
Chapter 1

Michael didn’t know how long he had been unconscious, but he could remember a few flashing-images that had occurred before blacking out. Handcuffs. Thick blunt objects. Lots and lots of pain. He moved to a sitting position, leaning my back against a brick wall in the alley. It was raining still; the steady hammering of cold drops pelted him as he noted the blood that was on his shirt. His hands were bloody and bruised at the wrists. Reaching up, he wiped something warm away from his face, and his hand appeared completely smeared with blood. 

So Michael groaned. Assuming the worst, he scanned around, trying to get a fix on his surroundings. The alley was downtown Chicago; he could hear traffic nearby, the crunching of gravel underneath tires, the occasional honk of a horn. Dark clouds blotted out the sun, bringing out a melancholy, moody morning.

Had it been so late last night, Michael wondered, that he’d been beaten within an inch of his life? He couldn’t be sure. He remembered only vague images of what had happened.


But the struggle was over for now. For now, Michael would have to endure the pain and find a doctor. No wait; not just any doctor. He needed Malachi.


Standing up turned out to be far easier than Michael had expected. The strength that had deserted him the previous night had returned, and he rose steadily among the downpour of rain. As he started to turn and take his first step, the pain finally flared up, and ran through his leg with such a shocking vibration of fire that he fell to his knees again.


It hurt all over now, in fact. Shoulders and back stung like he’d been whipped, legs felt like they were on fire, and his head felt similar to that of the monthly hangover that Michael had suffered in the past. As Michael arose again, he trembled with the pain, trying to ignore it as he finally took limping steps to the mouth of the alley, which opened up into the streets of downtown.


Michael was ignored as hundreds of men and women rushed past him. They didn’t even seem to notice this man covered in blood, his face damaged badly, and maybe the nose shattered completely. Michael was used to such treatment.


Instead, he got his bearings, and struck out in search of his friend Malachi.

Chicago was a difficult place to walk alone in those times, where no man was safe from the war that was being fought in every home, in every building, and in every heart and mouth of the American citizens that proclaimed themselves true patriots. It didn’t help Michael that Malachi’s business was several miles away, and he was hurt. The limping got worse the faster he tried to move, shoving through the crowds, ignoring their curses and utterances of outrage.


His breathing became ragged in no time. As he was passing by a bank, he almost halted as a guard came out of the building, fixated on a fingernail. The man was dressed in khaki-colored fatigues, his head covered by a helmet with a slotted visor, in which only the dark eyes of the trooper could be seen.


The trooper was looking at that fingernail with extraordinary detail. Or was he watching Michael? As he approached the trooper, Michael kept his head down, refusing to look him in the eye. But even as he passed, Michael could’ve sworn he heard a chuckle shoot through the slits of the jet-black visor.


Justice in Chicago...is no justice in America. Know your place. Know which side you are on, and keep your head down at all times. Michael cursed bitterly as he strove through more crowds, hoping that he reached Malachi’s before it was dark, and Malachi then would be paying attention to his family.


Malachi admitted Michael into the moderately-large basement where he carried out his operations and medical exams. Contrary to what Michael always expected, the basement was well lit, and there was no dirt anywhere to be found. The basement even smelled like lemons, instead of piss or vomit.

Michael gingerly positioned himself on the couch/chair that was Malachi’s examining table. “Well?” He finally said, his voice weak from the stress of the day; walking miles to get checked on. 


“Well what?” Malachi slipped some gloves over his hands. His hair, graying and thin, he covered with a small cap. His bright blue eyes glittered in the light. He smiled kindly at Michael, his mahogany face breaking out cheerfulness Michael often wished he himself had.


Malachi brought a small flashlight with him. “Look at the light,” he commanded as he clicked on the light, brought it to shine in one eye. Michael didn’t flinch. Malachi repeated the task with Michael’s other eye, whistling while he did so.


“Am I okay or what? What’s the score, Mal?” Malachi stepped back over to his instruments table, putting the flashlight were he’d found it. He shook his head slowly at Michael’s question.


“The score is this,” he turned around, still smiling gently. “Your nose is broken, you’ve got numerous cuts that need stitching, you’ve got bruises the size of golf balls, and to top it all off, you’ve got a mild concussion.”


Michael squeezed his eyes shut. He had expected terrible news. But hearing it confirmed hurt only deepened the pain, and stimulated the anger that had been slowly building up in his chest.

“Now,” Malachi sat down across from him, no longer smiling. “I’m gonna have to reset that nose of yours.”


“Just do what you gotta do and do it quick, will ya?” Michael said in a raspy tone.


Malachi needed no further invitation, and he went to work on the nose.


Michael endured the pain, only hissing curses when he could. He forced himself not to move, and after a little bit, Malachi finally finished the task.


“This is the third time you’ve gotten that hooter of yours broken,” Malachi said. “Now, I’m gonna clean up the cuts so that we can stitch them shut. Are you ready?”


“Not particularly.” Michael knew he would do it anyway.


The warm, wet cloth soothed his pains as the blood was washed away. Pretty soon, after finishing the cleaning stage of his work, Malachi’s sink was filled with water colored red from the blood off of Michael’s face alone.


The stitched came next, and Michael lost count very quickly as the count of stitches that went into his skin hit the double digits. He could only imagine what exactly he would look like after Malachi had finished.


The task was finished in thirty minutes, and Malachi allowed Michael a mirror to see the aftermath.


“Oh, great,” Michael lamented sarcastically as his image glared back at him sourly. His face, once a strong, fine-looking one, now resembled Frankenstein. The bulging bruises had really taken root, and ran amok over his face. The stitches were on his right cheek, his jaw, under and above his left eye, and right beside the other eye. His bright-blonde hair was matted with red.


“A new look for you.” Malachi said dryly as he pulled away the mirror, setting it down on a nearby table. “We’ll get some ice for the bruises. You can stay here tonight. I don’t think it would be wise for you to try and get home tonight after this.”


“What, you think I’m gonna get jumped again?” Michael examined his wrists. They were no longer bleeding, but they required some tape or something. 

“Given what you’ve been doing, I believe there’s always that possibility.” Malachi nodded wisely. “Now come on upstairs. Meg would love to have you for dinner. The family likes having you around, you know.”


“I’m always intruding,” Michael observed as they headed up the stairs. “I’m sorry.”


“Don’t be.” Malachi said. “Just be nice tonight. No arguments over current events or ethics or anything. You know Meg hates it when you bring all of that up.”

“Well, maybe she’d like to talk to the pigs that cuffed me and kicked the hell out of me,” Michael hissed bitterly. “Maybe then she’d understand me.”


“Not funny,” Malachi said. “Not at all.”

Michael grinned behind his friend’s back. “You need to lighten up, old man. You have no sense of humor at all.”


“I’m too old be humorous.” Malachi said. “Which I can’t say for you. At least you have that.”
“Yeah.” Michael agreed. “At least.”
Chapter 2


In the dining room, the family of Malachi Johnson assembled for dinner. The Johnson family was a large one; there were two sisters, Angela and Stacey, Angela’s husband Jack, Malachi, his wife and daughter, his parents, and several children.


Angela and her husband sat next to Michael at the table. Angela had given birth to four of the children sitting at the table, and they were as beautiful as she was; tall, strong, shining bright eyes, it was all Michael could do to not stare at her. Fortunately for him, Jack sat in between them, mostly blocking Michael’s view. 

Sitting across from Michael, Malachi was telling a story to his family about a patient he’d seen a few days ago, who’d tried to pay him with jars of change. “There were several bottles, I think, all filled with pennies, an’ nickels an’ whatever else you could think of…” everyone was laughing at his story. His wife Megan wrapped her arms around his for a moment.


Sitting to the left of Megan was Malachi’s other sister Tricia, who hardly ever spoke. Michael had tried to engage her in a conversation once, and she didn’t even seem to notice that he had been standing there. It was either she enjoyed solitude, or she didn’t like Michael.

Malachi’s daughter sat on the other side of Malachi, always asking him questions. Being different from both of her parents, Mallory was half black, half white; her skin was a creamy tan that combined both. Her hair was a darker shade of brown, and her eyes were even darker, but even lovelier. Michael always enjoyed seeing the kid, merely because she was the friendliest of the family.


But at the moment, nothing made Michael feel better more than taking a bit of the chicken that Malachi’s mother Beatrice had cooked. The old woman could cook very well, and served the chicken with gravy, potatoes, and some broccoli.


“So what happened?” Michael looked up, right at Megan, who’d asked the question. She was smiling, but Michael could read those blue eyes and tell what she was really thinking. She was really asking, “What did you do this time?”


“I fell.” He went back to the chicken, knowing that this wasn’t going to suffice. But he didn’t care, truthfully. Not anymore. The woman just wouldn’t understand. Only Malachi did.


“That was quite a fall,” Jack observed. “You must’ve hit something on the way down.” 


“Yup.” Michael agreed.


“So,” Beatrice changed the conversation quickly, and glanced at her husband Marcus. Marcus had a bored look on his face at the time, but he cleared his throat, having seen the way his wife was looking at him.


“Everyone hear the news?” he asked hoarsely.


“What news?” Megan inquired.  


“The Circle has decided to legalize, along with Marijuana, Opium and LSD.” Marcus sighed, leaning back in his chair, pushing away his plate towards the center of the large oaken table. “Quite some country we live in.”


“It’s not the country,” Jack reminded him. “It’s the Zone we live in. Central’s the first to legalize anything. Pretty soon, Western might legalize even more, if California makes another push.”


“Pot is one thing,” Malachi said sadly. “But LSD? The Circle’s trying to kill people.”


“You forgot the Opium.” Michael said dryly.


“So why are allowing this?” Megan said. Her act was even more intense than it had been moments ago.

“What do you mean?” Marcus asked, his voice getting crackly. He took a sip of water, and continued. “The people all demanded it. Or at least the young un’s of this day did. The Circle did what they thought would make everyone happy.”


“Legalizing something so dangerous to humans is unbelievable,” Megan declared. “I mean, who cares what teens think these days? They aren’t thinking about their future! And the Circle doesn’t care; they just want to make money off of us.”


Michael hadn’t meant to speak; but the words were shooting out of his mouth before he could stop himself. “It’s the way of life now, sister,” he bit his tongue afterwards, cursing himself. 

Megan was glaring at him. “You support this then?”


“There’s nothing we can do,” Michael glanced at Malachi. Although the older man couldn’t say anything, Michael saw the look in Malachi’s eyes; he knew the old man was warning him not to push the issue.


Too late for that. Michael gritted his teeth before continuing. “Look, the Circle has all the power now. Yeah, it’s not like we’re entirely helpless. Sure, you could draw up a petition, yeah, but it won’t get far. There’s too many who want the exact opposite of what you want.”


“And how do you know that, Michael?” Megan said, her eyes filled with fury. “You think that there isn’t other who feel the same way we do?”

We do? Who’s with you on this one? Who’s taking your side right now? No one that I see. Michael sighed. “It’s a lost cause. Trust me when I say that. I’ve seen the Circle and the way they operate.”


“And how do you know them so well, hm?” Everyone in the room was either rolling their eyes, or leaning back in their chairs, prepared for yet another battle between Michael and Megan.


Michael didn’t know how to answer her question. Finally he said, “Frankly, it’s none of your business.” He reached for the salt, but came up short, his fingertips unable to reach it. Mallory grabbed it and handed it to him. “Thank you,” barely got out of Michael’s mouth before Meg started up again.


“Oh, I see,” she said. “Are they the ones that made you fall, too?”


“That’s enough.” Malachi held up his hands. “Please, you two, this is a time of peace. Let’s talk about something else-”

There was no stopping Michael though. Meg had pushed him too far now. He could feel the anger rise up like a tidal wave in his chest. He clenched his fists under the table. “No,” he said. “But I know how the Central works. You obviously don’t. If you have ears to hear me, hear me out now. There’s nothing you can do. The Circle has too many people on their side because of appeasement. No one cares what you think. No one ever will.”


“Michael-” Malachi was begging him still, but now Megan was responding.

“And what about you, Michael? Don’t you care? Don’t you care about the children you might have some day?” She gestured to Stacey. “What about Stacey here? What about her kids? Don’t you care about their future?”


 “I think the two of you need to calm down.” Stacey said her piece. Jack concurred.

Michael just grinned. “You just don’t get it, do you?” he shook his head and stood up. “Thank you for dinner,” he said to Beatrice. “But I didn’t ask for this.”


He was halfway through the doorway when Beatrice stood up with a ferocity that shocked everyone in the room. She barked at Michael, “Sit down, mister.”


So stunned was he at her anger, Michael did as he was told. The room was completely quiet for several moments before Beatrice spoke again.


“This matter is closed now.” She said. “I’m not going to have my own daughter-in-law berating one of our guests. His life and his opinions are his own, and no one else’s.” She looked at Michael for a moment. “But on the other hand,” she said. “I do ask that you please leave the matter be for now. Even if you know something no one else does, please keep it to yourself. Many of us are not satisfied with the ways of the Circle.” She sighed now. A look of softness came over her eyes then. “I remember when the Circle Strategy was introduced to America. No more presidents, no more parties. It’s a horrible system. Everyone in power is fighting for his own interests, and nothing else.”


Malachi seized the opportunity to stand up and grab his plate. “Okay,” he said to Mallory. “I think it’s time to clean up now.”


“You just had to do it, didn’t you?” Michael rolled his eyes as Malachi hissed at him. “You had to go and get Meg riled up!”


They were both on the porch, outside, watching as the sun went down behind the city. It was getting quiet out, and everyone was in their houses all along the neighborhood. The sky took on an orange glow, and the crickets were starting to chirp.

Michael had had enough of the argument over dinner. He didn’t want to talk about it, nor did he even want to be around Malachi. He just wanted peace. “You sure you want me to stay?” he asked lightly.


“Of course,” Malachi took a deep breath before speaking. “You can’t go back out there. You need rest, not more violence.”


“Well, it’s a bit late for that,” Michael sighed indifferently. “Megan made things rougher.”


“You didn’t have to respond the way you did,” Malachi said evenly. “Don’t even try to fight me on that.” He sat down wearily on the stool next to the door. “Look, just put it behind you. She’s not going to say anything else. I promise.”


Michael nodded. “Well, thanks for dinner.” He turned around and held out his hand to Malachi. Malachi was well aware of the significance, and so he took the hand with his own and shook it. 


“Take care.” Malachi said. “If you’re going to go, then take a cab or something. Don’t attract any more unnecessary attention.”


Michael barked a short laugh as he started down the steps of the porch, turning back one last time to look at his friend and give him an unapologetic shrug. “You know me, Mal,” He said. “I’m always looking for a fight.”


“And one day, that mentality is gonna be the cause of your death.” Michael ignored the dig as he walked away from his old friend.


The smile crept back on his face as he proceeded back towards the city limits, towards the downtown. He was going to headquarters, get some answers.


He was going home.

Chapter 3
Coming soon…


16

