throws away like garbage. “Something must change,” he thinks; though not about a heist; more towards reforms that should be brought and executed before Congress.

	Dylan blinks, coming to a second later with everyone staring at him. He has lost track of time more often today than ever before. It could be the fall, he begins to think, “Damn, maybe I do have a concussion.” Starting up again while describing the topography of the AMAM; saying that it is identical to the MET in New York City. The AMAM has been battling it out in court for the past two years since it debuted. Legal issues galore. Greed is the main factor for a long and drawn out court battle. 

	Theo wipes his head again with his now drenched bandana. Beginning to segue into his own thoughts. Theo detests crime, he also feels that he must watch out for Ace, who is like a sister to him. Theo is indebted to her for visiting him in prison weekly, giving him money to make him comfortable. Ace was even at his trial when his mom shunned him; though she had to be as a character witness. Deferring to answer right away; considering the money, he made as a mechanic; preferring to pave his own path with little to no help. The truth of the matter is without Ace prison would have been far worse. 

	The one constant was Ace. Dylan begins to finish up his whole spiel, the others can see the light at the end of the tunnel. Ace was the one who planned this entire escapade. Theo knew about the job before anyone else, never once judging Ace as per usual. Accepting Ace is all Theo knows. Ace is the real mastermind of this elaborate heist thanks to the Albanian gang; Sergei; teaching her to hack anything without being caught; though there was still tons to learn and master. Money played a big part in annual upgrades to software; which in-turn made hacking faster and less likely to be detected. 

	Ace usually just wants to have fun; this time it’s a gift for Theo, so he never has to rely on anyone ever again, or it was prior to SS. Ace is always cruising the web. Hacking art museum manifests, numerous other enterprises that may indulge her insatiable appetite for thrill-seeking; whatever may make her a quick buck; though this would take the cake for rapid cash. Ace has never struggled with money; nor is she flush. Always appreciating Sergei, along with Gustav in her mind for training her; teaching her so many useful abilities. Ace singled Hanna out specifically for this job unbeknownst to anyone except Theo. The dominoes fell into place after that, everything was golden. Ironically, they legitimately all became friends. 

	 Ace comes back to reality as Dylan finishes, “Do you have anything to add?” Dylan asks with a sharp contrast to mere moments ago. Ace ponders it for a second, saying, “Yes, it will take two seconds.” Ace recaps everything Dylan just said, annotating that they will grab breakfast at nine-fifteen sharp. They will then take taxis from there. Two separate taxes to be exact; since Hanna will have left for work already. The equipment is already in the storage warehouse. Shaking her arms out to release the jitters building up inside of her; Ace finishes. A crow lands on the windowsill of Xavier’s kitchen window; cawing at the misfits; representing a foreboding warning should they continue this venture. Xavier throws a Sports Illustrated magazine at it; scaring it into flying away. 

	Hanna was able to sneak in quite a bit in the past two months; not wanting to chance the gear being on display any longer than that amount of time. They have a utility cart with harness straps supplied by the museum. They have five ski masks, gloves, black pants, and shirts that fit each of them individually. Hanna also snuck in a crowbar, three knives, and a Glock 19 with one spare mag. The extra items are in place too, minus Jessica’s gloves and mask which was not expected; Xavier reassured Jessica he would grab some tonight. Hanna was highly nervous about bringing in contraband into the place she worked; especially weapons. Dylan and Xavier both sat down months prior and spoke to her calmly and collectively about the potential for security and needing a gun to defend themselves in a worst-case scenario.

	Ace finishes by telling everyone to get home safely. “I’ll see you all at nine sharp,” says Ace as she and Theo get up to leave. The mood is somber, knowing this is it; after tomorrow, nothing will be the same ever again. “Can I stay the night?” Jessica asks Hanna with a beaming smile only a sister could muster. Hanna says, “Of course.” They leave after saying their goodbyes. Xavier and Dylan are sitting alone in the kitchen. It’s four o’clock in the afternoon by the time everyone clears out of Xavier’s pad minus Dylan.

	Meanwhile, Emma opens her desk drawer to take hold of the black permanent marker; closing the drawer upon completion. Bringing the pen up to her calendar and marking another day off December; annotating another day that M refused to visit Amber. Setting the marker on the desk yet again that is bombarded with stacks of papers including her computer and different gizmos to toy around with for fun to spark the creative side of her brain. Emma, having been diagnosed with OCD, made her a neat freak. Always fixing her desk even when it appeared to be in perfect working order to the average human. Frazzled beyond recognition at the site of her workspace.

	Beginning to rearrange the desk; along with rummaging through countless papers sorting out what is essential to what can be placed on the back-burner. The phone at Emma’s desk rings. Ignoring it the first few rings in anticipation that it’s the wrong number. The ringing continues; grabbing the phone, Emma brings it up to her ear. “Hello, this is Emma Harper. How may I help you?” Emma’s voice could put a Jet engine to shame; feeling the need to always speak loudly for attention; not to sound belligerent; so, people notice her; feeling co-workers don’t take her seriously being paralyzed and wheelchair bound. 

	A clear and concise voice replies, “Hi, Emma, it’s dad.” A sense of joy explodes in her core at the new revelation that she is actually speaking to her father. “Um... hey dad, would it be okay to speak on my cellphone?” A worried expression could be heard in her voice, and Ethan could hear it. “Don’t worry, baby, I have this call on a secure network.” A sigh releases from the deep recesses of Emma’s diaphragm. “Thanks, dad,” waiting patiently to find out to what she owes the pleasure of hearing such a stoic voice entails. 

	“I can’t just call my baby and see how she has been; I also wanted to wish you a Merry Christmas,” coughing into the receiver by accident. “Dad, we both know that isn’t the case.” Emma grabs the stress ball and starts squeezing it while waiting for a reply. “Very well, I’m calling to see if you have any updates.” Feeling her father's eyes bore holes of damnation into her if she doesn’t concede and give up something of use. “I wish I did dad. I mean they’re currently testing STN which you already know about and besides that nothing out of regulation that I have seen or heard.” A frown that could have fooled someone of a pout transcends Emma’s demeanor. 

	“I trust you to make the right decision in what material you share with me and don’t; thanks, baby.” Grasping the stress ball so tightly that Emma’s hands start to turn blue while she contemplates whether to say what is on her mind or not; opting to just let loose. “Dad... you know it would be nice if you actually called to check up on me and not National Security on occasion.” Hearing his daughter choke up along with visualizing tears streaming down her pearly white cheeks breaks the steely man. 

	Unable to respond. The dead silence speaks volumes to Emma, who is wiping the tears away with her sleeve. “Emma, I’m sorry.” Maintaining a professional and compressed voice in fear that someone may be listening; refusing to show outward emotion lest it makes him appear weak to his superiors. “Don’t worry Ethan; I’m sure we will talk some more in the new year,’’ straining to hold onto the last bit of pride she has; Emma hangs the phone up. Ethan stays seated in his chair 230 miles away in Washington, D.C. in the privacy of his office; the intercom chimes in a second later with his secretary mentioning the scheduled conference call with the Joint Chiefs of Staff. “What line, Barbara?” Replying, “Line 2,” in a sweet executive tone. Entering the conference call with thoughts of what Emma just told him makes the next two hours seem like a state of limbo for the grizzled veteran in his consciousness. 

	 

	
10

	Everything happened so fast that the knock-on Xavier’s door five minutes later was immensely unexpected. Xavier gets up to open the door while Dylan stays seated, perusing the decor or lack thereof in the room. Theo stands there, formally apologizing to Xavier, who accepts, saying, “All good.” Underneath both-of-them though is this deep-seeded tension. Theo isn’t a prideful man which is why he is apologetic; plus; the push from Ace upon exiting. Xavier may have forgiven Theo; he also will never trust Theo alone with Jessica after today.

	Theo turns around after they shake hands, starting to walk back downstairs to escort Ace, who is waiting in the downtrodden lobby. Xavier closes the door when Theo is halfway down the hallway. Xavier proceeds to sit down to shoot-the-shit with Dylan some more. Talking for about ten minutes about sports. Dylan exclaims, “Oh, shit!” Xavier retorts with, “What is it?” The pandemonium of the past few hours had made Dylan’s brain short circuit.

	“I wanted to see if any of the parades are still on tv,” Dylan says followed by, “I totally forgot,” it has been a tradition and all in his household for many years. Instantly standing up to go and turn on the television. Xavier concurs than that they will watch the parade. Xavier gets up to run to the mini-mart quickly for snacks; along with Jessica’s gloves and mask. The crypt like silence returns, knowing it will be the end of Dylan if he doesn’t do something, Dylan heads into the living room while avoiding the prior spot that he slipped on; although they had already cleaned it up and dried it with a handful of rags. 

	Dylan flops onto the couch, which has a few tears and some questionable stains on it, as he simultaneously lays down. Turning on the tv as the piece of shit AC turns on momentarily. Getting up to grab the last Coke in the fridge, the picture warms up on the television considering it’s an old school style television. Dylan grabs the coke, cracking it open after wrapping his knuckles on it twice. Smelling the acid from the soda hit his nostrils while taking a swig to taste Heaven, or so Dylan believes. The wet rags are piled in the sink that were used to clean up the water he had slipped on earlier. A handful of rags was also shoved under the fridge as well to slow the water down until maintenance could fix it, which may never be the way management operated. 

	Dylan sits back down, deciding not to lay down yet. Picking up the Coke, taking another deliberately slow sip, while savoring the flavor; tasting like golden mead made by Zeus. Ten minutes have elapsed in the rerun of the parade. The cold sensation from earlier returns chilling Dylan on a subatomic level. Becoming instantly on edge, Dylan shoots straight up. Goosebumps start to tingle the body as if a feather is slowly rubbing across Dylan’s body.  

	The television starts fritzing. Static erupts from the screen. Dylan writes it off, knowing these old TVs always act up, just needing a swift kick to come back to life. Rising to lightly slap the side, it works but in a distinctly chilling way. Looking around realizing a frantically frightful fact, Dylan is all alone; consciously he knew it but had forgotten. Wanting to run, Dylan is too curious to bolt. “Fantastic, I’m a walking cliché for any horror movie,’’ Dylan sarcastically notes devoid of any hint of humor to avoid a hectic heart rate.  

	Dylan takes a few steps back while standing in the dimly lit living room. “I’ve got you Under My Skin,” by Frank Sinatra starts to play while a new picture formulates. The song seems to be on repeat while a handful of images flash across the screen. A horrifying scream followed by an unmistakable child graveyard in the desert beside a village. The living room comes alive with surround sound in the, knowing that it can’t be true since Xavier doesn’t have the money to purchase it fashion; he would have been the first to know. The noise becomes deafening like the sound of being front row at a drag race.

	Dylan turns pale. Vitals spiking like a tweaker on a three-day crack binge. Perceiving insanity is steadily encroaching upon his consciousness. The screen goes black, the voices of Corporal Lance along with Specialist Garcia scream into oblivion, “Thanks Dylan for getting us killed,” a ghostly voice yells. Staring at the blank screen; which has come alive with trippy images of his time in Iraq, sweat coursing down his face; feeling like he is alone on an Island with no help arriving anytime soon; not having been this afraid since Iraq. Dylan is awake, being so transfixed on the dead television, not noticing Xavier standing by the door screaming his name. It’s five in the afternoon, “I must have been staring at this static filled screen for the past thirty minutes,” he thinks. A dreadful feeling creates knots in the pit of Dylan’s stomach as he gets up to wash his face in the bathroom.

	Xavier runs out the door, going to get some food and drinks for them if they’re going to watch the parade; snacks being a staple of enjoying any television time. Xavier is out the door when behind him he hears his landlord Andre screaming his name. Methodically, Xavier slowly turns around just to piss Andre off; the injuries of earlier seemed to have dampened his movement. Xavier eyes Andre up like always, Andre is in his early 30s, Dominican with a shaved head, housing a scar below his left eye, touting a beer gut; still holding a playboy magazine in his hand wherever he went; honestly believing it made him appear cool.

	Andre swears the scar was from his time in Haiti when he was a rebel and a badass. Xavier has never believed those bogus stories. “What is it Andre,” Xavier says impatiently; placing his hands deep into his pockets; checking to see that he has money to grab food. “Um, how about where the fuck is my rent, you handicapped fuck.” Sounding extremely drunk and belligerent; swaying left and right. Xavier’s pulse slowly starts to rise. Breathing in and out while trying to lower his heart rate in the claustrophobic hallway.

	Xavier, after being discharged from the Army was court appointed to take mandated anger management classes. Xavier also started practicing meditation. A feeble woman along with her son who looks around nine walks by them. Pausing their antics while they head down the corridor of the ratchet apartment. The sound of a grenade ricochets against the walls a few doors down; someone is playing an FPS. A loud scream transcends the conversation at the other end of the hallway. A woman is throwing a ton of clothes into the hall; kicking her boyfriend's ass out; correction ex-boyfriend.

	“I will have it tomorrow, or you can evict me, Andre, is that fair,” Xavier says sounding ragged of the banter; winking at Andre to add salt to the already open cut. Andre nods like a bull, going back to his room, not before slamming the door. Xavier proceeds to walk out of the apartment, which is three stories down. The hustle and bustle at four-twenty in the afternoon in Queens is all too normal; maybe a few more than anticipated given Christmas Day and all. Xavier doesn’t have to worry about work until Monday; since the schools are off. 

	Xavier prays that no one from his job sees him; hating small talk. “Who cares, tomorrow I’ll never see any of them again,” thinks Xavier, strolling towards the mini-mart; fearing nothing but everything. Street vendors are selling food and stolen goods. A musician plays his guitar outside of a comic book shop, while the owner pesters the man to leave, before calling the cops. The mini-mart is four blocks away, not an ordinary block mind you, but a New York block. The street is littered with bird shit and trash at certain intersections. Surprised so many businesses are open; realizing a ton of people have nothing better to do then go out since they have no family or friends; wanting to connect with someone; anyone; on a base level of human interaction on a day like today. 

	Making it to the destination within fifteen minutes. Xavier nods to the cashier while starting to peruse the store. Xavier grabs some soda bottles along with chips, taking five minutes to decide on which chips, not wanting to bother Dylan with a text. Opting for something spicy and tangy. Approaching the counter, “What’s up, I’ll have two BLTs with extra bacon.” The cashier obliges while ruffling his hair, walking away to notify the assistant to fulfill the order. Three other customers stand behind Xavier waiting to pay for their items. Hearing an exasperated sigh, Xavier peers around unfazed by the older Hispanic woman. Never having been raised to be disrespectful but always acknowledging patience is a virtue. 

	The cashier’s assistant begins making the sandwiches. Taking only five minutes seems to be record time. Bachata music rings through the speakers above the mini-mart. The customers behind him pay for their items while Xavier waits for the food; grabbing black winter gloves and a mask for Jessica. Smelling the savory bacon makes Xavier’s mouth salivate. Xavier grabs the bags after paying for the items. Walking outside as the sun glares into his eyes. Now wishing for the sunglasses that were back at the apartment. Xavier gets one block, standing, waiting for the intersection to say it’s okay to cross. Surrounded by a handful of people who are all trying to get home. A businessman is talking rapidly into his phone on the verge of becoming irate. A woman is pushing a blue stroller while her baby screams bloody murder. Two others have headphones in staying as disconnected from the world as possible. One other is reading a book appearing to be a sci-fi book titled Starship Troopers. 

	Xavier hears music from somewhere, but not being able to pinpoint where or how far off it is from his location. A blimp comes into view rounding the corner two blocks behind him. Blinking, everyone is gone. Vanished into thin air. Searching for anyone but seeing no life; birds, rats, and stray dogs are flying and running all over the city with no limitation. Sanity has left the building, and a new friend is entering the premises. The wind blowing along with whatever ludicrous parade is about to commence is the only sure thing Xavier feels right at this moment. A sense of dread blows Xavier’s confidence a million miles away. 

	The blimp is in a panoramic view for Xavier, who sees it clearly. The blimp is of a child dressed as a KKK member holding a sign. The sign says, “Beware of those DIRTY NIGGERS!!” Five black people are hanging below the blimp like a twisted version of Newton’s Cradle. Boiling at this point; extremely apprehensive about retaliating, unsure if the rampage that is besetting him will come to a halt or become a murder parade of his own. Rage courses through his veins; while a murder of crows seems to be migrating to a different section of the city. The calming techniques appear to not do a goddamn thing. Flashbacks from his time in the Army ensue.

	The song finally coming into tune as the band that was at the head of this preposterous, yet mildly extravagant little debacle comes full face. “Xavier is a jungle juice drinking Jigaboo, who loves to fuck Hanna almost as much as Dylan does too,” in an old-timey fashion, with the band playing for added percussion. Xavier notes they’re all dressed as KKK members. Crosses are burning, at this point, Xavier is bewildered, with a tinge of fear. The fury is still at the forefront; unsure if he would even be able to do any damage before they beat the life out of him leaves him apprehensive of any action. The sky is still evident as day, and the sun is fully shining; casting horrifying shadows scarier than the Parade. Crows are laughing as if taunting Xavier to try and stop this madness. 

	Xavier considers charging out there to beat the life out of the first racist piece of shit cousin fucking redneck he lays hands onto first. Taking one step, the tune is on a permanent loop as they all stare his direction. Men, Women, Children, and babies sitting upright in their strollers are all staring with wanton smiles and crude gestures towards Xavier; appearing dead on the inside and being controlled by a higher power. On the verge of sprinting full force at them when fireworks go off behind him. The fireworks dazzle the bright blue sky, Xavier is in awe and wonder, as if being a child again. The residual sparks clambering to Earth seem to calm Xavier’s internal monster; a mimicry of fairy dust. 

	Xavier is brought back to reality when a heavyset man bumps into him by accident at 4:50PM. Jolting back to the apartment; not waiting for an apology. Seething with blind anger, along with a crude form of terror. Putting two and two together while listening to that song. Weaving in and out of people on the street. Vendors try stopping him to buy some food to no avail, scaring some pigeons as he makes it to the front entrance of this ghetto resort. The bags reach their limit in terms of elasticity. No one gives him a second glance; nobody ever does in New York.

	“Dylan Dylan Dylan!!” Xavier screams, like a deranged lunatic. Dylan snaps out of the hypnotic state to see Xavier holding the food; gasping for air. The food is on the floor while Xavier has his arms raised above his head to take in more oxygen. Xavier opts in not bringing what happened up to Dylan. Dylan may boot him for saying something so outlandish. If Dylan only knew the truth. Eating now while watching the parade is a stress reliever in itself for Dylan; Xavier on the flip-side has had enough parades to last the next few years. Chilling out just like old times. 

	Meanwhile, Hanna and Jessica are driving home. The clock in the car reads 4:25 in the afternoon. They are exchanging gossip, have been for the past twenty minutes. Discussing all the normal stuff girls in their twenties love to ramble on about which is guys, girls, and of course their looks. Jessica is riding with Hanna. Jessica had left her car at Hanna’s house not wanting to drive to Xavier’s. Taking the subway instead, which turned out to be advantageous, saving a plethora of time.

	Beyoncé “Crazy in Love,” comes barreling onto the radio following, “Don’t Cha” by the Pussycat Dolls. The sisters look at one another a bit puzzled, laughing it off as coincidence. The time those particular songs were playing, they were talking about Xavier. Hanna starts merging onto the Throgs Neck Bridge, which is a straight shot into the Bronx. Eyes forward to avoid a collision Hanna broaches the subject. “Jess, you know you don’t have to do this to impress me, right?” A depressing sadness grips Hanna’s heart; wanting to squeeze it into oblivion; understanding Jess doesn’t need a babysitter but feeling obligated at the same time.

	Jessica glances at Hanna replying, “I know sis, I promise I’m not doing it to impress you. I understand the severity of the job.” Taking her hands off the two o’ clock position on the steering wheel to whisk away the select few strands of hair starting to become a pester to her driving. “I hope so Jess; mom and dad didn’t raise us and especially you to be like this, and it goes against everything they taught us.” Shame starts growing like Jack and the Beanstalk inside Jessica at the comment; peering outside the window to the beautiful scenery. Teenagers on jet skis are whipping around on the waves below. A few families are enjoying their time on the enormous private yachts they own. 

	“You’re absolutely right; I’m also doing this to help them with my share, presuming I have a share.” Breathing out in a LISTEN CAREFULLY tone. “Mom and dad have been struggling the past few years since you left.” A volatile look turns Hanna’s face into mush. “What are you talking about Jess; they’re fine.” Expertly trying to wade through this precarious comment so that Hanna can healthily digest the news. 

	Traffic is congested halfway across the bridge. The red Altimas brake lights in front of Hanna’s white Fusion light up like a goddamn Fourth of July firework show. Hanna jerks the brakes as she almost rear ends the person in front of them. Slamming into the back of their respected seats after a near collision seems to be the best time now to share the news. “Hanna listen; don’t take this the wrong way because I know you always mean well, but you’re stuck in your own little world.” Reading her sisters expression, which seems placid and shocked in a declaration that screams, WHO ME? 

	Jessica keeps speaking as kindly as possible, but when her voice sounds like fingernails scraping a chalk board, it makes it extremely difficult. “Last Christmas back in 2009 when we went to mom and dad’s I found a foreclosure notice on the house.” Hanna’s face scrunches into a ball, “That is impossible; mom and dad both have great jobs, they would have told us, right?” Pleading with her baby sister for confirmation. 

	“I wish I were joking; it’s true.” Grabbing ahold of her big sister's hand to add moral support for the bomb being dropped. “Dad is the only one working at the moment; mom lost her job a year ago due to cutbacks of senior personnel.” Hanna’s first thought is that she was so caught up in her own world; she had or made no time for those she loved and cared about in her daily life.

	Tears start to swell behind Hanna’s eyelids at the prospect she could have been so blind this whole time. Feeling blatantly selfish but thinking, “How could I have known.” Hanna squeezes her baby sisters hand in response. “I understand perfectly now; you can join us if it’s to help mom and dad.” Looking directly into Jessica’s eyes now and speaking to her soul. “Just remember the core values that mom and dad taught us and let us not make this a trend wherever we end up after tomorrow.” 

	Sounding more like a goodbye then anything makes Jessica raise an eyebrow of concern. “I swear,” Jessica boldly states having not forgotten the core values. Hanna extends her pinky in the age-old pinky promise. “Pinky promise?” Jess extends her pinky in reciprocation to commence in the ritual. Upon finishing, they hug deeply like never before in the past. Makeup runs rampant down Hanna’s cheeks; destroying the mascara and the other beauty products plastered professionally onto her gorgeous face.

	The traffic looks permanently stuck now, at least for a few. Hanna puts the car in park, taking her foot off the brake. Jessica starts to gander at the other drivers and passengers around her sister’s car, Hanna is getting updates from the museum via text after the whole heart to heart discussion. The first couple of vehicles seem reasonable; sedans, jeeps, trucks, and cargo vans litter the expressway with a plethora of paint schemes and bumper stickers. The sun is still lingering around, there are a few clouds outside. Windows open being able to taste the salt off the ocean, feeling a slight breeze from a gust of wind. Hearing seagulls gawking at the drivers below is a remarkable sight; one that is sorely missed always being indoors for work or school. Missing taking the time to enjoy such moments since Jessica is always preoccupied brings a smile to her beautiful face that is all natural. Jessica seldom wears make-up, which says a lot in today’s society. 

	The radio warbles and starts playing, “Mr. Sandman” by the Chordettes as Jessica starts noticing strange occurrences. Jessica sees a man in his truck with a clown wig. Jessica turns to Hanna, saying something. Hanna does not even register her baby sister. Jessica begins to have a panic attack, closing her eyes; thinking positive thoughts; praying to an unseen God for this to dissipate ASAP. Slowly starting to open them to sight her own personal horror movie; while stranded on a bridge with bottleneck traffic and nowhere to escape; unless jumping off the bridge was a viable option. 

	Clowns. Half the people on the expressway are dressed to embody clowns. Beginning to look at the drivers and passengers in tow. Jessica has Coulrophobia, which is a massive fear of clowns. It all started when she watched the movie “lt” when she was eight. Jessica locks the door; rolling up the window without hesitation. The clowns are now getting out of their respective vehicles and roaming the bridge, morphing into deranged vendors you would see at a circus selling popcorn, cotton candy, along with severed heads. The air suddenly becomes heavy with morbid pleasure; in daylight, it’s all the more sinister.

	The clowns are not the happy-go-lucky kind. The clowns Jessica notices are vile and bloodthirsty. Big red noses, multi-colored wigs, filed teeth, some have severed noses and clown make up for days is all Jessica can see; hearing the incessant giggling of the clown posse. Jessica’s heart rate starts to take a significant upswing into dangerous territory. Thanks to her smart watch for letting her know that precious detail. The clowns are carrying an assortment of weapons; knives, chainsaws, clubs, nail filled baseball bats, maces, axes, one clown is even toting a Morningstar along with some severed heads for mixing business with glee; along with food that could only be used in the broadest of definitions. 

	They start hacking civilians to pieces right there on the bridge. A cop exits his patrol car to investigate the commotion. Retrieving his sidearm to the heinous sight of a clown slamming a baby's head onto the now freshly painted bridge makes the officer retch. The clown is using the babies freshly plucked eyeballs as the appetizer to the main course. The officer raises his gun while his whole-body shakes; aiming to shoot down the deranged clown when behind him a sledgehammer crashes through his body with the strength of He-Man. The officers head disappears in broad daylight as the gun drops to the ground. 

	A male clown brandishing a cleaver goes up to a female clown still sitting in her black jeep and yanks her out. The cleaver comes full force to her throat as the woman’s head rolls to the left a good twenty feet; arterial spray paints the clowns face an everlasting shade of garnet red. A clown child opens the door to a green sedan and starts biting the leg of a poodle who is yelping for help. The owner gets out of the car to go and heave the child off; upon exiting his vehicle, the burly looking biker is grabbed by two clowns and tossed off the bridge in a stupendous fashion. The ultimate killer belly-flop. A group of children ranging from seven to seventeen and sporting knives, chainsaws and baseball bats are going door to door like Mormon’s and dragging people out of their locked cars to maim and kill in a glorious fashion equivalent to Children of the Corn. 

	Murder and mayhem ensue with zero remorse. Blood drains off into the ocean, attracting sharks. Body parts are scattered all over while some dial 911 and others try fighting back to little regard of safety. Most people attempt to flee. Cars are damned. An obese man with no shirt and paint all over touting a battle ax and clown accessories starts carving through numerous people while walking towards Jessica. One swing towards an elderly woman cuts both her legs off at her knees. The next swing severs what appears to be a ten-year old girl in a pink skirt in half. The man has teeth that are decayed but sharpened with a filer, fingernails more protracted than a witch and the stench of death reeks horribly from his presence. The paint on him is smeared with a mixture of blood, fecal matter and the guts of mutilated kids. 

	The paint on his swollen stomach reads Laugh or Die. The heavyset clown is mere feet away. Raising his ax high and casting a blinding shadow into the vehicle, laughing a sadistic laugh that could have killed Jessica at that moment. Jessica closes her eyes, trying to yank in any amount of oxygen possible. Screaming like William Wallace. Opening her eyes, while in turn glancing at her sister next to her, who now resembles a killer clown to a T. Jessica loses it, Hanna shakes her sister forcefully to wake up; appearing to be home. Jessica wakes up at home, it’s 5:10 PM. The traffic update is airing as Hanna shuts off the car, they steadily make their way to the front door. Tears are rolling down Jessica’s face. “What’s wrong, sis?” “I had a nightmare.” Contemplating if it was a real nightmare; never having had one so realistic before this one. “I’ll be ok, thanks for asking.” Dropping it; knowing she doesn’t want to push her sister further into a delirious state. 

	Meanwhile, Theo reaches the lobby after apologizing to Xavier. “How did it go,” asks Ace who is browsing her phone to not seem overbearing. “Fine, I suppose,” says Theo exasperated. Ace gives a hum of approval. Stepping outside at 4:15 PM. Ace is being ushered to her high-end black Sedan by Theo. Most of the walk is in silence. Ace’s car is three blocks away. They reach Ace’s car at 4:25 PM. Theo hugs Ace while telling her to drive safely. “I don’t do safe; you know that, darling.” Smiling, with a slight blush, Theo closes the car door. Ace rolls down the window. “You sure you don’t want a lift?” “I’m good.” The smallest smile forming on his face; waving her away to get home. “Thank you though,” Theo says, politely declining, deferring to ride the subway. 

	“Doors closing, please stand clear,” comes the automated message of the subway. Theo bolts past a family who makes a sly remark. Ignoring it to barely make it just as the doors start closing. Trains come every few minutes Theo knows, despising to wait on Subway platforms even for those few minutes. Breathing heavy after that little sprint makes Theo chuckle. “I made it though,” he says with a smile. Perusing his surroundings as one should always do, and it’s something Theo lives by after spending five years in the joint. Christmas music is being played by a Goodwill quartet group in the corner of the car.

	Theo is an introvert at heart; hating large crowds, which make him anxious. The subway car is just as packed as the platform would have been at this hour. “Three stops in, five to go,” Theo says ready to relax after a long day; which includes an ice-cold shower. Theo can’t even feel himself dozing off while standing up. Noticing in brief flashes the regular everyday occurrences of the subway, a homeless man sleeping on one of the seats in tattered clothes; while bullies make fun of the man, a couple fighting about her man coming home late the night prior, exchange students with backpacks in tow with books sticking out brings out a tiny smile inside Theo. The subway smells like piss, alcohol, and cheap sex, a yuppie wall street guru, stands in the corner believing himself to be better than everyone, ironically being on the same train makes it even more comical to Theo; clearly, the man is on OT pay. 

	Screams come spiraling up from the back of the car Theo is in, going to probe the dilemma while the quartet group stops singing. Three Hispanic teens are jumping an older feeble white woman. Theo is not one for violence against kids. The site, Theo witnesses, changes his mind fast enough to make an exception. Rushing forward eyes bloodshot as all hell from lack of sleep. The cowards around the woman aren’t doing a goddamn thing to halt the procession of violence being directed at this innocent bystander.

	Theo pauses when he gets near the woman. She is bleeding from the head while convulsing. The kids look up at Theo, chuckling like little pigs. The train car is half-full, a crowd is watching this developing story; too yellow-belly to intervene. Not a single soul is doing anything to help the poor woman; besides filming it with their worthless tech, which Theo finds just as despicable. Theo thinks, “Everyone must have been raised by animals,” debating on his next move. 

	“Back the fuck up,” Theo yells with authority. No one moves a muscle. Theo feels he has exasperated all options, especially since no one else has stepped up to help this older woman, grabbing the first kid by the back of the neck, tossing him a good ten feet back into the air. The thud is loud enough to know it caused a semblance of massive pain; especially since his back slammed against one of the metal poles. The kid has trouble breathing; coughing up blood upon impact to the metal floor, not feeling an ounce of pity for the thug.

	The two other kids get up. One goes to punch him, completely overselling the shot. Theo haymakers the second kid with a solid left to the temple. Falling unconscious into an empty seat near the homeless man who is bewilderingly still asleep. The third kid starts running. The intercom announces the upcoming station. Theo glances at the intercom, petrified by the scene below his feet, immediately after blinking. Theo blinks more times in ten seconds than his heartbeat, which is crazy to Theo. The scene has Theo scratching his head if he actually had time to commit to such a minuscule action.

	The “boys” quote on a quote that Theo shook up are regular civilians who were helping an older lady who was having a seizure. The guy Theo threw was a 20s scrawny white guy who was just getting up, wheezing, finding it especially difficult to draw in a single breath. The man that was knocked unconscious was a black male in his late 50s. The train comes to a stop as people finish recording the incident instead of helping, typical Theo thinks as the train comes to a screeching halt. Theo runs off the train right as the doors open. Theo does not stop running until he is home without the added jewelry of cuffs.

	The station Theo ran from was two stations before his own. Arriving home at 5:30 pm, out of breath like he had just run a marathon. The cops were bound to get involved. Theo already has a record, understanding the severity of the incident that just occurred. Theo packs a bag of the essentials, a change of clothes, toiletries, important documents, and his cell phone charger, walking into the hallway after locking up. Everything else is expendable should he never come back to his apartment. 

	Hanna gets a call twenty minutes after arriving home. Reading the caller ID which says, Theo. “Theo, what’s up,” Hanna says, laying on her maroon couch, which is beyond comfy. “I need you to pick me up.” Affirming mentally that Theo sounds out of sorts. “Please; I can’t call Ace or tell the guys.” Pleading, Hanna cracks. Telling Theo to wait. “I’ll call you when I’m close.” Hanna hangs up and grabs the keys from the glass table.

	A half an hour later, Hanna calls. “I’m outside.” Conducting quick surveillance of the immediate premises, when he believes it is all clear he heads towards the car. The ride back to Hanna’s is filled with listening, head nods every so often. “So, there I was on the train awaiting my stop; I must have been dozing off because I only remember pieces of info before the incident.” Theo looks at Hanna who assures him it’s fine to continue. “I hear a scream behind me and go to investigate it only to find what my eyes perceived to be three kids beating up a woman; I know it sounds absurd, but I swear to you.” Believing for an instant that Hanna will dismiss his incoherent rambling like the others in his past; persevering through the thought. 

	“I strode over to ask them to stop; I did my best to avoid a direct conflict, but they wouldn’t listen to me.” Rubbing his bald head for added luck to finish the story. “Upon that knowledge and with nobody deciding to help, I manhandled two of the guys only to find out that the woman was having a seizure and not being attacked. The people I saw morphed before my eyes; I then ran home and called you,” Theo exhales after such a mouthful, wiping his forehead yet again that seems to be the only place sweat accrues. Hanna believes Theo for some unknown reason. Traffic was much less congested then earlier. Making it home in record fashion. 

	Arriving at the house at six-thirty at night, Hanna introduces Theo to her two roommates who she shares a five-bedroom home. Dinner comes forty-five minutes after six, thanks to Jessica, who ordered Chinese food while Hanna was gone. The five of them finish dinner at seven-fifteen at night, a few drinks later, an overabundance of laughter brings about the sense of family Theo has desired for many years. Hanna’s two roommates bounce saying, “We will be out all night due to a rave.” They leave, Hanna locks up. 

	“I’m going to shower; I feel nasty as fuck,” Hanna says, putting her dirty plate into the sink. “Jessica tidied up your room as I went to get you,” Hanna says, then departs after Theo thanks her. Hanna hops into the shower while Theo goes into his room to contemplate tomorrow and unwind; throwing the travel bag on the floor next to the bed. Jessica is watching, The Brady Bunch in the living room while her sister showers. Theo lays in bed, staring at the purple orchid ceiling while listening to the water cascade over Hanna’s body, mind on the incident though, not on Hanna being naked. Fearing if caught that prison for the max sentence will be levied. “Why does everything seem to go wrong in my life?” A fair question Theo notes given the circumstance. Theo can’t help but notice that the guest room also seems-to be a mini library with a built-in home gym. 

	Hanna enjoys the nice hot, scolding shower. Starting to rub her semi-hairy pussy but stopping a minute later when she hears Jessica yelp. Hanna finishes her shower in record time; while Theo a few minutes prior starts working out in the guest room to blow off some steam. Hanna dries off her heavenly body with a white towel saying cautiously, “Jessica are you OK?” Receiving no reply fills Hanna with dread and trepidation. 

	Hanna starts to panic, wrapping the white towel around her body, coming out of the bathroom. Hanna is on the second floor of their two-story Victorian style house, a pleasant shade of Carolina blue coats the exterior with a solid mahogany door. Appearing to be the perfect color given the neighborhood. Starting down the steps two by two, witnessing a nightmarish sight that makes her jaw drop, heart, sinking into the most bottomless cavern. Lies is all she can muster as Hanna starts sprinting down the stairs. The stairs creak but not from the weight. The Brady Bunch is playing in the background. 

	Hanna witnesses Theo fucking Jessica in the ass doggy style while he is beating her brains out with a framing hammer; licking his lips wildly in erotic pleasure. The scene is out of a spine-chilling book that you never in a trillion years think you will witness. Halfway down the steps, there is blood coated to everything within a ten-foot diameter. Breaking the plain of the last step, Theo rips Jessica’s head clean off, throwing it at Hanna’s feet. “Your next cunt,” says Theo with a maniacal smirk and howling to the gods of the night. Tasting the iron from the overabundance of blood, hearing Jessica’s last breath destroys Hanna’s fragile soul to the point of no return. Jessica’s body falls onto the carpet between the couch and the glass table. The television show is still airing with the whimsical comedy not appearing to be funny by a long-shot. 

	Hanna hiccups awake with trepidation in the shower, rushing downstairs naked. Jessica looks up whistling. “Damn girl, you are fine as hell.” Sending a wink her way to know she never has to worry about losing Xavier. “A shame you’re my sister,” Jessica says while laughing in an uproar. “Sorry, I thought I heard something.” Relieved Jessica is okay. Hanna goes back to put some PJ's on, checking on Theo who is finishing his workout. Hanna heads to bed around eight-thirty at night; following Theo getting out of the shower. Jessica follows suit shortly after her sister, not before she sets her alarm for seven am.

	Meanwhile, Ace heads home around 4:25 pm. Traffic impedes not getting to the high-rise apartment until five-forty PM, thanks to an accident. Immediately starting the bath upon entry into the domain; anticipating Lang. Ace knows it takes about ten minutes for the tub to reach full capacity. The kitchen is her favorite place to be in the entire apartment, loving to cook and all. The kitchen was state-of-the-art as well, which made it even more pleasing to Ace. “Shit, it better be with the price I paid,” saying it aloud with room to tease on how expensive the apartment was initially. 

	Ace ends up throwing some chicken into a pan to cook while taking a relaxing bath in the exquisite porcelain tub. Throwing some lemon on top with a few select spices, putting some asparagus into the pot on a low setting. Ace paid a quarter of a million for a five-year lease. Not regretting spending a single penny. The view from the 10th floor is majestic. Removing the clothes, she is wearing in the kitchen while walking back to the tub. The feeling of the walnut hardwood on Ace’s bare feet feels delightful. Pressure treated as well. 

	Shutting off the water right at the exact moment it was about to overflow. Ace drains a little water, stepping in with an elongated moan. Calculating that she has twenty minutes to soak up the bubbles from the homemade bath bomb. It’s 5:55, simmering in the tub is the highlight of her day thus far. The blackberry bath bomb has such a lush aroma. Running through different simulated scenarios for how tomorrow will play out. 

	Draining the water, strutting like a runway model out of the bathroom to check on the food twenty minutes after entering the bath. Mixing the ingredients together; closing the lid once again for a few more minutes of steam cooking. The sun is almost set, so Ace has a dim view of the place which she loves. Turning on the television in the kitchen for news highlights; nothing special. Death, more death and for the prime story of the evening a fatal robbery resulting in the deaths of two officers. “Shocker,” says Ace mockingly towards the news anchor. 

	Ace despises the news; only watching it to stay current with the trends. Fear propaganda is what the news is in Ace’s mind; not being alone in that thought process. Five minutes pass and Ace empties the contents of dinner onto a plate. Swallowing it whole with no time to lose with Lang approaching any minute. Throwing the plate into the dish washer; hurrying to floss and brush her teeth and get changed. Slipping into a very sensual black dress that shows off the perfect number of curves and skin. Peppering her neck with the most seducing perfume.

	Strolling towards the living room after putting her heels on Ace sits down on the pearl white couch. Remote in-hand Ace switches the music on to vibrate the whole apartment thanks to the surround sound. Paramore is blasting when the barely audible knock comes chiming into the airwave. Standing up; being taller than average thanks to the heels; Ace goes to unlock the door. Lang is standing there with a bouquet of roses; knowing she hates them but doing it anyways to win some unknown brownie points. Lang had changed from a bum to amicable.

	“Damn!” Lang stands there mesmerized by beauty unheard of in today's society. “Sorry, I’m a tad wet; I just got out of the shower a little while ago,” wearing a casual black button-down shirt with matching slacks. Ace waves her hand; saying she just did the same; devouring Lang and his attire; the spiked brown hair and chiseled body sent shivers down Ace’s spine. “Please come in,” waving Lang inside. Lang enters the apartment; not having been the first time but potentially being the last. The aroma from dinner still radiates heavy in the atmosphere of the room. The stench of rum permeates through the apartment; Lang’s mouth being the culprit.

	Lang approaches Ace; hugging her while in tandem kissing her cheek. They walk over to the couch to chat a bit; Ace has been seeing Lang for five months now and not once has he wanted sex. Adamantly stating he just wants a friend. A first for Ace who still has trouble understanding. Ace missed Lang in all honesty; money had nothing to do with the fact; appearing to be a broken man who only showed a glimmer of hope in the presence of, yours sincerely. Ace lowers the music and turns on and off-key lights to set the mood. Rewarding this reunion by snatching a bottle of El Pecado. 

	Pouring the two of them a glass. Lang opens the dialogue. “How have you been?” A cheesy opener but it will do the trick. “I have been extremely busy with work and side projects; never seems to end,” a castrated smile seems to rip across her face. “What about you?” Lang AKA Agent M has been trained extensively to lie on command without hinting at it by looking up and to the right to access the imagination. Staying calm and collected with no tells that he is lying. 

	“Busy as always with work and the kids; sorry kid,” a look of utter shame sweeps through M. Ace casually rubs his back. “I know; it will be ok; I promise” Words, baseless and formless at their finest did nothing to assuage the pain and hopelessness of the situation. Lang looks up not wanting to ruin the mood. Wrapping his calloused hands around the glass and proposing a toast. “To life, love, and whatever else makes a man and or woman happy!” They clink their glasses and take a large gulp of the wine. The best lies are the ones that encapsulate the truth at the core; unintentional; proving to work sufficiently.

	“How is Amber?” Ace asks hesitantly. “Um, she is fine; dealing as best as possible like the rest of us.” Gulping the last of his wine, Lang pours another glass. Ace knows Lang is an alcoholic; given the circumstances, she doesn’t blame nor judges him in any way. They end up talking till 11pm when Lang decides to call it quits. Chatting, wine drinking and cuddling are the most that have ever happened thus far; Ace one day hopes that Lang can open up some more; appeasing his natural tendencies. Lang is in the doorway, “See ya around Ace,” a smile with a mixed bag of emotions overcast on Agent M’s face. 

	Ace wraps her arms around Lang and grips him like a life raft. “You have people that love and care about you, Lang; don’t forget it.” Swinging his left arm in a halfhearted hug; keeping his right arm down and balled into a fist; suppressing the tears that wanna divulge all of the secrets being crammed into the closet. “Thanks, I’ll see you around; I left the money on the table,” Lang states with his head down sporting a conquered look ravishing his face. Ambling back towards the elevator tipsy; being a functioning drunk makes it easy to maneuver. Ace closes the door; taking off the dress and cleaning up; heading to bed at 11:30pm. 

	Xavier and Dylan finish watching the parade rerun. Dylan notices that it’s seven-twenty pm, deciding to call it a night. Xavier stays up a while longer contemplating the song he heard earlier. Unsure of what to believe; whether he should broach the subject with Dylan or leave it alone. Lingering at an impasse. Striving to weigh the merit of it; questioning if he even wants to know the truth; slowly passing out around eight o’ clock at night. 

	Meanwhile, Emma logs off the computer at six-thirty at night; noting that Agent M’s shift is over till the next morning. Heading to the restroom to change into her PJ’s; preparing for the Christmas Slumberland Sleepover. Upon exiting the bathroom; wearing her Tinkerbell PJ’s in hopes that it will cheer Amber up; strolling towards the break room now to retrieve the food and drinks on the menu for the evening. Emma’s pink backpack is waving side to side with every twist and turn; reaching the refrigerator. Snatching up the leftover Oatmeal cookies, Apple Juice, and the main meal. Pepperoni Hot Pockets which was a personal favorite for Amber. 

	The commotion in the break room thankfully isn’t too overwhelming to Emma; though the noise drops drastically upon her entering the domain. A group of technicians was lounging about on break listening to an infomercial about a pillow that cures depression. Emma recalls that Amber has a microwave in her room on the table; “No need to heat them up here,” saying to herself in a manner of thankfulness; not wanting to spend another minute in the break room. Jamming the food and drinks into the backpack before backpedaling her way out of the room.

	Striding into Amber’s room, making a Grand Ole Spectacle is none other than Aunt Emma. Only the coolest Aunt on the planet if you asked Amber; who is now captivated and in jubilee at the site of Emma. Racing towards her after jumping off the bed; currently invested in a mystery novel; Nancy Drew referencing her favorite detective. “Sweet Pea,” Emma says with arms extended awaiting the leap of faith into her lap. Diving into Emma’s arms and almost knocking the wheelchair over; luckily, Emma saves the day. They both laugh heartily. “See what I’m reading Aunt Emma?” Earnest in her attempts to seek approval. 

	Chirping up. “I most certainly do Sweet Pea; I’m very proud of you; you’re already ahead of the curve.” Squeezing Amber in a warm embrace, letting her know she is loved if only by one person. “You ready for tonight?” A surge of unknown energy courses through the room like an unseen power source with an unlimited supply of creativity and love covers every inch of the room. “I’m so ready, been waiting all day.” Delighted that Aunt Emma kept her word; not that there was any doubt. “Sweet Pea grab the backpack and put it onto the table, please.’’ Obeying the instruction and emptying the contents onto the table to a shocking surprise.

	“Hot pockets!” The look that Amber shines is worth more than any sunrise on any beach. Adhering to a strict diet regiment makes nights like these seem magical to Sweet Pea. Running around the room a few times to burn off some of the adrenaline while jumping up and down at certain spots in her room. “Hot Pockets all for you Sweet Pea.” Emma rolls to the table and unwraps the food; putting it on one of the two plates and throwing out the garbage that is located under the table. The minutes seem to drag on forever to Amber, who waits patiently. 

	BEEP BEEP BEEP; the microwave indicates the food is ready to be consumed. “Let it cool off Sweet Pea; go and pick out a movie we can watch while we eat.’’ Amber takes a few steps to come face to face with the movie collection. Perusing the choices of movies; having seen them multiple times in the last six months. The Agency tries to recycle the old movies with new ones; keeping the ones Amber loves the most. “I got it.” Turning around to show Emma her choice; Monsters, Inc. is the winner. 

	They start the movie after Amber plops down onto the beanbag; Emma fills two glasses to the brim with Apple Juice. They each have two hot pockets. Twenty minutes into the movie and Sweet Pea has finished the food and set the plate on the table. Crawling into Aunt Emma’s lap while the film continues is cathartic to Amber. The film ends. “Can we please watch one more movie and then bed?” Acknowledging that she is the authority figure in this situation. Sighing with an over-exaggerated expression wields a chuckle coinciding with a little blushing from Amber; who is now making a cute pouty face; attempting to sway Emma. 

	The AC cranks on as Emma answers. “Well duh, silly goose; we can watch one more movie.” Happy as a squirrel who just happened upon a stadium full of nuts would be an amicable analogy. “Your turn to pick.” Amber ejects the previous movie and puts it back on the rack while Emma decides what to watch. Emma grabs off the shelf “A Bug’s Life,” which is a personal favorite of her childhood. Amber escorts the movie safely to the DVD and inserts the disc. The next hour and a half are filled with AH’s, OH’s and NO’s as the cast attempts to flee stressful situations and navigate the world. 

	“Time for bed Sweet Pea.” Amber jostles awake after having slept for the last ten minutes of the movie. Brushing and flossing her teeth before jumping into bed; changing into her Lion King PJ’s. Emma does the same following her lead and parks her rainbow wheelchair beside the bed and clambers in beside Sweet Pea. All the food was gone, including the cookies which they decided to eat between movies. “Good Night Auntie Emma,” a glaze overtakes the young one's eyes as she falls asleep to a world less cruel. 

	Emma kisses Amber on the cheek; rubbing fingers across Amber’s forehead to remove the excess hair. “Good night Sweet Pea; sweet dreams,’’ stating it in a whisper so not to wake her up. Closing her eyes twenty minutes later once she was sure Amber was asleep. The room is quiet besides the humdrum of the AC. The noise coming from the hallways is barely audible. 

	Amber falls into a deep sleep as dreams encroach. Amber is playing indoors on an overcast day when Maxwell and Mason decide to have a father-son day doing some home improvement shopping. Playing with her dolls without a care in the world. They’re all having a tea party in her room. Daddy opens the door with Mason next to him. “Be good baby; love you and see you later.” Running up to give her dad a hug while sticking her tongue out behind dad's back to Mason. Mason teases back with putting his hands on his head like antlers and wiggling his fingers and sticking his tongue out also; to annoy Amber. 

	Uncle Dan will look out for you while I’m gone. Maxwell and Mason walk out as Daniel shags Mason’s hair upon exiting. Playing with Sarah and Rose, which are the names she chose for her dolls. The tea party is going splendidly. Rain starts to pour down in sheets; lightning isn’t far behind. The power goes out an hour later as the Tea Party enters into the eighth course of the twelve-course meal. Uncle Dan has a flashlight in hand and shines it into Ambers room. “You ok,” he asks, awaiting a response. 

	“I’m ok; just finishing our food.” Innocence is all that Daniel can see through his predatorial eyes. Ambling towards Amber; getting onto his knees and trudging the rest of the way forward. Wrapping his burly arms around Amber and her succulent white dress. Fingers start exploring the different areas of her underdeveloped body. Running over her chest and down to her crotch. Unsure of what is going on Amber doesn’t move or talk; at one point the flashlight shuts off, and the only light is from the lightning strikes outside; coinciding with the booming Thunder. Grabbing her chin and forcing a kiss onto her lips in a vile manner mimicking the shrewdness of a snake needing to be beheaded. 

	A few minutes later, and it’s over. “Now this was a game between you Sweet Pea and me.” Using the nickname to wake her out of her stupor before Maxwell comes home to find his daughter catatonic. “Do you understand that you can’t tell anybody?” Shaking her head in a yes motion unable to speak or comprehend what just took place; Uncle Dan leaves the room to switch the breaker back on that he had shut-off intentionally. Daddy and Mason return home forty-five minutes later to see Daniel watching sports updates; Amber had fallen asleep due to exhaustion. Never did Amber break the promise made to Uncle Dan. 

	Amber jolts awake at six in the morning; thrashing about due to the nightmare. Emma wakes in a second after to comfort Sweet Pea. “It’s ok, Sweet Pea; I’m here, baby girl.” A reassuring smile alleviates any apprehension that she may still be in a dream. Crying and panicking over the events having to be relived. “You ok,” Emma asks while cradling Amber in her arms and wiping away the tears. A few minutes later, Amber responds. “I’m okay; just a bad dream.” 

	“Wanna talk about it?” Amber thinks about mentioning the dream but decides not to at the last moment. “No thank you,’’ Sweet Pea says; vitals returning to normal. Emma gets out of bed to use the restroom; engaging in her daily routine of preparing for work. Forty-five minutes later, and Aunt Emma is heading back to her desk; having talked a bit more while preparing for work. Emma makes sure a scrumptious breakfast was prepped and delivered to Amber upon exiting. Waving to Sweet Pea; telling her that she will see Auntie later. Amber is now stuck with her own company until class starts in a few hours; yesterday off was an exception for Christmas. 
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	“Good morning to all of my big apple family members, this is Seth Harper coming to you live from KROAR which houses the greatest hits of the 70s, 80s, and yes even the 90s to give you a developing story.” Jessica wakes up from the velvet love seat after passing out late the night prior. Feeling extremely groggy. The sun is shining in her eyes from the open blinds. Jessica gets up off the love seat to survey the scene. Pizza boxes, soda cans, and trash run rampant. Alcohol is spread on the coffee table with crap treats like Nutter Butter bars next to the bottles. The place is a war zone. Luckily the war zone only takes up a quarter of the living room. 

	Jessica rubs her temple while listening to Seth chime in and out of her consciousness. A headache is a dreadful thing, it will be unbearable soon, Jessica notes if not taken care of pronto. “Well folks, we have a significant storm system formulating off the Atlantic Ocean, that is predicted to drop twenty plus inches of snow in some parts of this great state.” Eyes alert now after hearing about the impending storm. “Twenty plus inches,” Jessica says with a sense of awe.

	Turning off the radio, Jessica goes into the kitchen to brew some coffee. The time reads 7:05 AM on the coffee pot. Jessica takes a deep whiff of the Java beans before pouring them into the machine. The coffee pot starts to do what it’s designed to do. Coffee is Jessica’s best friend, second only to Hanna. The coffee pot was a gift from Jessica to her sister for their last Christmas spent together. The house is unbearably quiet as Jessica moves about with purpose. 

	Jessica heads towards the restroom. Noticing how raw her eyes are, frowning at herself in the mirror. Less then four hours of sleep thanks to that horrible nightmare she had yesterday, staying up a good chunk of the night watching comedy movies. Quickly using the bathroom, washing her hands. Peering to view the shower curtain which displays an under the ocean view of aquatic life including whales, dolphins, and fish of all varieties. The shower curtain transforms before her eyes to reveal poachers spearing a baby whale. Intestines splaying into oblivion. TNT being thrown into the water to decimate the ecosystem and killing hundreds of fish. The men are all laughing at the deliberate cruelty; playing out like a debaucherous film. The curtain turns dark red as blood starts running off the curtain onto the tile floor. The sounds being relayed from the animal's pain causes Jessica to put her hands over her ears; drowning out as best as possible the painful sounds. “Lord, please don’t let this be real.” Upon finishing the prayer, everything is back to normal. The feelings being simulated in her brain felt all too real, and the fact that they were harming innocent creatures makes Jessica sad. Jessica hurriedly puts cover up around her intoxicated eyes, self-worth rising two notches in her book along with a point going towards her sanity. 

	Ambling out of the bathroom feeling distressed, trying to erase the past few minutes from memory. Proceeding to clean off the coffee table. Three trash bags filled to capacity. Taking the trash out, two thoughts run concurrently in Jessica’s mind. First, those clouds coming look bleak and menacing. The second is will Dylan cancel the heist, part of Jessica would feel elated, still not fully understanding why she demanded to be a part of the heist, realizing now that Dylan wouldn’t let her back out of a job, or would he? The air feels cleaner, believing it to be a side-effect of the incoming storm. Jessica inhales deeply, holding the breath in her lungs, if possible. Numerous cackling sounds come from the power lines above, glancing up to see a murder of crows sends chills down Jessica’s spine. “Bad Omens,” is the only thought going through her head as she hurriedly makes her way back inside. “Too many books elicit horrible things follow crows.” 

	Jessica enters the house, still wearing the same clothes as the night prior. Walking inside, Jessica notices Hanna is up. Hanna is pouring herself the first cup of coffee. “You bitch,” Jessica says to Hanna with a slight smile. “You ok, Jess?” Puzzled that Hanna noticed anything about her demeanor. “What do you mean; I’m great.” “You sure lil sis?” “Positive,” she says, at last, avoiding the question. Jessica grabs her keys off the counter. Shocked that Hanna would commit such a treasonous act. Removing the need for an answer by excommunicating herself from the equation. 

	Heading outside to get the luggage she brought with her, rethinking it after noticing the crows, knowing though she needs to retrieve her clothes for today. Stumbling into the house again a few minutes later comes Jessica out of breath. Three bags in total is a tad overkill thinks Jessica, “fuck it.” “I’ll be back, sis; I’m going to shower upstairs.” “You better save me some coffee, or I’m gonna kick your ass,” Jessica says with a purple tote bag in hand, a change of clothes sticking out. Dumping the rest of the bags near the staircase. “You wish you could,” Hanna shouts behind Jessica with a wild yet loving smile.

	Trepidation upon coming face to face with the door leading to the bathroom. Recalling just minutes prior to the outlandish vision. The door closes a minute later, opening a second after it closes. “Big storm incoming sis; I’d call Dylan,” Jessica says, slamming the door shut again to shower which in turn wakes Theo. Jessica also loves to play with her overly ripe pussy while the water cascades over her body. Showering was just an excuse to cum all over herself to release the tension of the impending day. The gym was a mecca for Jessica, who loved to keep her body taunt and flawless without cosmetic surgery. Believing that operations make you a fraud, which is precisely the opposite of what Jessica would ever be in her mind. 

	Hanna takes her third sip of the scorching cup of joe. Tasting Hazelnut, acknowledging it’s her favorite flavor. Still in her white snowflake PJ's, looking into the living room. “Your next cunt,” the echo reverberates in her head as she can vividly witness the gruesome occurrence all over again in a sick replay. Blankly remembering Jessica’s head rolling at her. Eyes like black holes, tongue sticking out, virtually no hair because it was ripped out by the hammer. The news is still being aired in the background. Paying no attention to it at the moment. 

	Hanna shudders at the recollection. Doing an about-face, instantly dropping her coffee onto the floor as the ceramic mug shatters into a hundred different pieces. Theo stands directly in front of her. Towering over everyone, especially Hanna. Hanna feels helpless around him. “Whoa, you OK?” Hands up in surrender fashion. “Sorry if I scared you,” Theo says in the most chipper tone possible. Muscles unintentionally flexing. 

	“No, it’s my fault,” she says sheepishly “You just startled me is all,” saying the first BS excuse in her head. “Jitters about today,” Hanna says while her muscles constrict in fear. “I overheard Jessica saying there is an incoming storm approaching,” Theo says nonchalantly. Hanna grabs a broom along with a black dustpan while explaining the little bit she does know to Theo. “Yea, Jessica overheard it on the radio.” “You contact Xavier or Dylan yet?” The ceiling fan above is rotating while the audio bug is firm in place listening to every word. “Not yet, I figured they would call or text if the heist was cancelled.” Pondering the validity of the statement. “Very well, you know best; thanks again for letting me crash here last night,” Theo says, somberly with a slight tinge of embarrassment. “I can’t thank you enough.” “No worries,” Hanna says; slapping his shoulder to bring him out of his funk. “What are friends for Theo?!?!”

	Theo takes the dustpan from Hanna, starting to clean up the kitchen; which is in disarray, thanks to her nerves being strung out more than a meth head. Hanna makes a pile, does one more pass. Theo puts the dustpan down to collect it when Hanna turns around, instantly, jumping back five feet. Theo’s dustpan morphing into the bloody hammer that only Hanna can see. Yelping louder than anticipated. Bumping into the counter. 

	Hanna blinks, it is a dustpan again. Too late, thinking, while waiting for Theo to ask about what just happened. Theo never does, that is even more unsettling to her. They clean up the mess, throwing the ceramic shards into the trash. Internally, a war rages inside Hanna between whether it was wise to house Theo or not, and if she should text Xavier to let him know. Opting out of it, knowing they will all see one another soon. Jessica is all the while masturbating, using at first her fingers. Five minutes pass, pulling out Chris who is named after the hottest Chris named actors being played today in Hollywood. It's eight purple inches of pure vibrating and ribbed bliss that is waterproof, custom made in the states. Jessica paid $150 for it; it was worth every penny.

	Jessica turns the water a smidgen hotter as her thoughts wander. Shoving Chris into her already soaked pussy while letting out a little cry. Having not used him in two months. Four inches of Chris in so far, her mind latches onto a specific fantasy. Albeit a forbidden one, but nobody has to know. Especially Hanna who would chastise such a crude fantasy. “Hanna wouldn’t understand,” is what Jessica tells herself to not feel guilt ridden.

	Jessica sprawls out on Hanna's bed as the doorbell rings. Three more rings, no answer. Jessica forgetting Hanna is running errands, she gets up to answer the door. Wearing a blue tank top with no bra, pink booty shorts. Walking down the stairs. Opening the door to see Xavier and Dylan. “Is Hanna here,” Xavier asks impatiently. The abruptness of his answer alerts Jessica’s sixth sense. A neighbor walking her dog waves at Jessica; returning the greeting. 

	“Nope,” says Jessica, “But you boys can cum inside if you want to.” Xavier and Dylan follow her into Hanna's room while staring at her bouncing white ass the whole time. Every step her ass jiggles, she knows it. They all arrive, sitting on the bed in silence. “I’m going to throw on some jams.” “That is cool,” replies Dylan in a sprite tone. Jessica turns on a CD labeled, “Hits of the early 2000s.” Usher springs to life through the speakers. 

	The full eight inches is now penetrating her gushing pussy. Using her left hand to stick two fingers into her ass, the fantasy continues. Dylan and Xavier stand in front of Jessica. Trying to look innocent, failing miserably. Never having mastered that technique quite yet, sneezing quietly, going right back to her ever so sweet demeanor. “Sooo, what did you guys want Hanna for anyways?” “Who said we wanted Hanna,” Dylan replies with an evil smile that creeps Jessica out. “If you don’t want Hanna than what do you want?” “You’re about to find out,” Xavier says with a teasing tone. 

	Dylan grabs her feet, Xavier latches onto her arms. Jessica has always wanted to be dominated by best friends who're guys. Xavier rips her blue “see through” tank top clean off to reveal no bra. Simultaneously Dylan rips her pink shorts off where she is also not wearing underwear. “Damn baby, you must have yearned for this moment,” Xavier says menacingly. “I wanna see if you’re tighter than Hanna; and if you can suck better cock.” 

	Jessica’s landing strip pussy is out for the entire world to see. Jessica gasps, it's happening so fast. “Wait; please, let’s talk about this first.” “The time for talking is over little girl,’’ Dylan states with authority. Starting to second guess the wish, not knowing if this was the right move. “What would Hanna think if she ever finds out?” Pleading for this moment to end but the evil doppelgängers refusing to oblige.

	Xavier grasps Jessica by the throat, starting to kiss her passionately; while crushing her windpipe. Slowing down to suck her tits. Expertly rolling his tongue over her swollen nipples. Dylan begins to feast on her tender pussy. Dylan catches a whiff of vanilla, falling in love. “OMG Jessica; you kiss ten times better than Hanna,” Xavier states with a hundred percent certainty. “Um, thanks.’’ Reluctance to continue courses through Jessica’s veins but it all feels so heavenly. Dylan grabs her legs while licking her thighs with lustful intent. Without hesitation, he rips his black sweatpants off. The hard cock makes Jessica tremble.

	Xavier follows suit, Dylan jams the girthy cock into her tight snatch. Xavier prys her mouth open to suck his mocha cock. Jessica is in heaven. Chocking on his cock while gasping for air in the daydream and in reality. A few minutes later, she is about to explode in the shower. Dylan flips her over as she gets on top to ride his erect cock. “Jesus H Christ Jessica, you sure can ride a dick.” Too emotionally invested in answering, she keeps grinding her ass along his dick; bouncing up and down like a pogo stick. Jessica can't see Xavier though, that tingles her internal alarm. Forgetting Xavier for the time being, focusing on Dylan's gyrating cock filling her pussy. 

	Scratching her back to the point of breaking skin, then immediately biting her neck, following up with licking her ear lobe. Jessica almost passes out in gratification she can't comprehend. “God, Dylan, keep doing that, I’m about to cum.” “Your wish is my command baby, girl.” Jessica sees every muscle flexing on Dylan, feeling the hot breath exhaling onto her neck. Smelling the cologne excites Jessica beyond measure. Hearing the deep breaths of Dylan with each thrust bewilders her senses. The music is playing in the background, a million miles away, birds chirp through the crack in the window, along with dogs barking and kids playing outside. The faint sound of the ice cream truck can be heard. The kids assuredly listen to her moans.  

	Dylan grabs her hips, starting to pulsate his cock in her. “Surprise,” Xavier says directly behind her. “Whoa; what do you mean surprise?” Trepidation seizes Jessica. “I’m not a fan of surprises.” Bug-eyed and trying to escape the impending surprise to no avail. “Does it look like I give a flying fuck?” Rapidly, and in quick succession Xavier latches onto Jessica's midnight colored hair, yanking it back. Jessica is caught-off-guard. “This isn't fun any more guys,” her dream self says in her fantasy. “STOP!” “I said STOP now!” No reply from either of them as they viciously fuck her insides. Literally. 

	Xavier pushes her down, so she is breathing on Dylan. Her breaths are rapid as she says, “Let go of me now.” Not being able to wake up from this fantasy turned rape-mare. Grabbing the silk sheets on the queen size bed to brace for this unholy pain that she knows is to follow, it’s like she can feel everything, it’s all so surreal; the breeze from the window, the pressure from where the boys are grasping her body. The lights are off, just the natural light from outside is shining inside the room. The cherry red walls start to bleed as if they’re crying in pain at what they’re witnessing. Unable to save her. The music tempo switches from the CD to a rock and roll song on the radio that she can't quite thumb. Panting is all she can do now.

	Xavier with no remorse jams his dick into her almost impregnable ass with no lube. Bucking like a horse, screaming bloody murder. “For the love of all that is holy, please stop.” Imploring they stop. “It hurts.” “No shit you dumb bitch; that is the point,” Xavier tells Jessica with the fierceness of an Aztec Warrior. Xavier proceeds to pull out a razor blade, remarking, “Now it's time to carve our initials, so you will never forget us, you stupid whore.” The last thing Jessica notices as the blade hits her glowing skin is the band posters all over the room from the various punk bands of the 2000s. Twitching as the blade hits her skin to spell the first letter. 

	Cum sweeps down Jessica's legs in currents. Jessica can't remember the last time she cummed so strongly. She ends up squirting. Jessica, in turn though, feels guilty. Finishing her shower without shampooing her hair, getting dressed adequately for the storm. Brushing her teeth and using the bathroom before exiting. Composing herself before going downstairs to face her sister.

	Jessica prances downstairs to waylay suspicion of what just occurred from her sister. Strolling into the kitchen only as the last of the ceramic mug is being thrown away. “What happened,” Jessica says. “Theo startled me by accident.” “I’m sorry about that,” Theo apologizing yet again. “Mom’s favorite mug,” go figure Hanna says with a chuckle so askew that Theo and Jessica both glance at one another. Theo swears, he sees the lust in Jessica's green eyes, not knowing it was from moments ago in her fantasy turned nightmare. The lustful eyes are slowing fading away, unbeknownst to Theo, they aren’t directed towards him at all. “Thanks for the help, Theo.” “No problem; I’ll try and announce myself next time.” A broad smile overtakes his face. 

	The daily alarm on the coffee pot startles them all. The alarm goes off at 7:30 AM like clockwork. Hanna bolts upstairs to get ready for work. She must keep up appearances. “Give me fifteen minutes.” “Take your time, sis; what’s the rush?” Laughing after the comment. Hanna figures if it were canceled Dylan would call them. She finishes getting prepared by 7:55 AM with her shower, that if you took a black light to would look like a Manson murder with cum. Teeth brushed, deodorant, and make-up applied and ready to leave. 

	Getting dressed in her work attire, finally heading downstairs. Jessica and Theo are waiting at the door. Fully prepped, ready as they leave the house at eight sharp. They will arrive at Penn Station by 8:55 AM. Assuming there are no delays. All of them know that it would take a miracle. Transit was hit or miss especially after a major holiday. They should have left thirty minutes ago. They overhear on the radio before going that New York City and the surrounding boroughs will be in a state of emergency starting at six tonight. 

	Meanwhile, Ace is up at three in the morning, the day of the heist. Tossing and turning all night. Sporting a see-through purple silk robe. Ace’s nipple rings are noticeable and not caring. No clients or family members are over. Caressing her nipple rings a few times to get excited enough to want to get up today. Rising and quickly stretching to wake her muscles up. Drinking a small glass of water located next to her California King bed.

	Ace decides to brew her imported coffee, which is thirty dollars a bag. “So worth it,” Ace concludes. Meanwhile, as the coffee works, Ace opts for a ten-minute yoga session. She discards the robe. Nude meditation is all the rage right now, being on the 10th floor means nobody will ever know, not that she cares. “People would be blessed to view such a body.” Ego becoming inflamed. 

	Meditation is key to retaining your sanity. Ace can’t concentrate to save her life. Beginning to get angry at this fact. The session is a bust. Ace gets up as her tits bounce up and down, going to grab the finished pot of coffee. Ace takes two ginormous sips deciding to take another bath. “Motherfucker!” “The only peace and quiet of the day, and it’s spoiled.” Snatching the purple transparent robe, bringing it to the bedroom. Ace goes into the master bedroom tossing the robe onto the king size bed with eight-hundred thread count sheets that mimic the colors of Flamingos. Ace initiates the flow of water into the jacuzzi sized tub. Everything about her apartment is immaculate; maintaining a higher standard of cleanliness than the CDC.

	Recouping in the tub for the next half hour, enjoying it thoroughly with zero distractions. Three knocks on the door in quick succession. “Who in all that is Holy could that be at this hour,” Ace trys to reason with logic. “I can’t catch a single break.” Flustered now which is a rare commodity for Ace to feel. Drying off, throwing the robe back on, walking to her door. A security guard is waiting patiently for the owner to answer. Ace opens the door while the security personnel they sent up is flabbergasted. His name tag reads Dante. Appearing to be a Caucasian male in his early twenties with a goatee. Standing about six feet tall, having a crew cut with Hazel eyes with a dash of sea-salt blue. Dante being in-shape, is an understatement. MMA fighter by day and security guard by night.

	“Hi there, ma’am, we have a report the fire alarm went off.” Knowing the check-up was bullshit; having heard the rumors of Ace’s profession; every guard tries fucking her once. “We just now saw it due to a system error.” “Is everything alright?” “I’m fine.” Saying it in a teasing manner. Ace assuring Dante that all is kosher. “Very well,” Dante says, turning around with a frown. Ace turns around too; about to close the door, but at the last moment before shutting the door, she thinks how nice it would be to have some carnivorous sex before the heist. Dante glances back, Ace motions for him to come back over. Seductively gaining his attention every second. 

	Dante gets within two feet of Ace. The carnal pleasure they both desire supersedes Dante's interest in his current employer. Clutching Ace, lifting her up over his head, coming back inside Ace’s apartment while having to squat, so she doesn’t hit her head, his leg closes the door in one sweeping motion while the bulge in his black suit is noticeable. A moan surges from Ace unintentionally. 

	The robe she's wearing sways to her stomach by the wind force of his lift. Starting to tear her pink, pierced pussy up like a lion devouring a Gazelle. Ace squeezes his head in pure ecstasy. Dante lays her on the L shaped leather sofa that is black as night. Ripping his pants off to reveal a set of high-priced blue boxer briefs. All the while he's sucking, licking and playing with her nipple piercings using his tongue. Scratching Ace’s back till blood trickles. Ace is hyperventilating through sheer satisfaction. A vulture anticipating its next roadkill is how Ace is feeling. 

	Flipping Ace over so they can 69 for a bit. Dante’s swollen cock pierces Ace’s mouth, all eleven inches. Ace gags not expecting it to be that enormous. Dante then puts Ace into the prison guard position, until both cum twenty minutes later. “If Dante only knew how many people I have fucked, would he still have fucked me?” Always wondering if she will ever find true happiness in life; always dissuading herself due to the money she makes in her profession.

	Dante gets dressed professionally, exiting Ace’s apartment to to resume his work duties. The time reads a quarter to four in the morning. Ace decides to make breakfast while switching some of her assets around. Completing everything at six AM. Ace goes to take a one-hour nap after it all, waking up at seven AM. Throwing on her most elegant outfit, freshening up, leaving around 8:20 AM to make it to Penn Station.

	Xavier wakes up in a cold sweat at four AM. Quietly stepping into the bathroom, throwing water onto his face. Spotting six dead roaches in the sticky trap, he set just last week. Glad but disgusted simultaneously at that fact, also where he resides. He's happy to have a home though, that is the damn truth. Far too many veterans live on the streets. He knows a good deal of them. Wishing the yuppy pricks in Washington would help them out which is like wishing for the moon. 

	Too hyped to sleep any longer. The thought of being rich would keep anyone awake, also the fear of prison. Xavier goes back into his room. Throwing on some gym clothes, consisting of black basketball shorts, a white tank-top and a black hoodie, Xavier grabs his iPod. Silently grabbing his wallet and keys, Xavier exits the apartment. Glimpsing Dylan still passed out on the couch. Drool pooling out of his mouth. “This would make a great troll picture,” Xavier says to himself but decides to go for his run. Not taking what would amount to a five second photo. Snatching the garbage from yesterday to throw out. 

	Xavier runs eight miles in one hour. The streets are more forgiving at this hour. Xavier loves running before the sun rises. Noticing the usual. Newspapers being delivered along with bakeries getting their daily needs for the deli counters. Homeless individuals meandering to a new location, so the cops don’t relocate them to a jail cell, “Though with the incoming storm that may not be such a bad idea,” thinks Xavier having received an update on his phone. Garbage trucks have already started collecting trash. Birds line the tops of buildings. Cooing noises from pigeons fill the morning air. 

	Xavier reaches the halfway point. The morning breeze feels soothing while he is sweating. Hearing the city come to life before his eyes are one of Xavier’s favorite hobbies, the smell not so much, chuckling inside of his head so as not to draw attention. Noticing a homeless man being harassed, Xavier goes to intervene. Nearing the men, Xavier is accosted by two burly men in grey trench coats that are packing heat. Telling Xavier to get lost or face the consequences. The first time in his life Xavier backs down from helping the helpless, Xavier is not a fool. Determined to call the police to report the incident, duly noting it wouldn’t do much good, the men would be long gone by the time the police arrived; the homeless aren’t a priority to the NYPD. Determining it to be of no use, Xavier says a silent prayer for the man. 

	“What the hell is happening to me?” Xavier contemplates running back to his meaningless little existence of a so-called place to get some shut eye. Halting at the front of the apartment at five AM, treading silently to the shower. Showering, going back to sleep for a while afterwards. The run took more out of him than he could have anticipated. He was also slightly depressed for backing down if being honest, he was livid, the adrenaline stopped pumping endorphins into his body. Xavier was a goner. Conking out on his previously made bed that his loving girlfriend had made a day prior. Setting his alarm before entering the unknown plain of dreams.

	Dylan wakes up at 5:45 AM to the same text Xavier had received from the WEA or wireless emergency alert system. Going to the bathroom and seeing the roaches Xavier did earlier. He does not judge, finishing peeing while washing his hands. Drying them off on his shirt. He brought a bag over in preparation that something like this was to transpire. Feeling rested but also being trained to run on minimal sleep. So never fully knowing whether he slept well or not was a constant dilemma. The odor of yesterday still permeating the air. Deciding as a gift to do the dishes before showering; finishing them at 6:15AM; having to do them all by hand since the apartment isn’t equipped with a dishwasher.

	Dylan grabs the bag, pulls out his towel and soap. Dylan showers for what seems like ten minutes. The time on his phone when he looks reads 7AM. “Where the hell is my brain going that I keep losing track of time,” Dylan demands to know. He can not recall any dreams. “This is fucked.” Accepting that current diagnosis in his head. Dylan gets out, changes into the outfit for the heist later today, which is a decked-out firmly pressed black three-piece suit.

	Dylan observes that Xavier is still asleep. “Hey, wake up sleeping beauty.” “Yea yea, I’m up.” In reality, he needed ten more minutes, which would not be granted today. Waking Xavier up from his slumber. They both get ready over the next hour. The morning sun is already out, the following clouds look intimidating. Coffee is made, Xavier isn’t in the mood for any today. Dylan switches on the television. The yells, honking horns of the city make it difficult to hear the tv even on the third floor. 

	Xavier and Dylan are listening to the developing story which they have already been made aware of this morning. The incoming storm could put a damper on the heist, thinks Dylan, or it could work in their favor. Xavier has new reservations. Dylan stills his newfound anxiety. Finishing their breakfast, which consists of eggs, bacon, and French toast at 7:45 AM, going to brush their teeth. “You sure we shouldn’t cancel?” “I’m positive Xavier; we have come too far to let some snow dictate whether we proceed or not.” Pausing for a moment to actually see if he believes the promise, he is about to tell Xavier. “I promise everything will be just fine.” “Alright,” Xavier says as Dylan goes to the bathroom; all the while having reservations. 

	Dylan pops in first, does a bullshit one-minute brush and rinse. Xavier starts flossing, followed by gargling mouthwash for two minutes. Concluding everything by brushing his teeth, rinsing off the toothbrush, putting it back in the holder. Xavier goes into the kitchen. Snags the chocolate milk, taking a swig while Dylan watches. “Don’t do what I think you’re about to do.” Smirking is all Xavier can do. 

	Xavier gargles the residual toothpaste, swallowing it. Upon swallowing Xavier says, “Do what?” They both have an outburst of laughter before a fist slams on the wall next door to quite down. Dylan makes a sly comment saying, “You are a riot.” Xavier, in turn, laughs at the comment. They get everything together. Heading out at eight to make it to Penn Station. 

	Meanwhile, Doctor Fulton sits at the stainless-steel desk; having just worked through the night avoiding an internal incident. Hyde is used to it; having always fancied a dash of Adderall to see him through the long hours into the wee mornings. Running now, though on minimal sleep for the past forty hours is starting to wear on his body. Needing a break in which does not involve looking at flow charts and diagrams with a copious amount of numbers with an equal amount of anomalies. Breathing out exhaustively; befitting an elderly man; the wrinkles on his face indicate a problematic life.

	The digital clock on his desk reads six am. Hyde spins in a circle while gripping the bars on his chair. The chair creaks; fearing it’s from the extra pounds he has tacked on over the past six months. Halting to view the only photograph on the desk. The humdrum of the minions working diligently around the clock does little to break away Doctor Fulton’s attention. The picture is of his sister Anna and his niece Grace. They are in Cancun for Grace’s sweet 16; which took place last year. Anna’s husband Mark is in the picture as well; kneeling next to his paraplegic wife. The smiles are authentic; not knowing the last time he smiled; let alone breathed without fear encroaching like a poacher. 

	SS runs the facility through fear. Disregarding the thought; not seeming to recall the last time he spoke to his sister and niece. Wanting more than anything to pick up the phone and call. The local time on the West Coast was three am, which was unacceptable. Avoiding talking to them, so he can focus on his work; along with keeping them safe. Upon first being hired to work at the facility; everything was grand. SS took over; “That maniacal bitch,” as Hyde would always refer to her in his mind. They had a few good years; SS even met Grace and Anna five years ago when they visited. 

	SS knew about his sister and niece from their meeting five years ago. Keeping tabs on every significant piece of info in every employee's file was what kept SS in power. Unafraid to threaten to kill off an entire family lineage for the transgressions of one man or woman. Always stating what they do here goes beyond family; if only she could take her own advice. Hyde knew SS better than anyone; that didn’t stop her from coaxing loyalty from Hyde through death threats towards the only family he has left. Two years ago; SS threatened to kill Anna and Grace if he fails to find the correct algorithm; the time is drawing closer than ever with the beginning tests set to project and outlay the rest of the progress of STN. Doctor Fulton is one of two individuals on the planet who knows SS’s endgame; fear for his family cripples him from committing high treason. 

	Swearing that the moment he is free of SS; a trip to Cali is in order to spend time with his niece and sister; if he makes it out alive. Rubbing his eyes while his head starts slumping forward. Sleep beckons the good doctor. Unable to stay awake for another moment; sleep overtakes Hyde. The lab outside his office is filled with young and ambitious graduates running around wildly, trying to prove themselves for either a permanent spot or a raise. The day is just starting at Titanpointe as Director Spells rises from slumber in a land not so far away.  
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	SS rises from the grand queen-sized bed which was developed using state of the art memory foam; royal purple sheets line the bed to make it appear larger than life. The outline of the sun drenches the loft with shadows from the residual moon and stars shining brightly still; vying for control for as long as possible like a game of tug of war. Traipsing through the master bedroom with a black bra and panties; unabashed with her figure; making her way to the restroom to shower, shave, and get dressed for this magnificent day. Today the chess board is showcasing why SS is the headmaster; every enemy and ally; along with any obstacle has been meticulously thought of to lead to a flawless victory. 

	Turning the shower on to the hottest setting, you would swear she was a demon from the ninth circle of Hell; designated for those of a treacherous nature. Stepping in and showering; not fast but certainly not slow; after everything including shaving and make-up; SS walks out of the bathroom as the first sign of the sun starts to rise at 6:51AM. Stretching out as the towel she is wearing is discarded onto the bed. Naked and unashamed. Open for all to see the perfect figure laid out before them; if only they could see her true intentions; their opinions might differ.

	Fickle as a pickle; SS tries deciding what to wear. Pulling out multiple outfits and placing them on the bed to determine. Rotund jumps on the bed with a glorious stride through the air; SS named her cat Rotund due to his size; coated in a maple brown fur with sky blue eyes. Purring and using animal intuition to acknowledge which outfit to go with today. SS gently rubs Rotund's belly. Grabbing the outfit and putting it up to her body while viewing it in the mirror. Sneering, “This will do just fine if I say so myself,’’ SS states in a capricious tone. 

	Slipping into the Zaffre dark blue dress with straps which cut off at her thighs. Leaving little to the imagination; also throwing most men off their guard is the primary intention. The sun is now flooding the loft; closing the blinds now as it becomes unbearable. Walking into the kitchen; SS pours food for Rotund as she starts the coffee maker. Brewing for five minutes as she checks her laptop for any essential emails; thankfully, there are none. Morning emails have always indicated a bad start to the day to SS.

	Hitting the sleep button on the computer; not closing it fast enough not to see the screensaver of her now deceased son Samuel. A wave of emotions attempts to cripple SS. Sadness, Pain. Guilt and plenty of other sensations masquerading as Angels close in on SS like an MQ-9 Reaper prepping to erase from existence a small village. Samuel died two years ago in Iraq from a friendly fire tasking mission indicated at danger-close; the superiors knew the risk; deciding to risk the lives of upstanding soldiers to get commendations. They received the awards while she was left with a crisply folded American Flag which is encased over the mantle with her son’s ashes. 

	Spells resolve cement once again; a burning look in SS’s eyes indicates that retribution was within her grasp to make the ones responsible pay for their complete incompetence. The coffee finishes brewing; pouring a cup while closing the emotions that attempted to unleash back into Pandora’s Box. Switching on the news to make the daily rounds of political BS. Nothing new ever airs on the TV; it’s all recycled garbage. The President had a conference which they’re showing clips of which he indicates the strategy for winning the war in the Middle East. SS almost spits out the black coffee with how amused she becomes watching the recap. 

	Stowing the empty cup in the sink ten-minutes later; finishing up her daily routine. Slipping on her heels near the door. Rotund is walking around in circles ten feet in-front of SS; pleading for her master not to leave. “Sorry, kiddo; mama has to go and make sure these kids are actually working; don’t wait up for me.” After brushing her teeth and using the restroom, the door closes as she takes the elevator downstairs to the lobby. A car is waiting for SS when the doors open; the driver opens the door and makes his way to the driver's seat; putting the car in gear; heading to HQ at 7:30AM.

	Meanwhile, Dylan and Xavier make it to Penn Station at 9 AM on the dot. The train wasn’t too packed due to the incoming Blizzard. People shopping for milk and bread last minute. The notion always brings tears to Xavier and Dylan's eyes that something so trivial means so much to average people. The cavalier attitude that Dylan and Xavier exhibit still appears juvenile to Hanna, though on occasion she will indulge in such rancid behavior. 

	Ace arrives fifteen minutes early, living in Manhattan helps with the commute. Sporting a sexy yet swav red outfit, stepping out of the limo. Showing off isn’t something Ace does habitually, today feels like an exception is in order. Gracefully walking into Penn Station, arriving at the rendezvous point ahead of schedule. Eyes turning from their morning routine to peer at unadulterated beauty.

	Theo, Hanna, and Jessica arrive at the precise time given. Appearing to be as inconspicuous as possible. Dressing up the most is Hanna for work today; besides Xavier and Dylan. The subway ride over was filled with discussions on what their share of the money would be used for on the DL. Thinking for a hot second, Jessica somberly says, “To help mom and dad.” A silence eclipses the air. “I know; I’m proud of you,” says Hanna with a warm smile. A loving cloud overhangs, noting how mature of an answer Jessica has given in response to this adolescent discussion.

	“I’m buying a cabin in the woods, living off of the land,” Theo says candidly. Uncomfortable with the sensitive conversation, Hanna begins switching gears to romanticizing about the art exhibits currently showcasing in the AMAM. Hint taken, the other two compadres start diving into this new topic, two stops later, all the bullet points covered. The train nears Penn Station. Stepping onto the platform a few minutes after coming to a halt. 

	A black tank top with a sweater over it, some faded jeans is what Theo is wearing. A lovely beige skirt, a yellow blouse is what Jessica chooses to wear today; sporting her hair into a bun. Black dress pants, a red button-down shirt dictates Hanna’s ensemble. “What is Theo doing with Hanna, Dylan,” Xavier asks; anger rising in the deepest trenches of his soul. “No idea, man, to be perfectly honest,” Dylan retorts attempting to pacify the situation.

	Two bestfriends side by side striding in tandem as if they own the world. Dressing themselves to perfection, their best suits, toting a cocky attitude saying I can’t be touched, in a joking manner, they were never raised to be cocky. Last to the coffee joint. It is now 9:05 AM when all is said and done. Taking five phones out of his pockets, Dylan passes them out without saying a word. 

	“These phones have all of our numbers programmed into them, they are untraceable,” Dylan says in an overtly serious tone. “Sorry Jessica, I don’t have an extra phone,” Dylan says; feeling bad he had no time to grab another phone. A mask along with a spare set of gloves are pulled out to show Jessica she is at least covered on that front. Dylan immediately puts the mask and gloves back into the pockets of his suit. Noise is always a constant in train stations, everything seems to freeze at once as if time is standing still. 

	Surveying the odd twist of events that are happening opens a plethora of questions to the whole crew. People are frozen in place; their eyes are moving side to side. Splitting up to see if this is befalling just them or others, the group separates into three groups. “Rendezvous back here in ten,” says Dylan in a reassuring tone. The groups are as follows, Dylan and Xavier check the stores. Hanna and Jessica survey the platforms. 

	Perusing the atrium is Ace and Theo. Nobody is yielding any favorable results in their searches. Seven minutes pass, not a damn mouse has breathed life into this frozen hell hole. The group starts hustling back as the eyes of all the chilled people follow them around like a twisted version of a staring contest. Everyone is cold, ironically none of them will attest to what they see, Jessica is roaming the platforms, noticing clowns yet again, morphing from happy to deranged with the flip of a coin, Hanna notices all the people’s faces have changed into Jessica’s bloodied face from the vision the day prior; shuddering at the prospect. 

	Ace is unresponsive, not indulging in the test trial. Theo is flipping out, noticing every other individual is his mom, who is berating his father in a fiery passion, relentless in her punishment. Dylan spots his former Ranger squad, their expressions after the explosions, along with the bullets that riddled their bodies in Iraq. Xavier noting the people all look like Dylan while the females in the stores are in the image of Hanna while carrying out lewd acts. The trains are still passing without stopping, coffee machines are still brewing, and the garbled intercom is still spouting out information of the stops; the only thing becoming unhinged is their psyche’s.

	Sparking back to life abruptly. The whole crew is there, minus Ace and Theo. “I'm going to take a piss,” Theo tells Ace, responding with, “Make it snappy babe.” The smile and chuckle ease Theo's nerves that just rose to new levels at what just transpired. Reluctantly Ace starts walking towards her friends AKA lab rats who are all talking about what just ensued, leaving out key facts. The synopsis is they're all going insane. Ace playing her part so as not to appear suspicious. Seeking asylum for their strained mental states leaves them at an impasse.  

	Chortled laughter derives from their circle as people now ironically glance at them. Meanwhile, Theo goes into the bathroom to piss. Holding it in for the past half an hour, he is about to explode. Three people are using the urinals next to him that he can see. An elderly black man in his 60s, a punk eighteen-year old with a mohawk and piercings who looking at him is fresh off sucking on his mother's welfare checks. Bashing himself for judging a book by its cover; knowing people did it to him regularly. 

	A police officer is a final contestant in today's game of, “Can I finish my piss before I get handcuffed,” Theo thinks humorously. Starting to sweat, feeling as if unwanted attention is directed his way, Theo shakes-a-leg. The police officer gives Theo a hard glance, zipping himself up. One more purposeful sideways look as he is finishing washing his hands. The officer walks out as Theo finishes; potentially going to confer with his brothers in blue. “Shit. Fuck. Goddamit,’’ Theo shouts in a pouting manner; barely audible though to the person to his left. 

	The bathroom is immaculate for 9:15 AM, besides the yellow tape indicating which stalls are currently out of order. Taking out the new phone, Theo texts the group telling them to scram. Wanting to know why Theo indicates, “911” trouble in the text back to the group. The group is confused, not wanting to be caught though they take his text at face value, they start to exit the building, deciding to stop for a coffee at one of the outside parlors. The last thing Theo sends is that he will meet them at that AMAM later. Questions buzz; Hanna in a one-sentence overlay opts in telling the group the real reason. Dylan is the most outraged of them all. 

	Standing at the sink, looking at himself in the broken mirror while gripping the sides of the cold metal, realizing he has two choices. Either run or surrender. Zipping his pants up, Theo capitalizes on his thoughts, which are now running rampant. Surrendering looks better overall. Explaining his side would be more open to the truth if they believed him that is, knowing Cops, that is a coin toss. Hands becoming like gravy while grasping the sides of the sink. Reflecting on his time in prison; refusing to ever return. 

	Unsure of himself, arriving at a crossroads intersection of a significant life decision. Accepting defeat means another prison stint, who knows how long this time. They could levy the max sentence. Running ensures the potential of escape, being rich within a week of hiding low. Only helping with the heist provides that road. Dread slowly creeps through his veins like a cobweb in his brain, making Theo extremely indecisive. Choices like this have an expiration date, knowing that all too well. Sadly, he knows that fact. A few more people come and go in a bustle. A few of them bump into Theo on accident. Flushes and water draining urine is all the noise in the background. A custodian enters to do his hourly check.

	Knowing this is about the incident from yesterday, lightly slapping himself while saying how dumb he is. “How did I expect no one to report it or for the witnesses not to show the cops their videos?” The description and an APB were out to the five boroughs by now. Washing his hands, Theo looks into the busted mirror and says, “Fuck it, man.” Taking a deep breath while tightening his belt, walking out of the bathroom with a shallow, calm demeanor. The train station is packed like a Saturday morning at the mall. Peering around to scope out potential escape routes, noting shoe stalls with men getting their shoes shined, a class of what is middle-schoolers are on a weekend field trip over Christmas break and others swallowing their breakfasts whole; attempting to not miss their trains.

	The group is rapidly approaching the exit. A few feet from the revolving doors now, all hell breaks loose. Screaming ensues in large unrequited doses from police officers roughly one-hundred yards behind them. Having a job to do, wanting zero part of this, painfully acknowledging it involves their friend. Theo would want them to continue, they all know this fact, minus Jessica. Barely getting more then fifteen feet outside, hearing a full-fledged pursuit occurring behind them. 

	Trying not to appear rigid and strained, Theo slowly walks out of the bathroom with a calm expression. Three officers, along with a K-9 unit, are waiting in the atrium, waiting for the MVP to arrive. Two of the officers having the standard Glock 17 with their AR-15’s slung forward. Unease at the odds stacked against him, acknowledging the situation isn’t leaning in his favor, “Pedestrians as shields,” throngs through Theo’s head as his only advantage. The officer that was in the bathroom with him asks him to come over for a jif. All three officers are white with varying ages. 

	Showing his buddies an unfolded piece of paper, guaranteed to have his ugly mug plastered on it. Willing to bet his entire share on it, deciding to ignore the officer. Decibel notes rise tenfold as the Officer asks Theo yet again. Snarling teeth grimace at Theo as the officer is the only thing between him and Cujo. Fingers on the triggers, ready to go with the other two officers. Senses become heightened to a superhuman level thanks to his fight or flight response; Theo can make out minute details. One of the Officers is married; while the one with CUJO in tow looks to be in the midst of a divorce given the still vivid outline of a freshly removed ring. 

	Breaking out into a sprint, which would prove to be a new personal record for Theo. Pedestrians are already starting to be nosey, pausing their regular routines to witness a dwarf size chunk of action today to make their meaningless lives have some small purpose; to bear witness to such a grand event; the potential apprehension of a wanted fugitive. Splintering out to make the escape. “What the hell have I just done,” Theo thinks as he turns one-hundred and eighty degrees from the facing officers. 

	Palpable is the only word to describe the next minute, heading towards the exit. Darting towards freedom, one-hundred yards away, hearing the click of the leash come undone. Cujo hurtles towards Theo, opting to not even bark so to conserve energy. Guns facing down, knowing there are people, letting the dog do all the work. The Officers start running after Theo a few seconds later. Widespread panic ensues from the general populace who start rushing for safety; having seen enough of the action.

	Realizing he will not reach the exit before Cujo descends upon him, gambling a dangerous parlor trick. Instantly dropping down to the ground, facing his nemesis, Theo rears back the size fourteen boot. Putting as much power into his kick as humanly possible. Knowing he has only one shot at this; he cocks his leg back. Sweat is obscuring Theo’s view of the mutt, smelling the dogs inhale and exhale before it leaps at his grave tendons, licking his lips to thwart them from becoming dry, a single bark is what keys Theo into Cujo’s position like echolocation. 

	Springing his foot forward like a catapult, making contact into the canine’s nose, which in turn yelps at the vast amount of discomfort. Cujo is briefly dazed, Theo capitalizes on it. Getting up again while mildly out of breath, Theo starts running towards the exit; intent on remaining a free man. The officer raises his Glock to fire, his buddy telling him not to risk shooting a civilian. “A cordon is already being set as we speak,” the other Officer notes.  

	Thirty yards from the exit, Theo once again starts spotting discrepancies with the folks he is passing. All the people start transforming into Ace, demented versions. Passing one scene that looks like Ace getting gang banged, being passed around unanimously without objection. Another was her body and face cut to shreds while she holds a razor blade, blood is seeping out of her wounds onto the tile with black ooze translating to be her blood; housing a demented smile while waving to him. The final image is of Theo or a mirage of himself committing the worst acts of BDSM to Ace while she is wearing a black latex suit. 

	The final image involves chains, whips, handcuffs, and knives. Searing deep into Theo’s mind, tripping unintentionally. The dog grabs Theo’s ankle as he goes to pick himself up. Fueled by rage and despair that he can't shake Theo flips around, facing the lousy mutt that is beginning to rip at his Achilles tendon. This time putting his full weight into the kick just as the Officers think the perp is done for, clearly not knowing how resilient Theo is, turns the Officers red in the face as Theo escapes moments later. 

	The force of the swift kick ends up breaking the dog's neck, which is now lying limp on the ground. The officers speed up as the dog's owner stays behind; losing not only his wife but his best friend also, the other two attempt a foot pursuit. Cujo was yesterday's thought to Theo, now having to nurse a ripped up left foot. Escaping is his single most important goal. The officer's radio in while unholstering their sidearms.

	Wobbling through the side doors, over the revolving doors was quick thinking, wise on his part. Swinging left on West 33rd, scrambling at a pace that has now been reduced drastically due to the attack. Veering right on 8th Ave needing to formulate a plan posthaste. Despising violence, half a block up on 8th Ave, Theo yanks a guy off his bike, jacking it. In New York City bikes have better mobility than automobiles. The fresh air is an intoxicating drug to Theo’s senses; taking inhuman gulps of the air; to acquire the depleted oxygen used to run.

	Absconding for the moment, Theo realizes he is not out of the fire yet. His friends are watching the whole thing happen, standing there disturbed, yet relieved he is escaping for now. Heading into the coffee shop, grabbing seats in a booth in the back. Looking at her watch, Hanna sees it’s 9:30 AM, having to be at work by ten AM, cordially excusing herself, hugging and kissing Xavier goodbye along with Jessica. Normality is key today; appearing off in even the slightest manner could prove detrimental.

	The others grab a seat, the barista comes over to take their orders. After ordering, they start gossiping for a few. Dylan drops a bombshell on them a few minutes later after they receive their drinks. “Theo is out, even if he isn’t caught, he is a major liability for us now.” Silence for the next few minutes, letting it sink into their thoughts. Ace finally speaks up, “If that is how you truly feel than I’m out as well than you have zero chance of success.” Dylan ponders Ace’s statement, pros and cons alike before giving his deliberation.

	Meanwhile, periodically glancing at the phone in her room; Amber would always await a call from her dad; which never seemed to arrive. The phone was able to receive calls but couldn’t make them; the calls were monitored. Maxwell knew the number along with Emma; Emma opting to visit in person over speaking on the phone; finding it to be more therapeutic for the both of them. Agent M wakes up from his drunken slumber at 6:30 in the morning as the first shred of evidence that the sun will rise once more is on the horizon. 

	The misery that had been drowned out of M last night from a copious amount of alcohol once again was there to greet him like an old friend. Standing up; or more technically speaking stumbling up, M decides to take a quick shower; after reviewing the camera feeds concurrently to see what the night brought if anything besides sleep. Thankfully the night was uneventful; in a similar vein to his own; minus Ace getting dicked up and down her apartment. Brewing coffee while he hops into the shower; lathering up his defined bone structure before the rush of water crashes over his body waking him up. 

	Exiting the bathroom with a white towel wrapped around his waist; hair in a state of panic without gel, M walks over to the coffee maker that finished brewing and pours himself a cup; adding a dash of rum equating to a modified Irish Coffee. Switching on the radio to listen to some soothing tunes. Pondering what the day will bring. “Nothing good,” M says with a desperation that only a fellow father in pain could comprehend. Wicked thoughts make their way into M’s brain; describing in vivid detail to his creative side precisely what he would do to SS if given a chance for revenge. Revenge is all M has left in his mind; the only reason to not totally give up. Revenge will be his; having sworn it on M&M.

	The radio host is prattling on about nothing during a short commercial break; switching the station to some classical music. Brushing his hair to the side with his comb, M walks over to his suitcase to find an acceptable outfit for today. Today is the day that will determine how everything plays out, and M acknowledges it with the fortitude of a Knight. Slipping into some black slacks and black dress shoes; along with a white t-shirt underneath a black crinkled button-down shirt to mimic last night's ensemble. Attempting to smooth out the wrinkles to blend in better with the population. 

	Entering the bathroom; doing the bare minimum. Pissing; brushing his teeth and combing his hair with a quick swipe of deodorant for added spice. Upon finishing, M empties the now bone-dry coffee mug into the sink. Mentally noting to try and stay in contact with Emma today; painfully admitting that Emma has been the only substantial structure to stand on for the better part of six months; a debt he could never repay; especially for looking after Amber. Opening his phone to text Emma. A basic morning greeting; nothing fancy; letting her know he is on the move. Maintaining false pretenses is pivotal to revenge; being at this precarious edge makes it all the more difficult for M.

	Closing and locking the suitcase; setting it near the door. The little charade of a stakeout is officially complete. Leaving the room in disarray; liquor and open food containers are left on the table. Throwing the towel on the living room floor and leaving it there for the custodial staff to deal with in his absence. A reply message from Emma indicates to M that she is on point for the entire day per usual; a sigh of relief knowing a last-minute switch in the game could prove fatal.

	Wanting more than anything to call Amber; hear her angelic voice and know everything going on in her life; the finger on the call button. Debating whether it’s the right time or not; the last time they spoke was over two months ago; afterwards, he threw himself back into work. M was at SS’s every beckon call; no matter how trivial the case; a loyal dog was more like it. Closing the phone; shoving it back into his pants pocket; the sound of life sounding like the concussive force of a nuke is embedded in the city below. Hand in hand; M latches onto the suitcase; picking it up and heading for his car; closing the door in unison with water filled eyes from months of pent up sorrow, grief, pain, and rage rising up like a boiling cauldron. 
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	“Objectively speaking, from a strategic standpoint, it’s best to avoid Theo,” Dylan says without remorse. Having none of it, Ace deuces that if Dylan is so quick casting someone aside; especially her best friend, what is stopping him from doing it to one of them, should they come into a bind. Back and forth, going around like a merry-go-round for the better part of twenty minutes. “Enough,” Xavier finally interceding says, finishing his coffee which is the second breakfast he has had this morning, consisting of an omelet, French toast, and some hash browns. Too on edge to say anything, Jessica is staying quiet for fear of reprisal. 

	Realizing they have wasted the better part of the last half an hour bickering. Circumventing what is sure to escalate into something much worse, Dylan finally caves. “If Theo makes it to the AMAM and is not being chased anymore, then he is still good, with that being said if Theo comes into the museum with police on his tail than we have no choice but to abort.” Ace reluctantly accepts this new proposal. The checkered floor with the multi-colored cloths over each table makes for a pleasant dining experience minus the reason they are all here today. 

	Asking for the check, Dylan assures the group that breakfast is on him. The others thank him while beginning to get up, heading towards the double doors. The waitress promptly brings the check while attending to the other tables. Pulling out two twenty dollar bills, putting it in the wedge space of the book, Dylan slowly gets up, something comes over Dylan watching Ace walking towards the restroom. 

	Xavier and Jessica are walking outside. Dylan feels himself being drawn towards Ace. Unaware of the mood destabilizers piercing every nook and cranny of his body. Walking seductively, hips swinging, Dylan fantasizes about Ace, along with destroying her, this is not the man he knows, it’s someone else entirely. 

	Feeling like his body got swapped, at least his brains, trying to fight the urges. Patrons and families are thoroughly enjoying their breakfasts, laughter radiates from guests and waitresses alike. The sound of the old-school register has the cha-ching sound to it; while oldie hits play in the background from the last known jukebox in the city. Struggling with his thoughts, Dylan looks outside to see Xavier and Jessica talking. Presuming they went into the restroom, not rushing them sparks more confidence in Dylan of not getting caught. Casually perusing the crowd while noting the diner is only at fifty percent capacity while being understaffed pushes Dylan to the edge. A man Dylan has never known is showing himself today, “Am I on drugs; I would never even begin to think about such perverse things.” 

	Ace walks into the restroom. Taking long strides to catch up is Dylan's only prerogative now. Capitalizing on all the time available. Luckily the suit he has on doesn’t draw too much attention. Perceived to be just another average stockbroker on Wall Street on an off day. Smelling cinnamon, teasing his appetite for Ace exponentially. Quick glances from patrons make him weary, but he presses forward in anticipation; pre-cum formulating from the simple thought of entering Ace. 

	Carnal lust is the only drink Dylan wants to wolf down after the coffee. Getting to the door, starting to question himself. “What the fuck am I about to do,” it’s cast aside while hearing the door close to a stall. Heart palpitations running rampant inside his chest, listening to the patrons talking, eating their food, while the waitresses are bustling about, filling coffee, bringing out food orders left and right. Runaround Sue by Dion DiMucci plays over the jukebox; finding it an odd choice given the current status of events. 

	Attributing it to the outfit, not the situation, proceeding to wipe his brow with his right index finger, taking one last informal glance around to see if anyone is walking up. Opening the door, stepping inside. No one is at the sink, peeking down to see which stalls are in use, it’s only the far one. Heart booming in his chest, walking in front of the door, waiting. The toilet flushes, cheeks starting to turn apple red at the prospect of penetrating Ace. Nerves bustling like the heart of the Russian Metro during a nuclear standoff for a 21st century Cold War. 

	Standing up, straightening the Imperial red dress, Ace begins to open the door. The door opens, coming face to face with Dylan, who is muttering to himself. Mind going into all aspects of what this could be, knowing for sure it’s only about one thing. Discerning he is hard is what gives it away, among other cues, like his tenseness and shallow breathing. The slow, steady heartbeat that Ace usually holds starts fluttering. The chance of being caught is what makes the two of them excited beyond measure.

	Like a whirlwind, Dylan grabs Ace’s peach ass, putting his hands under Ace’s dress. Peeking a pink thong, gets his engine going even more. Kissing Ace like there is no tomorrow. Whipping Ace’s head to the side as they forcefully head into the cramped quarters. Slowing it down to savor the moment, licking her neck, infatuated with Ace, always being the case, refusing to admit it, until today. Rubbing his cock on the outside of Ace’s dress, getting Ace soaked; wanting to fuck. 

	Time halts as two bodies seem to intertwine. Unzipping his pants, the circumcised cock falls out, dropping like a Palm tree. Jerking Dylan off, sending him into a frenzy. Biting her neck, licking just the right spot behind her ear is Ace’s weakness. Pushing down on Ace’s shoulders, forcing her down on her knees, staring directly at his plump cock, sucking Dylan’s balls is Ace’s next move. 

	Gulping his balls does it! Slapping Ace in the face is making Ace all the wetter. Unaware of that fun fact. Hardly bruising comes in handy. Licking his protruding shaft till she gets to the tip, seems to take an eternity. Grabbing Ace by her red hair, slamming his cock down her throat. Deep-throating is something Ace loves; excels at it also; though she doesn’t like to brag.

	The benefits of soliciting at a young-age guarantees Ace isn’t only an expert on the fields of sex and pleasure but also numb to the pain. Gagging is the best for her. The feeling of choking is so erotic to Ace, demented mentality. Dylan closing her nostrils for a few to heighten the sensation. It works, Ace is ready for some grade A beef injection. Ace starts to pant; Dylan is grunting in tandem. 

	Lifting Ace up off the ground, wiping her mouth, kissing Dylan deeply. Turning around willingly, lifting her dress, pulling her pink thong to the side. Pounding her Pussy raw while spanking her, not caring about the repercussions if caught. Beginning to scratch her back while fucking doggy-style. The grunting is animalistic, smelling the Cinnamon perfume is driving Dylan crazy, it’s all so surreal, touching each part of Ace’s body, all natural with not a single imperfection; minus the scars from knife wounds and razor blades. 

	“If only Dylan knew, he was smashing through Dante’s semen, would he stop,” thinks Ace, hands bracing the wall for leverage while looking at the toilet. “I've done it in far worse areas,” is her second thought. Close to cumming now, demanding Dylan to speed up, which he does. Thrusting in and out like a rhino giving Ace a euphoric feeling one can only experience, not explain. Cumming, simultaneously blowing his load on top of Dante's earlier creampie. 

	Latching onto Ace’s shoulders; fingernails digging into her skin as a fire hydrant worth of cum forms a pudding inside of Ace. Dylan feels flappy skin. Yanking backwards now; Ace’s entire back is skinned alive thanks to Dylan. Freaking out and a retching feeling in his throat causes dry heaving to ensue. Naturally being able to see the last layer of the epidermis. Dylan falls backwards onto the floor in a panic. Ace turns around smiling; gnawing on her fingers like a lollipop. “What’s wrong soldier boy,” Ace asks giggling like a sociopath. 

	Turning around; fixing the dress for the second time in less then six hours is not a problem for Ace after that feral fucking. The door opens, the stall next to them is now in use. Unfazed, Ace opens the door going to wash and dry her hands, while Dylan, on the other hand, sprinted out for no reason; appearing scared like never before in his life. Dylan is questioning the validity of current events. Yanking his pants up and tightening his belt while running out of the women’s room; breathing heavy. 

	Dylan is a fantastic looking guy minus a few bullet holes. Adding to the back story of being a humble badass, he feels. Never having trouble finding girls, choosing them carefully is another matter. The most reckless sexual enterprise having just occurred. The jukebox speakers are still playing Oldie hits when he nearly stumbles into a couple enjoying an early brunch.

	Outside, Xavier and Jessica are waiting. Walking to the door, Ace notices Dylan still sitting at the table. Coming over, concerned for Dylan’s well-being, “Dylan, you alive in there,” springing to life like a marionette doll. “I’m fine, thanks, Ace, hoping that Theo is all right is all.” Finding the reply to be very odd. “Well hurry up ya sloth, we’re leaving,” A wet dream, or something else entirely, unsure of how to react to the most realistic sexual experience of Dylan’s life, which didn’t even happen. Rising now, Dylan finally decides to head outside, as the waitress picks up the check, thanking him.

	Coming outside, Xavier and Jessica ask what took so long. Replying, “I was just catching my breath.” The whole time they’re inside the diner, Xavier and Jessica are talking. The first conversation is some silly stuff about what is going on in Hollywood. Thinking that they would be out in a few Xavier entertains the topic. Not knowing much about this topic, switching it after a few minutes. “How is school going, Jessica?” 

	“Is that what you really want to know, or is it if I'm single,” Jessica asks with a crafty tone. Assuring Jessica, just the schooling. Answering, after pouting for a second, letting Xavier know that school is ok. Looking at his watch a second time, thinking, “What the hell is taking so long?” Xavier is about to go in when Jessica puts a hand on his chest, saying, “Don't bother.”

	The next ten minutes are filled with mostly silence. Occasionally a sporadic question would pop into Jessica's head, she would ask Xavier. Xavier is scanning the surroundings. The sky is overcast. The temperature has dropped ten degrees in the past hour; besides that, this is what New York is all about, thinking to himself. Deafening noise, people who don't give a shit about their fellow man is what defines New York to some, not to the natives who grew up here. Cars beeping, taxis swerving from lane to lane, as if it’s Nascar, local business owners trying to bring in customers in the tough economy. A garbage truck is passing by, Xavier and Jessica both cover their noses, giggling at the fact. 

	The four of them are outside the diner. They are making their way to the AMAM which is on West 23rd St off 10th Ave. Trying to determine the best course of action, beginning to brainstorm. Dylan open to suggestions, with what happened to Theo; everyone is on edge. The wind starts picking up speed gradually as time progresses. The rumblings of subway cars can be felt from below. The museum is two miles away; not a long trip, a trek, nevertheless. 

	Hearing sirens pass-by them, making some of them think about Theo. Being a part of their entourage, it’s the least they can all do to remember him. Praying that he loses the cops, making it to the museum before closing time. An ambulance passes a few minutes later. Jessica marvels at all the billboards that deck the tops of multiple high rises like she is witnessing it for the first time. Movies and Law Firms, along with new bands coming to Manhattan are on full display in grand old digital fashion for the world to see and digest. Understanding why tourists flock from all over the world to see such a spectacle; the best pizza in the world besides Italy. Newspaper stands are busy as always. Office workers rush out of the BK hurtling towards their jobs late already: being noncompliant wasn’t optional in this bustling metropolis. 

	Dylan decides the best option, “Xavier and I will take a cab to the museum, Ace and Jessica will follow us.” Xavier tries to disagree but falls short. “We will raise fewer questions if people think we are with our friends.” Pausing for effect. “No questions from anyone, let’s get this party started,” states Dylan; leaving no room for debate. Dylan and Xavier both whistle for cabs. Two cabs pull up in tow. The cab business is cut-throat. Extremely aggressive and hostile is the norm for their daily lives. The group loads into their respective cabs before pulling out. The traffic is horrendous; nothing new here in the city. 

	Meanwhile, Agent Maxwell opts in not following them to Penn Station; knowing exactly what their final destination was is all that mattered; having access to advanced GPS gives M pinpoint accuracy on his targets. M is on the roof of a designated NSA front; awaiting the subjects. The new mission is to provide some of the subjects a solid scare; another test from Doctor Fulton to project whether a nature scare effects the drug; albeit from a physical or psychological standpoint. Entering the building that stands a few blocks away from the A.M.A.M; Agent M prepares for the subject's arrival. The CROWS weapon system was already in place on the edge of the roof. Recalling the acronym to be Common Remotely Operated Weapons Station; the weapon of choice being an M240.

	Grabbing the controller; relieving the men posted there as security. Reacclimatizing once again with the CROWS system; not having tested it out since the beginning of training. Pursuing through the manual; wind blowing in pockets of force; birds flying overhead; attempting to migrate before the storm. A memory of Daniel blossoms into his thoughts; forgoing anything that may jeopardize the mission. Peering out over the cold concrete canopy lying in wait like a Jaguar. Coffee in hand with some rum from the flask he carries in his bag; M waits for further instruction from command; having been there an hour already; showing signs of constricted blood flow due to the cold. The CROWS was still in beta-phase; being the next retrofitted weapon of the Military; designated to fit all manner of ships and vehicles; this time it’s bolted into the roof of a building. 

	“Agent Maxwell, are we good for the special delivery?” Director Spells is asking from a control booth that houses well over twenty million dollars in computer equipment. Mentally preparing to answer seems to be the most agonizing and chore induced task of the morning; hating even the sound of SS’s voice with every fiber of his being; wishing her dead every minute of the day. Praying for the day to come when he can suffocate the life out of that two-faced bitch for what she did; ruining his life and the life of his daughter. Swiping his hand over the concrete expression set on his face before speaking; scratching the back of his calf; seeming to cramp due to a lack of water and stretching. 

	“Yes, ma’am, we are tracking; on schedule for delivery to verify the effects of two of the five subjects while utilizing the CROWS system; all systems appear to be one-hundred percent operational.” Multiple employees crowd the control room, monitoring the outcomes of numerous events worldwide, nobody dares try piggybacking into the Directors conversation; fearful of what would happen to them and their families. “Fantastic, execute at the designated location Agent Maxwell,” the Director states in a cruel tone, leaving the room after finishing all that was needed to be said. The earpiece becomes static as SS ends the call; M hits the button to turn off the walkie. 

	Maxwell starts getting everything ready on the adjacent roof from the target’s rendezvous point, checking the battery level on the remote control; the camera’s set at strategic locations to aim; along with the CROWS system. Three thousand rounds of 7.62 line the inside of the ammo box; waiting to spill out hate and discontent; granted on the wrong target in the eyes of M; firmly adamant that all three-thousand rounds should pierce SS. “Everything looks a hundred percent, now for the waiting game,” he says to himself with a hollow heart that has been scooped out with a cleaver by SS; pulling out a snickers bar to chow down on in the meantime. The Agency owns the building, so no one was allowed in or out without clearance; not even local or state law enforcement; making the job of hiding such a sight from the public easier minus the plethora of high rise buildings caking New York. The nosy neighbors couldn’t be rectified, the building had enough cover on the roof from all angles that it should waylay any potential leaks.

	The CROWS system was still being tested; being on the forefront of a potential game-changer in the Middle East. A state-of-the-art suppressor utilizing proprietary technology would drastically dampen the sounds of the heavy machine gun; a mod only attributed to this model; the surrounding four blocks would be cut from any cell activity for the duration of the trial; directed only by SS. No leaks. Agents are on stand-by to evaluate the carnage on U.S soil; refusing to let local or state police sully their trial with an investigation; the Agencies power far surpassing that of any local and state police. The system is in pristine condition. 
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	Loading up into their respective cabs, ready to disembark. The weather has dropped another ten degrees in the past twenty minutes. The wind far surpassing even an average day in New York City. The skies are now a deep dark grey. The sun has vanished behind the thick, burnt marshmallow style clouds. The amount of low flying birds has decreased exponentially; even the infamous New York rats seem to be hibernating, which is far more sinister than a bad omen from any crow. 

	Dylan and Xavier load up first. Ace and Jessica follow suit directly behind. The traffic is anything but a godsend today. Settling into their cabs for what is sure to be a quick ride. Walking is out of the question now as the wind is ramping up furiously. Glancing at the nameplate, Dylan notices the drivers name is Nasir. Nasir pulls out quickly, barely missing a collision with a fellow cabbie. Dylan tenses up for a millisecond. Unreactive is Xavier; he is usually the jumpy friend; today though he has way too much on his mind; the song from the day prior seems to be on a recorded loop inside his mind; debating whether to broach the issue with Dylan or not; the heist also has his mind a million light years away. 

	Heading down West 33rd St, Nasir introduces himself almost immediately. “Hi there folks, my name is Nasir, I will be your driver today.” Noticing he is introducing himself, looking directly at them brings said sensation back in full force. Housing a heavy accent, making the whole spectacle arduous. Speaking decent enough English though outside of the heavy accent, Dylan thinks. Trying to place the dialect but unable.

	Examining the cab, Dylan notices it’s kept to the highest standard. Medallions don’t come cheap, so this is their livelihood on the line. Nasir is going off on a spiel as they head to the AMAM. “Fantastic thinks, Dylan.” He is a talker, giving an exasperated but silent exhale of breath. Starting to tune into what Nasir is saying for some strange reason; feeling compelled to listen since he spent a good portion of time in the Middle East; not that Dylan couldn’t at a moment’s notice recite verbatim key individuals he met and spoke to in those days. Looking back, it would have been more advantageous to not have listened to Nasir’s life story, thinks Dylan. 

	Diving into bumper to bumper traffic, Nasir begins talking of his coming to America. “I was born in Saudi Arabia, to a very conservative family who believes women to be dogs.” Dinged with a sense of guilt, Dylan listens more intently. “My father beat my mother and sisters anytime they stepped out of line.” Explaining how that was everyday life as a child. A pothole sends the two friends into the air for a second. 

	“I was taught from an early age that women were inferior to men in every way, shape, and form.” Referencing how he had three other siblings. Two sisters, a baby brother. Being the middle child was the epitome of bad luck in their culture. Being older than his brother made it Nasir’s saving grace. Nasir was his father's first-born son. Everything would be willed to him at the untimely death of his father. 

	Wrestling with this feeling to know how women should be treated is something Nasir always struggled with, explains Nasir. Passionately accepting this life until the ripe age of sixteen. Going into tremendous detail about the first time Nasir confronted his father, all the way down to the weather outside that day as if it was just yesterday; Dylan and Xavier understand; the ambush that ensued in the village years ago they both can vividly recall. 

	The story progresses as the cars in front of them inch forward. Slowly but surely, they are gaining ground. Steadily pacing forward foot by foot. Surveying the surroundings, yet again, Dylan starts noticing discrepancies on top of all the daily monotonous tasks needed to prepare for a storm of this caliber. Sheets of plywood are being erected to guard the windows. Fervent employees bustling to finish up so they can go home. Police pull over the last visible people, to make quotas before the new year. Employees already mopping the store to close by noon. 

	Strange and twisted pictures are painted on the fronts of the wood. One painting sees a man worshiping a shadow figure while babies are hanging vicariously from meat hooks in a dungeon. Chancing the right side doesn’t fare any better, only making it worse is a torturous painting if Dylan ever saw one. Consisting of a woman dressed as a clown at a street fair getting fucked by a horse painted to be a zebra; while a distressed audience is in awe and shock; depraved faces in the crowd of the painting elicit the tone, they love the pain on the woman’s face. Men have their cocks whipped out of their pants mid-stroke in the picture; excited beyond known human limits at such a perverse sexual escapade. 

	The fact the painting takes place outside at a fair with women and children; fluffy clouds; rays of sunshine bursting through to illuminate the lush dark green grass is what makes it all the creepier. The amount of vividness is mind-blowing to Dylan. All the way to the woman's facial distortions. Swearing her eyes moved towards the cab but refusing to look, Dylan sees a sign next to this outlandish piece of art. The poster is a price chart to fuck the female clown. Reading the prices, saying it's ten for oral, twenty for vaginal, Forty for anal. Fifty for the kinky shit. 

	“What could be kinkier than getting fucked by a horse painted to be a zebra,” thinks Dylan; scratching his head. Seeing bodies strewn about, the carnage is nothing new to Dylan, this is just downright mental. Slamming the brakes, shaking him out of this bizarre hallucination. Straining his mind to forget the images he just saw is proving to be incredibly daunting. 

	Nasir dives back into it, being kicked out at sixteen to fend for himself, after the confrontation. Duly noting, that for the next nine years he slaved to save up enough money to start a new life in America. Being stripped of the title first born, along with his birthright. Trying to stay in touch with his mom and siblings proved to be impossible; thanks to his father. Switching gears to meeting his wife Layla twelve years ago sparked life and hope back into this story. 

	Twenty-five minutes later, halfway to their destination. Dylan considers getting out to walk the rest of the way. Looking at his watch, it reads ten to eleven. Adamantly staring into the rearview mirror, catching Nasir’s face. The gigantic beard is all Dylan notices. The vanilla fragrance in the cab is overwhelming the sense of smell. 

	Finishing up with how he met his wife, them getting married, coming to America, not hesitating to mention his children. “Of course, he has kids,” Xavier and Dylan think concurrently, headaches starting to formulate. Requiring some headache relief medicine soon. Asking Xavier; the known drug kingpin in the group, to his dismay, telling him, “Nope, sorry man, I’m fresh out.”

	The accent becomes more bearable in time. The mood becomes cheerful as Nasir turns left on tenth avenue. “My children are my life,” stating with absolute confidence. “Hasaan is my oldest son, being seven. Tariq is four.” Expressing to them how his son is in theater and art. Wishing to be an artist one day. “You know kids tend to be mercurial in their dream job pursuits,” says Nasir with a burst of laughter. “Tariq may be four, but he never sleeps.” Ironically naming him what they did. “They grow up so fast.” A sense of sadness briefly overtaking Nasir’s tone. Traffic is speeding up; Dylan expects to be there in a few minutes. 

	Five things happen concurrently that Dylan catches; attempting to pull out his wallet to pay; while dicking around on his phone. The first being Nasir is done with this saga, not that it’s unwelcome. It may have given Dylan a headache, but he feels closer to Nasir than most people on a typical cab ride; unbeknownst to Dylan; Nasir tells everyone this story whether in full or snippets for a better tip. “Unless he dives into such personal backstory with every individual,” thinks Dylan. Exasperated beyond measure, wishing for a quick power nap to placate the impending headache; the pulsating hasn’t calmed since his head hit the floor. 

	Second, Dylan finishes replying to his boss, notifying him that work is cancelled for today due to the pending blizzard. The third is Nasir slams on his brakes, being the first cab to hit the red light. The fourth, his cellphone loses all reception; the fifth Dylan glances to his left and right at the four-way intersection; noticing that two blocks down the street has been blocked off by black SUV’s; also the road is taped off with red DO NOT ENTER tape; while men in suits cordon off the area. 7.62 rounds riddle the windshield creating an enormous impact crater the size of a meteor; Nasir is dead in a split second; eighty bullets are embedded all over his body including his stomach, face, arms, and legs. Brain matter is splattered everywhere; Nasir’s intestines are flayed out for the world to take note of; how not to die. Unable to differ his asshole from his heart with that much shredding.

	Agent M controls the CROWS; raining hell down upon the block; nobody hears anything; the blocked cell phones ensure nobody is notified. M was explicitly notified not to harm the subjects. The controller in hand; shaking his head back and forth; while playing with the controller like it’s a videogame console; a real-life COD; viewing the multiple cameras feeds to full advantage; having to see the people's faces he is killing makes it heartbreaking. “Why does this bitch need to have so much collateral damage?” Not understanding the reasoning; refusing to question it either; pretending that Amber is in the car; avoiding it to the highest degree; besides the driver who is; cat food. 

	An endless barrage of bullets wakes Xavier and Dylan up out of their boring slumber. Bullets are tearing into fellow cabs and lacing the streets with lead. Bodies are dropping left and right from fleeing pedestrians. The fight or flight system activates in the two friends; flight is the best option. Exiting the cab toward the sidewalk. Peering around the booth to see mothers and children laid out in gruesome postures; practicing a mannequin competition. Decapitated heads, body parts, and limbs are strewn across the road; severed arms, legs, and heads in close enough proximity to play a deranged version of tic-tac-toe. A few people attempt to crawl to safety while missing their lower torso’s.

	Xavier and Dylan attempt to run towards the AMAM; which means crossing the middle of a four-way intersection just four blocks from the A.M.A.M.; granted that is still half a mile away. Sheer terror, envelopes downtown Manhattan, thousands of rounds lay on top of the building M is located on top of; Dylan is attempting to find the shooter; Dylan’s Military training kicks back in that the enemy has an elevated position. “We have no chance of sneaking up on the perp,” Dylan says to Xavier; who is instantly drawn back to Iraq with the number of stacked bodies. Blood forming a new Mississippi River on the East Coast. 

	Xavier starts to hyperventilate; Dylan attempts to bring Xavier back to reality. Shaking his best friend; shouting to gain his attention. A peculiar thought plays out in Dylan’s head; there is little to no noise; being able to discern the damage was caused by a 7.62, yet only the sounds of hundreds of nerf-balls seem to trail through the open air. Xavier finally comes around; facing his own nightmare yet again; this time it’s real and worse than anything imaginable. Always missing the Army until this moment; Xavier is happy he got out when he did; his sanity after serving was almost depleted. Xavier rubs his arms and legs; waking them up; prepping for a sprint through lava. 

	Everyone except Dylan and Xavier is dead or seriously injured beyond repair. “Who the fuck is doing this man,” Xavier says now kneeling opposite of Dylan; updating his brain on the mayhem that is taking place. A few more cars bite the dust; along with the family of four that the friends are forced to lay witness to being separated by steel claws capable of dismembering elephants. “I have no idea; we need to get out of the kill zone, though; like now.” Dylan is quickly formulating a plot to make a beeline run to the AMAM; the benefits of being trained to always remember the mission; even when everything else turns to complete shit. 

	The last of the bullets stop in their tracks; running out of rounds in the CROWS; Agent M stands there with remote in hand; despair and agony attempting to bury his soul in the deepest trenches of loneliness. Agent M reasons to himself; “I had to do it to protect Amber,” tears start to fill his eyes; realizing what he has become; a monster shaped by SS under the guise of a protective element to National Security with zero morals. Retraction; not zero morals; having to shut them off; they have and always will be there; awaiting the day long from now when Amber and himself leave all of this behind; being the father she deserves; not the cold killing machine that M is forced to encapsulate. 

	Dylan and Xavier flee the scene. Two blocks down from the destroyed section of the city; spotting black SUV’s quarantining the block off; as if they knew what was going to happen; refusing to stop it. Agents disperse throughout the streets toting heavy hardware; setting up a central command operation center. Dylan can’t make out how many men there are while fleeing; estimating there to be at least a hundred men. Body bags are laid out throughout the street; starting to fill them with bodies and limbs alike. The few men or woman still alive were executed on-site per SS. Red caution tape was establishing a perimeter as they speak. Running ragged; out of breath; adrenaline coursing through both of their bodies as they high-tail it the fuck out of the Valley of Death. 

	"Agent M; report," attempting to be professional as possible while maintaining their friendship; knowing where the line threads. Static bounces back into Emma’s ear; wanting to start her lunch already and not be around these goons. “Agent M; I say again; report,” Emma coughs; grabbing her water and taking a sip. Emma thinks M is lucky they have private comms. SS would perceive what M is doing to be insubordination; though Emma would never rat him out. Knowing precisely what he is going through; well not precisely; especially not the part with SS killing his best friend/ secret child predator and his son Mason; slowly deducing that one on her own. 

	Agent M stands on the roof; wind blowing through his hair; shaking his black button-down shirt and slacks. The scene below being cleaned up as Emma drones on in his ear. “How many men, women, and children did I just kill to see a single fucking elevated heartbeat for this ridiculous research?” Anger starts to slowly overtake the eternal sadness; realizing there is nothing SS won’t sacrifice to achieve her goals. Humans are damned. A puppet being strung along to protect the only blood he has left in this world is what M understands his part is in this ecosystem and has been since the word GO!

	Sadness floods his system again; “I chose this job; I got M&M killed.” Dropping the controller on the ground; the 240 barrel finally releasing the last of the smoke; giving two shits if it breaks; turning around while a well of tears develops in his eyes; clearing his throat; attempting to eradicate the tears with a decisive victory. Somberly walking back inside after entering the passcode. The agents that pass him to disassemble the CROWS and clean up the bullet casings don’t mention a word to M about his outburst; fearing him at this moment more than SS. The last thing M speaks into the earpiece for now as he awaits the elevator is that the job was completed. Turning off his earpiece; needing time to realign his chi; knowing his answer will be sufficient enough to tide over Emma till they talk again very soon. The elevator doors open; entering them; the doors close behind him; heading to the ground floor to continue his work. 
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	Arriving at the AMAM at 11:05 AM. Ace notices the disfigured expressions of Xavier and Dylan, asking them what is wrong. “Nothing,” they both exclaimed simultaneously, making it even more tantalizing to Ace. Refusing to push the subject for now. Ace and Jessica see a snippet of the situation unraveling even from where they stand; sirens along with the outline of red perimeter tape. Ace aggravated that their cab took an alternate route to get to their destination; bypassing anything remotely exciting; though excitement can’t be registered as mass graves pile up in the city streets.

	Unanimously deciding, Dylan tells Jessica to text her sister, letting Hanna know they have arrived, yanking out the phone buried in the purse, opening the phone to a text, making Jessica turn pale, dropping the phone and her bag onto the cold concrete. From unknown: “Congrats, on being the worst baby sister ever!!! XOXO.” Scurrying down, reaching for the phone along with her purse, Xavier bends over to help; noting a Serial Killers and Psychopaths book, having forgotten that she enjoys studying their psyches, taking pleasure in it and turning it into a hobby. Realizing the message is, or was never there, to begin with, Jessica is now bone cold after that fiasco. Numbly typing a message to Hanna, “We’re here now,” closing the phone, she puts it back into her purse. “All done,” Jessica says to the crew; hands slightly shaking, a sham of a smile plastered to her face; giving no indication of the text she just received. 

	Starting to ascend the steps, two by two, making it to the entrance in no time at all. Turning around to feast their eyes on the city block one last time; having grown up in or around NYC their whole lives. Being such an elaborate heist is making everyone anxious, having rehearsed it a thousand times. Ace, being the only one refusing to look at the street. Instead, gazing directly towards the AMAM, the prize that awaits them is at hand; predominantly; Ace’s freedom; the money is irrelevant now. 

	Soaked isn't a word used frequently; this moment in time would be the exception. Money is trivial to Ace. The thrilling excitement is why Ace assembled the crew, at least, to begin with, now it was under the direct order of Director Spells. Also, planning the heist in all the major and minor logistical details needed a team. A resonating sorrow sweeps Ace’s face at the prospect of what the rest of the day will bring; saying, “Let's go,” leaping the last couple of paces with fake joyful happiness, hitting the steel revolving doors. 

	Jessica turns around, walking into the AMAM following Ace. Dylan and Xavier stand outside a few moments longer. A solemn silence overtakes the two at the violent incident that just took place not twenty minutes ago. If there was ever a time to quit; it would be now. Turning around in the still midnight black suit, Dylan starts ambling towards the front doors; refusing to break the silence in fear that it would become real; having been in firefights before isn’t the issue. The issue lays in the wanton desecration of civilians in the streets of America.

	The wind chill has exponentially increased. It’s thirty degrees now, thinks Xavier; who wraps his arms around his body for added warmth. The suit is insulating Xavier just enough to survive the whiplash of the wind. Standing on the concourse outside, realizing a few intricate details before making his way inside the Art Museum. Being all alone gives him clarity and peace of mind; which has been sorely missed these last few months with all the planning and work. 

	The sky is deathly grey with zero chance of the sun reappearing. The number of salt trucks has increased tenfold in the last two hours. Most of the shops nearby have been boarded up, a sign saying when, or if they will be open again anytime soon. A few hopeless souls are straggling down the street, waiting, as if they have nothing better to do with their lives. Graffiti is plastered in the alleyway directly across the street, gang tags, actual works of art included by taggers. Walking is the preferred mode of transportation in New York, second to the subway system. Spotting a cop car rolling by the AMAM, peering into it, making a ghastly discovery, the police officers driving the vehicle look like Nazi WW2 soldiers, slapping his face, trying to disuade the picture, the Nazi soldiers do a Hail Hitler sign towards Xavier, sprinting towards the AMAM to receive a brief respite.

	Spooking Xavier beyond the mental capacity of a normal human being, entering 

	the museum. Slapping the stone column for good luck. Xavier comes through the revolving doors. A message notification pops up mere seconds from being warm again. Displaying the emergency network, the state of emergency will commence at five in the afternoon. Walking inside to see his friends waiting for Hanna to arrive; bending over to catch his breath momentarily. Xavier walks to the water fountain to gulp some water to rehydrate after catching his breath. 

	Inducing reverence is the main priority of the AMAM upon entering, it surpasses that sensation. The structure is massive. Laced with mahogany hardwood flooring, at least upon entering. The walls are in the vein of art deco. Ace excuses herself to go to the restroom, while the others idly wait for her to finish. Upon finishing in the bathroom; Ace double-checks her makeup; reapplying where needed; giving herself a pep-talk before exiting the bathroom to whatever fate may await.

	Jessica prances up to the receptionist to say, “Hi,” getting a feel for her. Coming to find out her name is Leah; she has been working here for the past six months. Leah is grateful to have a job in the field she majored in, being Liberal Arts; similar to Hanna. A family of four walks in a minute later, standing, saying, “Excuse me a moment.” Attending to the family; all business with zero pleasure; albeit a very professional approach. 

	Jessica's eyes dissect Leah’s anatomy. Standing five feet four inches tall, touting an average build. Sporting blonde hair, blue-green eyes with piercings in her ears, one in her tongue. Hiding that one well, so no one notices. Two minutes later, Leah is back from helping the family. Jessica tries to blink the lust out of her eyes. Never having had a lesbian experience, not against the thought, thinks Jessica. A guard is gathering info just by watching the group; opting to see what they do while registered guests.

	Too late, Leah sees her blushing. Maintaining gears of the rigid professional. “So how can I assist you today,” Leah says with the demeanor of a salaried employee, collected yet sweet. “I’m just here with friends; going to visit my sister for a tour of this grand Museum,” Jessica says lying through her teeth; not beyond deception; having mastered it with her parents as a kid. Ace rolls out of the bathroom, ready to get inside. “Well, I guess I'll see you later,” Jessica sweetly directs towards Leah, who in turn starts blushing from the attention.

	The group is about to buy tickets when Hanna appears out of thin air. “Hey guys,” she says; waving to them; a broad smile painted on her face; afterwards asking Leah how everything is going. “Great, thanks for asking,” Leah replies, glancing at her desk to reorganize a few things. Clicking two and two together, Leah understands, Jessica is Hanna’s little sister after the warm embrace of a hug they end up giving one another. 

	Making a hand movement towards the ticket booth, Hanna makes it known that they are good to go. “Please notify me when my next party is here Leah,” Hanna says ever so kindly. Taking out five orange wristbands, distributing them to everyone. Leah, jolts up from behind the counter, handing out the AMAM’s brochure pamphlets to the group. 

	Two people at the counter give Hanna a thumbs up, smiling at them in an expression of elation. “Give me one second,” Hanna says strolling into one of the nearby offices. Closing the door, while everyone peruses the pamphlet. Registering a few facts, that the collective of them knew. The American Museum of Art and Mythology was erected five years ago. It’s the single most reputable museum in the world for its age. Touting an impressive two million square feet, four floors excluding the ground floor. The MET is more prominent, having had ample time to mature with such adolescent age. Hanna closes the door behind her, walking towards her friends. 

	“I had to verify with my boss Donald that we are closing early today; three in the afternoon instead of five; to allow people the opportunity to get home safely,” says Hanna; prepping to deliver the tour. The group is getting antsy standing around idly. “Ready for the tour,” Hanna adds as they enthusiastically concur in agreement. Directing them out of the lobby; saying goodbye to Leah for now. “Engage thrusters for takeoff,” Hanna says to lighten the mood; something Hanna does for elementary school tours. Jessica chuckles; rolling her eyes at what a dork her sister can be most days. Leah is once again alone in the enormous atrium. Leah finishes cleaning off her desk as the last of the group disappears around a bend, sitting down as the phone rings yet again. 

	Meanwhile, Emma sets her computer to sleep mode after the pitiful update by Agent M; upon her PC dozing off, she heads into the break room. Rolling down the enclosed office spaces, corridors, and elongated hallways to fetch a bit to eat for lunch. Stomach growling; facing the fact that all she has eaten since last night has been a blueberry muffin with some coffee. Glancing from side to side while heading to get food; attempting to glimpse what her co-workers were sampling in terms of workload. Fifteen minutes later and she is in the break room; taking a leisurely pace versus a rapid reconnaissance; striving to accomplish her mission which was to spy, or as Emma would say; making sure everything is dandy for her father.

	The break room was surprisingly packed for the importance today held in the eyes of SS. Capacity levels were reaching critical. Swerving left and right; avoiding direct eye contact with her fellow co-workers; occasionally spouting off, “Excuse me,” to one or two people who refused to acknowledge her until she was breathing down their necks; forced to move at that point made it even more unpleasant. Opening the fridge after maneuvering the break room; pulling out the leftover lasagna from two nights ago; throwing it into the microwave to thaw. A local news channel was spouting off the weather report on the tv strung up in the far corner of the break room. 

	Parking in-front of the only free table that was thankfully close to the microwave; Emma pulls out her smart phone and starts playing Infinity Blade. Addicted would be an understatement to Emma; having beaten the game five times already just weeks after its release. The countdown on the microwave continues as the men and women in the surrounding area just keep getting louder; with no end in sight; Emma is about to lose it. Preferring to read on most occasions; thanking herself for avoiding the hassle; unable to concentrate on the game, let alone a novel.

	The crescendo reaches its highest point; simultaneously, the microwave starts beeping; notifying Emma that the delicious contents are available to be devoured. Emma was about to say something to everyone; before she did SS stomps into the room; stern face and no humor dictated her mood to everyone on a dime. Everyone hushes; not needing SS to speak to get the gist of her coming to visit. “Out!” Simple and to the point; that was SS’s motto. The break room files out swiftly; leaving SS and Emma; who had just set her food on the table; along with the paused game. 

	The steam from the food was noticeable. The glass of ice water was perspiring onto the glass table. Soft music plays overhead; barely audible unless forcing yourself to listen over the tv. SS glides over as the air fills with trepidation. Emma’s body tenses up; well, the top half anyways; panic starts to dwell inside of Emma, unaware of why SS is broaching her during lunch. Maintaining a calm composure; refusing to give SS the benefit of appearing to have brought Emma to a blubbering mess of unease and worry. Emma admires the dress that SS chose to wear today; unable to mouth a compliment; waiting for her to make the first move.

	SS takes a seat directly to Emma’s right; crossing her legs; setting her right hand on Emma’s leg. Emma would have tensed up if she was able to feel the touch; her senses though lit up like a flare in the night sky. The AC turns on; Emma almost leaps out of her wheelchair like a miracle overseen by Jesus. “Do you know what this Agency is called Emma?” A foreboding silence eerily creeps through the break room; awaiting a response. “I hope you don’t mind me using your first name; I just feel comfortable with you,” a wicked smile shoots across her face that no clown could ever muster in fear factor for the next millennium. 

	Coughing to clear her throat before mustering a response. “I have heard rumors; I’m not sure director.” Not a single soul dares to use the hallway that the break room in located in; backtracking around to use the restroom or use another section of the facility. “Well, let me enlighten you, little girl." Emma nods ok without speaking; hands located on the top of her armrests; the food is becoming cold, but that is the least of her concerns. “We have been gifted the nickname S&M for almost a decade; the S&M stands for Smoke and Mirrors; we thrive in duplicity; deceiving a lot of our own employees and facilitators.” Removing her hand; Emma finally exhales; unaware she was holding her breath.

	SS proudly stands up to retrieve a water bottle from the fridge; continuing to talk. Cracking open the seal and drowning her parched throat with the crisp water does wonders for Director Spells. “Nobody but Doctor Fulton and I know the true nature of this program; not even the committee; plenty believe they can grasp what we do in this underground fortress; they honestly have no clue; do you know why they have no idea, Emma?” Blanking out momentarily; calming herself through internal prayer and meditation; before responding with a hopeful retort. A nanosecond before Emma responds SS withdrawals her SIG Sauer P226 chambered with .40 S&W rounds and one well-placed shot utterly destroys the tv in the corner. Feigning nothing has happened once SS holsters her gun. Sparks fly everywhere. The noise from the tv vanishes. 

	Emma is caught off guard; screaming internally and externally as well. Composing herself before answering the question. “I would take a gander director that if anyone minus Doctor Fulton and yourself knew what was actually happening behind closed doors; S&M would lose all credibility.” Feeling giddy, but for a moment at the ingenious response. Setting the water down; standing over Emma; engineering what appears an intimidation tactic; Emma unclear why; people naturally fear SS; including her after these number of months being employed in this hell. Employees have come and gone with no explanation besides SS telling them in staff meetings that they just weren’t S&M material. 

	“I knew you were too clever for your own good Emma; all these drones running around to my every whim; while you dance to your own tune.” Slow clapping; the feeling of unease crawls into Emma’s body again; unsure of how this discussion will end. “Listen carefully; I know exactly why you’re here Emma; I also know you have been covering for Agent Maxwell; which is noble; loyalty is a fickle bitch; beware of who you use it on in this organization.” Gulping to swallow the knot in her throat; looking directly into SS’s eyes; refusing to flinch and cower away.

	“I know and also don’t care that your father is Ethan Harper; you don’t think for a second that I keep tabs on all of my enemies; especially, my friends; you may feel safe knowing daddy can protect you; rest assured if I call it; he won’t even be able to protect himself.” A man unaware of the discussion being conducted attempts to walk into the break room. SS gives the man a thousand-yard stare that is sure to haunt his dreams for years to come; now being drastically cut short for such negligence; running out of the room. Neither one nor the other is backing down at the moment; which SS finds applaudable.

	“If you value the life of Amber; I highly recommend you start returning some loyalty to the correct corner; or else who knows what will happen to such a sweet an innocent creature of God,’’ shrugging her shoulders; underneath knowing the veiled threat she just gave to Emma. The lasagna is cold again; having lost all appetite; even as her stomach pounds on the inner walls of her stomach lining to be fed. “Eat up, Emma; you will need your strength for the task at hand.” 

	Swirling around; leisurely walking out of the room after such a fierce yet also uncharacteristically casual conversation. Emma ponders the discussion; while the AC freezes the room over; wrapping the sweater attached to the back of her wheelchair around her upper torso. A handful of tears begins to cascade down her cheeks for fear of what may happen to Amber; along with the revelation of what may have occured to M&M six months ago that would confirm her suspicions. 
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	Following Hanna down the decorative hallway; heading towards what appears to be a decadent lounge area. The ambience is just right. The lighting is inviting, the windowpanes on the ceiling project natural light; if there was any today. Being quite robust, the group spreads out, walking around to get their bearings. Coffee vendors, snack counters, and small little kiosks are placed at pivotal points of interest. Pockets of people are spread out in here; chatting while drinking coffee; placating their devious children to obey and also admiring art pieces.

	“Scattered throughout the lounge is artwork done by the surrounding schools, from elementary all away to college majors,” says Hanna, to Jessica. “The quality ranges from atrocious to marvelous,” Hanna states with a jovial laugh. Dispersed conversations between Dylan and Xavier as well as Hanna and Jessica could be overheard if trying to eavesdrop. Which is what Ace is trying to do, failing miserably. By some miracle, Ace overhears the guys briefly discussing the incident with Nasir, barely making out anything pertinent, a bust. Information is what has kept Ace in the game for this long; without Theo, she was outnumbered and alone. 

	Ten minutes later; moving forward and out of the lounge, “I'm hungry,” Jessica says, coming into view of three restaurants on the ground floor. Housing a Greek, Italian, and American Barbecue joint; having some choices. Hanna interjects, they can stop for half an hour to eat. “We will have to do a speed tour if I'm to make my party.” All three restaurants look inviting and smell equally delicious from the aromas permeating in the air. 

	Mere moments after saying that, Hanna receives a text from Leah, her original party cancelled for today and will reschedule. “I lied,” says Hanna; putting the phone away. “I guess I'm free till we close.” The group is undecided on where they want to eat. Jessica, Hanna, and Ace wishing to be healthy opt for Greek. Dylan and Xavier opt for BBQ. Deciding to meet back up in thirty minutes. Unfortunately, Theo isn’t able to join the guys; being indisposed currently with a warrant for assault and battery; tacking on fleeing officers. 

	Going their separate ways, the girls get to their place of dining first, traipsing in like divas. The restaurant, rivaling the most expensive Jessica has ever laid eyes upon. Marble floors, the walls eclipsing murals of Greek and Roman history. Plants and statues are strewn about, none of it feels overbearing. Greco-Roman architecture is splendid. The ladies find a table towards the rear, even though it appears to be at twenty-five percent capacity. The atmosphere feels extremely family friendly. A woman playing the harp is in the opposite corner.

	The waiter arrives moments later; having had time to peruse the menu. Ace selects the grilled octopus. Hanna chooses a Greek salad. Jessica asks for a gyro. 

	The waiter turns around, leaving at once to get their orders. The beauty of the scenery still has Jessica in awe. Ace explains to Hanna in brief detail what happened with Xavier and Dylan; not that she knew much; sighting the police tape and sirens sent red flags into Ace and Hanna’s brains. “The guys seemed okay,” Hanna says; slightly concerned; especially since Xavier didn’t confide in her. “I suppose; they appeared shook at first glance; who knows; please don’t tell them I mentioned this to you,” Ace pleads with praying hands. Hanna leans in to where her breath could be felt on Ace’s neck, “Don’t worry; your secret is safe with me; just odd is all I reckon.” Jessica chirps into the conversation. “Don’t worry, I won’t say anything either.” Ace and Hanna look at her in elation. 

	“It is on the house; that is what these specific wristbands mean,” says Hanna. Ace interjecting, “How fancy,” with an undercurrent of sarcasm. Laughing in tandem. A girls only lunch; precisely what is needed to recharge. The food is served at 11:40 AM. Starving, they waste zero time in diving into their respective dishes. Ravenous beyond comprehension; they tear into their food; shelving decency. 

	Starting to eat upon the plates set before them the girls enjoy every savory bite for the first few minutes, making small talk, guests eating, while the sound of water from the fountain can be heard. Unusual and abnormal things start occurring as they eat. The first reality is the fountain, not ten yards away starts spewing out what looks to be blood; Hanna notices first, facing the door, telling Ace and Jessica instantly. The second is their food tastes rotten. A nightmarish concoction of decadent food that only cannibals would enjoy. 

	Jessica opens the gyro, witnessing a tiny baby the size of a Hercules Beetle crying because he is wrapped too tightly. The fact Jessica bit up to his torso doesn’t make matters any better, spitting the food out, seeing tiny legs wiggling, makes Jessica want to vomit. Ace starts choking as the dead octopus comes to life, blocking her airway passage with suction cups, making it impossible for her to breathe. Patrons glance over as yelps can be heard from the surrounding tables, the waiters are notified and come running over to help. Yanking at it; no luck; starting to gasp for air. Hanna tries to help. Working as diligently as humanly possible; releasing the hold on Ace’s throat. Hanna glances down at the salad, noticing it’s old and withered. Tossing the plate to the side, looking around for their waiter; all in one fell swoop. 

	Jessica has a front seat to the woman playing the harp. The woman appears to be in her thirties; she begins to unclip the strings attached to the harp while Ace is choking. Transfixed on the harpist, Jessica doesn’t turn away; desiring to know where this is leading. The harpist takes the string which appears identical to garrote wire; why the tune was offbeat upon entering. Releasing the harp onto the ground with a clank. Wrapping each side of the wire in each hand; laughing the whole time crazily. The woman begins sawing her own neck off with the aggression of a mother bear. Head being cleaved off a minute later; rolling towards Jessica who in turn screams bloody murder; blood is shooting everywhere; over patrons and waiters like a blood-filled orgy. The woman drops to the ground with a thud as blood continues to pour out. 

	Not a single soul bats an eye, from the outlandish event that just happened. Screaming, the waiter rushes over, realizing after, it was not the best look for Hanna. Speaking to him candidly; after arriving a few seconds later. The fountain is back to spewing clear water, their food looks delicious and edible to the girls, who now must think the waiter believes they’re insane. The harpist is even playing a lovely melody. Their waiter rushes up to the girls before leaving, “I’m terribly sorry, the chef just informed me, the octopus wasn’t thoroughly cooked,” speaking while appearing genuinely apologetic for the events to have just transpired. “We have a new chef; he is still learning the delicacies of preparing such a specimen.” Offering Hanna, and her friends a two-hundred-dollar gift card each in acceptance of their sincerest apologies; praying they don’t receive a bad review. Taking them; knowing they will never dine here again, noting they will make great foreseeable gifts. 

	Standing up to leave, after getting it sorted out; Hanna throws down money for a tip. Jessica is still crying mildly after what just happened; unable for her brain to compute the possibility of something so bizarre. They walk out in unison at 11:50 AM. Quickly going to the lounge; snatching some snacks for later. The girls start to walk towards the BBQ restaurant, after buying their snacks; grabbing Dylan and Xavier, questioning, if what happened to them, also happened to them. Demanding to know. 

	Sauntering towards the BBQ joint, looking like two out of place stockbrokers; Dylan and Xavier make their way inside the restaurant. “Hi, their folks, a party of two, I presume,” says the sexy hostess; who has double D tits and a tight ass; due to the outfit of choice. Xavier mentally notes he is still a man, with animalistic tendencies. Dylan noticing her curly brown hair; matching eyes that would lose even the most seasoned tracker in that gaze. “Yes just us,” Dylan says reluctantly while snapping out of the black hole gaze. “Right this way, gentlemen; my name is Tiffany; if you need any assistance just holler,” she says with a broad smile; perfect teeth illuminating the way. Everything about her seeming artificial. 

	Taking their seats near the enclosed fire pit, where they cook and smoke all their food. Cohesively breathing in the earthly aromas, noticing critical points of interest and design, while waiting for their server. “Sorry about that, folks, my name is Chris.” Notepad and pen out; awaiting to take their orders. “Can I start you off with some drinks?” Dylan says he will have a coke; Xavier dittoing. The server leaves to grab the drinks. They begin looking at the menu to see what looks delicious and appetizing. 

	Delivering the drinks a few minutes later; asking if they are ready to order. Chris has his notepad in hand; readying his hand to write a flurry of made up words that only he can decipher. “I will have the brisket sandwich with fries and sweet potatoes,” says Xavier in anticipation of the scrumptious meal to come. Dylan chooses the barbecue pulled pork sandwich with mashed potatoes, mac, and cheese. Running along to put in their orders, left to their own devices yet again. 

	Bullshitting with one another, observing their surroundings. The floor consists of smoked Hickory style wood. The walls having posters of famous movies and musical sensations galore; primarily from the ’70s and ’80s. Touting an emergency exit not fifteen yards away from them. Music is playing an old school rock song which is precisely the desired ambiance they’re trying to convey. The lighting is dim; making the fire pit regularly in use seem like a rising and setting sun; always going back and forth like a seesaw. The patrons are all enjoying their meals with their families; the laughter and happiness abound in the surrounding conduit of space. Happily checking off in his brain; the fact that Xavier will be able to take Hanna out to a restaurant ten times better than this anytime after tomorrow.

	Twenty minutes later; three drink refills, their food finally arrives. The few dozen patrons gawk at what is being ushered to the two young men. Four waiters throw a pig in the center of the Viking style table; a thump that nearly crumbles the foundations of the wood table. “I'm sorry, this is not what we ordered,” says Xavier politely. “I'm well aware of that you stupid nigger,” responds Chris; spewing hate. The patrons join in now, “Xavier, you dumb fucking nigger, eat the goddamn piggy, before we eat you,” checkered with anxiety; Xavier is ready to rip somebody’s soul out of their body. The patrons stop singing, all is silent again; minus the music. Feeling the heat from the fire, it all seems too real. 

	Before Chris is even able to finish the exclamation at the end of his sentence; Xavier rises; about to knock Chris back into the prohibition era. Dylan gets in front before a scene is made that turns sour fast, “What’s wrong man?” “You did not hear what this racist said,” Dylan responding in kind, “What, that this is comped because they ran out of what we ordered due to a mistaken food shortage; did you hear something different?” Shaking his head in utter confusion; folding his arms; attempting to remain calm and collected. “I'm going mad,” says Xavier with a fear in his eyes that Dylan has not witnessed since Iraq. 

	“It’s going to be ok; after tonight we will be flush,” he whispers to Xavier; who is apologizing to Chris before taking a seat. Upon sitting; they spot something is off with the pigs hide, that was not there a minute ago. The skin showcases a gay orgy. Dylan and Xavier look on in horror; their minds trying to convey what they are witnessing. The ambiance appears normal to the guys around them; patrons are either unaware or on another plane of existence then the current one. 

	Men are sucking each other's cocks. Men getting fucked in the ass while gripping silk sheets. Some men have two dicks in both their ass and mouth simultaneously. Unable to tell colors, due to the hide being burnt, the detail and craftsmanship make this sadistic scene brilliant; if not for the theme. The pained facial expressions; along with the fat men. The chiseled abdominal muscles of the Spartan like men. The two friends are ensorcelled. Unaware if this is a dream or reality makes this current situation even more tragic. Tiffany is seating a family of four that just walked into their establishment. 

	Frantically looking around the room; only the two of them can see what is carved into this massive hog. Dreadfully daring to look one more time; witnessing a scene that causes Dylan and Xavier to get up; leaving without paying instantly. The scene conveys a newborn child, coming out of the only woman's womb in this entire piece. The baby being strangled by the umbilical cord while hanging upside down. Xavier regurgitates the food from the diner; thankfully, it doesn’t turn into full fledged vomit. Dylan dry heaves once; composing himself a moment later.

	Tears displayed in the carving is a deranged touch. The newborn male; witnessing his mother being stabbed to death by men dressed up as nurses with syringes. The man holding the baby; dressed as a doctor is about to penetrate the child. The smile he is toting is devilish and vile. Kicking their benches back in unison; they get up to leave promptly. The guests all peer simultaneously at the chain-of-events; continuing to eat after the two men leave. The other patrons refusing to let two lunatics screw up their afternoon plans. 

	Tiffany halts them mere steps away from the entrance, asking, “What is wrong guys; is it the meat.” Laughing menacingly at her comment; behind them; they can hear the guests laughing in a psychotic manner. Pushing Tiffany aside; rushing out of the restaurant. The last thing the guys hear is Tiffany saying, “We had a feeling you'd love it, being gay and all, but go fuck yourself, you fucking faggots.” The doors close behind them; refusing to even glance back, in total shock. Tiffany stands in shock that the men left without even paying; heading off to fetch the manager, noting as they left that the meal was free regardless due to the wristbands. “New Yorkers, gotta love them.” 

	Sprinting out; Xavier notices the girls walking towards them; looking spooked out like they're mimicking Dylan and himself. Dylan now doubts the whole heist. Getting second thoughts; which has never happened in his life; for anything that he set his mind to achieve. “Something sinister lurks here, its evil is radiating throughout this museum,” or so Dylan thinks to himself. Snapping out of it, Dylan approaches the group near the three elevators in the rear of the building. The entire group hungrier than ever; since not a single individual ate. 

	Each party discusses the events that transpired in vivid detail; to know they're not going insane; at least on an individual level. The guys opt on leaving the baby scene out of it; for the girl's sake; pushing the button for the elevator to arrive; diligently waiting for it to lower. The doors open on the elevator farthest from them. They start to load up. “Hey guys, wait up,” a familiar voice says, turning in disbelief, spotting Theo jogging over to them as the clock strikes noon. 

	Meanwhile, Doctor Fulton wakes up in a puddle of his own drool; desperate to make sure nobody noticed; positive everyone in the lab did; wiping his face with his sleeve. The time on the clock reads noon. “Shit; I slept for six hours,” a new wave of terror crashes over him like a typhoon; thoughts running rampant. The staff could have miscalculated important info; also understandably transfixed at the commotion of the lab. The entire team is running back and forth; having not stopped since Hyde passed out due to mental and physical exhaustion. 

	Anger starts bubbling to the surface of Hyde; whom regrets the wasted amount of time spent sleeping; versus the amount of analyzing that could have been accomplished. Data charts, numbers, and graphs lit the lab like a futuristic neon city in the year 2099. Results were pouring in now; the computers taking a heavy toll; even using the most advanced software currently available on any black market. Hyde stands up; walking to the restroom; upon using the bathroom; splashing water on his face; he steps back into the fray feeling rejuvenated. Changing into a new smock; adding another layer of deodorant; brushing his teeth to start the day in the vein of an emo-song. 

	Setting his bag back into the locker before exiting. The fear of knowledge that SS could have noticed him sleeping suddenly dawns on him; leaving him frozen in a state of dread; appearing paranoid now. Hyde calms at the fact; SS would have disciplined him if she caught him sleeping; safe for now; the bathroom door swings open to the world of science and medicine; an area Hyde is a master in; more so than anyone else in the entire building. Speaking to a few bumbling colleagues; playing catch-up before speaking to key staff members; needing to know what and if anything needs to be relayed to SS. 

	Colleagues explain to him the different readings they received thus far; especially the CROWS downtown massacre; which was still being attended to; the readings spiked during that scenario; not only in rational fear rising; the mood attributes started internally playing more tricks on the subjects. “Nature fear equals more potent activity of STN?!” A theory currently; one Doctor Fulton intends on proving conclusively before the New Year; having to sift through thousands upon thousands of gigs of data. Hearing his stomach grumble while speaking to an intern; telling him what to do while he is out momentarily. Hyde makes his way to the kitchen area; thinking of what to eat when he arrives. 

	The break room has a few people rummaging through the refrigerator and freezer; tentatively perusing the selections. Along the farthest wall sits the multiple vending machines; off chance that nobody wants to travel to the cafeteria. The vending machines house all manner of goods; fruits, sandwiches, drinks; ranging from water to soda to wine for late night expeditions. The good doctor had no leftovers; resorting to buying something from the machines. Swiping the credit card; pushing D4 on the vending machine to dispense a ham and cheese sandwich; along with a sprite for added measure. The decimated tv in the corner grabs his attention. 

	Hyde gobbles the food within minutes; needing to get back into the game. The dire consequences of losing this game mean his niece and sister are murdered. The game has been rigged for the past two years. Always thinking, “What is one man supposed to do when facing a multi-trillion dollar phantom organization?” Never having the answer; needlessly always pushing forward to protect his loved ones; praying the day never comes where STN is fully weaponized. Understanding that he can’t delay the inevitable forever; trying to slow it down is the best bet. 

	Throwing his trash away after finishing; soda bottle still halfway full; carrying it in his predominant right hand while whisking through shortcuts; attempting to reach the lab in record time. Calling a meeting with all the divisional heads once he arrives back in the lab is his first priority. Speaking candidly to them; precisely, on the dire importance of the next forty-eight hours. Nodding their heads in lucid understanding; getting back to work with no questions; knowing the risk far too well if this experiment fails. Hyde approaches his desk again; waking his computer up to five new emails from various subjects; scratching his lower back before diving into the fray himself. 
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	Pedaling like a madman on the red mountain bike; trying to escape the police is a predicament Theo never in a million years would have seen himself in; especially now. Gasping for air while weaving between cars at breakneck speeds; like a bike courier. “Who the fuck rides a mountain bike in Manhattan?” Musing to himself to avoid thinking about his erratic breathing. “Crazy people are who,” thinks Theo knees rising and falling to the tune of the horns. Aggravated now at this prospect; wondering how his friends are doing. The wind blasts Theo's face, his mouth becomes bone dry; gripping the handlebars like his life depends on it; hearing the cops shouting, gradually becoming less, as Theo progresses forward. 

	Four blocks up from where he stole the guy's bike, having lost sight of the Officers, Theo starts to relax. “Holy shit, I need to start working out again,” Theo thinks while gulping up all the air in the greater downtown area. Knowing there is an APB out on him, he begins to churn ideas over inside of his brain. “Think, you idiot.” Getting new clothes is the first course of action. “What store is possibly going to be open, hours before the storm of the century?”

	Gliding another two blocks, taking a left on West 40th St, almost getting sideswiped half a dozen times; finally coming to a halt. Casually parking the red mountain bike against a light post, Theo makes his way down the street now. Peering back to see a stranger stealing the bike, laughing inside at the fact, stealing a stolen bike, how original, not that the individual stealing it cares. Sweating profusely from a mixture of both fear and the ensuing escape. Knowing he needs to buy new clothes to make it to the AMAM safely without being spotted. 

	Veering left on 9th Ave, the street seems overly crowded, spotting a squad car to his right, Theo puts his hood up. “Thank God, it’s cold outside, or this may look a tad suspicious.” The police car passes Theo as his heart rate starts dropping to normal levels. Rationalizing he can’t make an escape like that again, not wanting to find out. One man against thirty-four thousand uniformed Officers doesn’t seem like a bet worth staking. 

	Limping two blocks, Theo ends up turning right on West 37th St, spotting, a thrift shop that is miraculously still open. Cheerfully walking inside, AC blows onto his face, refreshing against his drenched body. The store is deceivingly large. Perusing the store for some new clothes is his only aim. A whole ensemble of clothes is needed to avoid being apprehended. 

	Scrutinizing Theo, as soon as he enters, to see what kind of customer he will be, the cashier finally takes the next customer. Walking past her, waving at her and smiling to lessen the tension. “The last thing I need is the cops called on me.” Confidently making his way to the men's section, looking around for some new clothes. Theo passes the children’s section, panging him with heartache, knowing he has always wanted to be a father, acknowledging if he goes to prison again, he may never get a chance to fulfill that dream. Overlooking the toy department, Theo passes the women’s section in no time, finally reaching the men’s department, which is adjacent to the cleaning supplies. 

	“Excuse me, Sir, just so you know, we are closing in half an hour, at ten today,” says the assistant stocking men’s jeans. Thanking her for the heads up, replying conservatively, looking at her physique, as she walks away. Standing five feet six inches tall, sporting a solid bone structure with smaller breasts. Glancing at her name which reads Angela, appearing to be Puerto Rican, Theo isn’t sure. Dark hair, piercing eyes is getting his heart pumping.

	Arriving at the men's section, Theo starts to look for some classy, yet inconspicuous clothes. Reminiscing about his stint in prison; duly confessing another may be in sight. Three rules you don't break in prison; the only lookout is yourself which stands the most important; never get involved with prison politics; do not defend a guard under any circumstance. Housed in an upstate Correctional facility with the vilest predators; rapists, murders, arsonists, drug dealers and child molesters, to name a few. 

	Grinding day to day every month; biding his time until release. Recalling holding up a one-piece jumpsuit in the store; reminding him of his official prison garment; recalling the day he jumped in to protect a guard from an initiation killing by an MS-13 initiate. Two years down; one mistake later; one ginormous rape train ran on him in the showers equaled a changed man forever; no amount of counseling would ever help rehabilitate his broken frame of both mind and soul. Spending the last three years as an outcast in a fractured and fundamentally flawed system; designed to see felons welcomed back as if it was a getaway resort. 

	The bell chimes on the door; Theo peeks around the clothes stand to spot two individuals in ski masks attempting to rob the joint; ironic to Theo. “Everyone down on the ground now!” The man screaming appears to be white; the man holding the shotgun towards the cashier black; screaming obscenities towards the frightened woman; demanding all the cash in the drawer. Theo reasons they must either be tweakers or gang members trying to score some money to prove their worth. “What better time than when all the police are busy dealing with the impending storm,” Theo thinks; trying to determine the best course of action. Staying calm and composed. 

	Setting the clothes on the floor; pulling out his cell phone; contemplating calling the police for the sake of the innocent people inside; held by the whims of madmen; potentially dead men at that if these men have anything to say. Angela is cowering near the infant clothes aisle; shaking; confused and bewildered they’re being robbed. Sniffing; snot running down her nose. Wishing there was something; anything he could do to help without jeopardizing his life. Hearing her cry; the white robber strides over to Angela; Theo slips into another row that holds a concealed view of the aisle; though the robber couldn’t spot him. 

	Theo notices the man is heavyset; belly protruding from the black sweater; face bloated by copious amounts of pasta and bread for the better part of thirty years. Reasoning the men aren’t tweakers nor gang affiliated. “They must be some random lowlifes; unable to get by on Government assistance,” Theo argues as the heavyset man is dragging Angela by the hair towards the front of the building. Screaming ensues; cuts out moments later once the big man slaps her so hard the wind is knocked out of Angela. Music overhead is playing; unbiased in the views of the evil men below the speakers. Three other customers are cowering in their respective aisles; unsure of how to proceed.

	Refusing to cower in fear at the whims of these clowns; prepping retaliation. The black robber bludgeons the cashier to death with the buttstock of his shotgun; now filling his duffle bag full of every nickel and dime the store carries; Angela arrives at the front of the store; thrown on the ground by the Blob. Zipping the bag up and preparing to skedaddle before the cops come to make an arrest or worse. The open sign had been turned to closed upon entry of the robbers and locked. A few racks were knocked down by Angela kicking and thrashing; attempting to flee; before her cage was rattled. 

	Theo glances towards two of the visible customers; appearing to transform before his eyes into MS-13 gang members; PTSD flaring up at the prospect of being penetrated again; a flood of emotions pulsate through Theo who's plan has now gone out the window. The two men look at Theo funny; unaware of why he is slowing backing up into the aisle versus staying hidden. Waving hand gestures indicating to remain hidden; Theo only sees them getting up while pulling out machete’s to mutilate Theo’s exhausted body; death by a thousand cuts. Unbridled fear constricts the airflow in Theo, who is panting like a thirsty dog. 

	The MS-13 member on his right takes his machete and cuts through the center of his tongue; blood pours out; sticking his tongue out; appearing to have more in common with a snake than a human now; hissing heinous threats to Theo; continuing backwards. The robbers are at the door when a siren chirps loudly and indiscriminately towards the men; the emergency button installed under the counter; combined with record police response time. Theo brushes off his daze as the rack behind him topples to the ground; upon hearing the loud bang, an ensuing gun fight rages on near the entrance. Shotgun rounds fly past the squad car; assuming the police are calling for backup leaves Theo little time to escape; almost forgetting he is also a wanted fugitive. 

	The three other customers attempt to run out of the back door. Theo crawls back into the aisle his clothes are located; the ones he was trying to purchase. Heavyset man swings around; toting his pistol; Theo can’t get a make and model; rationalizing it’s not even worth the trouble. Completing the one-hundred and eighty-degree turn is when his buddy blows the sirens off the top of the squad car; the noise decreases only slightly; bullets are sending added percussion to the daily monotonous routine. Unloading eight rounds towards the rear exit; the three customers drop like dominos. Bullets having ripped through their stomachs, spines, and head respectively. Surprising even Theo with his accuracy. Pandemonium ensues outside the store as civilians run for safety.

	Believing that was the last of the customers; Blob turns around; snatching Angela by the neck and facing the door as his partner in crime is lit up with twenty 9MM rounds; checkering his body like a diluted version of Battleship. A standoff takes place at the front; seizing the opportunity to leave; rapidly balling up the blue jeans, black Led Zeppelin shirt with a brown leather jacket; quietly sprinting to the rear exit. Crossing the threshold as the Blob raises his gun; glancing back for a mere moment; the police duck as he fires off his remaining seven rounds; having reloaded their weapons to full capacity. They peer over their squad car; unleashing a volley of bullets towards the Blob; the bullets shred apart the Blob and Angela who is collateral damage.

	Changing swiftly into his new outfit in the alley outside; cops no doubt searching the premises. Jogging around the corner of the store at 10:35 AM. Throwing his old clothes away in the garbage can in the alley, continuing to stride down West 37th St, curving left on 11th Ave shows Theo how grim tonight will be; especially after that debacle. Traffic is backed up for at least two miles. Deciding to walk the two miles instead of chancing a cab, briskly starting his journey. The wind amps up, most of the stores are closed, stuck in a coffee shop, like he was supposed to at 9:10 AM. Theo orders an iced coffee, even with how cold it’s outside. 

	Realizing the retro nature of this coffee joint helps Theo smile; calming his nerves; having undersold the potential of death mere moments ago in the clothing store; hands are still minorly shaking from the adrenaline Theo is hopped up on in this given moment. Permeating through his mind are a few certainties he could never admit prior. Prison did change him, not wholly for the better and not for the worst, second is, can he ever get back to his same old jovial self. Finishing his coffee, heading for the door now. “With Ace in my life, there will always be hope for me,” Theo retorts in his subconscious. 

	Walking the final block to the AMAM, arriving at 11:40 AM. Theo waltzes inside the museum. The things Theo doesn’t know, the potential APB was put on permanent hold due to inclement weather. The net he assumed was closing was never cast. The fear was still one-hundred percent real though in his mind. Approaching the receptionist desk, asking for assistance. 

	Leah happily obliges. Asking about his group of friends that should be here, nodding, pulling out an orange bracelet — directing him where to go. Thanking Leah, breathing in the architecture for a few minutes before carrying on down the hall. Theo takes a moment to notice the reverence that went into the architect. Theo spends a few minutes quickly, gauging the lounge. Heading towards the elevator, feeling satisfied that he saw everything. A sad thought arising at the fact Ace is the only human who knows his most profound and darkest secrets. Well, most of them at least. Coming into full view of his friends at 11:55 AM. “Hey, guys, wait up.” Frantically waving like a madman; looking the part as well; minus the spiffy outfit. 

	Meanwhile, Amber is sitting at her desk eating lunch; having just concluded the first three subjects of the day being; Math, Science, and History; the latter classes were English, PT, and Language. School is six days a week; housing teachers on site. The off day yesterday means Sunday is dedicated to learning and not God. Lunch today consists of fresh broccoli, grilled chicken, and applesauce; a bottle of water to go with it all to wash it down. A cartoon is playing in the background; paying no attention to it; deep in thought; a million thoughts threaten her fragile sanity. The room is too quiet and almost unfamiliar to Amber, who has lived here the better part of six months. 

	Wishing that Emma would frolic into her room to keep her company; hoping to play some board games and gossip. Realizing that would do nothing but delay the inevitable feeling inside of her soul that her daddy abandoned her after her brother died. Retrospectively not being able to bear witness to the over encompassing scope of said issues and problems; still believing there are better ways to handle it. A few magazines lay on the table; along with a copy of The Mystery of the 99 Steps in the collection of Nancy Drew touting a dominating pose above the magazines. 

	Cleaning off her plate; disposing of it back into the hallway; Amber goes to her drawer after washing her hands in the bathroom. Ripping a sheet of paper out of her binder; picking up the pencil next to her; deciding to write a letter to her dad; explaining how she feels; understanding now that he either doesn’t know how she feels; the alternate being he doesn’t care. Writing the date in the top right-hand corner. Thinking of the proper way to phrase the letter; to not sting so bad. 

	TO: DADDY

	HI DADDY. I AM NOT SURE WHAT TO SAY. I KNOW YOU HAVE BEEN SAD SINCE MASON DIED. I DID NOT KNOW WHAT THE WORD MEANT, BUT AUNT EMMA TOLD ME. I WAS SAD FOR A LONG TIME. I MISS MASON AND YOU. I KNOW YOU ARE BUSY WITH WORK. I WISH I COULD SEE YOU OR TALK TO YOU MORE. SORRY TO BOTHER YOU. STAY SAFE.

	LOVE: AMBER

	Unaware she was crying until the teardrop hit the letter as she was folding it into a size that could fit into an envelope. Leaving the note there; running to the bathroom to cry; letting out all the loneliness that has been pent up for so long with no one to talk to about it besides Emma occasionally. The loss of her friends and brother overnight six months ago weighs heavy on her heart; having nobody to play with in the facility. Composing herself ten minutes later; folding the paper; eyes red and face puffy; appearing to have been stung by a swarm of wasps. Awaiting the return of her teacher to start English class; hands folded when the door opens. The door closes as Amber opens her textbook to the last assignment, they were on two days prior. 
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	“Destroying mental prowess is the first step to domination, as soldiers, we have been through hell, and back, the journey back to sanity though becomes longer each time,” Dylan thinks, figuring out their next move. “I came out unscathed, some more undoubtedly in worse shape than others.” Wondering how his friend's psyches are holding up, finally glancing up. The elevator doors house a dark seduction that will lead the group to become rich, or so he reckons. Too many variables lay in the way, Dylan can’t begin to relax; a sharp pain eats away at his core like rats from the black plague.

	Regretfully interrupting the reunion, Dylan says, “It's time to get moving,” Ace shoots him a nasty glance, along with a snappy comment. Shrugging it off, they call for the elevator a second time. They all clamber into the elevator as it starts ascending, the elevator music comforts their inner souls. Reaching the first floor within twenty seconds, they exit the elevator with purpose. One goal is stapled to everyone's minds. Make it out alive.

	Hanna starts the fake tour, pointing out the signs for the exhibits housed on this floor, reading the signs as a group, pointing out the American Wing, Musical Instruments Wing, and the Modern and Contemporary Arts are all housed on the first floor. Showing them around, completing her whole spiel per artwork, giving Hanna a sense of pure joy that she loves so much, that accompanies this job. Disbanding, browsing the selections the AMAM has secured, Dylan pulls Hanna aside, pretending to feign interest in a specific piece of art. The other avid art connoisseurs are admiring with great admiration the panache that is etched into each piece of art on this floor. Early muskets, a plethora of instruments belonging to famous musicians, a select few new pieces that bring evocative connotations. 

	“We good to go, is everything in the storage room?” Showing artificial interest for a moment with a job Hanna truly adores, responding in kind. “Yes, as Ace said yesterday, we are good to go.” A cute couple is ten feet away at a coffee stand; perusing the menu. “We have the crowbar, three knives, the Glock 19 with an extra magazine; we also have ropes, masks, and gloves with a change of clothes for everyone as requested.” Pausing to catch her breath. “Finally, we have an axe, water, and rations for three days.” What Hanna didn't tell him, is that she sneaked in a .38 snub for Xavier. 

	“What about our escape vehicle,” Dylan retorts. “That is in place as well, no need to get nervous.” A sigh of relief surges throughout Dylan’s body. “Oh! By the way, were you trying to catch a peek of Xavier and me yesterday?” Inquisitively asking Dylan. Ace and Theo are busy looking at colonial art, Jessica's being distracted with a bust of George Washington, Xavier stands beside her; chatting innocently. 

	“I'm sorry, what?” Perplexed and stunned at the question; unable to elicit a response; coughing into his arm to buy him more time to think. “The blowjob, I’m sure you were hoping to sneak a peek at silly.” Flustered at the discussion bullet. “Now is not the time or the place, Hanna, what has gotten into you?” Diligently deciding to leave before the discussion escalates; approaching Xavier who is looking at the George Washington bust, next to Jessica. Rattled for even joking about the topic, Hanna considers apologizing to Dylan, deciding not to at the last minute, “No point in making things anymore strained,” thinks Hanna objectively.

	Most of the crew is moving into the musical instrument section, Dylan and Xavier slowly but surely make their way to the group. Passing a security guard who has the demeanor of a troll and the gut to prove it. The two best friends stop at a painting. The painting highlights two friends above a Gorge in a mountainous region; mountains line the background with birds overhead; a stream of water is below the friends with a copious number of boulders. The painting is lush with trees and fauna; appearing to be late 1800’s. The thermostat is set to perfect, or it has been since arriving, the weather outside is non-existent inside this weather-proofed building. 

	Awe struck by the sharp contrast and the minute details, peering at it with a Holmes focused eye. Alone in this particular exhibit, when the cold feeling reappears on the back of their necks. Morphing sluggishly is what terrifies Dylan and Xavier drastically. Every time they blink, the picture changes like a view-master. Time is at a standstill, breathing becomes riddled with anxiety, hearing conversations in the background but being white noise only, zoning into this time and space that only their eyes notice. 

	One blink, the water becomes blood. Two blinks, the fauna withers and dies. Three blinks, the other friend, turns black. Four blinks, hatred houses the white man's face when a slow, decrepit smile that denotes incredibly bad intentions appears. The fifth and six blinks show the white friend pushing the now black friend to the edge of the painting. Hypnotising them so they can’t look away; paralysis gripping their bodies. The final image, the black man, is dead at the bottom of the Gorge, his body looks like a man hitting the ocean after parachuting, without the parachute, dental records will not even ID this now dead John Doe. 

	Blinking a seventh time breaks their hypnotized state. The painting is back to normal, Jessica peaks inside to say, “Hurry up guys.” Solemly walking out, trying to decipher what just took place — skipping the musical instruments. The whole crew now explores the Modern and Contemporary Art portion. Too scared to broach the subject with one another; based on the fact that if they talk about it; that makes it real; which how could it be real? A trend seems to ensue.

	Hanna continues the tour haphazardly. Pointing out a painting called “Painting 2.0.,” an almost direct replica of “Painting” (1946) by Francis Bacon. The main difference, the mysterious man is not in a black suit, but a dark grey suit. Headlining as a potential horror movie poster. A simple glance is enough to give children nightmares, stare at it long enough, the umbrella starts twirling, your mind starts playing tricks on you, questioning your sanity before the tour has even completed. Most onlookers can barely hold their gaze for two minutes without starting to become encapsulated with primordial fear. 

	Everyone is mesmerized. The demonic man whos face is cut off above the nose is holding a maniacal laughing face. The umbrella starts to spin, inside their heads they hear, “Ring around the rosie, a pocket full of posies, Ashes! Ashes! We all fall down.” Flabbergasted, on the verge of another mental breakdown; Hanna ushers the group back towards the elevators, aiming towards the second floor. Most of them not knowing that the nursery rhyme is about the “Black Death,” that took place in London in 1665 or so theorists believe.

	Even in the short span between the floor's, dead silence rings true, nobody is cracking jokes, the family in the elevator with the group is talking, laughing and soaking up the culture that is in the AMAM, daring not to smile in fear that the smile will permanently attach to their faces. Exiting the elevator, spotting another case called Broad Strokes. Famous brush stroke paintings. The security station is to their left, a slew of computers to research a massive database on their right. Heeding the fact that at least two security guards are in the office, while two more are roving helps Dylan catalogue last minute details.  

	Jessica heads into the Hearts of Africa Exhibit. Hanna goes to talk to the guys in the security office for a few. The rest of the group heads into the Egyptian Art section in the left rear of the floor. Trying to erase what just happened and elicit a more positive vibe if at all achievable. The Egyptian Art gallery stands to be the most impressive, sporting videos of the pyramids being made, along with miniature models of Cairo and Alexandria, coursing through this exhibit is also several ancient Egyptian weapons and armor display cases, along with their military tactics, which to date still rings accurate as one of the greatest.

	Passing a Senufo Female statue, feeling it up as Jessica stops. A dozen people are in this exhibit, not being alone is calming Jessica’s nerves a tad. Until swearing, the statue starts talking to her. Listening over talking has helped in the past, so staying quiet and listening intently is what Jessica decides to do, even if her sanity is on the verge of collapse. A burst of frigid air overtakes her body, feeling dry all over, chapped lips, parched breath, needing a drink of water, or a handful of shots, either one will do. The statue's mouth is moving, according to Jessica, who to herself can no longer be a reliable character witness, smelling what appears to be burning wood, understanding that to be impossible, given present location excluded. 

	“Watch out for Theo, he has lust in his eyes, a ravenous heart that can’t be bartered with, do not let his sheepskin fool you, your life depends on it,” silence. Crying now, knowing her sanity is officially gone, striding into the Egyptian Art portion where everyone is currently located. Telling her sister what just took place, not wanting to add unwanted pressure onto her plate; knowing though that this is the exact thing big sisters are for, well not exactly. Consoling Jessica, speaking to her in soft tones, refusing to fracture what little sanity she may have left. Minutes pass by, Jessica is somewhat calm again, they both walk around some more while Hanna comforts Jessica; onlookers try and nosy there way into her ordeal.  

	By sheer luck, Hanna says they were able to acquire a page from the “Book of Death,” after calming Jessica. Crowding around it now, gazing at the ancient text. The text is in ancient Egyptian, which of course they can’t read. A security guard is roaming while four dozen visitors sneak pictures, genuinely inspecting all the exhibit has to offer. Reverting towards the elevator, out of nowhere Xavier exclaims, “Come back, guys.” The others meander back towards the artifact; intending Xavier to be playing a practical joke on them. 

	Seconds later, the text transforms, showing a few names: Jessica, Hanna, and Theo are a select few to spiral up. “I didn’t make it through five years of prison to die in a museum,” Theo says bemusedly. Granted, this is just a stupid page in an upscale museum. Xavier instantly goes to comfort Hanna, who is now expressionless. Jessica is wandering off, and as soon as Dylan is about to help, Hanna says, “Leave her be, for now, I'll message her soon.” The mood is dire, the tasty morsels of art are more unappealing, more of feigned interest, to complete the job. 

	Sitting on the benches, still on the second floor. The group is solemn, each waging their own personnel battle, except Ace, who is snuggly geeking out to her tablet, that would later be used to circumvent security, along with their means of communication. Pretending to be horrified was Ace’s best defense. Xavier has his arm around Hanna, who finishes crying, from a breakdown that was elicited by everything that has transpired in the past twenty-four hours. One of the guards comes to check up on Hanna, assuring him that she just got some unwelcome news is all. Visitors also being nosy, try to sneak a peek for a second time. No luck, two of her five friends surround her to avoid such people.

	Phone vibrating to a text from Leah, “Hanna, storm closing in fast, Donald is deciding to close up at 2PM.” A sense of joy creeps into Hanna’s heart at the glorious news. “Thanks for the heads up,” typing through soaked eyes. Looking at her phone, realizing it’s one PM. The group has exactly one hour left before the museum closes. Drying her eyes, standing up to notify the group on the text update. “We will not be making it to the fourth floor, we can at least do the third.” “You sure baby,” using the word he loathes. Xavier asks sympathetically. “Of course, it can’t possibly get worse, than being told you're going to die by some absurd book.” Embarking on one last quest, for now, the third floor awaits as the elevator doors open. Carrying jurisdiction to view the fourth floor if desired.

	Ironically, the doors open to the final glass case in front of the elevator on the third floor, titled Night Sky which has constellations and pictures of the planets, with a few paintings gathered as well. The exhibits were split evenly. You have Medieval Art to the left of the elevator, the right is Arts and Armor, following that is Arab Art behind Arts and Armor. Behind Medieval Art, you have Asian Art. The building was so much larger than it looks from the outside, especially once you start exploring all that the AMAM has to offer. 

	Spending little time up here; knowing there will be ample time after hours, or so they believe. The guys go to Medieval Art, bouncing to Arts and Armor. Settling on Arab Art. Ace and Hanna head to Asian Art. The third floor is the most packed. A few more security personnel make Ace nervous, “What if I’m caught, or Theo for that matter, I willn’t be able to live with myself if I’m explicitly responsible for him going back to jail,” Ace thinks in a hushed tone. Perceiving they have zero reasons to suspect anything is amiss. 

	Moments later, the museum intercom comes alive. “Attention, Attention, distinguished guests, we regret to inform you that we will be closing in fifteen minutes due to inclement weather.” Moans and gripes galore rise to the ceiling from the families and couples before the next sentence. “Thank you for visiting, we hope to see you all again for our newest unveiling next week at our Greek Art exhibit, get home safe and sound.” The voice was Leah’s, always striking at the door to make announcements, via the intercom. Leah’s voice is soothing, not to mellow, definitely not manly, Jessica perks her head up at the announcement in acknowledgment. 

	Guests now start moving towards the elevators. The guys head in the general direction to exit the building. Slipping his hand into his pants pocket, feeling for the cheap burner phone, Dylan handed out earlier, making sure he was still in possession. Ace uses the free time in the pandemonium to hack into the AMAM’s computer and security network; rerouting the camera feeds to last night; which will loop in fifteen minutes. Ace taps Hanna’s shoulder, as they’re walking to the elevators. 

	“So, how is this going to work with security and all,” asks Ace. “I'm going to lock you in the storage space, coming back shortly after to let you out, as for security, we deal with them liberally, nothing extreme, you should have ample time to hack the mainframe communications system before I return.” Getting onto the packed elevator, arriving on the first floor, taking a left instead of a right to exit. “It’s already done,” Ace tells Hanna; refusing to refer to what is done; knowing exactly. 

	“Oh Shit, I forgot Jessica,” Hanna squeals; similar to her sister, but as soon as she is about to text her baby sister, Jessica, appears as the doors open on the next elevator. Patrons aren’t running out, fast walking is more like it, Dylan scopes out the layout, having been over it a hundred times prior, understanding you can never be too careful. Looking over at the BBQ restaurant is giving him goosebumps, staring for only a second, the restaurant is empty, except for a custodian that is finishing up mopping. Thankfully the restaurants have their own custodial closets.

	Being in a frenzy pays off in this circumstance. This, being one of those times, thinks, Hanna. Opening the door to the storage closet space, Dylan and Xavier check their surroundings, giving the all clear signal. Clambering inside, like a bunch of amateurs, instead of professionals. Rookies are precisely what this crew is composed of, thinks Dylan. Comprehending it will take a lot of luck, skill, and hard work for tonight to go as planned. Laughing to himself, “More luck than skill.” Praising the fact that none of the security guards catch them piling into the storage room like the seven dwarfs; as the other guests exit the museum.

	Arriving inside the room, the lights kick on, giving them a moment to get their bearings. The place is ginormous for a storage facility, clean as a fiddle as if the custodians are required to clean this room once a week at least. The lights finally warm up now, Hanna shows the crew where their gear is stored. Hanna gives Xavier and Jessica a hug and a kiss before heading towards the door. “I'll be back.” The door closes. Locking behind her. The muffled footsteps outside of the storage room, have everyone on edge, any moment the door could open, being exposed, having to resort to unnecessary violence. The walls are spotless, not so much as a cobweb in any of the corners, the smell of bleach invades their nostrils, intoxicating is the new norm, opening a few of the crates quietly, admiring the art pieces that are out of season. 

	Meanwhile, settling back into her workspace after being verbally assaulted by SS; Emma wiggles to find a comfy position in her wheelchair; turning her computer back on after eating the cold lasagna. An email notification pops-up on her screen; clicking it to come into full view. The sender says anonymous; with the subject reading, Stage Fright. Wary of opening it for fear of an internal breach into her computer via a virus; extremely curious at the content. Spending the next ten minutes debating; playing snake on her phone; sending a quick email or two; the email sits in the background; teasing Emma’s imagination. Powerless against leaving the email unattended; Emma opens the email. The headline reads Pandora’s Box.

	 

	TO: MONARCH

	SUBJECT:RE: OPERATION STAGE FRIGHT

	DATE: 27AUG10

	PI’m sending this email to inform you on the progress of setting everything in 
Hmotion that curtails Operation Stage Fright. The benefactors have been very 
Agenerous with your proposal ideas; granting more money than initially sought. 
NThe people enclosed in the White House along with the Pentagon and Senate are 
Tawaiting orders. All info pertinent to this operation has either been redacted or 
Oburned to a crisp. Still awaiting confirmation for how to dispel of Agent 
Maxwell; if that is still your desire. I will expect your response. 

	P.S. 

	Full Autonomous Control of Nanobots will be granted soon enough when The Judge deems it essential to combat effectiveness; until then keep up the fantastic work... Don’t trust anyone, Ms. Harper.

	 

	Sincerely, 

	ARBITRATOR

	Opening the camera on her phone; Emma takes a picture of the computer screen for evidence; sends it to multiple classified and highly secured personal emails; including her fathers for collateral evidence. Evoking superstition inside of Emma; pocketing her phone afterwards; rolling back a few feet to catch a breath. “What the hell is this,” maintaining a sense of professionalism; curiosity always getting the best of Emma. The office is busy as ever; copies being made by unpaid interns, yelling, phones ringing off the hooks; placing 5 Star Generals on hold to speak to Director Spells on updates for STN. Nobody is paying any attention to the decrepit hogwash of a rat; which makes whoever sent this email knows who her father is; about to try and reverse IP the intended sender.

	MESSAGE TERMINATING IN 10,9,8,7,6,5... Emma can’t work fast enough; clinking down on the keys as if they have the durability of piano keys. Attempting to find the sender and get to the bottom of this charade. 4,3,2,1... MESSAGE DELETED. The message was gone equally as fast as it arrived. Flummoxed at how sophisticated someone would have to be to send a timed message through an NSA server that can combust in the digital realm. Desiring more answers now then questions.

	Twirling her hair; thinking of potential candidates that would even dare cross paths with SS if that is indeed the desired target; drawing blanks across the board. Lost in translation at the strange turn-of-events. The phone on her desk vibrates. Answering it to a text from her father. Praying for once he didn’t answer his phone so swiftly. Drawing a blank on how or what to reply to what she just sent Ethan. Fingers tapping the phone keys autonomously. “Hey dad, I’ll call later; I just wanted to send this email to you which appeared on a whim to me by someone random.” Awaiting a reply; overwhelmed that she may be in over her head. 

	Palms uncharacteristically sweaty; wiping them on her sweater. The phone vibrates again to a new text. “Yes, call me at the earliest convenience Emma; Great job, princess.” Eyeballs almost popping out of Emma’s eye sockets; rummaging through her memories to the last time he called her princess. Something is off; she can sense it. Placing the phone back into her sweater pocket; getting back to work; to not draw any unwanted attention. The email nagging at her brain like being interrogated using the Chinese Water method. Insanity clawing at Emma’s cortex with every moment spent not attempting to solve this mysterious email.

	Minutes later recalling the info about Agent M. Needing to find a way to warn him without jeopardizing Amber’s safety. Sending the email to her father was a dumb idea. All info in and out of Titanpointe is scrutinized at random; mainly because it’s humanly impossible to catalogue every piece of info both digital and paper combined. Mentally making a note to somehow broach the subject to M without causing a scene. SS is the only individual standing between death and freedom if apprehended. Registering the info like a super-computer; watching SS roaming the office; barking orders at overworked, sleep deprived and underpaid staff. 

	 

	
19

	Agent Maxwell sits idly in his parked sedan; composing himself for what will be the most challenging part of the day. Steeling his nerves after killing so many innocent civilians; for what; National Security; shaking his head more from the standpoint of shame and sorry than anything else; the digital clock reads 2PM; while the fresh breeze of AC showers his pores. “I can do this; I need to do this; if not for the sake of M&M,” reasoning sense into his abysmal thoughts. Men and Women of all colors, shapes, and sizes are walking past his car; either coming or going; lives on repeat; a hamster on a wheel is what humans are most days; including himself, he can confess. 

	Shaking his hair to appear wild and without regard; M steps out of the car; walking to the elevator stationed in the parking garage. Beginning to feel inferior as a father; after having failed as a potential husband is too much to bear. A lonesome tear falls to the dilapidated concrete; steadying himself; striding forward; unable and unwilling to turn-around at this juncture. The elevator doors open; stepping into the steel cage once more; two fellow co-workers who work on the same floor pile into the cage; talking and joking to one another about Christmas shenanigans; just coming onto their respective shifts. 

	The three of them all follow the security protocols; the doors slam shut like a tomb; descending into the madhouse once more; unaware of all that has changed in the past few hours. Emma just so happened to be facing the elevator when the doors open; spotting M who purposefully hands the guard his badge. The gates open; M walks through; driven with one solid goal; to spend a few hours playing with Amber; having neglected her for far too long. The massacre makes him realize that life is too short; especially in their line of work. Nothing is guaranteed.

	Shock is smeared across not only Emma’s expression; SS who just so happens to be in the central control room at the moment; demanding productivity from these lowlifes is dumbfounded. Maxwell cuts through the middle; being the fastest route to Amber; Emma attempts to catch-up to speak to M on the email matter; stopping when she falls too far behind. “I’ll talk to him on the way out,” Emma determines; knowing how bad they both need this interaction. SS shears through everyone like a hedge-clipper to a defenseless bush. Retaining a professional manner; understanding if she loses control; the entire division falls shortly after; lightly pushing a few people out of the way to reach M who is closing fast towards Amber’s hallway.

	Hushed whispers ignite a fire at what is about to ensue between the two most stubborn individuals. “Agent Maxwell; may I inquire as to your reason for being here during working hours,” SS asks; highlighting her superiority in the tone of words. Raising an eyebrow; waiting to hear what lame excuse Agent Maxwell has developed to be skipping his sole duty. “With all due respect ma’am; I’m going to visit my daughter for a few hours; there will be no objection unless you don’t want me to finish my only objective tonight.” Breathing through his nostrils and out of his mouth before continuing; “The group is currently locked in the storage room; they will not be going anywhere soon; so I have at least an hour to myself. I have been nothing but loyal; you did say whenever I want to see her; I haven’t taken you up on that offer for a while now, which is on me.”

	SS starts blushing; not from feeling overly loved; from the fact that people believe they can question and sequester themselves; assuming they can get unbiased treatment. Unwavering in his position; awaiting the final verdict. What is being said isn’t a request; it’s a demand; albeit a risky gambit; given SS is a sociopath with no regard to human frailty. Daunting, given the current state-of-affairs; M crosses his arms, “Well?” Death by hungry hippos was the look penetrating M being blasted at him like a lightning bolt from Zeus. 

	A sweet smile spills over Director Spells face. “Well, of course, Agent Maxwell; I’m a woman of my word. Enjoy your visit; I look forward to your after-action report later tonight.” The smile brings more goosebumps jolting through Agent M’s system then any amount of screaming, manipulating, or torture ever could surmise. Unfolding his arms to lay by the sides of his body. “Thank you, ma’am,” appearing to be more of a question than a statement; something was awry; unsure of it at the moment; the only thing that mattered was seeing Amber for a surprise visit. SS sidesteps and motions with her right arm; “Right this way.” Everyone starts working again when SS turns back around.

	Agent Maxwell walks with a pace that denotes nervousness and angst; a longing clawing at his heavy heart to embrace his princess in open arms. The thought is almost consuming him in guilt over M&M yet again; which is why he has purposefully stayed clear of visiting. A shit excuse he knows; having no training in dealing with the loss of a child; you can’t throw any amount of money at it for it to just up and hide like a monster in the closet. The only monster in said circumstances is the what if question that eats away your soul till it’s nothing more than a hollowed-out tree.

	Stowing his emotions into the vault upon approaching the door. SS radioed the guard at the door about the situation; advising class to be cut short; refusing to tell Amber why who is stunned silent; “A first time for everything I suppose.” Standing up after the teacher leaves and putting her books neatly back in the order they were initially located; Amber heads to the bathroom. Amber hears the door open to her room; unwilling to rush out of the bathroom. M ambles into the room; quicksand takes hold of his body; making every step more challenging then the last one. Awe and wonder grip his senses; gazing at the themes painted in Amber’s room since the last time he saw her more then two months ago; almost, three. The thought of running crosses his mind; unknown if he could remain composed; not wanting to appear weak in front of Amber.

	Rummaging through her desk; finding the letter she had just written a few hours ago; reading it while his heart drops with every syllable. Dropping the note onto the floor; tears swell up as his body becomes weak. Heart palpitations threaten a massive stroke. Falling to his knees as the bathroom door opens; beholding an Angel. Turning to face her dad; Amber’s face lights up enough to power a nuclear reactor. “Daddy!” Sprinting to her dad; arms spread wide; the synergy is palpable. 

	They crash into one another in a breathtaking embrace. Holding each other; refusing to let the other go for fear of never holding that significant other again; M is drenching Amber’s dress with tears; Amber doing likewise to her dad’s black shirt. Squeezing Amber so hard that he has to loosen his grip. Whispering into her ear, “I’m so so sorry my beautiful princess,” lavishing her with more tears and a cough or two on her neck that she didn’t mind one bit. “It’s okay daddy. I know you are busy. I am just happy to see you.” Beginning to stand up after five minutes of constant crying and lamenting over the time passed; feeling stupid for ever waiting so long. 

	“I should never have been too busy to see you and spend time with you,” M says using his sleeve to wipe away the excess tears that have swelled his face into a red balloon. “Please forgive me, Amber.” Innocently replying, “I forgive you.” Releasing one another from loving embrace to a world of possibilities on what to do and talk about with so little time. M gallantly walks to the door; the guard opens the door. “Can you please call upstairs and order a Hawaiian Pizza?” The sympathy on the guard's face speaks volumes to M, who is equally grateful. The guard calls upstairs to place the order while M returns to Amber.

	Amber is already plopped down on the beanbag chair with the tv on; watching a new episode of SpongeBob SquarePants; wanting nothing more at this moment then to watch tv with her dad; especially since they’re not permitted to leave the facility. “I ordered us pizza,” M says while leaning over to sit next to Amber and cuddle; shaking her hair like he used to do. “Dad!” Sounding a tad annoyed but releasing it since it has felt like forever since she has seen him in person. The pizza arrives coinciding the end of the episode. 

	They go to the table; starting to tear into the pizza like a shark into a seal. Devouring slices whole; no time to breathe. The pizza was a major treat for Amber. They spent the next hour talking and catching up. Music playing in the background; best of the ’80s. Amber explains how much fun the sleepover was last night; spurning the idea to mention the nightmare about Uncle Dan; for a good reason. They played a few board games including chutes and ladders, SORRY and Amber’s favorite; Candy Land. The mood was pure bliss. Both of them realize how much this moment meant to them. They both laughed, cried, screamed, yelped, and smiled in their time together; unwilling to trade it for all of King Solomon’s gold.

	The intercom blares to life in Amber’s room; SS was on the air, indicating the allotted time was over. The final few minutes were just as heart wrenching. Hugging one another again, “I’ll be back tomorrow, princess; I promise,” extending his pinky to make the ultimate promise. They finish the pinky promise as the door opens to her P.E instructor entering. “See you tomorrow, daddy,” waving and casting a broad smile; cheeks lighting up the color of Ladybugs. The door closes as M makes his way back to the elevator; a renewed energy being his driving force.

	SS catches him in the hallway. “Have fun, Agent Maxwell?” Nonsensical and to the point. “I did, thank you, ma’am,” the tone in M’s voice still held reverence and fear at the prospect of what could happen to Amber. “Good, happy to hear; I expect you to be fully operational now,” the same smile crossing her face; appears as a demented gargoyle on top of a clocktower. “Absolutely, ma’am; I will have the report of tonight's incident first thing once the job is completed.” Scanning his features to determine if M is telling the truth or lying; relinquishing M into the night; SS charts a course to her office. 

	M is passing Emma’s desk when she speaks in a whisper for the first time ever knowing her. “Agent Maxwell; I need to see you for two seconds.” Agent Maxwell approaches with an energy Emma has never seen; appearing happy for the first time in six months. Skipping the pleasantries. “I need to show you something in private.” Emma starts veering her vehicle left and right till they find one of the few blind spots in the facility. “What is going on, Emma?” Asking with genuine concern. “I need you to look at this email I was sent a few hours ago,” Emma says, handing M the phone; the only evidence it actually exists.

	Reading it three times; handing the phone back to Emma. The serious M is back in business. “Do you have any idea what it could mean,” Emma asks wary on who to trust at this juncture; obviously knowing she can trust M. “I honestly don’t know; keep me appraised if anything else finds its way to your computer; thanks Emma; don’t trust anyone.” The last part sounding both like a warning and a threat to Emma. They casually hug. Emma makes her way to her desk as M gets onto the elevator.

	M makes it back to his sedan at 3:50PM. Sitting in stunned silence at what he read; Emma allows him to take a picture of it for safekeeping. The radio garbles on; breaking up now and again; the news caster announcing the snow has commenced. Deep in thought on how to proceed and who to trust is the dilemma for this lone wolf. Realizing now more than ever he may be in over his head. Scanning the car and himself for bugs using the Rat Annihilator 3000; which emits a high-frequency pulse to disable such bugs; having bought it six months ago on the black market; proving to be an invaluable tool. Putting the car into reverse; while he attaches the Bluetooth to his ear; entering an encryption code to block all attempts to monitor his calls; the phone starts ringing on the other line; attempting to contact an old buddy. 

	Meanwhile, “What the hell is taking so long; did Hanna forget about us; I mean Christ, it has been two hours already.” Time seems to be moving at a snail's pace; which is making the group antsy; especially Theo, who hates enclosed spaces; primarily in large to spending five years in a cage. “No, Theo, she did not forget about us,” responds Dylan in a firm yet reassuring tone. The past two hours have been filled with exploring the storage room and bullshitting. Hanna mentioned months ago during the planning phase that the storage door can only be opened with a select key, coming or going. The key was unable to be duplicated. A sense of claustrophobia overwhelms Theo, needing to take a seat to control his breathing. 

	Peering down at his watch which reads 4:20 PM, Dylan is slowly starting to become concerned. No one has looked at the gear yet, as they wait for Hanna. The groups are split. Theo and Ace are in the middle of the storage room. Precariously waiting near the entrance is Jessica, Dylan, and Xavier.

	The AC kicked on about half an hour ago, the effects of it are creeping to fruition. Shivering a tad, Xavier gives Jessica his outer jacket, belonging to his suit. Pulling out his phone, he texts his girlfriend for info, “Hey Babe, just seeing what is taking so long, I hope everything is OK.” Sliding the cell phone back into his pocket, deciding to grab some water. Parched beyond measure, not remembering the last time he drank just water. 

	“So, what is going to happen when Hanna comes back,” Theo asks, appearing to Ace as a puppy the size of Godzilla. “I know we have been over it a thousand times, but for my sake, Ace.” Huffing with a small smile, “Well once Hanna unlocks the door, we’re going to get our gear on, head into the museum; we will make our way to the fourth floor, which is technically closed, steal the artifact, the cameras are on a permanent loop, as for the guards, I can’t control that Theo. I can say they willn’t have any communications with the outside world due to a handful of subsonic frequency emitters that jam comms with the push of a button placed in specified locations.” Exhaling after such a longwinded answer. Giving Theo a light jab to the shoulder after she finishes catching her breath; letting him know it will all be okay.

	Fundamentally having been trained to wait for days on end in any environment in the world is making this part a walk in the park to the two best friends. The only qualms they house are these three aspects. The first being locked inside what amounts to a millionaire’s garage, with no cars, no way to enter or exit outside of triggering the alarm. Second is the fact that Jessica is still a potential liability. The third is if Hanna is safe. A helpless feeling besets the two best friends, quarantined to this point of place, until future notice. 

	Ironically, they’re both thinking that last one. “I hope Hanna is alright, it has been over two hours,” says Jessica with a tremendous amount of concern. “I'm positive she is just fine, Jessica; the weather could be playing a major factor with cell towers,” replies Xavier with a soothing coax. “I texted her fifteen minutes ago, just waiting for a reply, she's playing it safe, you know your sister.” Studying the more delicate facial features of Xavier, knowing the facade of hope is starting to wear thin. 

	Rising up to peruse the area, not having done so in the past two and a half hours, besides initially, leaving the boys to their own devices. “No reply yet,” Dylan asks with trepidation. “Not yet,” indicates Xavier. “She is a safe Dylan; Hanna is smart and strong willed; I promise you; Hanna is on her way back.” Wondering, “Why is Dylan so adamant on seeing if Hanna is ok, mind running wild, trying to find a logical solution, outside of them being friends for an equal amount of time; that damn song,” he keeps remembering the specific lyrics, that is the precise reason he is questioning his friend's kindness, for no other reason then that song. 

	Over the next thirty minutes, a few key factors take place. The crew decides to sort through their gear after Xavier ends up coming back in full kit; wearing black tactical pants, a black long sleeve shirt, black shoes and gloves with a balaclava; mimicking what everyone else will be donning soon enough; storing his old outfit into a wooden crate to retrieve later. Knowing, he had to get his .38 snub nose before anyone found out, especially Dylan. Positive, his best friend would not approve given his disorder. The crew overhears the building is on lockdown. The snow started falling an hour ago. Jessica says a silent prayer for Hanna, while they distribute the gear. Staying as quiet as possible, so not to alert the roving guards, that Dylan, along with everyone else was sure to be occurring. 

	Following gear distribution, they all find a private place to get changed. The ax goes to Theo, the Glock 19, and the extra magazine go to Dylan, along with one of the tactical knives. Dylan also totes the crowbar. Xavier has another tactical knife, with the rope and straps. Ace retains the last blade. Jessica does not have anything; minus Hanna stuffing into her purse a pair of tightly rolled up black pants and a medium black long sleeve shirt, due to the fact her arrival onto the team was so last minute. 

	It was impossible to account for her gear; unable to smuggle in weapons last minute due to the security checkpoint one must pass to enter the museum. Everyone receives a flashlight as well. “So far, so good, everything is going smoothly, minus the waiting for Hanna part,” thinks Dylan absentmindedly. Adjusting their gear and inspecting their weapons while in their own thoughts about how tonight is going to play out.

	“No, biggie, I have my pepper spray,” Jessica says defiantly. Chuckling brings unwanted attention to Theo at this juncture of the job. “What is so fucking funny?” Trying to sound tough failing, “You fat, out of shape King Kong.” Realizing how lame a rebuttal that was, trying again by touting, “You want to see how it feels Mr. Macho Man?” Shaking his head in a NO pattern. “Nope, I'm straight; I know exactly how much damage those things can do Jessica, first-hand.” Tensions start to boil, you stick any number of people into a room with no way of exiting, watch how fast animosity soars like an X-15 hypersonic aircraft; even among friends, that is where it really gets interesting. 

	Intervening, Ace apologizes to Jessica on Theo’s behalf. Turning away in disgust is Jessica’s best and only choice, appearing sharp and independent. Splitting up yet again, fanning the flames of their potential incident. Reluctantly reading the time is now 5:05 PM, indicates to Dylan that it’s time to act. Calling everyone over, discussing their options is their next goal. Everyone is approaching haphazardly, especially Theo, who looks like a train just hit him. “You would think after five years prison would have made you used to confined quarters,” Ace boldly states, just as fast, feeling stupid and ignorant for making such a crude statement. Apologizing pronto as they near the group, all Theo can do is a nod in acknowledgment.

	A split second before addressing his friends, Dylan pauses. “What is he praying,” Theo asks. Shrugging at his question, “Shut the fuck up for two seconds; I think I hear something.” Bearing significant consequence, if they’re caught, Theo sets his pride aside, remaining silent. Impetuously scampering off to hide, while Dylan stands his ground to get a clearer picture. 

	Music pierces the silence, appearing to be a reasonable distance off, very close never-the-less. Silently, Dylan tiptoes to the front door of the storage space, right next to the Greek restaurant — signalling everyone to the back, looking behind himself now, realizing nobody is there, he commences to shut off the lights. The guards must have switched over, during their regular routes of inspection. “Goddamit,” Dylan whispers to himself; registering that not everything can be controlled. 

	Pitch black now, to the point you can’t even see your hand in front of your face. Nobody dares to sneeze, burp or cough for fear of being found, scampering like blind mice to safety, or at least the illusion of such a recognizable noun. Knowing the guards that rove the museum at night are typically armed security, has Dylan tensing up as if he just spotted a ghost. The music is right outside the door. Witnessing the shadow of feet underneath the door, saying in a muffled tone, “Freeze and hold your breath.” The unpredictable nature of this scenario has everyone on edge. Theo grips the ax, ready to strike like a Viper, should the circumstance call for it. Ace is double checking that the loop connection is still intact on her pad, Xavier is hiding, grasping the .38, away from Dylan’s sightline, Jessica is in the far back, trembling while holding the pepper-spray in a non-threatening manner. Dylan is ready, having been trained for these exact circumstances, just in a foreign country. 

	Hiding behind a few crates, facing the door to get a strategic surprise advantage on anyone who enters, Dylan lays in wait, like a Hunter perched in a tree waiting for his prey. Dead silence, not a soul moves for the next few moments, until, as the footsteps disappear someone sneezes. Sounding like an atomic bomb in the stillness. “Fuck Fuck Fuck,” Dylan says to himself, steps reappearing not a few seconds later.

	The jingling of keys is the next thing Dylan hears, everyone else is fifteen yards back for some unexplainable reason, not doing precisely what they were told. Perpetually forgetting they’re not soldiers is his biggest mistake, besides Xavier. Decibels fall to zero, turning the key in the lock. Sounding like a grandfather clock, baiting humanity with a made-up system to induce fear, as the hours of your life fade away is the exact copycat of what that key is achieving. The lock clicks open, being able to hear a needle drop if one was to be dropped. Hitching breaths, this may be the end, thinking of a solution, and expeditiously.  

	Trying to get a good look at him, the guard scours the room. Dylan makes some small immediate details, standing in the doorway supplies some caption of light. The guard is white, looking to be in his early twenties with dirty blonde hair. The light cascading onto them with such illumination, you would have thought it was the second coming of Christ. Through the crates, struggling to read his name tag, cautiously walking closer until it is visible. The name-tag reads Calvin, at least Dylan thinks it does.

	Ten feet from Dylan now. Yanking out his tactical knife as a final resort. Returning to his base instincts, CQB classes hammered into Dylan’s head for numerous years. Remembering what his dad told him before joining. “Killing on the battlefield does not make you a killer; you become a killer when you start to enjoy it.” Words that will always be seeped into Dylan’s forethought. He can honestly say that he isn't a killer; even to this day.

	Jessica backs up just a hair, it’s enough to knock something over, not having time to see, heart palpitating, brain working overtime, rushing forward now, gun unholstered and level, charging to where he hears the sound. Twirling to face Jessica, Calvin passes Dylan on his right. Cringing, sweating, and crying is her best defense. Failing miserably, “Let's go, little girl,” Calvin says with a southern tang in his voice. Theo is in a daze, not sure what is real or not, the claustrophobic feeling isn’t winning any points, seeing Calvin standing in front of Jessica, Theo doesn’t see a guard. Instead, the guard is a lowlife individual, appearing to try and force his way onto Jessica. Flashbacks to the subway. 

	The next chain of events was avoidable, some would suggest, while others would disagree. Theo rises like a bamboo tree sprouting out of the ground at tremendous speed, carefully walking behind Calvin, appearing nervous at the situation transpiring, swinging full force with the ax, gun falling to the floor. A deathly battle cry can be heard for miles. Blood is squirting everywhere. A stream shoots onto Jessica's clothes and face, reeling back in disgust and utter shock. 

	Quickly following, Theo puts Calvin in a rear naked choke, dropping the ax seconds prior. Calvin passes out moments later, releasing Calvin onto the cold pavement. Gasping for air, Theo falls next to Jessica, “Are you ok, I saw he was trying to force himself onto you,” Theo says still out of breath. “What are you talking about,” Jessica has an inquisitive look in her eyes at what Theo just told her, the others gather around, unsure of how to respond. Theo did save them all, contrary to how they may feel about him, he was the one who acted while the others refused to move a muscle, including Dylan. “Effective, but unnecessary,” spouts Dylan with the knife in hand. “At least I did something to help facilitate a peaceful conclusion.” Bickering for the next few minutes, Jessica screams, drawing their arguing to a halt. Glancing down, seeing Calvin’s neck is sliced from end to end. The crew looks at Ace, who is holding the bloody knife. The light from the door is still shining upon the group, casting deep and insidious shadows throughout the room onto the deathly cold concrete on which the guard now lays dead. 
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	Upon closing the door, Hanna walks into the lobby at 2:10 PM. Seeing Leah putting on her coat as an added layer of protection from the elements. “Hey, ready to weather the storm out,” Leah asks Hanna, noticing Hanna out of the corner of her eye. “Just about, once I stock up on milk and bread,” coinciding with a laugh. The last of the guests are leaving so that security can lock up. Hanna glances outside, noticing the snow will start falling any minute, ready to get this day over with, “Tomorrow, I’ll be rich,” thinks Hanna as the last guest heads outside. 

	Emerging from his executive office is Donald, bundled up similarly to Leah. Hanna glances Donald up and down now, spotting his cock is hanging out of his dark blue slacks. Even soft it’s massive; “He must have done porn in his past life,” thinks Hanna, with an elongated gasp to rival the girth of his cock, which is now becoming hard. “Get over here, suck me dry, now, Hanna!” Bewilderment besets Hanna’s facial expression. “Excuse me?!” Hanna lashes out. “What's wrong, Hanna?” Blinking as if insane, “Oh, I don't know, your lascivious comment possibly.” 

	Wanting to dissolve this immediately, Leah speaks up. “He told us to get home safely, Hanna.” Apologizing profusely, peering down again to see his pants are zipped and securely fastened. Accepting the apology while locking his office, jovially skipping towards the exit, realizing he will have the next couple of days off, thanks to the storm. Smiling and waving towards the receptionist desk, then the ticket booth, where they are closing out for the day. The tellers wave goodbye to him, along with the security personnel. 

	Security personnel guard the museum against people with ill intent, cemented faces as the lobby empties into the chilly New York streets. The revolving doors pour the frigid air inside. The hall, finally cleared of all unauthorized personnel, now security begins to lock the building down. The staff hurries up, wanting to get home before all hell breaks loose outside, the snow removal system is one of the best in the country, you still don’t want to be stuck inside a museum, or your car for that matter, waiting for a tow truck that will never arrive.

	The ginormous clock hanging on the wall far above the front entrance reads 2:30 PM, acknowledging the fact she needs to be back in an hour, ensuring the plan goes off without a hitch. The staff is blessed to have free parking at a structure three blocks away. “Hey, Hanna, do you mind if we walk together?” The cashiers are tallying the final amounts for today. “Nope, not at all Leah,” responding reluctantly, with a carefree smile plastered to her face to cover up the nervousness. 

	Officially walking out of the AMAM, it’s pushing 2:45 PM, the tellers, finish giving their counts to the guards, handing over the registers. Two guards stay downstairs to lock up, the other two head back to the security office to recount, putting the money inside the safe. Hanna and Leah walk outside, at once feeling the whiplash of the wind, along with the temperature bound to be in the negatives, thanks to the wind chill. The streets seem almost abandoned by pedestrians as they walk outside denoting a wild west town in Montana.

	“Have a good weekend Calvin and stay safe,” Hanna says with a quaint fear that he may be injured tonight during the heist. “You too, Hanna.” Turning back around to face the frigid temperature. Unease begins rising and setting inside of Hanna rhythmically, beginning to panic whether they can pull this off or not, without any hitches. Seemingly walking against the wind, the entire three blocks, very few words being passed between the two of them to conserve energy. 

	Silently strolling through lower Manhattan, starting to see things again, “Was I drugged, not even noticing it,” thinking back over the past twenty-four hours, not a single evidence thread to pull to support the theory. Swearing, when this storm is over, she is getting psychiatric help. Noticing distortions in everyday life, breathing in and out methodically to dissipate the nerves. “You OK Hanna; you have been acting really strange the last few hours, no disrespect intended of course.” Looking to her right to answer, she comes face to face with the hideous creature from “Painting 2.0.” Leah looks like the man in the dark grey suit, holding his black umbrella with only half his face plastered on, succumbing Hanna to the biggest scare of her life; second only to dying alone. 

	Instinctually leaping out of her body, for an out of body experience. The glitch is over just as fast. The nanobots register the info and transmit it back to the central feed of Director Spells technicians. Eyes seeming to follow them the entire way to the parking structure, unbeknownst to Hanna, Agent M is tasked with seeing this job to completion; though at the moment, he is preoccupied. The objective is to mitigate witnesses on what amounts to an illegal drug trial, in compliance to an Agency that doesn’t officially exist but who also have a blank check written to them, funding them with an exorbitant amount of money. Approaching the intersection of the events that happened with Nasir, not that Hanna knew the victim's name. Looking on with childlike curiosity. 

	The scene is cordoned off with red tape. Traffic, the few cars still on the roads are being diverted, the investigation still pending. The amount of vehicles is low now, there look to be snowplows and salt trucks every other block. Glimpsing the two agents speaking to one another, along with the broken windshield, a hefty amount of blood in the driver seat is about all Hanna spots between the black SUV’s and EMS services, multiple shell casings litter the entire block like the Battle of Mogadishu, finding that alone to be concerning. The Agents are bundled up, drinking what appears to be coffee in their thermos mugs, seeing their breaths every time they puff out, looking towards Hanna and Leah, telling them to get lost. 

	Taking a left on West 20th St, twenty-five minutes later, they reach the parking deck at 3:20 PM, saying their goodbyes. Hanna plans on waiting for Leah to leave, heading back to the AMAM after she goes. A few cars away, Hanna hears Leah cranking the shit out of her ignition to no avail, realizing this will not be as simple as planned. “Shit, this is just great,” Hanna thinks, door open waiting for her coworker to broach the subject of driving her back to her house. 

	Like clockwork, coming over, explaining the battery will not start. Neither Leah nor Hanna brought jumper cables. “Get in Leah, make sure your car is locked.” Locking her old piece of a crap blue hatchback, circa 1995, knowing damn well that if she doesn’t give her a ride, it will look very suspicious and extremely cold hearted. Understanding also she would more than likely go back to the AMAM to wait for the storm to end, not wanting another person on her conscious. Believing she has enough time to spare.

	“Where do you live,” Hanna asks, trying to control her patience. “Hell’s Kitchen area,” Leah replies, still flustered about her ride dying, feeling sorry about putting Hanna out like this in the middle of what is soon to be the worst storm of the decade. Hanna puts the car into drive, exiting the parking deck. Flipping on the lights and then the radio to leftover country Christmas songs, avoiding talking is Hanna’s gameplan. Failing horribly, at the halfway point. The radio Fritz’s off, due to the wind, that is when Leah starts conversing with Hanna.

	The awkward silence is killing her insides, just like people who have misophonia, over the next fifteen minutes, they run the gambit of conversations from boys to work and finally school, just as Hanna is running out of things to talk about, Leah points to a corner two blocks up, saying that is where she lives. Pulling over, Leah thanks Hanna profusely. “No problem, I'll see you back at work soon.” Waving Leah goodbye. “Will do; you get some rest, Hanna; you work way too much,” a chipper smile crosses her face as she turns around and heads towards her apartment. 

	Soon as the door closes the radio springs back to life. “Good afternoon to my family in the Tri-State area, this is John Hancock, your number one meteorologist coming to you live from station Q 102.5, home to the best country music around.” “Here's an update on the weather.” Slowing the car down to listen to every detail. “A massive blizzard is incoming in a few hours; we’re anticipating up to three feet of snow; stay inside where it is warm and safe, catch up on some rest.” Hanna glances to her left to see a homeless couple huddled in an alley; attempting to brave the blizzard; feeling an inescapable sorrow. “I'll be back in fifteen minutes at 4:05 PM for another update.” A brief pause. “Oh, a quick shoutout to Hanna and her friends who’re attempting to rob the AMAM.” A bewildered look sears across Hanna’s face, after what she swears is the alcohol’s doing from the night prior. Peeling out, trying to reach the AMAM in time, noting it an impossibility. 

	Seamlessly Hanna switches back to the music, unsure of herself, riddled with guilt for the act she is about to commit, this isn’t who she is, never has been, never will be, well that latter statement is false. Heading back now, the snow starts up at a steady pace. Slowing down to avoid swerving, causing her to lose precious time. Realizing the time, she goes to text Xavier, the phone is dead. Pulling out the handheld received from Dylan, now reading “no service.” Believing it’s because of the inclement weather blocking the cell towers reception. Peering out of her windshield, becoming harder to see out of as the minutes progress, thanks to the snow. The world is dead on the outside, apart from the country songs sprinkling the air. 

	Huffing and puffing in frustration. Halfway back, Hanna turns the radio off to concentrate. Passing a kid who just recently got run over by a black SUV was graphic, to say the least. Bones protruding where they should not, a massive amount of blood soaking the snow as if witnessing a bizarre snow cone. A deep animosity overwhelms her senses, praying the driver does time or worse for such a horrific crime. 

	Arriving back at the parking deck at 4:25 PM, braving the three blocks back. The snow is about eight inches high, starting to fumble while trying to reach the AMAM in one piece. Silently cursing the chain of events in her head. Trudging back to work, thirty-five mile-per-hour wind gusts being thrown into her face. Almost slipping a handful of times, making it to the museum intact, no worse for wear. 

	The block is far from being cleaned up as Hanna passes, the Agents seem to have taken a break. Looking at her watch, it reads 4:50 PM, pressing the emergency button, hearing over the intercom a glib voice. “Hi, can I help you?” “Yes, this is Hanna.” Saying it in as sweet a tone as possible. “I left something inside that I have to grab.” “Be right down, sit tight.” A few minutes later and one of the guards named Hobbes appears to open the door for Hanna.

	Having spoken a few times, recognizing him. Standing six feet three inches tall and weighing roughly two-hundred and forty pounds from the looks of it, he is a bouncer on the side, as sweet as could be. Opening the door to let her out of that horrible onset of a storm, Hanna is exceptionally grateful. Socializing for a few minutes as Calvin is doing his rounds. “I will lock up when Hanna finishes Hobbes.” “Roger that, be safe Hanna.”

	Entering her office at 5 PM, she catches her breath, Hobbes heads back to the elevators, heading back to the control room. Calvin continues his patrol. A few minutes later comes a nightmarish scream. Hurtling towards the cry, Hanna darts down hallways, wanting to see what just happened, while fearing the worst. Sounding like a wendigo is eating a man alive; the horrific sound makes Hanna almost turn around; killing her curiosity on the spot. 

	Meanwhile, the room is filled with artificial light from multiple computer screens; blinding; sending rats, roaches, and creatures, he has yet to identify scurrying for cover in the decrepit hut. Phantom collapses into the black rotating chair with gel armrests; giving his mind a break. Breaking protocol isn’t something he often does; on occasion, it’s called for to distribute retribution. Covering all corners to assure the compromising email he sent to Emma wouldn’t blow back on Warden or himself; lest everything is ruined. Patience is a landmark inside of Phantom; waiting for twenty-years for this day.

	Phantom recalls a portion of his former life while maintaining closed eyes. Marine Scout Sniper, Prison for ten years; turned private contractor. Life hasn’t been easy; they also don’t build them like Phantom anymore; it’s a rare sight anyways. Meeting the love of his life in the Military; having one child; a boy who resembled the best parts of his mother; thankfully only acquiring his work ethic. The memory is from a lifetime ago; the simple things like hugging your son after deployment are null and void; being buried six feet under and all. The sea is always roughest when away from family; though in some regards it’s also much simpler to a man of Phantom’s caliber.

	Wading through piss and shit daily, from village to village for intel in Cambodia is a hassle; orders are orders; they must be obeyed; when they don’t. Tracking down a known chemical weapons expert has been the sole mission for the past six months. Ironically all the technology; including drones, satellites, advanced targeting, echo location using triangulated phone hacking; not a goddamn thing. The man is a ghost. The locales refuse to talk for fear of reprisal from the gorilla forces; leaving Phantom and his platoon at an impasse.

	Yanking out his wallet to view the only picture of him and his girlfriend in the desert twenty years ago brings a slew of emotions; a wave of despair; it’s the life he chose to jump back into with no regard of personal safety. A real-life Captain America. Setting the picture down on the table; cracking his knuckles to relieve the build-up of nitrogen. Staring at the picture intently; never forgetting a single detail. Stuffing the photograph into his wallet again; rising from the chair to go outside to check on the status of his men. 

	Morale is essential to mission readiness; Phantom knows that all too well; always taking the opportunity to speak to his soldiers about any gripes or complaints they may want to be addressed; bringing them up to Monarch. The fact they can’t wear the flag is a damper to a few of the soldiers; then again being a rogue element of the Military under direct order from Monarch is paramount to mission effectiveness versus placating to a few. Walking out of his hut, knowing the sun will rise soon to see his soldiers walking patrols, cleaning their weapons, practicing CQB and eating to maintain strength brings a smile to Phantom’s weathered face. 

	Spending the next hour roaming the makeshift camp; speaking candidly to many of the men and women under his command has garnered essential information. Toiletries, gas, batteries, and rations are running low; jotting the info into the notepad to relay to Monarch later for a resupply. A former Staff Sergeant nicknamed Falcon approaches Phantom. Saluting, “Good afternoon, Sir; we have possible coordinates for Codename Ajax; I’m mobilizing the QRF as we speak.” Cracking his neck from side to side; an audible noise to staff sarge even from five feet away. “Excellent news; prep the usual squad; stand by for orders; once I have confirmation with Monarch; we’re Oscar Mike.” 

	Striding with renewed vigor and strength; “Finally some fucking intel,” opening the door to his hut minutes later; the MacGyvered rack is within regulations; though nobody is available to inspect it. The control center is the most advanced piece of equipment in the entire Country; while a small wood table and two chairs sit against the corner of the room; dirt and mud are piled up in random spots on the floor. Turning on the computer. Sending a direct and private message to Monarch about Ajax; following it up with the resupply list. Believing that spoiled soldiers make them soft may be how the Marine Corps operated; Phantom thinks the exact opposite. Satisfied soldiers who’re properly equipped make for some mean as fuck killing machines. The message sends; thanks in part to their very own personal satellite uplink high above the stratosphere. Shutting the computer off again; taking off his kit to eat breakfast; maintaining his sidearm. Phantom goes to relax after a busy night. 

	Dropping to the floor to do a hundred quick push-ups before eating; upon completing it a minute later, he walks outside again; awaiting a response from Monarch. The camp is set in the middle of nowhere; tropical trees and plants of all variety litter the landscape; including animals and insects unheard of stateside. Natural beauty is the only explanation; untouched by man and machine; minus the spot they erected the camp. Reaching the makeshift chow hall to review the menu. White rice, fake beef, and veggies yet again; nothing new; could be worse. Piling the food high; sitting down to eat the meal with his men; praying it will renew his physical strength for what the day brings; anticipating an unconventional warfare mission; exfiltration; utilizing the best members of each branch of the military is bound to bring about success.  
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	Without hesitation, Dylan and Xavier both unholster their respective weapons, aiming them at both Ace and Theo. The blood forms into a puddle now, the smell of iron permeates throughout the room to spell doom. “What the hell are you doing carrying that revolver,” Dylan asks with a perplexed look. “Hanna was hiding it for me, she knew you would not approve.” “Well she was right Xavier; you know you’re liable to mistake something for something else that isn’t there,” ironically he was not talking about the STN. Attempting to come up with a new plan on the fly. “Plus, no offense, your trigger control isn’t what it used to be,” feeling a pang of sorrow at the last comment but needing for it to be said, “Give me the gun, and we can all get through this night in one piece,” Dylan says extending his arm to have Xavier relinquish his weapon. “Definitely not, the gun is staying with me,” sounding matter-of-factly.

	Tensions are at an all-time high. Ace speaks up between her sobbing and sniffling. “OK, in afterthought, maybe I went a tad postal; I was trying to make sure we get through the night in one piece.” The blood has now cascaded over Ace’s hands. “I'm sorry, I got overzealous; I don't know what came over me.” Pleading for redemption; if only to make it through tonight. “I have never killed anyone,” she tells them between torrents of sobbing; Theo gives her a sideways glance at the statement; even he is unsure of what Ace is capable of doing to survive. Theo has his arm around Ace, trying to comfort her, not making a lick of difference. “I’m the technical expert; I made sure that the cameras are unresponsive; I also have the tech to disrupt communications, this isn’t who I am, I just panicked, if a guard can ID any of us then we’re done.”

	Following the five rules of gun safety to a dime, Dylan knows that he is in control, of the situation. The puddle was now under Dylan and Xavier’s newly bought black shoes. “Let’s all just compose our emotions,” Ace says barely able to find anything concrete for her brain to latch onto at this moment. “We did come here to complete a job; I don’t want this man’s death to be in vain.” The words sound shallow; given the dead man can’t defend himself.

	“That is crazy talk Ace, you just murdered a man, and for what, money,” Dylan harshly says disputing his case. “You're right, for money, so my friends can live a great and happy life, don’t get on your high horse like you have never taken a life; if I can recall you all signed up for this;  nobody forced you.” Staring into the guard's blank stare brings about a morbid sense of accomplishment; in reality, if she hadn’t killed him and they were caught, SS would make sure that Ace takes the fall. “I did it to protect us, I’ll never be the same again after this, so don’t you dare encompass me in your insane little narritive.” Standing up to stretch her legs, Dylan tells her to stay put, starting to sweat now Xavier wipes the accumulated sweat from his brow; glancing briefly at Jessica to see how she is holding up. Jessica sits Indian style, still in disbelief of what just transpired. Xavier, on the other hand, is not following the five basic rules, outlining gun safety. The air is thick with anticipation of what's to come next. Calvin’s music is still playing, never having shut it off. The walkie creates static, flaring to life, as a man possessed. “Calvin, come in, this is Hobbes.” Three more times, no reply. Making Dylan aware of the fact that someone will soon investigate. “Goddammit,” Dylan says with some oomph. “I thought you disabled comms,” Dylan asks agitated now at the lack of incompetence. “I did jackass; I turned off the external comms; phones and landlines; not walkies and two-way radios.” Turning her back to his; composing herself to finish the task. 

	Grabbing the door frame, Hanna turns into the brightly lit room. Petrified and frozen as if looking into Medusa’s face, noticing Calvin in a pool of his own blood; throat sliced resembling the divide of the Congo River. Simultaneously to Hanna putting her hand on the frame and turning the corner, Dylan and Xavier relying on past training come to the ready position with their guns pointed at Hanna. Xavier’s brain is moving faster than he can comprehend. The events that have culminated so far has triggered his fight or flight system, Xavier has never flown, always being ready to fight. Minus early this morning. “I suppose there is a first for everything,” Xavier admits in an alternate space and time.

	Ten pounds of pressure later, his training kicks back into gear, always shoot center mass, milliseconds later, Hanna is frozen in disbelief. Jerking the shot means the bullet was off its mark, the bullet pierces through Hanna’s stomach and intestines. Dropping to her knees after a few moments, while a sound that could have woken up Dracula dissipates. Blood is for a second time in minutes spilling out onto the cold, damp floor, and all over Hanna’s attire commingling with her already red shirt. Spitting up blood, while her body is trying to circumvent her lungs from overflowing. “Why,” is all Hanna can get out before taking her last few breaths. 

	Relinquishing his gun onto the ground upon the bullet impacting Hanna; Xavier runs toward his girlfriend, who is mere moments away from breathing her last breath. “You’re going to be OK; just breathe.” Tears well up in his eyes, hate at what he just did — wrapping his arms around her, telling someone to call 911. Minutes later, the entire group is trying to register this bombshell of a shock. Screaming for someone to call an ambulance; not grasping why nobody is moving. The phones have been wirelessly blocked; the group knows Hanna will be dead before EMS arrives. 

	Hanna breathes her last breath. Xavier starts to sob a gut-wrenching cry. The room has now turned into a mortuary. Bodies stacking up, the others feel a curse riddles this storage room. Dylan can’t move, Theo and Ace are still sitting together, as Ace tries to think of a way to keep everyone vested in the heist without cracking. Xavier for a brief instance regrets ever joining the Military, being taught how to kill as easy as eating; if not easier. Heavy hearts are cast out like a fisherman’s net; wading through an ocean of oil to find that one pearl of wisdom; there is none to be spotted. 

	Meanwhile, Doctor Fulton is laboring like a madman; siphoning an incalculable amount of information for SS., The tests are running at full capacity. The nanobots are doing precisely what they’re designed to do; which is relay info; manipulate higher brain functions, obey orders from the designated controller. A custodian walks into the laboratory to clean; headphones on; enjoying the tunes. Hyde is standing right in front of him as the older gentleman rises to dispense of the garbage. Removing the headphones to Hyde as calmly and collectively as possible telling the custodian to remove himself pronto or face repercussions. The man leaves; unwilling to even put in a new garbage bag inside the can. 

	Grace and Anna’s, lives depended on him; the next two weeks were going to prove pivotal to the success or failure of STN. The latter option isn’t feasible. Spending one-fifth of his life attempting to perfect this chemical compound gives no leeway for failure in any capacity. Constantly glancing at his watch; reading 5PM on the dial hands of the gold faced antique clock. The minutes seem to drag on for an eternity. The dial moves slower and slower; time coming to a standstill; gripping the sides of his head; wanting to let out a howl that only releases every full moon. Psychosis playing parlor tricks on his brain; the six hours of sleep helped; the mind he is functioning on has been sleep deprived for the past ten years. 

	Expending all effort in the past two years; once STN became serious, and SS threatened his family to find a way to displace SS from the hierarchy. Surmising on some days though; it’s better the Devil you know than the Devil you don’t. Yes, SS was holding his family hostage over him; at the same token, they were free to live out their lives as long as he complied. Agent Maxwell, on the other hand, has zero options on where Amber stays. Shuddering at the thought of what SS did to Mason; sending the point home; SS isn’t afraid to kill; nor does she ever bluff. SS has spent an equal amount of time on perfecting STN; while using Doctor Fulton as the surrogate. 

	Checking his emails every thirty-minutes; going senile in his old age; brain sharper then ever before in his opinion. Prattling on in long diatribes to his fellow minions and co-workers. Fellow graduate students, former professors, and even his secretary are questioning his mental compass. Running to the bathroom; closing and locking the door before he talks himself into a grave. Emptying the pill bottle onto the sink counter; salaciously eyeing the Adderall. Snatching the pill; dropping it onto his tongue; taking a huge gulp of water from the sink to swallow the pill. 

	Hyde’s vitals start returning to normal. Splashing water onto his face; grabbing paper towels to dry off his face. Cognitive functions begin to rise to the peaks of the highest summits. The prescribed pill should assist in saving the lives of his remaining family. A constant fear that always depletes his mental energy after a long day of work. Strolling out of the bathroom calm and collected once more; not appearing to be manic-depressive. The change in behavior is evident to those in the lab; nobody dares say a word about it. They all know his addiction to Adderall; not judging him all the same; continue to work diligently. Hyde decides to call a meeting for the newcomers who just arrived for their shift; understanding how crucial tonight is for the long-term success of this mission. The handful of newcomers and Hyde walk out of the lab; heading for the conference room at 6PM. 
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	Minutes later, tears start cascading down Xavier’s face. Self-worth becomes abated, still holding the warm corps of Hanna. Delicately pushing Hanna to the side, Xavier jolts up. Trudging towards his friends with a dour look blanketing his face. Tears by the dozens attempt to release a damn of emotion, Xavier chokes back the tears, trying to maintain some semblance of composure. The heartache inside of Dylan was proportionate to his best friends, having to hide it or risk it becoming too suspicious. A headache starts pounding inside of Xavier’s skull. Affliction is showcased like the art exhibits above on Xavier’s face.

	During the wailing period, Dylan takes possession of the .38 snub for everyone’s safety. Surveying the immediate area to re-acquire his gun but to no avail, not being able to come back into possession of it. “Where is my gun?” “I have it, Xavier, it will be staying on my waist until tonight’s job is concluded.” A loathing feeling swells up inside of Xavier for his best friend. “Cleary, he doesn’t trust me, and hasn’t since the start,” feeling betrayed at the notion, someone he sacrificed his life for doesn’t hold confidence in his abilities. “Can I blame him, I mean I just killed my girlfriend who was also my best friend,” conceding to the notion that it’s for the best.

	Inspecting his surroundings, being impeccably perceptive, Dylan tries to figure out his next move. Ace and Theo haven’t moved a muscle. Speaking in hushed whispers. Jessica is in an uttermost state of denial. Xavier is taunt, ready for anything. Dylan still totes the Glock 19 in his hands. The blood from the security guard starts to crystallize. Ten minutes later, two ocean’s worth of blood, two fatalities, three mental breakdowns, one traumatized, and another coping, staying professional through the darkness is Dylan’s prerogative in the last ten minutes. 

	“I need my sidearm,” Xavier candidly says. “I can’t in good conscious, give this back to you.” Understanding the gist of what his friend is telling him, giving him a cavalier nod. “I need a weapon, Dylan.” “You have your knife; which will suffice.” Hearing the hushed conversations of those around him, feeling judgmental eyes crucifying him for the crude action he has just prematurely taken while noting he will never be the same again; Xavier is placid in both thought and movement. 

	Evading everyone's vision, Jessica sneaks directly behind Dylan, yanking the .38 out while cocking the hammer; pointing it at Dylan and Xavier, habitually shaking in heart wrenching agony. “Drop your gun, go to the back of the room.” The raw emotion she is expressing, and handling is inconceivable to her brain that she starts to stutter. The group ambles to the back while being completely silent. Determining how and if they can convince Jessica not to go through with whatever is running through her brain.

	Shouting loud enough so they could hear her. “I'm leaving.” Feet firmly planted with the gun lowered now; since the group was far enough back to not be a problem. “I'm going to hideout until the morning.” The natural squeal to her voice isn’t there; being replaced by a dead ping. “Don’t come looking for me; I will still have the gun.” The last words to spew out of her mouth before leaving the storage room are spoken in a deathly hollow tone. “I hate you, Xavier.” The definition of rage can be found deep in her voice. Jessica sprints out, crying after grabbing a water and granola bar, putting them into her purse. Peeking at Hanna brings a tidal wave of emotions. 

	Vanishing, like an apparition, introduces a foreboding silence. Dawdling to stand up for fear of retaliation, even from someone as innocent as Jessica. Five minutes later, they are huddled up in a circle. Dylan grabs his pistol. Xavier can’t stop thinking about what Jessica said to him specifically. The self-hate and anger relinquishing themselves for deep sadness and depression. The job feels on the verge of falling to pieces in the vain of a destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah.

	Xavier has never felt like an outcast, crashing through his human-made defenses like a battering ram. “Calvin, this is your final warning, I will saunter downstairs to kick your ass.” Having forgotten all about the walkie due to the chain-of-events that just unfolded. The primal fear of getting caught causes Dylan to take immediate action. Seizing the walkie, using his best southern impression while trying to probe his brain for how Calvin sounded. “Here goes nothing,” Dylan says to the remaining members. “Damn, I'm in the shitter.” The echo reaches the far corners of the room and reverberates back towards the group. 

	Hushed silence silhouettes the storage space. Holding his breath in anticipation for a response, shrewdly deducing the chances of this stunt being pulled off are slim. “Roger that buddy,” as the silence is broken, the most God given gift all evening. Exhaling enough wind to blow over the three little pigs house, Dylan breathes life back into his lungs. The trepidation from the others dissipates exponentially. They’re free and clear for the moment. Prison appears a better prospect than the morgue they now reside in currently.

	A glaze comes over Hobbes' eyes, staring at the cheese Danish in the vending machine. Anxiety always surrounds him, knowing he needs to cut weight. Invariably making the excuse that he works out. Inserting the money, he commences hitting F6, no response. Hitting F6 harder brings about the rotation. Bending over to grab the evening treat, trying his hardest not to glance down at his gut, invariably impossible. “Why must they make shit food taste so damn good,” Hobbes asks himself what he believes to be the most award-winning existential question of all time, laughing at the subject but also not answering himself. 

	Jessica runs to the front entrance. Purse swinging in the wind. Beads of sweat start to formulate all over her body with the tight black pants and shirt; the sticky feeling starts to take hold on her back. The doors are locked, standing mesmerized by the site outside. Hobbes glances directly at the monitors, if he were looking at a live feed, he would have seen Jessica acting hysterical, instead of watching a loop from last night’s feed, going back to his men’s fitness magazine. Lounging back into the super comfy dark gray chair that the owner invested in for the overnight security; instead of offering them a raise. 

	Jessica peers out into the frozen tundra. Shivering even from behind double pane glass, noticing there must be at least fifteen inches of snow already. Salt trucks pass by, trying to nab their attention but to no avail. Cars are starting to get covered, sidewalks are buried in snow. The wind looks equally vicious, snapping trees back and forth. Garbage cans are strewn about all over, some with trash, others empty. No signs of life are visible, besides the drivers, clueless to anything but the roads. The storm seems to have a life force of its own. 

	Conceding to the fact, she will not be escaping this way, Jessica turns around to find an adequate hiding spot — a feeling of blithe coursing through her veins. Unconcerned with the cameras, knowing Ace took care of them, arriving at the stairwell a few minutes later, she marches up the stairs at a steady pace. One blunder later, her head meets metal two floors up. A nasty gash starts spewing blood from her forehead, a searing pain begins to cultivate. Jessica attempts to compose herself, not only for her benefit but for her sisters as well. No longer having Hanna to lean on during this tumultuous period is the most arduous task ahead. 

	Fumbling the last spiral staircase, she notices the feeling of lightheadedness. Blood is now getting onto her black pants and shirt; luckily, it’s barely noticeable. Jessica is wearing the gloves, having taken the mask off, reaching the third floor now, she saunters to the bathroom with a great deal of difficulty, finally arriving in the women's restroom. Jessica finds an empty stall. Locking the door behind her, collapsing into a slumber like state with no cares in the world. 

	“So, what the hell do we do now, Dylan; I mean Hanna is dead, so is one of the security guards.” Distress pangs the words releasing from Xavier’s mouth. “Part of me believes we should cancel,” Xavier expresses in a sour tone. “I don't want what occurred here to have been in vain; I vote to finish the job we came here to do,” Ace says, lucid as ever. The three guys lumber closer, trying to understand what in the hell Ace is saying. Footsteps echo heavy through the crypt. Dylan finally shuts off Calvin’s music. 

	“We have a lucrative opportunity; we will never come into contact with such an opportunity in the next three lifetimes.” Theo notices a peculiar facial expression settling over Ace before continuing the spiel. “I’m terribly sorry about Hanna, she was my friend also, but there are ten million reasons to stay three floors above us.” Pausing to catch her breath while finessing with an idea. “This is what is about to happen; Theo, you go search for Jessica.” 

	A whirlwind later and Ace is the commanding leader when the dust settles. “I want to be in and out once we acquire the package.” Animating her hands to show who goes where “Dylan and I will take the cart up to the fourth floor to prep retrieval.” Lowering her head to show sorrow; not wanting to put added stress onto Xavier; speaking with love, “Xavier you hide the bodies and clean the scene, then lock up; join us after you finish.” “I’m trusting you for this important task; we will take Hanna with us when we finish,” by chance asking the only custodian to clean. 

	Winded now. “Finished talking,” Xavier retorts. “Shouldn't I look for Jessica and Theo clean?” Hesitating to respond instantly, knowing that will make her answer seem more methodical and less rash. “In hindsight possibly, I vividly recall Jessica saying she hates you no less then fifteen minutes ago.” Nobody questions Ace; in part because nobody has a better idea. “So this is the way it must be, I am sorry Xavier.” Nodding his head in acceptance, asking when to start, with a pathetic attempt at a smile. A memory surfaces to the forefront of Xavier’s frontal lobe. Explicitly recalling that he would never leave Theo alone with Jessica due to that smutty daydream, Theo had not twenty-four hours earlier. Wanting to broach the subject, afraid that Dylan would side with Ace is what puts a pause to the idea.

	“Right after I grab the keys from the guard, along with his gun, I'll give you the storage key to lock the door up afterwards.” Dylan gives Xavier his crowbar, Xavier gives Dylan the ropes and straps. Switching items, waiting for further instruction. Admitting to himself that he is no longer in control, Ace is now, has always been the one running the show, a mere facade of a leader, the real leader bled into the background. A sense of ego starts to surface in Dylan, suppressing it as best as possible. 

	Hobbes returns to the control room after taking his break in the lounge, even though it’s frowned upon at work. Reclining backwards into his comfy chair, he peers at the monitors, noting that everything is quiet. Opening his Sports Illustrated magazine now to enjoy some peace, he starts reading the articles. A text from his woman hits a brick wall due to the jammer. “Hey, big daddy, just wanted to say be safe tonight with this storm and all; XOXO,” replied with a heartfelt response. Never reading the text that hits an invisible barrier; knowing his girl cares for him; surprised he hasn’t heard from her yet. They have an understanding of not being to overbearing.  

	Hobbes continues reading the magazine. Not being able to ask for a better job then snacking and reading magazines, along with having the admiration of a beautiful woman, sighing in bliss, acknowledging that his life is perfect. Ace peeks at the time, which reads 5:40 PM. Exacting an authoritative tone, saying, “Let's do this,” walking over, snatching the keys while undoing the one labeled closet. In astonishment to the others, Ace grabs Calvin’s severed hand, prying his cold dead fingers off the trigger of the grip, taking ownership of the firearm and the extra mags. 

	Clenching the gun in her hands, she looks up to notify the group it’s time. Ace, Theo, and Dylan walk-out after grabbing their essential gear. Xavier is left to wallow in sadness and utter despair alone. “This is most definitely the lowest point of my entire existence,” Xavier thinks that one thought on repeat as the door closes. Darkness seeks to consume his soul. Wondering how many people have had to drag the limp body of their girlfriends after killing them temporarily pauses the overwhelming depression from building up further inside of Xavier, like a boiling volcano. 

	Meanwhile, parking the car on a parallel street one block away from Columbus Park; Agent Maxwell sits idly; being warmed by the heater as the snow starts to slowly fall; picking up momentum minute by minute. The phone went straight to voicemail when he called thirty minutes ago at 3:45PM; leaving a detailed message, so there is no confusion. Coming off the high of spending quality time with his daughter was intoxicating; filling M with feelings of hope and love; also, the stakes if he messes up. Hands against the vents; rubbing them incessantly to stay warm. The phone starts chiming. The day went from shit, more shit, incredible, questionable in a matter of hours. Maxwell’s head is spinning when he finally answers the phone via Bluetooth.

	“Hello,” he says tentatively; not having checked caller ID. “Landon, that you, man?” Static fills the air when M doesn’t respond. “Can you hear me; its Damon man.” Clearing his throat; shocked that he responded so soon after leaving the voicemail. M hasn’t spoken to Damon in years; being his best friend and all in a former life that felt light years away. Attempting to sound nonchalant, “Hey Damon, I can hear you loud and clear.” “Well, fuck me a hundred ways till Sunday, has Landon been raised from the dead?” Closing his eyes to let the knowledge of time lapsed sink into his system, may have well been a dead man for the past two years; even longer if you consider the time since his fiancée passed away giving birth. 

	“Yes, it has brother; how the hell have you been?” Progressing with the semantics to warm Damon up to the prospect of helping an old friend. “I can’t complain; I just got promoted to Technical Sergeant six months back; still kicking ass and taking names,” speaking freely like the past two years of excommunication didn’t take place between the two friends; picking up right where they left off. “Sounds about right; surprised you haven’t croaked with all the action you see daily,” M says, laughing into the Bluetooth; indicating it to be a joke. “So, what’s going on, man; why the sudden call out of the blue; not that I mind one bit.” A severe tone overtakes M who is debating drafting Damon into this mess. “I need your help, D,” having always called him D for short. “Is your side secure?” A pause indicates D is securing the call. “Were secure; what the hell is going on, Landon?” 

	The concern in Damon’s voice is apparent. “We haven’t spoken in a few years D; a lot has happened.” Damon gave M his space after being fired from the police department. They exchanged a few emails every few months, but M never mentioned the brunt of trouble he was involved with; mainly because at the time he was in denial. Hesitant to ask, “Are the kids ok?” Realizing that nobody knows what happened to M&M except for a handful of people in the office including Emma, SS, and Doctor Fulton AKA Hyde that two-faced fuck. 

	Reticent to answer. “M&M passed away six months ago,” refusing to delve into the details at the moment; fearful that the emotions will overcome his calm demeanor at the moment. Hearing D choking up on the other end, puts into perspective for M how much M&M meant to D; even if they barely had seen one another in years. Family is family till the end. Attempting not to sound cliché, “I’m terribly sorry, brother; whatever you need; I’m here for you.” Prying to inquire about Amber. M tells him that she is okay. 

	Explaining the situation in a 9-Line update; giving only the integral info. Ten minutes later; all the pertinent info disseminated; D racks it all in his brain; attempting to rationalize the predicament. Thankfully; by a God sent gift D was on leave in New Haven, CT visiting family for Christmas and New Year's. A two-hour drive from his location. Possibly longer given the driving conditions. Racking in his brain how to respond; D finally speaks. “I’m packing all essential gear, including weapons and ammo into my truck now; I’ll be at the rendezvous.”

	Two years of not talking meant nothing to D; loyal to a fault; even after explaining the mess he may be entering. No kids or wife makes it a natural choice for Damon Quinn; nicknamed Goose for his wild and insane antics as a PJ pararescumen in the Air Force. “Thanks, Top Gun,” Damon would always think upon hearing the designated nickname; M always used it as a running joke knowing Quinn was Air Force and not Navy. M listens to Goose rummaging through his room for clean clothes, tactical gear, weapons, and the like while on speaker. “Thanks, Goose,” saying it more out of admiration for his friend's undying loyalty then anything else. The coordinates having been registered into both Goose’s mind and phone left little for interpretation. 

	“I’ll message you when I’m Oscar Mike,” Goose says while having the phone on speaker to maintain productivity in packing. “Roger, Over and Out.” Hanging up; blankly staring out the windshield; eyes following the windshield wipers back and forth; stunned that Goose would up and risk his life for someone who in his mind accounts for a total stranger after dropping off the grid for two years. “I suppose there are still good people,” M says to himself; putting the car into drive to make it to the designated destination in time. Relief floods his system; knowing he has someone watching his six tonight brings about confidence in his survivability. “Maybe I will see the sun rise tomorrow,” M thinks; while taking a left turn in the mounds of snow compiling in downtown Manhattan. 
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	Misery is a word Jessica has never known; having just witnessed her sister murdered right before her eyes, by Xavier of all people, makes it impossible for her to think coherently. Pulsing through her veins is pure and unadulterated hate for Xavier. You can’t hate something, without first loving it, pops into Jessica’s thoughts. Jessica’s father used to tell her that all the time when she would come home upset, saying that she hated boys. The authenticity of his statement never being fully understood until now. 

	Sitting on the square tiles in the bathroom stall is doing little to assuage the massive headache bubbling to the surface of her brain. Jessica’s heart is torn into pieces over the events that just transpired, pulling out the water bottle and the granola bar in the unlikely hope it will help her calm down. Jessica drinks water in-between bouts of sobbing, while reminiscing the joyful times of Hanna and herself, bringing more tears streaming down her face, also a slight smile. Jessica begins to nod off as the dreamworld overtakes her mind again, not understanding or wanting to admit that she has a concussion. 

	“I hope Jessica is okay; I have no idea how I would react if I saw my family member murdered in-front of me, by her boyfriend of all people,” Theo silently thinks. Tracking down Jessica is now his only job, the museum is gigantic, it could take hours to find anyone. “I suppose it’s my job to take care of her now, no biggie.” A feeling of ownership overtakes his thoughts to care for Jessica. “I don’t mind, well maybe my cardio minds,” chuckling at the thought. Traipsing along the ground floor quickly and finding all the doors to the restaurants and gift shop are locked, makes it easy work for the initial level. Toting the ax like an executioner, standing about the same height, makes Theo a nightmare to behold. Theo’s black shirt still has arterial blood patterns from Calvin’s blood, which makes him even more frightening. 

	Trekking the first floor now after hiking up the stairs, breathing heavy. The additional cardio is taxing on Theo’s energy reserves, the escape from Penn Station was still doing a number on his joints. The limp being less noticeable but still causing him trouble. Laughing to himself at the notion of him getting older, bengay is what comes into Theo’s mind. Finishing his search of the Musical Instruments exhibit, no luck. Speeding through the American Wing and absolutely nothing. A few pieces of art cause Theo to stop and stare, knowing it’s risky, not caring, either way, art has a way of drawing you into another space and time, that isn’t on the same plain as most human concepts. 

	Peeking into the nursery to no success, Theo moves diligently to the Modern Art exhibit and finally the men's and women's restrooms. Birthing exasperation now, slowly walking up the spiral staircase to the second floor. Fortune favors the poor, revealing the sight of blood on the stairs. “Jessica must have tripped.” Alarm overtakes his conscious that Jessica may be injured. “I need to find her immediately, make sure she is ok.” Thinking of how one would take care of someone with potential brain trauma. “She may have a concussion,” Theo thinks, starting to grow more concerned by the minute.  

	Playing it on the safe side, Theo exits onto the second floor. Recognizing the futility of confronting the guard in the office unless absolutely necessary, doing his best to avoid detection. Stealthily sneaking into the Arts of Africa exhibit, directly to his left from where the stairwell lets up. Prowling the room like a lion. Dashing over to glance into the computer room with zero success. Sweating again, wishing he had brought a bottle of water with him, along with his trusty yellow bandana. 

	“Where the heck could she be hiding out?” Positive now that Jessica is on the third floor, Theo takes a moment to collect himself. Thinking back now, “I should have stayed at the chop-shop.” Dismissing the idea upon impact. “Ace needs me,” and, the contradicting thought torments Theo’s soul, unsure of what is right and wrong. Gaining traction again, Theo starts to move forward. 

	Reveling at the layout while indirectly standing in-between the info center and the Arts of Africa. No sign of Jessica. Walking back through the African exhibit, only to trot across the floor to inspect the Egyptian Art exhibit. Spending ten minutes in there, realizing he must peek into the bathrooms. Craning his neck methodically around the corner, to make sure the guard is preoccupied, leaping towards the bathroom in one foul swoop. 

	A few minutes later, surveying the scene again, thinking the coast is clear, only to be spotted rounding the corner. Hobbes jumps out of his seat; the security guard rapidly opens the door. “Hey, come out with your hands up.” Shouting in an authoritative tone does little to faze Theo. Briskly sprinting, Theo hides behind one of the Pharaoh statues, lying in wait, bloody ax in hand. “I’m not going to kill this man,” Theo repeats the phrase over and over like a mantra, cementing it into his subconscious. Setting the ax next to him, waiting for the guard, smelling salt from the sweat drenching his face, touching his shirt to notice it’s thoroughly damp. 

	Hobbes hits the emergency alarm button in the center of the console, no response, trying the phone, static lighting up the dead phone line; cell phone out of commission sparks red flags throughout Hobbes mind. Music is still playing over the intercom, a mix of today’s hottest contemporary songs. Unholstering his gun, he steps out of the office. Ace fool proofed her way into the AMAM’s system, controlling everything through the tablet. Attempting to reach any other guard on duty; no luck; the guards upstairs are on break; always turning off their walkies so not to be disturbed; Hobbes instantly detests them for it. 

	Hitching in his breath, pistol, and flashlight in hand, he cautiously makes his way towards the Egyptian Art exhibit. Heart starting an uptick in beats per minute at what is about to unravel. Having been in numerous fights both on the streets and as a bouncer makes the guard less frightened of that prospect. Senses overloaded, trying to register why nothing is working, is keeping Hobbes head firmly grounded on the here and now. Regretting that snack now, wishing he had chosen a healthier choice, knowing the crap they serve in the vending machines is bound to clog your systems. Acknowledging he will need all systems at a hundred percent capacity if he is to make it out of this altercation intact. “Lord, please watch over me, and if I don’t make it out of here then watch over my friends and family along with my girlfriend, thank you, Amen.” Feeling better already, Hobbes starts towards the exhibit.

	Taking his phone out for a nanosecond, Hobbes checks the time, noting it’s 6:30 PM, needing to know as per the report later, they’re sticklers for the brass tacks. Hands curled up into fists, waiting for the perfect opportunity to strike a non-lethal blow. The cascading light passes over Theo who freezes, wondering why the guard is using his flashlight when the lights are still on, “Maybe for added visibility, or to blind the UNSUB,” Theo ponders. Quietly breathing as to not give away his position. Two minutes later, the guard is directly to the right of Theo. Sizing him up quickly, black, six feet three inches tall, sporting a solid build with broad shoulders. 

	Presumptuously making the dire mistake of sweeping to his right over his left, gives Theo ample time for a surprise attack, or so he thought. Charging forward, Theo puts Hobbes into a chokehold. Struggling, trying to breathe, Hobbes is no stranger to the odds, having been ganged up upon before, one vs. one is old school fighting at its finest, quickly elbowing Theo in the rib’s multiple times, Theo lets go, fearful now of having a few broken ribs. Feeling his side as Hobbes regains his balance, along with his erratic breathing bouts.  

	Hobbes dropped his gun upon Theo’s chokehold. Diving for his firearm now, no luck. Theo kicks it away mere inches from Hobbes regaining control again, kicking Hobbes in the face with his size fourteen doesn’t seem to hinder his ability. “What man can take a size fourteen boot to the face and continue fighting?” A bewildered expression cascades over Theo’s face, knowing this will be the toughest one-on-one fight of his life. 

	Descending onto his gun, Hobbes stands up quickly, aiming down the sight, a bullet barrels out of the gun at 2,500 feet-per-second, a moment later, Theo spears Hobbes into a sarcophagus. Adrenaline pumping with utterly zero time to see if the bullet hit the mark. Glimpsing his name tag as he dives forward, Hobbes. Hobbes drops in agony, his back devastated from the spear into the Ancient Egyptian artifact. Hobbes T4 and T5 vertebrae are smashed to powder; shocked that he isn’t paralyzed by the brunt of the blow.

	Theo unleashes a volley of punches, mixing it up with a few upper-cuts and jabs. Aiming expertly at pivotal points to overcome most opponents. Landing a shot between his ribs and a throat shot, Hobbes keels over, gasping for air. Both men are panting, sweating like dogs. Most of Theo’s punches miss; the ones that count, land perfectly. Theo notices Hobbes is bleeding from multiple spots, which brings him joy, he may walk out of here alive, not going back to prison is a bonus. Hobbes is a big boy, being evenly matched. The sarcophagus drops to the floor; the sound of Thunder booms from the shockwave upon it landing on the hard floor.

	Taking Theo by surprise, Hobbes grabs Theo around the waist, suplexing him onto the marble floor. Thrashing him as is as if his life depends on it, it does, to a degree. Blood drips into Theo’s mouth, enraging him beyond measure. Grasping his face, knowing he will only get one shot at this, feeling over Hobbes' face, finding the critical body part he was chancing to lay hands upon. In the time it took him to find it Hobbes lands two more rib shots of his own, three punches to the face. The right-side cheek, causing Theo’s right eye to swell. 

	Accuracy was a skill Hobbes mastered. Theo is no slouch, knowing damn well he can take the hits, and continue to fight. Going for his baton is when Theo executes what he was planning, eight pounds of pressure, without remorse, Theo rips off Hobbes right ear, Hobbes drops the baton, reeling in immense pain. The trade-off of punches being worth it; successfully executing a move that always proved successful, at least the two times it occurred in prison. Earning him the nickname of “The Ear Snatcher.”

	Composing himself swiftly, Theo arches back to his feet. Hobbes holds his ear, having never felt this type of pain before, fumbling backwards, reeling back, Theo strikes Hobbes in his solar plexus with so much force it knocks him unconscious. Falling, like a sleeping giant. Theo presumes that it was a mix of the punch and the sheer audacity of such a savage move, especially after pulling off Hobbes' ear. Winning the battle, Theo breathes again, licking his lips to taste the blood bubbling to the surface, touching his lips to feel them already starting to puff. Theo puts his hands on his knees; attempting to catch his breath; sweat drips a slow and steady puddle onto the marble floor mixed with blood.

	Snatching the ax back up off the marble floor. “Damn, now that was an opponent.” Enjoying a good, fair fight brings Theo satisfaction, gambling that he could have lost, winning through integrity though does volumes for Theo, believing he still won with integrity even after pulling off such a dirty move, again there are zero rules in a fight of such proportions. Theo sits down, feeling light-headed. Blood is spread sporadically around the small space that the battle just took place. The fight lasted no longer then three minutes, feeling like an hour. 

	Fixing the mask that was pulled partially to the side, Theo readjusts his gloves, contemplating the potential avenues at this point. “I could cuff him up in the bathroom and gag him, or I can just as easily kill him now.” Never having killed someone doesn’t make this dicey proposition any easier to answer. “He could wake up while I'm dragging or cuffing him.” A dilemma for the ages. “I don't know if I can win round two,” Theo contemplates while trying to understand the repercussions of killing another person. Hobbes is out cold like a gnome statue, frozen in place. 

	Organizing the jumbled thoughts momentarily, Theo comes to an executive decision. Standing up now, setting the ax aside one more time, Theo snatches Hobbes handcuffs. Cuffing his hands behind his back, tight as possible. “Better than dying,” thinks Theo. Dragging Hobbes into the women’s room, gently placing him down in the last stall. Apologizing at the turn-of-events. Leaving the booth, Theo ends up gulping a copious amount of water from the water fountain to supplement the lack of fluids coursing through his veins.

	Finishing gulping down half of the Nile, Theo begins to comb through Hobbes belt that he just took from his persons. Observing the gun and the baton is still laying on the floor along with the flashlight. Two extra mags, along with pepper-spray and a spot for a flashlight round out the belt. Attaching the belt to his torso for a perfect fit. The adrenaline is starting to slow down, which makes Theo tired, knowing he has a job to do though, refusing to sit down again, and chance dozing off. 

	Theo’s heart rate returns to normal now, just moments ago, it was working like a steam engine. Leveling out, Theo does a one over for injuries. Registering the fact moments later, he was shot in the leg, focusing on how to patch it up, it was a clean through and through. Slightly limping to the security office to search for supplies in the medical kit. The office is pristine minus a few soda bottles and tasty treats crowding Hobbes workspace; along with a handful of magazines.

	Combing through the office, Theo spots the first aid kit. Pulling it off the wall and setting it on the desk. Theo grabs alcohol and gauze in unison with bandages, placing them on the table, preparing for what is to come next. Unadulterated pain is what awaits Theo. Steel caging his mind now, Theo begins to treat his wound. “I have been through worse; five years of prison worse; stop being a pussy, Theo.” Talking to himself, trying to hype himself up for patching up his own bullet wound. 

	Wishing more then anything else that he had actual alcohol, not just the rubbing kind. Bracing for it, he pours some liquor over the wound, jerking his thigh with a minor seizure. Taking the suture kit out, inhaling deeply as he begins closing the scars on both sides, screaming internally. Proceeding to wrap it with gauze. Thinking back to the benefits of delving into the prison library for additional knowledge, helping him substantially in the outside world, amazing what you can learn in books with nothing but five years of free time. Shaking off the pain, Theo stands up, now determined to find Jessica, to see if she is fine, or decent enough to exit the building. 

	Before leaving, Theo destroys the equipment, the tapes, anything else that could be used as evidence. Understanding that Ace has taken care of it all, just wanting to help, Theo turns around to leave, coming face to face with Hobbes who is holding the ax over his head in joyous glee, a sadistic smile spread across his face; blood running down his skinned face and over his nose and mouth. Feeling Hobbes hot breath hovering over his own and smelling the body odor associated with the man he just fought sends Theo into a state of shock. “Happy New Years,” Hobbes screams, his own face opened for the world to see, right ear pulled clean off his head, which is split open like a piñata.

	Sheer revulsion overtakes Theo, putting up his arms to protect himself against the impending attack. Inches away from total annihilation, accepting his fate, lunacy is all he will ever know now, admits Theo, blinking as his life flashes before his eyes. Hobbes vanishes as Theo is left standing there in delirium. Theo is already distributing sufficient funds in his mind to seek out professional help using his share. Purposefully driven now, Theo makes his way to the stairwell as he walks through the Egyptian Art exhibit one last time; promising himself if he gets out alive to get wasted beyond recognition. 

	Wanting to be positive Hobbes is alive, Theo makes his way back into the women's stall, checking on Hobbes, who is breathing, yet still unconscious. Theo grabs his ax now and heads to the third floor, spotting a copious amount of blood on this stairwell makes it abundantly clear to Theo that Jessica is without a doubt on this floor. Conducting a search in a counterclockwise manner, starting in Asian Art. Music still ringing over the intercom. 

	Relishing the beauty of Asian Art, finding no trace of Jessica, moving onto Medieval Art. Yet again, to no surprise, not a damn thing. Theo’s left leg is starting to cramp, striding on it over to the Arts and Armory exhibit. Stretching it out for a few helps for the next few minutes. Theo’s right eye is almost swollen shut, making it even more challenging to navigate. 

	Housing one of the infamous armors of Joan of Arc, Theo gazes in amazement. Thinking he hears a cough; Theo leaves the remarkable site. Quickly passing through Arab Art while doing a rough survey of the exhibit. Another cough. Relishing the fact that his search is now over. Ambling towards the bathroom now with a limp brings a new set of problems. “What if she wants me to leave,” Ace made it clear that the job needs to be done. “What if Jessica shoots me like Hobbes, this time in a section of my body that isn’t so easily fixable,” more thoughts like this crowd Theo’s cranium. The sheer volume of silence that has been impeding upon Theo’s happy-go-lucky nature is downright horrifying.

	The first thought upon entering the bathroom, ensure Jessica’s safety, that is paramount. Second, being, she is a witness, in if she talks, they all go down. Lastly is remembering his rape, why that thought was drilling its way into Theo’s head, he had zero clue. Theo casually enters the bathroom, a concerned look brimming across Theo’s face. Checking the men's room first, because you never know, bending over, seeing that none of the stalls are taken. 

	Peeking around the corner, Theo spots Jessica in the last stall sitting down. Deeply inhaling, then exhaling, happy to finally have found Jessica. “Jessica, it’s Theo; I was told to come and check on you if that is ok with you.” Naturally, being concerned about Jessica makes it a fact, though people under duress do stupid things. Placing his ax outside of the bathroom stall, so as not to spook Jessica. Standing there idly waiting for Jessica to appear. 

	“OK,” she reluctantly says, Theo spots her standing up. Cracking the door open slowly, she peeks outside the stall to see Theo. “Can you take off your mask, please?”  “Of course.” Removing it upon request, Jessica breathes a sigh of relief. “I'm so sorry about what happened Jessica,” a somber expression pasted to Theo’s face, mimicking Jessica’s. The bathroom is clean to a degree, the trash is still full, water and soap are spread out on the sinks; supposing the custodial staff requested off due to the storm. Standing across from each other, viewing they’re both worse for wear. Theo sporting a non-threatening stance.

	“Thank you, Theo,” Jessica says while her face fades into an alternate dimension where Hanna is still alive. “What happened to you?” “I got into a tussle with one of the guards; I managed to win; I handcuffed him to the bathroom stall.” Jessica cautiously states, “You took his belt?” “Indeed, everything helps in getting out of here alive.” Starting to let her guard down now, still holding onto the .38 snub. Stowing it finally, Theo gulps down air once again knowing he won’t be shot, for now, that is, nothing funny about the thought. Aptly noting how the bullet that just struck him a little while ago is burning something fierce. 

	Theo walks closer to Jessica, wanting to check and see that she is doing all right, the blood on the stairwell makes for significant concern. “You know Jessica, ever since we met, I have always wanted to take you on a date.” Taken aback by that abrupt comment, staggering to respond. “I’m sorry, what,” Jessica finally responds, walking backwards into the wall. “I’m sorry, worst timing in history.” Attempting to recover from a downhill slope into being the stupidest man alive. “I don’t mean for it to sound shallow; the timing is horrible.” Pleading with his brain to shut the hell up. “I just really like you is all, we have never had much of a chance to get to know one another.” Theo’s innocence is counteracted by Jessica’s dread. “I'm sorry; I’m just not interested, no offense, Theo.” Jessica begins to worry, thinking of ways to escape, or at least talk her way out of this situation, feeling perved out, wanting to hold Hanna again, Jessica begins to cry. 

	“What, are you too good for me?” Rage starts to build; Theo has no idea where it’s coming from; the reality is that the nanobots are rewiring his amygdala to abnormal levels; testing the ramifications momentarily while Jessica is the guinea pig. “I never said that Theo,” understanding how dire the situation is becoming. To her surprise, Theo switches gears, more frightening is how fast the change of personality is seen in Theo. “I apologize; I honestly came up here at the behest of Ace, she wants me to let you know we will be leaving shortly; Also, I can’t help but notice you bumped your head pretty severely.” Caught off guard, responding, “I do feel a tad lightheaded.” Speaking up now, Theo mentions there is a first aid kit, right below them. Theo’s vision starts playing tricks on him, yet again, Jessica morphs into Luke, the Aryan Lieutenant who instigated, executed Theo’s rape, swearing he would take revenge one day. 

	The museum's bathroom has turned into the prison shower stalls. The water could be heard hitting the concrete, draining off while select conversations from the guards and prisoners alike flare up sporadically. Luke is the only one in the shower this time with no backup. Seething rage courses through his whole body, the memories come back in full force, Jessica is about to walk out of the restroom, to go and see what the first aid kit has to offer. One fluid motion later, Jessica is on the ground face pushed against the tile. Jessica's breasts instantly hurt from being shoved down, causing an infinite amount of pain. Reaching for the gun, failing, Theo is too close, also in another space and time. 

	Straddling Jessica as she is screaming. Yanking her black hair back, telling her to shut the fuck up or else, in Theo’s mind though, he sees Luke and not Jessica, whom he deeply cares about. Brain pulsating as fast as her heartbeat now, spotting the blood seeping from her head makes Jessica understand and fathom the gravity of her situation. “He killed that guard,” thinks Jessica, fighting for her life. Thinking in slow motion, slapping the right side of Jessica’s face, which turns bright red upon impact. 

	Violently grabbing Jessica’s wrists, Theo flips Luke over onto his back. Ripping her black shirt and black pants off; revealing a matching maroon bra and underwear. “See, you must have wanted the Dick because you are wearing matching colors,” is what Theo would have said if he knew that he was raping Jessica instead of believing it to be Luke. “Get off of me you sick fuck,” backhanding her this time on her left cheek, causes Jessica to black out for a moment. Tearing off her bra, sliding her underwear off while Jessica is unconscious. Waking up a minute later, naked, sends chills up her spine, all through her body, that not even a clown could muster. “What have I done?” Begging Theo to quit. “Please, Theo, tell me,” yelling now, nobody around to help. 

	“Pierced nipples, daddy likes,” again hearing things that aren’t there, Jessica has no idea why this assault is taking place. Sucking her 36C size tits with perfect nipples. Squirming to escape does nothing, Theo is too strong. Jessica’s purse is just out of reach, fiercely lifting Jessica's legs above her head now Theo spits on her pussy, thrusting his massive cock into her tight snatch, causing her to convulse. Never has she been fucked so good with it being so wrong. Pushing him away but wanting more, Theo keeps thrusting as his pants are unzipped. “Stop, please stop Theo,” in the back of his mind though, Theo is getting retribution on Luke’s ass. Pleading falls upon deaf ears, continuing to pound her into the ground. Finally, going to grab her by the throat. 

	Kneeing Theo in the dick gives Jessica just enough time to type Theo into her phone, tossing it as Theo grabs her feet and yanks her off balance. Crashing to the ground for a second time, causing the gash to widen, blood once again seeps out. Slamming her against the outside stall, now vigorously starting to fuck her virgin ass. Stroke after stroke, choking Jessica just enough for her to gasp for breath. Minutes later, Theo creampies in her ass, presuming it to be Luke, Theo glances around to relish the prison. Jessica also cums while crying. Fixated on wanting to cause him more pain, pondering alternative methods of escape. 

	Disturbingly a thought rises to the forefront. Theo’s cock is still jammed in her ass. Yanking Jessica’s hair back to see her emerald green eyes one last time, believing Theo is about to exact the ultimate revenge onto Luke, Jessica doesn’t understand, she is just a surrogate. “You're not going to enjoy this next part.” Wincing at the thought of what could be worse than what has just happened makes her body quake. Pushing back with all her might, catches Theo off guard, diving for her phone one last time, knowing she has zero chance of getting a shot off with her gun. Theo’s cum showers out of her ass onto the floor. A mural is being painted due to the spreading blood coursing over the tile floor. 

	Hitting the send button, the text goes to Xavier, reads “Theo.” A massive punch to the back of Jessica’s head causes a major tremor inside her brain. Starting to spit blood up all over the unwashed floor. Picking her back up again, lifting her up. “You are done playing games, you dumb fuck because I have a few more, oh, and where are your Aryan brothers now?” The comment alone cements to Jessica that Theo isn’t in this reality, which is far deadlier. Theo’s rough hands grasp her all over her perky body, the smell of ammonia permeates the air, seeing the feral eyes of Theo, tells Jessica there is no hope. At that moment Jessica thinks back to a book she read in Literature class in college. A quote from Divine Comedy by Dante Alighieri, “Abandon all hope, Ye who enter here,” contemplating that the quote should have been on a banner outside of the AMAM’s entrance.

	Relentlessly slamming her back against the steel stall door. Theo’s left hand grasps her neck, lifting her off the floor, his right hand rips out the first nipple piercing on her right breast, then the left one with no delay. Wailing in agonizing pain, starting to sob once again, “How does that feel you stuck up white piece of shit?” No reply could be given. No energy was left in Jessica to stave Theo. Slinking over in defeat, his hand still on her neck. Theo retrieves the heavy-duty flashlight that measures fifteen inches from Hobbes belt. “I hope you had as much fun as I did Luke; you helped me realize that revenge is sweet, now suck on this, motherfucker.” Theo spins Jessica’s dangling and lifeless body one hundred and eighty degrees to show her bare ass.

	Rearing back the flashlight, lining it up to her gaping ass, Theo suddenly shoves the entire fifteen-inch torch up her ass with no remorse. Bucking like a dying deer, letting go of her neck as blood and feces start excreting from Jessica’s ass. “Just to be sure,” unholstering the pistol, finding it odd that he has a gun in prison, not questioning the validity of it long enough to care, he shoots Jessica in the back of the head. Jessica drops, as Theo holsters the pistol, zipping up his pants as he comes out of this trippy fog. A roar that could be heard in the Plains of Africa opens from Theo’s vocal cords, indicating the pain of what he has just done will haunt him forever, being unintentional doesn’t placate the emotions now running rampant inside of Theo’s soul. Admitting to God and himself, there is currently no place for him in Heaven; accepting his place in Hell when the time arrives. Ripping off his shirt and unclipping the belt on his waist; Theo laments something fierce; rising no longer the man he was but the byproduct of the beast he has become on this bleak day; bearing all the mental strain and anguish possible; Theo snaps. Smearing Jessica’s blood over his body.

	Meanwhile, pondering the approach to take for the past three hours for the elusive email she received. The clock on the computer reads 6:20PM. Exhaling; knowing it will be a very long night. The night will not be over until the job is completed by M. The extent of her culpability in the said experiment has yet to sink into her thoughts; especially not knowing there is an on-site kill order; targeting the entire group for rapid execution. Trust is vital in any partnership; M always stays forthright with Emma, except when it would corrupt her innocence. One of those times being now. 

	Questioning how it will benefit Emma; given she has full operational authority over M; being second only to SS; which poses problems in its own right. The entire camera system is at Emma’s fingertips; jotting down critical information to relay to M when he enters the premises. The loop Ace set had no effect on the NSA’s side. Ace was excellent but unable to compete with the NSA in terms of sheer computer skills; the budget to extend the latest hardware on the market; upgrading their rigs every few months is mission critical. 

	Emma thinks about Amber; wondering what she is up to; wishing to be in her presence at the moment; having too much work to catch up on; beginning to regret making a promise to spend the night two nights in a row. The only way to keep said promise is to sneak in before midnight; like a thief in the night. Slumber party alert! Emma knows SS has waited years for this day from the brief discussions with the few staff members who can stomach her; along with Doctor Fulton; who to this day can’t understand why people call him Hyde. 

	Emma read Jekyll & Hyde in High School; eluding her genius level intellect as to this nickname. The conversations combined with being employed for the past year and a half at the S&M Division sheds ample light on the fact. SS wouldn’t hesitate to slit anyone’s throat who opts in crossing her any day of the week; now more than ever; especially considering the magnitude of this monumental occasion. The entire staff is running on a combination of illegal substances and energy drinks. SS doesn’t care one bit; so long as they produce results.

	Glancing around the room; gauging the atmosphere; attempting to see where SS is located; nowhere in sight. Emma opens up a new window on her computer. Typing in the search bar under incognito mode the word, PHANTOM. Desiring to know who this crusader is; if possible. “Typical,” Emma mutters under her breath. The search brings up some horror movies, horror videogames, and a few articles of potentially haunted mansions in the surrounding areas. 

	Risking a search on the Government databases she has access to wields a few winners. Clicking on the one that deems to have the most potential brings a flurry of questions. A warning pops-up on her screen; stating that only the Deputy Director has access to this file; if another attempt is made to unlock the record, an inquiry will be made; followed by an investigation. Why Emma anticipated for it to be that easy was beyond her reasoning. Emma is always up for a challenge; especially when the individual doesn’t want to be recognized. 

	Staring at the screen with the different results for PHANTOM in a disheveled order. Latching onto her headphones; putting them into her phone jack and opening up her music player. Scrolling through her artists for her current mood. “Perfect,” Emma says gleefully; though the day has brought anything but a sense of glee. Choosing Maroon 5 to soothe her body and mind; enjoying the calm and super sexy voice of Adam Levine for the next few minutes. Mind traveling elsewhere; seeking answers from a higher power. Planning to contact her father tomorrow if no answers arise tonight; Emma briefly closes her heavy eyes that stare at monitors 24/7.  
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	Wallowing in self-pity and hatred is the avenue Xavier chooses once Theo, Ace, and Dylan leave the supply room. Grateful for the fact he was not left with a gun, knowing he would blow his fucking brains out of his skull, though slicing his throat wasn’t out of the realm of possibilities. Alone in utter silence is devastating to Xavier’s mental state. Head ringing with thoughts, running laps around his brain, like an Olympic athlete. 

	“Well done, Xavier, you killed the love of your life; I have severed all ties with Jessica and Dylan after this job is finished; I’m an absolute failure at life.” Sheer hopelessness crowds his cranium. Threatening to bring Xavier to his knees. Pausing momentarily before commencing his current task. There is no redemption on the path he is now traversing. The abyss beckons him like an old drinking buddy.

	“Pain grants opportunity for growth,” rumbles in his forethoughts. Obliged to contact Hanna’s parents when this is all over. Understanding that if you can’t raise the dead, the bare minimum is to try and remedy the outcome to the best of your ability. Rummaging through the extra gear, Xavier nabs a bottle of water and a granola bar out of the crate that houses their rations. Xavier’s stomach growls at him, demanding him to feed for fear of repercussion. 

	Grasping the severity of the scene if, by happenstance, a security guard walks into a storage room not giving two fucks about calling for backup. Plopping down onto the ice-cold pavement next to Hanna, twisting the cap off the water, Xavier gulps a massive amount before setting it down. Unwrapping the granola bar, he gobbles it up in three bites. Stuffing the wrapper into his pants pocket. Assuaging his emotions by a nanometer.

	“I was supposed to be your Guardian.” Tears overwhelm Xavier’s eyes as they begin to fall like a shower in the spring. “I killed the only girl I ever truly cared about,” wiping the tears away after ten minutes of continual crying, yet again, Xavier tries to chisel the gumby like status of his heart into a hardened state. Taught to bear a massive amount of fortitude; compartmentalizing thoughts and emotions; opting for that avenue to see this night through alive for Hanna’s sake. 

	Without any formality, Xavier rises once he believes his head is back on correctly. “I can mourn and wallow in self-pity later.” Not a big drinker, wishing he had a hard-alcoholic beverage with him to get past this next obstacle. Fathoming how much worse off he would be though if he did have alcohol, yanking the thought from his mind. A calloused emotion starts intercepting the depressed feelings hoping to destroy Xavier. The last blockade against total system failure.

	“Shit, who would have thought on my day off, I'd be doing custodial work,” Xavier ponders helplessly. Preceding to Calvin first, giving him a one over, just in case they missed anything. Xavier pats him down, head to toe. The only gear he has left is what is on his belt. A baton and a flashlight along with a pair of handcuffs. No taser or pepper spray, what the fuck, he thinks. Ace took the gun and spare mags, she also must have nabbed the pepper spray and taser, assuming the guards here carried it.

	“Of course, he doesn’t have a secondary piece.” Shaking his head in utter misfortune. “I can’t catch a Goddamn break.” Xavier removes the baton and the holster, attaching it to his belt in anticipation of future predicaments. Bending over he grabs Calvin’s wrists, Xavier struggles to pull the dead weight to the back of the room. Lobbying in his mind that this would have been a cakewalk four years ago.

	It’s not that Xavier is weak, though he has been slacking in the gym. Gaining a few extra pounds, that isn’t what is slowing him down. Xavier’s motivation stemmed from Hanna. Attempting to keep a lid on Mount Vesuvius, which is his emotions; isn’t working in his favor at all. Hearing garbage lids flying around in the alley behind the museum denotes how severe the storm outside is becoming in the five boroughs.

	Slipping down that slippery slope labeled self-pity again, Xavier switches gears. Pure unhinged rage starts to trickle through his pores, not only for the job they're doing, for everything. Hate for Ace, who began this undertaking by recruiting them, hate for the Military, in tandem also his PTSD. Hating himself in-turn for not using years of training engrained into his subconscious. Xavier at this moment is the definition of HATE.

	Yanking Calvin’s limp body with animalistic force now. Xavier gets Calvin to the back of the storage room fifteen minutes later, between bouts of breathing troubles and inward reflection. Hoisting Calvin up, Xavier throws him into an empty and unlabeled brown crate. Closing it shut, knowing full well he refuses to put Hanna in there with him. Hanna deserves her own casket, even if it is haphazardly constructed of cheap wood. Deciding he will put Hanna into a crate until they’re finished. 

	Ambling towards Hanna, deep in thought. “Why did I have to go and take care of my Aunt Irene?” Damning his mind to constant strain. Towering now over Hanna, feeling like a total stranger. Erosive effects of PTSD and STN, coupled with his medical bills, cause his steel trap cage of a mind to deteriorate ceaselessly. A battle of bad and worse wages tirelessly inside. No decisive victor.

	The cruel scene only becomes grimmer when his brain reverts to combat mode. They had cased all the floors for cameras, minus the storage room. “How could we have been so careless?” Glancing around the place now, noticing cameras. One on each door entrance and emergency exit. One in each corner diagonally facing each other, giving a panoramic view, along with a few blind spots. Forgetting that Ace had already taken care of the video feed, unsure of her abilities, they’re not that tech savvy, so who would know any better, some corporations use two different networks in tandem. Xavier has no idea that Ace is the best hacker in the Tri-State area, along with one of the few not having been caught by the F.B.I. in the continental U.S. Paranoia is clawing at his mind; causing him to second guess everything. 

	“Fuck it now, they have already seen my face.” Taking off his face mask, leaving his gloves intact. “I guess I won't have to worry about bills if I'm rich.” Halting that train of thought before it steamrolls his whole grieving process. Feeling like he just shot Hanna again with that selfish thought, Xavier crouches down for another break. Reminiscing the months when Hanna helped him through rehab for his prosthetic leg; being the cornerstone to him not giving up. Juggling work, school and his rehab for over a year was more taxing than Xavier would ever know.

	Resting for what Xavier deems to be another fifteen minutes, trying to clear his mind, he stands up. Pulling his phone out, the time reads 6:30 PM. Hoisting Hanna over his shoulder, blood drips over his outfit, viewing it as inconsequential. Carrying her with reverence to the back, finding Hanna her own crate to rest inside of while Xavier finishes cleaning. The blood coagulates on his clothes over time. Forever cemented onto this outfit. 

	Gently laying Hanna inside. Xavier kisses her forehead, closing his eyes, saying with shame, “I'm so sorry Hanna; I understand if you can never forgive me; I swear on my life to watch over Jessica.” Concluding his statement to her, tenderly closing the lid while securing it. Backing up a few steps, taking it all in as he remedies his breathing. Hands extended, the blood of Hanna rings true to solidify the actions of earlier, they’re inescapable, a deadly premonition of life in the future, no hope, no joy, only pain, and loneliness exist. Smelling the robust iron from Hanna’s blood, hearing what appears to be a reverberating echo of a time past, a happier time, seeing nothing but black though, knowing he will never have another sunny day, so long as he lives. 

	Stretching his limbs out, before walking to the front again, to start cleaning up this God forsaken mess of blood and appendages off the floor. Sweeping over the scene, Xavier spots Calvin’s hand that Ace cast to the side with wanton disregard. Picking it up off the floor, Xavier jogs over to the box Calvin is inside, quickly dropping it into the box. Realizing the time, Xavier starts cleaning. Knowing he must pick up the pace to make the timetable.

	The cleaning supplies are found on the left side corner of the room, a faucet in the cleaning cabinet helps expedite things, being well versed in the custodial arts, after a few years of practice, setting about to clean the room to perfection, if nothing else to buy themselves time. Fetching the mop and bucket, pouring bleach mixed with hot water. The aroma is intoxicating, in the worst way possible. The benefit of dealing with cleaning solutions for years is that it doesn’t make you drowsy any longer; primarily because your senses have already been obliterated. Xavier rolls the bucket over after it reaches capacity, he starts to mop up the blood. 

	Habitually having to recycle the bucket with fresh water at least six times causes the cleaning process to drag at a snail's pace. Luckily there are drains built into the concrete floor of the storage room every ten feet. Drastically helping to facilitate with the cleanup. The time is 7:25 PM when all is said and done. Feeling proud of himself, noting, “A forensics team wouldn’t even be able to spot anything amiss without a black light.”

	Plopping down on the nearest crate, catching his breath, Xavier surveys the cleaning effort. “Minimal product yet maximum quality,” smiling a sliver, knowing he has a future cleaning up crime scenes. The pang of guilt rushes in again like a tidal wave. The vibration from his phone jolts Xavier back to his senses. “Who in the hell could that be texting me?” Unsure of how the text is being received; did Ace even truly block the comms; thinks Xavier; a miracle if he ever heard of one. Unaware that Ace turned off the transmitters due to trouble. 

	Tugging the phone out of his pocket, seeing a one-word text from Jessica that reads, Theo. Fear seizes his entire body. Remembering Ace sent Theo to look for Jessica. “Thank God Dylan pre-registered our names into the phones.” The time reads 7:30PM; receiving two messages in tandem. The news about Theo and also that Ace is in trouble; prioritizing importance; Xavier opts to help Jessica. A plethora of evil thoughts start formulating at what Theo could have done to Jessica; praying that none of them are true. Storage key in-hand; Xavier sprints to the door. Shutting off the lights, running out, while gripping the crowbar. Locking the door with no hitches, Xavier is an inch away from pressing the elevator button and stops. “Shit, the leftover security will know if the elevators are in use.” Running to the stairwell instead, without delay, his powers of simple deduction tell Xavier to head straight to the first floor. 

	Feeling reanimated from the dead, Xavier runs through each exhibit on the first floor. Jolting past the American Wing and Musical Instruments in one foul swoop. Ending in Modern Art, checking the bathrooms last. Keeling over to catch his breath again, sauntering up to the second floor. Noticing splotches of blood worries Xavier. “Blood is not a good sign at all.” An unknowing force seems to seize control of Xavier granting him unnatural endurance.

	Arriving onto the second floor, he rushes over first to the computer room, near the elevators. Oblivious that the security room is across from him, thankfully it’s empty. Spearheading through Arts of Africa with zero luck. The sweat starts to pour down his face, “I’m wearing way too many layers, at least for being indoors,” Xavier says, talking to himself. Responding in kind. 

	Wheezing now, rounding into the Egyptian Art exhibit. Five minutes later, eyes fall victim to Hobbes, who is still handcuffed in the women’s stall. Awake, trying his damnedest to escape, to no avail. Xavier, happy to know that the security guard is still alive and has not been killed brings hope for Jessica. Refusing, obviously to release him, having a key, though not foolish enough to make such a stupid decision. “Maybe Theo isn’t a totally lost cause,” Xavier determines. 

	Talking to Hobbes, who is still pretty banged up. “Who did this to you,” Xavier asks with a, please hurry up emphasis. “I don’t know; I take it one of your friends, some big white guy, bald head.” Xavier expresses sincere sympathies for the position the guard is currently in, refusing to help, knowing the guard won’t die anytime soon, at least not from starvation. Dread establishes a foothold into his pores like a fast-acting poison as Xavier sprints to the third floor. 

	Double the amount of blood on the third story staircase wields with its thumping impermanence. Crossing the threshold to the third floor now, searching unsystematically. Having called Jessica’s phone three separate times so far, no answer, running through each of the four exhibits respectfully fast. Circling Arab Art, Arts, and Armor. Along with Medieval Art and Asian Art, not a single fucking trace of Jessica. Bones and joints aching now at the amount of ground covered in such a short amount of time. 

	“This is the last floor she could have possibly been on; besides the floor, our take is located,” Xavier thinks with a heavy heart. Pondering this, Xavier is about to check the men's room, looking to his left, Xavier spots a puddle of blood cascading out of the women's room, opting to start there instead of the men's room. Trepidation courses his entire body, slowly lumbering forward. Xavier is frightened at what may be discovered. Apprehension causes a pause in his mental state on progressing any further; causing his body to be overridden. 

	Crossing into a nightmare realm is the only fundamental approach Xavier can consider too retain a portion of his sanity. Xavier drops to his knees in angst. Letting out a scream to rival the Titans of old. The fury building up inside of Xavier is biblical. Knowing exactly who committed this heinous crime. Torturing himself, trying to briefly piece the events together. Thinking now the sleep he had after Iraq and Afghanistan will be like a fairytale after tonight puts Xavier into a voided state.

	Deposited face down Xavier notices Jessica. Quickly getting up to vomit into the sink. Jessica’s brains are nonexistent, due to the bullet having obliterated her skull. Noticing the front of the flashlight, glancing away in revulsion. A minute later, he turns around again. Obviously seeing she's naked while trying to pay his respects. “No training can prepare a person for this magnitude of tragedy,” Xavier thinks; wiping the leftover vomit from the sides of his mouth. 

	Ascertaining the outcome is evident to Xavier. Spotting nipple rings in the pile of blood behind Jessica's nude body. Opening the stall door, Xavier spots the phone in the corner with three missed calls. The jacket Xavier gave her, folded up neatly in the edge of the last stall; having sported it when she left. Bending over to view the contents of her purse, instantly spotting the .38 snub. Grasping the grip of the revolver, Xavier removes it, checking the ammo. “Theo’s mistake will be my vengeance!”

	Five bullets left, he notices, “Clearly she spent the moment she had trying to text me for help; I failed yet again on another broken promise.” Xavier props the gun into his back waistband, moving the baton to his left side, so it doesn’t impede reaching for the weapon in the future. Surveying the scene one last time; spotting in the corner of the bathroom, Theo’s shirt and the belt chalk full of goodies. Snatching up the Glock and holstering it to have two weapons gives him the confidence of a Pantheon god. “I should have more then enough bullets to put Theo down,” he says boldly, unafraid and unapologetic. 

	The scene is straight out of a horror movie, but it’s a reality; STN has no play in this monstrosity. Seething with rage, finding a few calm moments before the storm. Xavier reaches for his jacket, picking it up off the floor. Placing it carefully, so it’s covering Jessica's entire body. The blood is abundant as if they just filmed an exhibit based exclusively on blood art. The bright lights overhead spot every detail in such a fashion as to win an Oscar for the best horror scene since the original Saw.

	Saying a prayer for Jessica, Xavier leaps up when finished. Jessica’s blood seeps through his pants as he kneels to pray. Dropping the crowbar; reaching for the .38, Xavier pulls out his phone to text Dylan and Ace. “Urgent. Theo killed Jessica.” It’s 8:10 PM when the text sends; hitting another invisible barrier. Stomping out of the bathroom now, vowing to kill Theo if it is the last thing he does. Refusing to let Death incarnate snatch his soul before justice is distributed to all parties involved, associating it to Theo.

	Meanwhile, Amber is just finishing dinner when the door to her room opens. The mood she has felt since M visited is unexplainable on any relative scale. Bliss and happiness coat her tiny body with magical dust; feeling that she might be able to fly. The two hours spent with her dad was a better gift than anything she could receive in the next ten lifetimes. A void starts to burrow its head into her thoughts; attempting to rid the happiness with guilt. “M&M will never get to enjoy spending time with dad,” feeling the blame settle on her; “If I were a better sister, maybe he would still be alive.” 

	Amber never received closure for M&M’s death; yes, they had a funeral; everything that she was told felt like a lie to her intuition. Aunt Emma, daddy, and numerous other co-workers who knew her dad lied to her without even struggling; like it came naturally at a certain age. Grasping the scope of why the truth was so elusive would be a problem for many years to come; until Amber came to a certain period that wasn’t set in stone. The leftover clumps of food sat on the plate like a fat walrus; begging to be eaten; lest Amber doesn’t receive her daily vitamin requirements. Spinach was absolutely nasty to her; reasoning that she doesn’t know how people can stomach such a food. “Popeye makes it seem so easy,” Amber thinks with a laugh. “Daddy is stronger,” knowing her daddy could beat Popeye in a fight. 

	“You have ten minutes,” the guard outside brusquely notifies Doctor Fulton; edged out after taking the stash of drugs two hours ago. Walking forward; appearing nervous; peering towards the cameras that are plastered to the four corners of the room. Amber looks at the Doc curiously; wondering what he is doing visiting. Amber can count on one hand the number of times she has had a conversation with the doctor; assuring herself it has not happened since M&M died. The man is counting numbers in his head; attempting to solve an invisible math equation. 

	Amber peeks at the plate of food again; catching the time is 7:15PM. Fearing like any child that the adult entering is on a conquest to get the child to eat her veggies. The thought alone makes Amber cough in revolt. “Hi, there little one,” Hyde says; smiling; attempting to be as non-threatening as possible. Waving at her to calm her nerves. Amber waves back; unaware of the action her brain is taking before she can correct herself. “Hi,” Amber replies, hesitantly. “I’m not a fan of spinach either,” attempting to build a rapport with Amber; whom he has barely ever had longer than a hi and bye conversation with; in the last year and a half. 

	Walking in circles; rethinking if this is a good idea, or not; the staff meeting he called had just ended ten minutes ago. The introspective approach being administered unto himself, showed years of wisdom. Thinking about this for the past six months; never once broaching the subject with Amber’s father nor in the least SS. Sabotaging the success of this experimental drug without being implicated has been his only goal for the past three years; since he had a major developmental breakthrough. The best shot he had was to secretly make a cure that could counter-act the effects of STN.

	Pocketing both STN and the counter-acting agent in his coat; debating if now was the time to test it or not; fearing for the safety of Anna and Grace has stayed his hand for far too long. He loved his family; millions of lives were also at stake. Nightmares have habitually haunted his dreams every night; leaving him with no semblance of peace since SS shot and killed M&M in-front of his eyes. Feeling an obligation to make one aspect of this ginormous mess worth all the pain and suffering; not only on his part but the others who have suffered countlessly under the tyranny of SS and her shock troops. 

	Hyde approached the guard on duty last night; paying him ten thousand bucks to lose and make sure the files in the database were corrupted in Amber’s room for a specified ten minutes; a myriad of potential problems rose in Hyde’s mind; all of which bring about a sense of trepidation. A feasible task; any longer would bring about a full-fledged investigation into the antics of the current leadership. Speaking again; ever so gently. “Amber, I know we have not talked very much, but I need you to trust me; can you do that, please.” Slowly nodding her head; unsure what he needs her to trust him with in a confined and locked room. The silence threatens their respective sanities. The CD that was playing ended the last song with Katy Perry.

	“I need you to swallow this pill; afterwards I’m going to give you a quick and painless shot,” making it sound so easy. “Ok.” A simple answer sufficing all the good doctor needs to know. Anybody else he has access to wouldn’t willingly go through with such a preposterous idea. Using Amber as a test subject doesn’t make him feel good; though; difficult decisions must be made in these trying times. Handing Amber the pill; falling into her palm; she puts it into her mouth and drinks the last of her fruit juice. Grimacing at the taste; resembling a metal alloy. 

	Hyde walks up to Amber; withdrawing the needle; the liquid is royal purple. Amber refuses to look; turning her head to face the bathroom. A sharp pain pricks at her skin; it’s over instantly. Praying that what Hyde is about to subjugate Amber to is nothing compared to the millions who will suffer if he stands idly by and does nothing. The stakes are unfathomable; given that children may react differently to the drug and antidote. Children's bodies aren’t fully developed; having no time to test his theory; Hyde hopes for the best. “All done,” placing a rainbow band-aid on the point of injection; lightly tapping Amber’s arm to indicate that everything will be dandy.

	“Thank you, Amber; you have helped me a lot,” staring into her eyes that resemble a mystical cave on another planet. Wanting to give her a big hug; knowing it would be out-of-place; having no time left also makes the decision for him. “Your welcome,” she says; a smile still across her face. The elusive test being monitored directly by Hyde. The childlike hope Amber still retains for the future is why Hyde is going against SS. Hyde pulls out a candy bar; handing it to Amber. “Be sure to eat it in the bathroom then bury the evidence under the garbage, so we don’t get in trouble,” a grin forms on his face. 

	Missing out on the best years of his niece’s life brings this surrogate moment to a Segway into worry; Hyde looks at his watch; the ten minutes is about to expire in one minute. “I’ll see you later little one; I’ll try to call later on; no promises though ok.” Shaking her head; yes, as her hair falls over her face; brushing it away. Knocking on the door for the guard to release him. Access to high-end pharmaceutical drugs has gained him a grand rapport in Titanpointe. The door opens seconds later; Hyde walks out; swiftly walking down the hall to the bathroom; before the cameras return to operational status; two colleagues were joking while Hyde pissed; they were taking their sweet time washing their hands; not rushing to return to work. 

	The battle ensuing in Amber’s body has just begun. Hyde crosses his fingers that the antidote works; being in development the same amount of time as STN. Privately using every waking hour and resource developing it when he wasn’t crunching numbers for SS. Exiting the bathroom to return to the lab; updates being uploaded directly to his encrypted phone and computer for later analysis. The goal of this test is to understand whether or not STN proves effective if the vaccine is administered concurrently to the drug; other tests are in order if this one fails.
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	The three of them walk out of the storage room at 5:40 PM. Theo stays on the ground floor doing a preliminary search for Jessica. Heartache pulls at Dylan as they traverse the spiral staircase to the first floor. “I'm sorry about what happened; I know she was one of your best friends.” “Thanks, honestly, I'm just still trying to process the entire thing.” Hearts way dense across the board except for Hobbes who is carefree as can be with enough soda and snacks combined to weather the storm. 

	“Word through the grapevine was that you and Hanna had a little fling going on for a while back in high school.” A sincere tone ringing true with no malicious intent. Swallowing, before answering, trying to wet his tongue; Adam's apple bobbing up and down. “Who told you?” A defensive tone rises, trying to justify the guilt. “Hanna let it slip months ago, made me swear to never say a word of it to anybody; I just figured, now that she has passed, the promise is null and void.” Sighing deeply as they get off onto the first floor, he responds. “It’s true, we did talk for quite a while, even dabbled in the dating realm, not exclusively, of course, once Xavier came back though, we severed all ties; Xavier doesn’t know, and I would prefer to keep it that way, especially now.” “Of course, Dylan; you have my word.” Hoping that he can trust Ace, or else more significant problems lay in store besides the guards. 

	Strolling through the Modern and Contemporary Art exhibit, Dylan must use the bathroom. Entering the bathroom, he finds a stall to get rid of the so-called excess waste. Plopping down onto the seat after getting into a comfortable position. Taking out his phone to scroll through his photos. The burner phone sits idle in his left pocket. Ace is standing lookout, just in the rare chance, a guard happens by the area. The likelihood is slim but moderate enough to stand sentry. 

	The straps and cords are beside him. Dylan grabs the bundle, testing its tensile strength. “It’s no paracord, but it will do,” thinks Dylan. The photos pull his attention again. Pictures of Xavier and himself in the Middle East. Photos of Hanna, Dylan, and Xavier out eating after a night of binge drinking. The last one he scrolls across is of Hanna and himself at the park on a beautiful sunny day, basking in the gorgeous weather, recalling kids playing, birds chirping and the incredible garden they roamed.

	Jolly and carefree is what Dylan can recall from that day, juniors in high school, taking in every minute detail, so he will never forget. Touching Hanna’s forehead in the picture now, internally apologizing. “I’m so sorry, Hanna; I would do anything to go back in time to change what has happened, but that is impossible.” Deep darkness takes root inside of Dylan, waiting to rip his heart out of his beating chest. 

	Tears start to fall down his face, deep despair overtakes his mind. Wiping the tears away, realizing that for each tear Dylan dries, a fraction of Hanna vanishes from the picture. Inconceivable at this wild event, gawking at his phone. A few more tears gone, only half of her picture remains. Minutes later Hanna is a ghost in his cellphone, suggesting this new picture is a selfie. Dropping the haunted phone unintentionally; it falls into the toilet filled with feces. 

	Mouth agape, “Fuck,” snatching the phone with minimal contact with the fecal matter, glancing to see the faded time of 6:10PM; the phone dies; relishing the fact, he has his backup, but all the stored memories are wiped clean; leaving Dylan devastated. Finishing, he wipes and flushes. Dylan starts to mentally prepare for what is to happen, praying that nobody else dies, especially none of his friends. 

	Mentally cursing himself due to the involuntary muscle spasm. The sound of spiraling water ceases. Hearing shoes causes Dylan to freeze in place. Leaping on top of the toilet; dragging the rope out of sight, moments after yanking his pants up. Praising his catlike reflexes, saying to himself with a slight chuckle. “If you had fallen in that would have been game over.” Without hesitation he pulls out his Glock, aiming it at the door. Shallow breaths, barely audible, trail from Dylan’s nose and mouth. Heartbeat reaching critical levels. 

	Dreading it’s security but swearing to himself that he is not going to prison under any circumstance. Noticing his mouth is bone dry, like a desert, he tries to swallow saliva, utterly failing. The sensation stays the same. Buckets of sweat form on his hands and forehead. “Am I really going to kill a security guard just to avoid prison time?” Feeling freedom slip away, ever so gently. Picturing life behind bars isn’t as joyful as one would think. “I will do whatever I have to do,” Dylan internally reasons that killing someone is the last resort above all other options being exasperated. 

	The question bangs across his mind like a pinball machine, not even registering the fact that he is now holding his breath. Beginning to expel the residual air as quietly as humanly possible. “Hello, you still alive in here, silly?” “Ace; what the fuck; not cool, at all,” Dylan says having anticipated a lifetime of potential regrets in mere seconds. “You could have announced yourself when you entered.” Stepping off the toilet now, Dylan returns the gun to his waist; picking up the straps; while going to wash his hands. 

	Opening the stall door, her goofy self smiling bright enough to light up Broadway. “My bad; I wanted to make sure you did not fall into the toilet is all.” “How considerate of you; I don't know what I'd do without you.” Perceptive to his overly enthusiastic sarcasm, knowing what just occurred isn’t healthy, though feeling compelled to say something witty yet sincere.

	“Listen, Dylan, I'm not going to pretend to know or fathom how or what you’re feeling at this moment; I do know though for a fact that Hanna loved you immensely, cherish and hold on to that notion and not the negative.” Lightly tugging his shoulder to get his undivided attention. “There will be a time and place to sort through how you feel, but not to sound disingenuous, now is not the time; compose yourself and let’s finish this job together for Hanna.” Shocked at the prospect that Ace could say something so profound, unsure of how to respond. Dylan stands there, a jarring look pasted across his face. 

	Feeling culpable for Hanna’s death, knowing Ace is one hundred percent correct. Hail marrying the feeling into a different time in space now. Appearing determined to see this job through to completion. Having washed his hands, they depart back towards the stairs. Faintly hearing Theo search for Jessica as they ascend to the second floor. “We have to scope out what the security office looks like, personnel wise, at the moment,” Ace mentions; since they no longer have Hanna’s intel stream. A queasy feeling floods through his body. “You’re right.” Hating to admit that her mind is more tactically sound at this moment than his own is embarrassing. Granted, even with years of training, you can’t dispel the effects of being human and negate the emotions that follow.

	Ambling through the Egyptian Art exhibit now is making his heartbeat elevate. Trouble and danger are two words he has immersed himself into habitually, being a Ranger. The key to surviving is not caring if you die, thinking that, they peruse the exhibit at a steady pace, unconcerned about the cameras. Ten minutes later, they see the open archway leading out of the exhibition, pointing directly to the security station. 

	Ace begins to scope out the office and what the security guard is doing inside. Dylan is stuck praising the few pieces of artwork within his vicinity. Captivated by one piece. The Battle of Nubia, a famous battle even he knows. People’s misconception of special forces always brings Dylan down a rung. Classes and tactics equaling out the same in terms of hours to the physical prowess that is called upon in training. Equal parts intelligence and physicality make the best damn soldiers.

	Shuffling his thoughts, trying to remember without looking at the plaque. It reads in paraphrasing King Ramesses went into numerous wars and won most of them. Ruling for 66 years from 1279 BC to 1213 BC. Regarded as the most powerful Pharaoh in the entire Egyptian empire. Nodding in approval, taking in the detail of said replication of this specific battle. 

	The detail, while not vivid, is still captivating. Showing King Ramesses on a chariot with other chariots in the rear, charging into battle. Showing the horse about to trample numerous individuals. Eyes deceiving him again, the artwork turns into a movie clip. Arrows fly into people’s heads and through hearts and stomachs. The people shot, keeling over in gut wrenching pain and agony; intestines fall to the ground; while the owners try to stuff them back into their bodies; horses trampling men left and right. Blood is squirting out ceremonially. The cries are so surreal. Dylan’s brain is being turbo charged trying to come up with a plausible explanation. The movie reel continues. 

	Terror strikes Dylan as he begins to spot inconsistencies. King Ramesses has transformed to idolize Dylan’s exact replica. The arrows that landed into the soldiers and servants now resemble his friends. A chill seizes control of his body. Not being able to move now or talk; paralyzed in a padded white room is where he sees himself tomorrow; not rich and drinking pina coladas on a beach in Puerto Rico. Struggling to scream for help, not being able to grasp the situation. The room becomes pitch black as it engulfs Dylan’s soul.

	“Wake up, Dylan.” A sharp push completely throws off his equilibrium. The picture is back to normal. Turning to his right to notice Ace standing there with her arms crossed. “You ok; you had this whole deer in the headlights expression a second ago.” “I'm alright,” he mentions while avoiding further questions. “We clear?” “We are clear,” Ace proclaims with utter absolution, “Good, then let's get moving.”

	Creeping stealthily back to the stairwell, which is now the focal point, they precede to the third floor. Looking down to spot blood on the stairs. Ace follows Dylan’s gaze, knowing what is coming, cutting off his legs before he tries to make a valid argument. “I know Dylan, we can’t stop to search for Jessica; I'm sorry, but that is why I distributed the load as I did, so nobody feels overburdened.” Feeling the pain of her words, standing by them all the same. “We have already gone to the extreme left of what was supposed to be our script,” Ace now preaches this fact to Dylan. 

	“But.” “But nothing, Dylan; I'm terribly sorry.” The pointless argument is starting to wear Ace thin, trying to maintain a calm demeanor. “We have a deadline to make, we can’t jeopardize our success.” Dylan nods in understanding. “Let Theo find her and bring her back to the safety of the storage room.” Conceding to what Ace says, gruelingly they climb to the fourth floor. A sign blocks their path reads, “closed to the public,” with a chain going across it. They hear shouting in brief tidbits downstairs. A commotion is ensuing, they both know, but they don't want to interfere and potentially make things worse. Clamoring footsteps upstairs as well have them filled with dismay. A few minutes later and the shouting ceases minutes after hearing the faintest sound of a gunshot and a thunderous boom. 

	Ace unclips the chain, slowly bringing it to a dead hang. “Do we know if there is additional security upstairs or not?” “The footsteps should have just said yes; the roster of employees, on the other hand, says no, but a new exhibit always has last minute changes,” Ace relays to Dylan. “I'm not trying to stake my life on it; I suggest you unholster your weapon as a precaution.” Dylan finds himself doing what Ace recommends at a subconscious level. Ace keeps her pistol holstered.  

	Mere steps away now from their prize that awaits them on the fourth floor like Fort Knox without the disturbingly gross number of security guards that call Fort Knox home. Ace and Dylan have both been to the fourth-floor numerous times before this new exhibit. Unsure of what awaits them, on the verge of a neurotic breakdown from everything that has occurred in the past thirty plus hours, at least Dylan is hanging precariously, Ace hasn’t experienced any such hallucinations. “Destiny awaits Dylan, let's get a move on it,” whispers Ace as a precaution. 

	Swiftly, Dylan checks his burner phone for texts, noting, he may have missed the vibrations. Zilch, the time reads 7:10 PM, returning his phone to his pocket. “I pray that the rest of our friends are safe,” Dylan thinks to himself for fear of getting berated again to a degree by Ace. Somberly they start to walk up the staircase. Round and round like a merry-go-round. Arriving at the summit of the last stairwell four minutes later, clearly not in a rush, doing their best to avoid any loud noises that may derive from the stairs. The previous hour spent conversing; precariously turning every corner like in Iraq for fear of retaliation for what happened to Calvin; friends of his out for blood. Timetable still in play; barely. 

	Dropping down now to crawl for cover, trying to find sufficient protection to be able to scope out the scene and the patrol routes of any guards. “What now,” Dylan asks, unable to trust his own eyes. “Now we study their patterns, wait patiently,” Ace says condescendingly; realizing Dylan should be a master at everything they’re currently engaged in for this heist. Spotting critical locations in the guard's patterns within only a few minutes. People sicken Ace to the core, preferring to spend most nights alone over having people over to her house. “Human beings are so predictable, it’s pathetic.” Scoffing in amazement at her statement makes Dylan wonder if he is predictable. “I go to work, eat, sleep and workout; I also hang out with friends,” thinking back on those days, which seem like a lifetime ago. Famished, instantly regretting he did not eat more earlier. A revelation socks him in the head like a brick. 

	“I take the same route to work daily, I eat a consistent set of meals, I work out at the same gym and normally go to bed at the same time daily.” Taking it further now that his traction has kicked into gear. “Regretfully, I also go to the same bar with my friends or rotate between a select few.” Internally reasoning with the idea, “The military was the only time my life was not predictable; well at least till I grew accustomed to the daily grind; I mean shit, the war was the only time I truly felt alive, that in itself is a sad fact.” Pacing his brain now for nuggets of sad truths. 

	Reflecting on the fact that Xavier saved his life and paid for it with one of his limbs and a ton of shrapnel; a few pieces of which caught Dylan; nothing serious like Xavier. Swearing to this day, that he would have done it for any of his brothers or sisters. Nudging Dylan to make sure he is still with her, nodding, he lets Ace know that he is ready; giving her a thumbs up. “I will never put another one of my friend’s lives in danger, presuming I make it out alive,” declares Dylan in hushed silence. 

	The sculptures and paintings are astounding. Housing a statue of Medusa, close by, chiseled in marble, also a Minotaur statue etched in marble fifty yards off. An abundance of Greek mythological creatures, a hearty dose of paintings, including a Cerberus, Siren, Chimera, Centaur, Nemean Lion, Griffin, Cyclops, Orthus and a Manticore to name a handful. Many other Roman and Greek artworks crowd the exhibit; waiting for newcomers to marvel at the splendid works of art. 

	Each painting conveys such vivid contrast, with all inspiring backgrounds of oceans, forests, citadels, and dungeons. A few being sweet, while others are overtly sexual or violent in nature. Dylan wonders if there will be an age limit to view such extreme pieces of art. “You ready?” “Right now, Ace; what the fuck,” asserts Dylan in an exasperated tone. “The more people, the messier this can get, neither one of us want that, we have the element of surprise on our side.” Stunned, watching her red hair whip back and forth as she makes gestures to try and convey some of her ideas. The sounds of the guard's footsteps precariously teeter to and fro, but a rock skip away. 

	A familiarity, as if he has known Ace his entire life, opposed to the almost, year and a half they have, sends a shiver up his spine. A scent emerges unexpectedly, it’s like a love potion, oozing out of Ace’s pours. Swearing, he has never smelled something so tangy and addictive, already having withdrawal symptoms, when he is not breathing it into his nostrils; reminding him of the diner. Puzzled at where this smell came from suddenly, “Has it been here the whole time, under my nose; I just didn’t notice it, until now,” trying to compose himself. They’re at the finish line. The guard's footsteps in the background sound like elephants treading on glass. The break and fall like Pacific surf waves. 

	Music still playing in monotone fashion in the overhead speakers. Erupting thoughts of their lives together fall into place like a 3D puzzle. Lucid and happy for the first time in what seems like forever. One second is blissful, thinking of the next, not grasping that he is daydreaming, trying to yank himself out of the fantasy world, Ace is convulsing on the floor. The shot is what wakes Dylan up, coming out of his trance. Panicking now, the guards are on their way. “How did I not hear the shouting?” Irrelevant to the scene played out before him, he goes to work.  

	The first priority; remove the gun from Ace’s grip. Applying force to pry open her hand, successfully taking possession of the weapon. Erratic thoughts flare up, it’s over. Readying his gun, as a last resort. Hearing the commotion and communication, as they go about flanking him. Chancing a quick peek, so to know what plan he should formulate on the fly, both guards have their guns drawn. The men upstairs are trained to shoot first; ask questions second. A smart tactic in the eyes of Dylan. 

	Ace seizes next to him, hitching his breath, forcing himself to calm down, look at it without emotion, a gunshot to the gut, not great, also not the extreme worst; recalling Hanna not but two hours ago; along with her luck, hands like putty, he screams at Ace to put pressure on the wound. Hearing the guards draw closer now, the voices carry some heft, looking at Ace still, tasting fear again, which tastes like a rotten apple, Dylan holds Ace’s hand which is like petting the softest animal in existence. A feeling of utter despair, shrouds over Dylan like a bad omen, knowing he can’t help Ace right this moment. Devising a plan, gearing up to fix his mind to be combat effective. Checking the mag, Dylan cocks the gun; switching the safety off, preparing for a showdown. 

	Senses being hyper-activated, everything appears to be in slow motion, peering at Ace, face contorted with pain, hoping she pulls out of this, Dylan turns his head to veer his sights towards the guards. Pursing his eyes, lining up a shot to scare the guards into a defensive position, until he can formulate a more legitimate plan of escape. Finger on the trigger, Dylan prepares to fire. “I need to make every shot count.”

	Body taunt and sweat building to rival a Mississippi rain. Seconds away from firing, Dylan witnesses something that will never escape his thoughts, no matter how much therapy he receives. The guard on the left of Dylan is turned to stone upon hearing snakes, looking at the Medusa statue. “Impossible.” Swearing, the snakes are slithering in her hair. “I must be going fucking mental,” glancing at Ace, knowing she needs first aid attention pronto; blood is seeping out of the wound at a steady rate.

	The guard to his right, adjacent to his friend, noticing this witchcraft, takes cover. Hiding beside the Minotaur statue, of all places. Moments pass, no sign of movement. Ace stops seizing, laying flat with extremely shallow breaths. Dylan swears to himself that he is in an episode of the Twilight Zone. Hearing the scream is what makes Dylan turn around to see the commotion. The Minotaur grasps the other guard, the guard unloads his magazine into the marble statue. Chunks fall to the floor, doing nothing to faze the immense creature. Happening all in the blink of an eye. Pinching himself, not being able to compute what just happened, “Am I permanently insane?” The world of the living and the mythological appear to be working on the same plain of existence.

	Dylan opens his eyes after an extended blink. Unveiling the fact that the Minotaur has the security guard on his ax, guts piling on the floor; after having crushed every bone in the man's body by merely squeezing him out like jelly. Grotesque is the only word that chisels into Dylan’s head. As fast as this whole illustration unfolds, it was now an echo in the past. Trying to dislodge the images from his brain, finding it near impossible. “The crime scene investigators are going to have fun with this scene,” Dylan thinks with a feeling of hopelessness; the feeling arises at the prospect nobody has his six as in the Military; outcasting Xavier like a leper; the man having the worst luck literally in the world. 

	The guards are dead, nothing can change that outcome. Instinctively Dylan whips out his secondary phone after inspecting that Ace is still breathing; pausing, knowing the cell service is still blocked. Shaking Ace awake if for a moment; getting her to unlock the device that is blocking the service; doing so; trying to conserve her energy. Disabling the mobile phone jammers inserted at strategic locations with her damp hands. Texting Theo and Xavier. “Come quick 2 the 4th fl; Ace needs help.” Text sent at 7:26 PM, medical training kicks in, Dylan begins attending to Ace. Ace locks it again a minute later; praying that the text went through to the others. 

	Abysmal thoughts purvey. An Indian war cry of old rings out behind where the carnage has just taken place, moments prior. Unaware that anyone else was on the floor with Dylan. Wanting to check, knowing Ace doesn’t have that kind of time. “Theo or Xavier couldn’t have gotten up here that quickly, using the elevator of all things would be foolhardy.” A dark thought arises, there are more security guards. Grasping the Glock 19, rechecking the ammo, subconsciously, two bullets are missing. “What the fuck, I didn’t fire my gun,” chancing a quick glance, the guards are still alive. 

	Maddening at this newfound intel, the past five minutes never happened, “Was I in an out-of-body experience?” Talking to himself, realizing when nobody was answering his question. Taking the gun off safety, having the spare magazine lined up next to him, leaving Ace’s gun and spare mags. “This should be more then enough.” The guards have been in cover the whole time, communicating with each other trying to devise a plan to stop the thieves. The guards have already tried their cell phones to a blocked signal.

	Preparing himself, Dylan gets into a kneeling position, finger on the trigger, whatever black magic was just used to make him see absolute madness is over, Dylan is in the here and now. Dylan’s jaw drops at the sight he is seeing upon hearing the war cry. Theo runs out of the elevator half-naked, blood radiating off his face and chest, pangs of rage, sorrow, and guilt run the gambit of features, those being the noticeable ones through the blood. Ax raised over his head, reeling back to incapacitate or kill, whichever comes first. A possessed madman is what the guards are undoubtedly thinking. Theo has lost all sense of reason; morals having been switched off; mind pushed past the brink of insanity to become the man he hated. 

	Charging at the first guard, no care in the world for his own safety. Dylan lines up his own shot, not wanting to kill anyone though, remembering what he told himself. No more casualties. Noticing the second guard is about to take Theo out, with an element of finesse, Dylan shoots at the guard, enough to scare him back into hibernation, just until Dylan can outflank him. Holding the steel of the gun in his hands, brings Dylan back in time, the long-lost days of the Iraq War. 

	Quickly going from a kneeling position to a standing position in two seconds flat, retaining control of the gun, grasping the extra magazine, stuffing it into his pocket. Running, Dylan glances to his left, indicating a scene Dylan doesn’t want to witness. Five long strides later, Theo is peering down at the guard, who was oblivious to Theo, sprinting towards him. Ax raised, Theo flings the ax into the guard's stomach, the gun tumbles from the guard's hands. A gash the size of the Marianas Trench is now a permanent feature on the man, won’t matter, he will be dead in minutes; a lifetime of regrets radiate on the middle-aged guard’s face; becoming delusional from the lack of blood now; confessing to Theo all the things he should have done with his life in a murmur.

	The other guard blindly fires two rounds towards Theo, missing by chance. Dylan hears the guard screaming into his walkie for backup, “None will be coming,” Dylan thinks; thankful of the fact. Tasting the gunpowder in the air, smelling the smoke arising from the barrel of the gun, Dylan has trained extensively for such moments. Dylan scooches over to a more advantageous position, fires two more rounds towards the security guard who is hiding from the Glock 19, down to eleven rounds, plus the extra mag. The guard flinches as the bullets whiz by his head, indicating he isn’t stupid. “Anyone who doesn’t respect what a bullet can do to the human body is a fool,” Dylan admires that the man isn’t mad after witnessing the flinch.

	Theo is in full view of Dylan, in a downward swing with his ax Theo caves in the guard’s head, which in-turn explodes like a watermelon, being hit with a .50 round. Brain matter excretes the entire floor; caking Theo’s face, eyeballs blow out the front of the guard’s head, playing a game of which eye can roll the farthest before stopping, the left eye wins. The guard drops to his knees, slouching onto the ground, dead before his knees even touch the marble floor. The other guard is now in a dire prediction, outnumbered, unevenly matched, not enough firepower to beat crazy. A logistical shitstorm. 

	Dead silence again, everyone gathers stock in the few quiet moments, doing inventory on gear, also their wellbeing, checking for bullet holes. Adrenaline can work wonders into being a pain cushion. Dylan sneaks to another statue, this one even closer to the last remaining guard, who has no idea how to get out of this fiasco. Theo commences marching towards the last guard now, unaware of the fact. 

	Appearing as the Grim Reaper to Dylan, blood coating his bare chest, face, along with any other extremity. The guard fires two more shots, this time towards the general vicinity of Dylan, one of the bullets comes way too close for comfort; dust from the hit statue blows towards Dylan’s face like sawdust. A good old-fashioned Mexican standoff; given nobody knows for sure what team Theo is playing for anymore; appearing to be a bloodthirsty alligator demanding human flesh to be satisfied. 

	The guard starts to panic, making a quick decision that would prove fatal momentarily. Rising, he tries to spring for the elevator, forgetting about Theo, pouring eight consecutive rounds around Dylan’s general vicinity. The guard hits what he believes to be the elevator door, turning to spot not metal, but a blood-soaked bare chest, that appears to be smiling at the guard. Flaring up with panic, the guard raises his gun to try and fire the last three rounds into the chest of Theo. Theo pushes the guard backwards, in one graceful motion as the guard is flailing his arms, trying to regain his lost balance, Theo’s ax breaks the air molecules inside the museum if that is even plausible. Cutting off the guard’s hand, proving to be his signature move of earlier, along with removing ears. 

	Falling onto his back, the guard begins to cry, begging for mercy, “Please let me live; I have a wife and children who need me,” the guard says through torrents of tears, snot releasing from his nose. Blood is running precariously along the marble floor; the man on the verge of entering a state of shock. Dylan stands erect now, jogging over to the scene. “Stop Theo, this has gotten out of hand; we can just grab the piece and be out of here, on our merry way.” Attempting to solve the problem by bringing Theo back to the only thing he loves in life; Ace. “Ace needs your help, she was shot.” Upon hearing this info, a look of tranquility mixed with apprehension crosses his face. “I’ll be right there,” Theo says in a faraway voice as if he isn’t himself but a drug induced psycho who just killed what appeared to be hideous monsters over human beings.

	Raising the gun now, “Theo, I can’t let you kill this man; we have everything we need; go take care of Ace.” Conceding to the fact if this appeal doesn’t work, he will have to shoot Theo. “Xavier and I will worry about the statue.” Remembering he was tasked with finding Jessica. “Where is Jessica?” Staying mute, pretending not to understand the question. “Where the fuck is Jessica, Theo?” Finger on the trigger, a rabbit twitching enough to set Dylan off, Theo holds the ax, which is currently head down on the marble floor, dripping blood which is roaming down every crack like a twisted game of pac-man where nobody wins. 

	The guard is apprehensively backing away, being aware that there is bad blood boiling, wanting no part of it, arm cut off at the elbow, he tries to give himself a makeshift tourniquet. “Jessica is dead Dylan, I didn’t mean to, I swear; I had a hallucination; have you had any, or am I going insane?” “I’m sorry?” The reply not computing in Dylan’s brain. “Jessica is dead?” Anger rises on the richter scale that could be felt in East Asia. “Yes; I accidentally killed her,” omitting the rape. The follow up apology is a blur to Dylan. “I’m sorry,” saying this statement with such weight that the scales of justice would lean in his favor. 

	Confusion is plastered over Dylan’s face, unaware of how to cope with so much loss in a single day, first Hanna and than Jessica, heading into a fugue state, unaware of the snake laying in front of him. Recalling the days of old, when the three of them would hangout, this was when Xavier was still in Georgia. Daydreaming back to when Hanna, Jessica and himself went to a fair near where they lived. Smelling the popcorn, hearing the vendors and street wagon gaming employees trying to sell tickets, also hearing Hanna’s voice which proved to be angelic, Jessica popping up to ask if they could play the water stream game where you must hold it steady on the bullseye. Seeing all the families around them, knowing life would never get any better than it was at that moment in history. Tasting the cotton candy that Hanna shoved down his throat, caught off guard, forced to down it in one bite, Dylan was there all over again, reliving the joys and pains of knowing this will never happen again in his life.

	A single tear falls down Dylan’s face, opening his eyes, witnessing the red ax milliseconds away from lopping his head clean off, Theo knows that Dylan is going to kill him for the act, even if he wasn’t in control. Theo, thinking that he must look after Ace, he can’t very well do that dead. Theo gets a whiff of the stench ringing off his pants, touching the blood as his hands rise higher unintentionally on the ax, due to the slippery blood, hearing the ding of the elevator doors behind him, paying them no attention. Priority number one, take care of the immediate threat, seeing everything around him, and nothing at all, red and black in quick succession, going back and forth like a tennis ball. 

	Meanwhile, Amber was about to shower ten minutes after Hyde left; grabbing her princess towel out of her drawer. Registering that a new towel is needed after using the prior one two days in a row. A shuffle to the left of her drawers causes Amber to pause mid-step. The tv blares on by itself to a horror movie; a teenager is being ripped in half by a chainsaw; while his deformed buddies are eating the strewn about limbs of the deceased boy. The weather in the movie on tv appears to be sunny; though blocked out by deathly shadows due to the canopy of trees. Sprinting to the remote; promptly shutting off the already blank screen makes Amber’s eyes widen in disbelief.

	A symphony of nightmarish occurrences takes place in a sequence. Unwilling to compromise to release the grip on poor Amber’s mental state. Ten feet behind her now; the bean bag comes alive; a sharp sound slashing the fabric; pouring out are hundreds of snakes; threatening the well-being of Amber. Rapidly running in an attempt to dodge the venomous creatures; she leaps over them after throwing her towel over them, causing disorientation in the wicked creatures. Sweat starts building up all over her body due to the physical activity. Screaming for help now; nobody is answering her cry for assistance. The guard at the control booth is witnessing Amber’s erratic movements; believing it to be a game, he changes monitors.

	Towering over her room now; standing on the bed; overlooking the demented utopia that used to be called sanctuary. Vocal cords starting to ache from the amount of screeching her young throat is engaged in currently. The books ten feet in front of her that lay on her bookshelf are strewn about; thanks to an invisible force. The books start opening on their own accord; bringing the tales to life in hideous fashion. Crawling out of one book is a skeleton with a sword; the whole body a skeleton; the face though is of SS. Gulping in a tremendous amount of air, so she doesn’t suffocate; forgetting at the moment that isn’t how it works. 

	The next book to open showcases a deranged monkey with glowing red eyes; resembling the Wizard of Oz without the ability to fly. The monkey starts throwing books at Amber; lifting her pillow to use as a makeshift shield is working wonders. Blocking all of the shots. The skeleton is lumbering towards Amber from the far-side of the room. Thinking on her feet literally; Amber decides she needs to make it to the restroom; locking the door behind her should cause this mad dream to stop. The snakes are still slithering around; now intermingling with the skeleton to form a version of SS that is a snake woman. A startling sight for an eight-year old. 

	Jumping off the bed; believing to have lept further then anticipated. A firm grip grasps Amber’s ankle; falling to the ground with a loud thump; hitting her head against the floor. A deep pain shoots through her body; the adrenaline is what is keeping her alive. Peering back to see what has hold of her; it’s Uncle Dan attempting to drag her under the bed to his world of sick and twisted pleasures. The brutish sounds of women in agony; getting beat with whips and cut alive can be registered in the ears of Amber; though exactly what from Amber has no idea; nor any desire to find out. 

	Kicking Uncle Dan’s hand away repeatedly causes the apparition to lose the grip. Amber jolts up after he lets go; nearly slipping lifting herself up due to her wet hands. Nerves higher than the moon; heart rate going through the roof. Slamming the bathroom door shut; nearly shattering the wood. Sucking in the air; unable to breathe. Locking the door; listening to the door handle jiggle. “Luckily they can’t get in,” Amber thinks; frightened beyond recognition. Turning around to see if the bathroom is safe; appearing to help Amber calm down a little. Stepping on the step stool to wash her face. Swinging the handles clockwise to their six o’ clock positions causes water to cascade through the faucet. 

	Hands extended to wash her face; hoping she is sleepwalking in a terrible dream. The smell of iron becomes heavy. Closing her eyes; channeling out the scent. Splashing the water onto her face; feeling chalky. Opening her eyes to blood smeared all over her face; the last strand of sanity, leaving her sanctum. Losing all function in her legs; wishing that Aunt Emma or her dad were there to protect her at this moment. Unable to comprehend what is happening. The last of her adrenaline wears off; causing Amber to fall to the ground. The last thing Amber recalls before passing out is tears causing the blood to run-off her face in gruesome fashion.

	Hyde catalogues all the incoming data; not believing it would arrive so fast. Sitting in his private office; shouting obscenities to nobody in particular; luckily the blinds were closed. “Fuck, Shit, Goddamit, you stupid, worthless piece of shit.” The vaccine failed. The thought of having to return to the drawing board makes Hyde deranged. “The number of sleepless nights spent dedicated to thwarting SS were all for nothing,” Hyde thinks unceremoniously. Practicing breathing techniques to calm down; composing himself minutes later. Papers from his desk are scattered after having a fit. Hyde always has a proclivity for excessive bouts of temper tantrums when things don’t go according to plan.

	“Think, goddamit.” Praying for a magical answer that was missing in the equation; nothing comes to mind. “Six months minimum before I will have another batch available to test,” Hyde thinks while starting to pick up the papers. Viewing research of STN that was now all over the room; like a tornado came through; destroying everything in its wake. Collapsing into his chair after partially cleaning up. Thinking of Amber for the first time; camera feeds unable to see her because she is in the bathroom.

	Feeling like the worst human imaginable; putting a little girl through such a gamble as testing an untested drug. Imagining the thoughts running through her head; what she saw, heard, and felt. “I suppose some sacrifices aren’t worth it.” Promising himself, he would never test any future drug or vaccine on a child again; help him, God. A knock startles Hyde into reality. The door opens as his assistant enters to update Hyde on the current state of affairs. The assistant glances around at the mess; refusing to comment; knowing Hyde can be destructive at times. 
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	Preparing to speak to control is quite the chore for M; Emma is disposed of currently. Direct and to the point is the route he always chooses in most situations. Proving to be the most effective. “I’m in position.” The frigid air is numbing Agent Maxwell’s hands, even with gloves on they’re not helping, viewing his own breath upon exhaling, waiting for a reply from command. Tasting a snowflake as it lands on his tongue, evaporating into water, smelling chimneys burning hickory split wood in the night sky. The streets are dead, a lonesome salt truck being the only face NYC has to offer, even the police are waiting out the storm in their respective precincts, on the off chance a call is received. 

	“Roger that Agent M, unlocking the emergency exit now, the alarm has been neutralized.” A smug voice from a technician comes across; angering M; knowing he is at the whim of SS’s pawns so long as Amber is stuck in the facility. “Remember; Director Spells said no witnesses, by no witnesses, she means absolutely zero.” Registering the command; having trouble computing; prepared to override his brain. “She doesn’t care if there are children in there, the blowback if the Government finds out we’re illegally testing mind-altering drugs to be turned into WMD’s would be detrimental to our program.” Wondering why he wasn’t speaking to Emma; considering Emma must be busy. 

	“Roger, no witnesses, copy, over and out.” The emergency door leading into the storage room unlocks, no alarm, unless it’s a silent alarm, most times that is the case, comprehending that the money backing the Agency he works for wouldn’t make such a rookie mistake. Entering the premises, cautious, ready for anything. G36C swings from his back, toting an FN Five-Seven, suppressor attached for ultimate noise mitigation. Wearing comfy black running shoes, black tactical pants, a black long-sleeved shirt along with a black prototype bulletproof vest with gloves and a balaclava, all being black as well to escape detection; offset outside though in the winter wonderland. A black Jaguar would be the best description for Agent Maxwell. 

	Two tactical knives placed at optimal spots on Agent M gives him peace of mind for close quarter fights, housing a tactical pen in his pocket as well. Four magazines for the FN, along with six magazines for the G36C, two mags in each of the three front housed ammo pockets on the prototype vest; accompanied with a shoulder bag; two flashbangs, two smoke grenades, and two M67 grenades. NVG’s are tight around his head; ready to overthrow a regime; having loaded his gear to capacity after reading the email; wanting to be prepared for any surprises. The proprietary tech alongside their own satellite makes any jammer null and void; unable for such cheap tech to disrupt a three-hundred-million-dollar piece of hardware. Closing the door behind him while beginning the search for the potential whistleblowers. “Better safe than sorry I suppose,” that was always Director Spells motto; granted SS isn’t an ideal model for any human to strive to be in life; unless tyrannical dictator is on your bucket list. 

	Carefully surveying the scene, M spots blood on some of the crates, treading methodically towards them. Opening them to reveal the bodies of both a security guard and a woman; Emma not having the chance to appraise him prior makes it all the more impactful. “Command please note that there are already multiple DOA’s, how copy?” A moment of silence, hearing nothing but the static in his earpiece, waiting for confirmation. The sight is nothing new for Agent Maxwell, having seen and done it all, nothing shocks him anymore. Touching the bodies, analyzing the time of death through rigor mortis. Determining the deaths happened two hours ago, a rough estimate. “Copy that, continue as planned,” command finally deciding to respond; knowing all of this info already due to them having eyes and ears everywhere; the camera loop trick not being implemented on their end. 

	Scanning the rest of the storage room, coming up empty. Exiting the storage room, doing an exceptionally quick comb of the ground floor. Maxwell takes the staircase to the first floor, maximizing time, trying to be home in time to say goodnight to Amber, currently being sought over by Hitler’s Youth. Speed walking through The American Wing, Musical Instruments and the Modern and Contemporary Art Exhibits in fifteen minutes, checking the restrooms last. “Command, the ground floor, and the first floor are clear,” not waiting for a response this time, Maxwell continues forward. 

	Sprinting up to the second floor now, shaking up his heartrate, wanting the blood to pump to every extremity possible, adrenaline hasn’t kicked in, just his regular training. The training consisting of the police academy, an extensive training school to serve as an undercover officer and last but not least was a year of preparation for the position he is in now, months of physical and psychological torture. Followed by multiple classes, having to learn a few different languages, being put on a probationary period for the first six months of training. Ensuring he could compete with the other agents; if only he knew there would be one agent to finish the Agency’s training; the entire thing was a ruse; a charade engineered by SS; even SS had no idea at the time who would succeed or fail. 

	Proving, not only to his fellow colleagues but also to Director Spells that he was there number one asset. Rushing forward, on the second floor now, entering the Arts of Africa exhibit, all clear, traipsing towards the Library of Info, nothing. Swinging his pistol over to the security room, expecting movement that never comes. Swearing that he is hearing a garbled voice screaming, he goes to check it out. The security room is trashed. “Makes my life easier,” says Agent M, overtly dangerous; registering the open first aid kit with blood on the floor.

	Entering the restroom, checking all the stalls in the men’s room, nobody is there, moving towards the women’s room, pausing, back against the wall, peering with lightning reflexes for potential threats. Back still hugging the wall, “Ok, let’s do this,” Agent M says with an amount of class that is hard to come by today. Probing now for the sound, Maxwell checks the first two stalls, empty. The last stall is currently occupied with Hobbes; who has pissed his pants. “I’m sorry, it’s nothing personal,” without remorse or hesitation Agent M fires two bullets, one at Hobbes' heart and the second through his brain. Blood splatter paints the wall into a modern-day painting; abstract that only the viewer could decipher by staring at it long enough. 

	Tiptoeing out of the restroom, upon exiting Agent M searches the Egyptian Art exhibit, noting that a struggle ensued. Blood splatter in lavish amounts coat pieces of art and statues in the surrounding vicinity. Meandering up to the third floor, with relative ease, acknowledging this job is going by quicker than he predicted. Deciding to check the restroom first this time.

	Breaching the threshold of a grisly murder scene, makes Agent M pause, having already checked the men’s room, by nature always checking the men’s room first. Agent M decides to radio it in after removing Xavier’s coat, “Command, I have what appears to be a brutal rape having taken place; the victim is DOA; Advise.” Thankfully M having been trained in working patrol for numerous years has seen it all; though it doesn’t make witnessing such barbarism any easier. “Proceed with the plan Agent M,” hearing Director Spells discontent voice at his numerous radios into command. “Don’t contact again until the job is done.” Surprised SS is taking a front row seat to the ballgame; thinking she should be planning to thwart a child’s birthday party; fun being an operative word M believes SS hasn’t known in over two decades. “Is that clear?” “Understood ma’am.”

	Leaving after examining the crime scene for a few minutes. Observing the flashlight shoved up Jessica’s ass, sends a feeling of elation to Agent M, “I guess my day could be worse.” Searching the rest of the exhibits takes some time, slowing down drastically to be satisfied. Agent M, having explored the exhibitions for Asian Art, Arab Art, Medieval Art along with Arts and Armor, positive there is nobody left on the third floor. Reverting to the scene of Jessica makes him think about his daughter, praying a quick prayer that nothing so vile ever happens to Amber. 

	Smelling sulfur in the air, it’s not from his gun, kneeling to get his bearings, touching the marble floor that just hours ago was bustling with guests who were taking pictures and coking and joking with their friends and family. Raising the question to Agent M, when was the last time he took his kids, correction kid anywhere, always at SS’s beckon call makes it exponentially tricky; also Amber isn’t allowed to leave the facility. The sound of gunshots teeters above his head. Standing up, Maxwell shoots towards the staircase again, the last staircase to the fourth floor.

	Expeditiously walking away from the command center. SS needs to consult with her boss on how to proceed. “Boss for now,” SS diabolically thinks while strolling past busy worker bees protecting their Queen against any and all harm. Whether out of fear or loyalty, SS couldn’t care less. Passing the break room on the way to her office; peeking inside to notify the individuals on a break that if they’re still there when she returns, they will all be terminated. The fear from not knowing if it was a metaphor or not causes the entire staff team to clear out; throwing out whole meals; emptying full beverages down the sink. 

	Passing the lab that less then an hour ago Hyde had a mental breakdown in; unbeknownst to SS. Wanting to stop in briefly for a quick update; reasoning that if Hyde had anything, he would have brought it to her attention. Hair swaying in the hallway; appearing to be a runway model. Everyone clears the halls she walks down; dreading a confrontation with SS. Opening the hand-crafted wooden door to her office; finding it immaculate; just the way she left it. Removing her shoes; letting her toes feel the fibers of the oriental rug. Waking the computer up to contact the ARBITRATOR. 

	A haughtiness arises in the lowest depths of SS’s soul; prepping the computer to chat with the man upstairs; who is considered a god in the community. Clicking on the vital links to start an uplink. A glow surrounds SS; her aura seems to glisten in the soft lamp light of her office. The signal connects; awaiting a responding connection. SS kisses her two fingers, then touches Samuel’s forehead. “Te amo y nunca te olvidare, mi precioso angel.” Glancing up to a connected screen.

	ARBITRATOR: Good evening, Warden. Do you have a status update; or calling to ask permission?

	WARDEN: Good evening yourself. Agent Maxwell is currently erasing all witnesses at my behest. The data is still being sifted through as we speak. We will have more than enough data to compile a detailed briefing come sun-up. 

	ARBITRATOR: Excellent. You have been a god send to this project. It’s hard to find someone with your brutish tactics and tenacity. I mean that in a positive light, my dear. I feel a question is in order though; unless my old age is deceiving me. Ask away.

	WARDEN: Thank you. I need to warrant a kill order on Agent Maxwell with your permission. He has completed his tasking; I have another agent willing and ready to take his place. 

	ARBITRATOR: Authorized with extreme prejudice. What about the little girl? What do you plan to do with her?

	WARDEN: I haven’t decided. I will soon enough. Rest assured everything is under control.

	ARBITRATOR: I trust you. I expect an update come tomorrow morning. Good night.

	ARBITRATOR: Signing off...

	The screen is left blank. Granting her authorization to eliminate Agent Maxwell without reprimand makes her life so much easier. Closing the window; severing the uplink. Pondering how she is going to usurp one of the most formidable Governments in the world. A few ideas and strategies start taking root. Lack of sleep and carnage being the main staples for success in any plan that is agreed upon in the near future. Undecided on how to handle the Amber situation. Sidelining the thought for more important decisions. The fan above is cooling SS off; SS turns on some Spanish music to help her think straight for the upcoming tasks at hand. 

	The music is calming SS down; the soothing voices are like ecstasy to her ears. Swaying her head from side to side to the rhythm. Tears start to fall down her face; recalling the most beautiful moments of her life that was entrusted to Samuel. The only son she ever bore. Moments that are lost in the wind. Gripping them was an impossibility; even for someone with as much clout as SS. The make-up she has on is hideously smearing across her face; depicting the monster, most people portray her as in the daily grind of life. 

	Monsters are up for interpretation; that is what SS has always believed. “Every monster has a humane side,” SS thinks while her eyes remain closed; so, the make-up doesn’t run off into them. “The vilest actions and deeds ever to occur were from people who had a childhood; good or bad; loving or abusive parents; memories of pain and love.” Attempting to placate the thoughts now running rampant in her head that she is a brute; willing to kill a little girl’s father; having already killed his son. Sacrifices must be made; cementing an iron will to see the job completed; so that a myriad of other sons and daughters may arrive safely home in the loving arms of their parents. 
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	Theo’s ax decapitates and cauterizes Dylan’s neck with a savage swing to rival Attila the Huns ax. Collapsing to the floor as the life essence drains from his eyes. “Sorry, it was either you or me,” saying it with an overtly sad connotation. The guard stares bewildered at what has just taken place. Unaware of what to do or think, thinking he will be blessed just to escape this godforsaken ordeal. The tourniquet is helping with blood loss. Knowing though that if he doesn’t see a doctor and fast, he will die from lack of blood flow through his veins. Tasting the iron in his mouth from the blood, the guard fakes an imaginary death, hoping Theo will forget all about him.

	Thinking about his wife and children, praying they carry on, in the off chance that he doesn’t make it out of the museum alive. Ace wakes up on the other end of the exhibit, struggling to stand up, unaware of the extreme amount of havoc that was ensuing as she was unconscious. Ace leans against one of the statues in front of her, peering, squinting to verify what her eyes are trying to digest. Theo severing Dylan’s head clean off. Guilt overtakes Ace, knowing none of this would have ever happened, if not for STN. Feeling like Judas, mourning the loss of her friends. 

	Dylan’s head rolls until it hits the guard’s leg, halting instantly, thanks to Newton’s First Law. The guard begins gagging, dry heaving, coming up empty after waking from his fake slumber. Ace notices Dylan’s body collapse onto the marble floor, looking to her right, Ace spots her gun with the two extra magazines. “Thanks, Dylan,” she says, acknowledging the gift he gave her even in death. Grabbing the weapon, still feeling woozy; having left it there when he was attending to her injuries; pocketing the mags. 

	Theo glances up momentarily, spotting Ace, who is doing better, smiling, not a broad smile, a smile saying he is happy to see her. Guilt rips across his own face at the actions he has taken, to ensure survival. Ace detects Xavier steamrolling off the elevator, heading towards Theo, resembling a killer cyborg, unstoppable, unwavering in his conviction. “Fuck you Theo,” is all he can hear Xavier, or who he thinks sounds like Xavier say, before Theo turns around to check, three bullets pierce Theo’s body with a velocity of 850 feet per second. The first hitting his right shoulder, causing the ax to inadvertently drop, the second sever his intestines, a straight shot through his stomach, coughing up blood now, looking Xavier in his face as the last bullet pierces his heart; standing ten feet away when the third shot is released from the barrel. 

	Ace lets out a wail that would make Hades feel empathy for her on this abysmal day. Xavier peers up to see Ace, staring at Ace letting her know that he has zero quarrels with her, so long as she stays out of his way. Xavier steps past Theo’s body, which is now lifeless, seconds after the bullet pierces his heart. Momentarily pausing to kneel next to Dylan, saying a quick prayer; registering finally that whether Dylan and Hanna were a thing meant nothing anymore; having lost everyone left no room for anger and rage. Xavier stands up again, going to help the security guard. Fixing the tourniquet, while wiping the excess sweat from his face is the best he can do now. “Are you ok?” “I suppose I will be presuming I get to a hospital soon; thanks for helping me.” “Don’t thank me; I’m just finished with today; let’s get you out of here.” Prepping to move the guard so he can receive medical attention. “Give me a minute, I’ll be right back.”

	Ace buckles over, trying to stand on her own accord. The straps Dylan brought up are still next to her, the cart, though is on the third floor, they were going to bring it up when the scene was unequivocally accessible. Listening to Xavier help the security guard gives elation to Ace, knowing there are still kind individuals that exist. “Not that Theo was unkind,” she feels she must say so in Theo’s defense. The pain from witnessing Xavier killing Theo will not fade, though the choice was out of his hands. 

	Ace ambles over to Xavier, minutes later they have the guard in a two person carry. Xavier and Ace talk it over before lifting the guard. First, they will bring the guard to the third floor via the elevator, patch Ace, and him up to the best of their ability. Second, they will come back up to the statue, strap it up, wheel it to the escape vehicle. The third is they will never again mention this day. They will both go their separate ways after the fence pays them the required amount. Ace and Xavier are peering at their take which is visible from where they’re standing. 

	The statue which stands four feet tall, houses four faces, one on each side, drawing in potential victims to the slaughter. The faces are continually morphing based on what Ace and Xavier think, at any given moment. “Impossible,” says Xavier who is witnessing for what will assuredly be his last hallucination. Ace notices the statue for what it’s, a statue, no morphing of any kind. The guard now in the grips of Ace and Xavier make their way to the elevator. Agent M biding his time to make the perfect strike. 

	Ace is in the lead, holding the guard's feet, huffing while trying to keep her side of the weight level. Smelling the blood and sulfur in the air, causes a sickening sensation in her nostrils, hearing Xavier mutter something, unsure of what it is, or if it’s even essential, zoning in on the task at hand while severe pain riddles her insides. Xavier is in the back, carrying the guard by his arms, all one and a half of them; the brunt of the weight on his end. The blood is even more potent, especially being so close, not fazing him though, having carried multiple brothers and sisters in combat to safety, who had blown off limbs, having been subjected himself after the IED explosion. 

	“What the fuck Xavier,” Ace relays with spite, feeling all the weight momentarily drop towards her, not knowing why. Spinning around, about to berate Xavier for his little indiscretion, though it will be impossible. Xavier, wanting to look back one last time, on a scene straight out of a serial killer's wet dream, notices a man approaching, stealthily and expeditiously, gun raised at the ready. Outmaneuvered, plain and simple. Ace doesn’t even hear the shot, neither did the guard. Professionally executed, same as before, one in the heart and head, without pause. Brain matter this time explodes all over the guard and Ace’s hair and back. 

	Xavier drops to the floor, rag doll effects in full play. Flopping to the ground like a marionette doll. The next instance, the guard is falling backwards, head caving onto the marble tile, starting to hemorrhage from the brain due to blunt force trauma. Seizing up, body convulsing, another two clean shots, heart, and head, the bullets miraculously hitting their mark at the same time. Gun raised now on the last potential witness. Ace turns around, spotting Agent M, the man who she has had the fondest of memories with; all the late-night discussions and dinners. Shared memories without the allure that it was anything but platonic.  

	Agent M stands there, gun raised, pointed at Ace’s heart. Questioning in his mind as to why Ace isn’t begging for her life like everyone else does who has a chance to speak. Agent M smells the sulfur in antiquated fashion, gripping his custom-made FN Five-Seven. Witnessing Ace, the bravest girl he has ever had to excommunicate from existence, never having killed a girl face to face before makes this moment even more painful, especially being a father. “I should have known they wouldn’t leave any witnesses; I didn’t expect when you told me you worked for the Government, that it would be you.” A wary look cascades across her tired body.

	“Was any of the time we spent together real Lang; if that is your real name,” staying composed; having faced worse than death and surviving. Gun maintaining a sightline on Ace’s heart as M speaks. “It was real, Ace; for what it’s worth, I’m sorry; my real name is Maxwell.” Reasoning why she must die. “I’m doing this so that Amber remains safe; I hope you can understand.” “I understand.” Accepting the fate that is mere moments away. “I could help you take this organization down; given my skills.” Blood is soaking into Ace’s red hair; intermingling with the natural color to create a crimson red. 

	“They’re watching everything, Ace; I have no choice.” Resigning to the fact she tried brings about elation. “Do you trust me?” Unsure of how to respond; especially being put on the spot. Switching to the emergency channel on his comms to relay to Emma. “Emma, I need you to cause a blackout, and disrupt the camera feeds, make it look natural.” Hearing M contacting her brings her back into the game; being given strict orders hours earlier that her job was over for the evening by SS. “I’m not even going to ask, blackout commencing in ten seconds; rewriting the code so nobody can piggyback into the system.” “Thanks, Emma, please look after Amber if this doesn’t work,” a debilitating depression overshadows M’s final words. “Agent M?” No answer. “Hello, Agent M?” The line is severed. “I’m going to fire a shot towards you, Ace; I need you to fall as soon as the lights go out; blink twice if you understand.” Blinking twice. M fires at the eight second mark. Ace falls to the floor; an Oscar on the line for the best supporting role. The lights vanish. Surrounded in thick tar; flipping on his NVG’s to see clearly. 

	S&M HQ becomes despondent; reaching out to the tech division for answers. Everyone is running around like chickens with their heads cut off. SS is still in her office. Phone now ringing off the hook; being sought for answers on how to handle the situation. Emma exits the screen; deleting the evidence. Opening a new window. Planning to visit Amber in a few; wishing she had time earlier to hangout; regrettably being far too busy; given SS was roaming around the office like a Lion waiting to devour its prey. 

	“Command, all subjects have been neutralized, please advise.” The job was easy compared to what training he has been subjected to; his adrenaline wasn’t even required. Perusing the scene of a job completed, awaiting word from command, standing there breathing at an even tempo; staring at Ace who was holding his hand for spatial awareness. “What the hell is going on over there Agent Maxwell; why is there a power failure registered to the museum?” “Ma’am, I have no idea, lights just went out; the task is completed; all witnesses are dead,” praying the lie works; given command can’t see a damn thing; they will have to take him at his word. “Very well, exit the building, head back to the compound for a debrief ASAP,” SS says verifying orders being shoved into her face for the standing order to eliminate Agent M; scribbling her name; the unimportant man carries on with his night. “Copy, exiting the structure now.” 

	Trudging towards the stairs; gripping Ace’s hand to light the way for her; the elevators are down due to the staged power outage. Casually walking-down the stairs with Ace, blood on his tactical suit and shoes, not caring, all he cares about is Amber’s safety; trusting Emma will stay true to her promise. Gambling everything on Ace helping him take down the Agency and the witch known as SS. Holstering his FN Five-Seven as they descend the stairs. “Thank you,” is all Ace can mutter; barely audible. 

	Gently squeezing Ace’s hand to let her know he heard her. Registering in his subconscious that he may have spared her also for the fact Ace resembles his late fiancée. The pain of losing an identical person to the woman he loved is too unbearable. The skills Ace brings to the table though are legitimate. M is assembling a covert task force of his own to dismantle SS’s enterprise. Agent Maxwell has no idea the storm he and his entourage are about to enter; including the opposition that faces them. SS holds the bargaining chip being Amber; a bridge M will have to cross tomorrow. 

	Meanwhile, the sun is high in the sky now. The birds and insects are rummaging for food like weasels. The mud is becoming thick since it started raining two hours ago. Trudging through the camp after breakfast to check on the troops. Gauging their attitudes; always attempting to lend a helping hand; unafraid to get his hands dirty. Phantom rolls up his sleeves to load ammo boxes into the Humvee for tonight’s snatch and grab mission. The wind and rain are coming down in torrents now; a rare sight given the month. The wind is knocking the stakes out of place from some of the tents. Phantom commands his troops to start restaking the tents while he and a few others finish loading the Humvee. 

	Walking back to his hut upon finishing; not bothering to remove his caked boots. Booting up the computer; having waited the past two hours for confirmation from Monarch. “How long can it take to disseminate a simple picture,” becoming agitated at the fact he has had to wait this long for a response. Believing, the analysts are incompetent. Opening a new window to send a follow-up message. A notification pops up on the screen. The mission is green-lit; a message directly from Monarch. The information checked out. 

	The timestamp for the op is registered as 2200. Responding with a quick reply. Kicking the chair back in excitement. “Finally, we have a fucking mission,” a grave undertone to his battered voice. The light from the lamp carries the deadly shadow of this trained operative into full view. Illuminating all the scars, both mental and physical, to shimmering brilliance. The men and women under his command know his story; it was the first thing he told them when they were deployed for this mission. The truth let it be known to everyone that Phantom would always have his troops backs; no matter the cost. 

	The rain has slowed down quite a bit; having been in the hut for the past fifteen minutes. Spotting Falcon; waving him over. Falcon sprints over; almost tumbling over twice; recovering just as quickly. Saluting, awaiting orders. Phantom salutes in tandem. “I just received confirmation; the mission is a go for 2200; assemble McKnight, Zima, Griffin and yourself for tasking.” The wind is rummaging their uniforms; they remain unwavering amid the storm. The last of the soldiers are finishing with the staking. 

	“Understood sir,” saluting. “I’ll be in shortly to debrief the squad.” Excitement crowds Falcon’s face; Phantom doesn’t say a word; knowing damn well he feels the same way. “We will debrief at 0900.” About facing, galloping with joy to notify the squad of the upcoming night op. Phantom conceals the bubbling emotions; knowing the mission is far too important to allow feelings to enter the mix; being detrimental to mission readiness. Veering off to his hut to prepare his gear and weapons for the impending objective. 

	 

	


Epilogue

	“Director Spells, are you sure about this, I mean Agent M is our top operative; mind you our only operative; apologies for questioning you, I just want final confirmation on the kill order.” The thirty-year-old geek sitting behind the control panel waits for a reply, breathing heavy, sporting a gut and an out of place Hawaiian shirt, glasses covering his face; a coke and two hot dogs sitting on his computer table call his name. “Confirmed, execute Phase Two,” Director Spells says with masterful conviction. “Very well,” turning on his mic that is channeled into the merc squad stationed outside of the museum. “Operation M IV M is a go. I repeat M IV M is a go.” Director Spells strides out of the inner central command portion of the building that is strictly codeword based access as the controller orders the operation a go. The other personnel stationed around the room work diligently to police any and all threats, there is no time to be nosy in this business. The technicians finding the op name lame; M IV M standing for; Manhunt for M.

	Arriving fifteen minutes later to the R&D portion of the underground compound awaits Doctor Brock Fulton, who is analyzing the data from the museum heist. “Good evening, Doctor, what is the word on our preliminary tests of STN?” Turning around to face Director Spells as the other lab assistants work meticulously to piece together all the incoming data. Ushering SS into his world. “Director Spells, the data collected is most assuredly promising, the nanobots have received and transmitted a tremendous amount of data to sift through, at present while I mentioned earlier, we can’t see what nightmares the individual sees, we can diagnose the bodies reaction.” Director Spells sits down now to get comfortable. “Do explain yourself, Fulton, I despise talking in riddles.” The doctor takes a seat himself across from the Director; thankfully, not in his private office that is still a mess. “So having analyzed fourty percent of the incoming transmissions so far I can deduce this much, using PRISM I can unequivocally confirm that the initial tests of STN are a massive success,” panting like a dog upon finishing. 

	Director Spells stands up, “Are we clear to proceed to Phase Three, or do we need to do another trial?” Smoothing out her outfit, waiting for a response. “I can’t say definitively until all the data is sifted through, initial projections would state we’re good to proceed onto Phase Three, albeit with a tweak or two.” Turning around to leave the R&D department, mentioning one last thing to the good doctor, “Oh, Doctor Fulton, you’re doing exceptional work for your Country, but; please don’t think you’re not expendable; I mean, Operation Stage Fright should make that indisputable, have a good night Doc,” leaving the doctor to ponder her words, as the doors close. A mischievous smile is displayed broadly across the Director’s face for nobody to see, turning the corner, Director Spells saunters towards her office to begin Phase Three; always staying three steps ahead.

	Agent Maxwell reaches the ground floor after taking five minutes to do a rough patchwork repair of Ace’s gunshot wound in the security office; having waited the past four hours for a response from Quinn; feeling dreadful thoughts intrude his mind that he may have gotten into an accident or stuck in the snow. Backup wouldn’t be arriving. The phone in his pocket starts vibrating. Answering via Bluetooth, “Hello?” A shaky voice comes over the line; thanks to the negative degree windchill coating everything not in front of a furnace into a popsicle; Ace having turned off the jammer before they headed downstairs.  

	“Landon, it’s Damon; don’t go outside; I repeat don’t exfil out the back alley.” Pausing mid-stride; almost, to the storage room. Maxwell stops mid-step; Ace bumps into the back of him; apologizing profusely. Ace is still registering the fact that she is still alive. Unfathomable that her mere words worked on Lang, “Whoops,” she says out loud; awaiting what is to come next. The words she told Agent Maxwell ring true to her core. 

	Ace will help find a way to bring down this elusive agency. They killed her friends; leaving her no choice but to feel compelled to follow their directions. Ace now has nobody left in this world. A sad truth finally hits her four floors down. Theo is dead. Releasing the grip from Maxwell; drying her face using her sleeves. Sniffing to hold back the snot attempting to flush out the overwhelming wretched grief. Damon Quinn can hear someone in the background; choosing not to comment given how much time they have to prepare for the mercs. 

	Maxwell looks back to make sure Ace is okay; well, within reason. Listening intently to Quinn, who is giving the tactical assessment of the amount of firepower awaiting him outside. “I’m looking at a dozen heavily armed mercs; camouflaged gear; high-tech optics including thermal imaging; that is just what I can deduce through my sights on the roof of this building.” Forming ideas on the fly; knowing if he doesn’t exit the building soon, the mercs will enter the premises with orders to shoot on site. 

	“How long do I have?” The snow is making cellphone comms wonky. “Hard to say; five minutes; maybe thirty; they appear steadfast and unwavering.” Breaking up and coming back in, “I’m assuming they were paid a sizable fortune to deal with you, my friend.” Laughing into the mic to avoid Ace feeling more panicked. “You know me; I’m always making new friends brother.” A severe tone arises in Quinn’s voice. “Shit, prepare for entry; they’re about to breach; I repeat; they’re about to breach.” 

	Snatching Ace’s hand; he whiplashes her around; having no time to explain. “Follow me and listen to my every command if you want to live.” “Landon?” Nothing. Already back to the stairwell; realizing his Bluetooth fell out. “Fuck!” The next thing Agent Maxwell hears is the breaching charge. Unsure of why all the theatrics; the door should have been unlocked for them. “Unless Emma. Thank you, my magical friend,” silently saying; praying while running that he doesn’t live to regret this decision. 

	Emma wraps everything up at her workstation; her shift is over. Packing her belongings into the backup strapped to her wheelchair. Seeking reprimands for past mistakes is a weakness for Emma; who thoroughly believes she is being punished for past transgressions. Questioning God’s plan on numerous occasions; whether she deserved to be paralyzed; unaware of what great travesty she committed to belong stuck in a wheelchair. Seldom questioning it much anymore; still, it arises on a rare occasion or two; having accepted it for the most part; life was what you make of it Emma always thought; to remain positive in the descending darkness of this detestable world. 

	Emma zips up the backup. The computer screen is now black as coal. The fan has been turned-off to conserve electricity. Passing multiple co-workers; snatching glances at what their world curtails at the moment on her way to the restroom. Spotting more than a few people arguing about how a situation should or shouldn’t be handled. Words rising in harshness with SS disposed of at the moment; left to their own vices. Tempers were starting to flare; a cloud of deranged dust was encompassing the young and animalistic workforce; shrouding them in hate and bringing out the worst side of humanity.

	Emma wants no part in the ensuing arguments; her work is finished for today. Mentally noting that she was going to call her father tomorrow; requesting a transer to another division; wanting to get Agent Maxwell and Amber moved as well. Remembering that her father doesn’t know half the things that go on underneath the concrete jungle above; straining their relationship even further. The task was given to her by her father. Emma was sworn to silence by SS; using Amber’s life as currency; including her fathers if she didn’t feed him the info directed to her by SS.  The tremors in her heart cause massive bouts of depression; whom she sought out professional help.

	The uneducated, so called, professionals, all told Emma the same thing. “Emma don’t let a current hurt ruin your bright future,” granted she had to sham the entire reason she was there since Emma couldn’t be honest with them about the work she does daily. Working for an egotistical monster who enjoys seeing people hurt; even getting off on it, or so it appears to everyone in the office. Gliding her way past the partition towards the bathroom; reeling from her bladder on the verge of exploding. Yelling, “Excuse me,” to everyone who was in her way.

	Reaching the door; opening it by pushing the handicap button; usually hating to use it; but, now was an exception with how bad she had to use the restroom. Sitting on the stall; finally releasing the damn that was built up; being held back by sheer willpower. Breathing a heavy sigh of relief. The last drop hits the water; using the toilet paper to dry herself; flushing the toilet. Hating the part where she has to clamber on and off her wheelchair to use the restroom; it was always a precarious few moments. Falling would bring about both pain and embarrassment; though Emma has become a ninja warrior of sorts using her wheelchair in all manner of confined spaces. 

	Washing her hands now; exiting the bathroom while fellow co-workers were talking and exchanging gossip in-between the stalls. Rolling towards Amber’s room. Planning to make a pit-stop for some treats. Figuring she will throw on some deodorant and brush her teeth in Amber’s bathroom to freshen up for the evening. A few hallways away now from Amber’s room. The internal alarm starts blaring like an old-school locomotive train. Drenching everyone within earshot to partial deafness. The alarm has only gone off once before in the past year; thanks to a security breach by a pizza delivery driver. 

	Guards run past Emma; almost tipping the wheelchair over in their wake. Apologizing while they round the corner that leads to Amber’s room. The alarm has caused the whole building to halt all work; unaware on how to proceed besides covering their ears; praying tomorrow their hearing hasn’t diminished. Emma starts rolling faster; gaining traction; zipping in-between the few people lining the halls. SS can be heard screaming orders left and right to the imbeciles working for her; paying no attention to Emma. 

	Hushed whispers and conversations blanket the entire building with the possibilities of why the alarm is sounding. Emma rounds the final corner facing Amber’s room. A minute later; facing the room; Amber is seizing on the floor; anaphylactic shock overtaking her body due to the combination of STN and the antidote; nobody would know till the toxicology report was finalized. The doctors are attending to her now; a gurney is being rolled into the room. Emma’s heart stops on command. Hyde peers through his own security monitors in utter devastation; combing through reasons on how to prove his innocence should it be brought into question. 

	 

	 

	 

	To Be Continued.

	 

	Terminal Nightmares: Manhunt IV M will be slated for release in Spring of 2021.
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