Chapter 3


The headquarters for the Specialized Police of Chicago was still busy, even when all else was quiet in the city. Men and women ran around, digging furiously through files, conversing with each other about cases, and the general condition of Chicago and the whole Central Zone of America; made up of Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Wisconsin, Ohio, and Minnesota.


Chicago, Illinois was the capital of the Central Zone, as well as the entire US, almost. And that made it the most protected city in the zone. But that didn’t mean that there was no crime. And that sure didn’t mean that men and women alike didn’t need to place themselves at risk for the sake of those weaker than them.


As far as cities went, in fact, Chicago had a tendency at the time to be the most dangerous city in the country. Dozens died every week. And it wasn’t because of old age.


-


Michael slumped into his side of the offices, inserting his clearance code into a keypad next to the door. It opened swiftly with a hiss, admitting him into a room that contained dim lighting, several cubicles, and lots of cameras and computers.


He barely made it to his desk before he gave up, allowing himself to shut his eyes while his cheek rested against the cool plastic of the desk in his cubicle. He was hardly there for a moment when a hand tapped him on the shoulder twice. “Agent Bane? You finally made it.”


Michael groaned inwardly, recognizing the soft, feminine voice. It could only belong to his partner, Jane Meadows. He opened his eyes, sitting back up. She leaned forward so that her head came into focus with his eyes.


“Rough night last night?” she whistled as she took stock of his face.


Michael looked at her. He had always considered Jane attractive as far as normal standards went. Pretty face, dark red hair, lovely green eyes-


She rapped him on the shoulder again, smiling. “Yeah, I can tell you had some fun. Who was it this time?”


“That’s…” She was already moving towards the door, no doubt intending to meet up with their boss, Agent Thompson. Michael rose slowly, following behind at a stumbling pace. “That’s classified information. I don’t even want to think about it, anyway.”


“If that’s how you want it, fine, then,” She said without even looking back at him. “But do remember that Thompson is really looking forward to that report you’re supposed to be giving him today.”


Michael cursed viciously, forgetting where he was for a moment. He went haywire, kicking the wall. Jane rode it out, waiting patiently as Michael regained his breath and announced, “I forgot about it. I’ve had a lot on my mind lately.”


“Well, then I suppose this is going to be a great time in the office for you, isn’t it?” she smiled again. “You need to take a vacation.”


“What I need,” He followed her into an elevator, barely making it as the doors shut behind him. “Is a raise. I don’t get paid enough for this job.”


Quiet jazz music played in the background as the elevator plunged downwards deep into the earth. Michael winced as he noticed his reflection in the shiny steel walls. “Does it really look that bad?” he asked Jane.


Jane smirked. “If I were you, I’d just take a vacation. God knows you need it. You haven’t taken one since you joined the agency.” 


“And you remember why I joined the agency in the first place?” Michael sighed. “It was to serve others. I wanted to help America. The zones were just starting to really hit their strides, and the Circle here was catching flak left and right for all the promises they’d left unfulfilled. I wanted to make sure the voice of the people were heard legally.”


Jane nodded. “And you still are doing that.”


Michael shook his head slowly, his eyes never leaving her. “No, I’m not.” He said. “America isn’t America anymore. There’s no democracy in what the Circle does; there’s no communication between us and them. It’s like…” he fumbled for the right words. “It’s like a wall has come down between us. It’s chaos now. And they don’t care.”


“Don’t even say that aloud!” Jane hissed. “You know if someone here was to hear you, you’d be the one catching flak, not the Circle. The Circle has done the best they could; given the circumstances that binds America together, the Central Zone is the strongest zone in the entire country. True, they have flaws, but not all of the Circle is bad.”


“Catching flak? That’s what you think; but I’d catch more than flak, sweetheart. I’d be having a late night discussion with blunt objects! Just like I did last night! That’s what I hate about this country!” the elevators doors popped open and several agents dressed in dark suits stood by, waiting their turn to get on.


Michael and Jane made their way to the back offices, where the beating heart of the SPC was located. They halted at the end of a corridor with doors lining up on both sides, each one containing a head officer for a different section of Chicago.


The door in front of Michael and Jane was plain-blue, a silver handle brightly polished. In fine print on the glass part of the door was the name of Jane and Michael’s boss: Robert L. Goodman.


Jane knocked lightly on the door. A rough voice called from within, “It’s open.” Jane stepped through first, with Michael following behind at a much slower pace, his eyes on anything in the room except the man sitting behind the desk in the center.


A bookcase leaned against the wall near the back wall. The carpet was maroon in color, and melancholy in spirit. Although the sun was shining brightly outside that day, the purity of light did not touch the office, deep in the belly of the underground. The desk in the center of the room was Oak in origin, and the man sitting behind it was made from even sterner stuff.


Goodman leaned back, his dark blue eyes burning intensely as he studied his two agents with a scrutiny that made Michael grit his teeth nervously.


“You wished to see us, sir?” Jane broke the tension first.


“Yeah,” The fire was gone from Goodman’s eyes then, and he scratched the back of his head as he sighed, then motioning that the two agents should sit in the two chairs positioned in front of the desk. Michael sat down after a moment’s hesitation. He was fidgeting constantly, while Jane kept her hands folded in her lap, waiting for Goodman to speak first.


Goodman didn’t speak right away, however. He was concentrated on an unopened file on his desk. Despite its being closed, just seeing the file on his desk seemed to anger Goodman; he was sweating, even though the office was air-conditioned.


“Agent Meadows,” he began. “I assume you’re still keeping an eye on Mr. William Steel.”


Jane nodded. “Yes, sir,” She said. “He hasn’t really paid attention to me since I entered his services. Hasn’t asked any questions, hasn’t tried to get intimate, nothing. He’s keeping clean.”


Michael snorted. “What did you expect from one of the Circle?”


“I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that,” Goodman glared at him. “I’ll be speaking with you shortly, Bane. Otherwise, I would greatly appreciate it if you would remain silent until then.”

“Yes sir!” it was far too sarcastic a response and Michael cursed himself silently after saying it. Goodman had the fire back in his eyes, and this time, it seemed even more intense than before.


Nevertheless, Goodman continued speaking with Jane. “So what’s the score? Have you found anything yet?”


“No sir. I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but I don’t think he’s going to be that sloppy and just leave evidence out in the open.”


“Brilliant.” Goodman rolled his eyes. He was scratching his head again, irritated this time. Finally, he shrugged. “Well,” he said slowly. “Don’t let your guard down. I’m not going to let him off the hook yet. And besides, our…” he searched for the word. “Client doesn’t want to come up empty-handed. That’s why I put you on this case. Get something, anything on him, just so that we can get this case off our hands.” He sighed. “I don’t like it. Not at all.”


“I’m telling you,” Michael murmured distractedly. “It’s the Circle, man. They’re stabbin’ each other in the back. Everyone just wants a bigger piece for himself-”


“Agent Bane, I believe that I already told you where you stand in this conversation,” Goodman cut him off. “So I will ask you once again to remain quiet. If this is going to be an issue with you, then perhaps you’d better leave. Now.”


“It’s not a problem, sir.” Michael said in a respectful tone this time. He knew that there was no good time ever to piss the boss off.


Goodman maintained his apparent composure and went back to speaking with Jane for a little while longer. Michael slowly withdrew from the conversation and instead studied the carpet.


Soon, Jane and Goodman wrapped up their business, and Jane departed, leaving Michael with his boss, alone to take the bullet. He tried not to wince again as Goodman drilled him with that intense stare. Goodman didn’t break off until Michael finally broke and gave in.


“I didn’t write that report; is that what you’re waiting for me to say?” He said.


“I expected as much,” Goodman leaned back, “Especially after what I heard last night.”


Michael raised an eyebrow. “What did you hear, exactly?”


“At about midnight, I received a call from Agent Paul that you had a ‘meeting’ with Zerf and his men last night.”


Michael grinned. “Yeah,” He chuckled humorlessly. “Quite a party, as you can tell from my face.”


“Indeed.” Goodman said neutrally. “But that leads me to the heart of the issue; you have any idea why Zerf came after you last night?”


“None whatsoever,” Michael shrugged.


“He doesn’t like you,” Goodman said. “Gordon Liu, I mean. He doesn’t like it when you push him.”


“Yeah, I’ve noticed.” Michael kept grinning, despite how much it hurt in his condition to grin. He thought he could feel some of the stitches on his face starting to tear. At least, it sure felt that way. He was pretty sure that if a stitch tore loose, Goodman would’ve pointed it out.


But Goodman wasn’t even paying attention to his face. “Liu came here earlier, and he wanted you dead. He wanted a closed-casket funeral.”


Micheal’s heart pounded. “He knows about me?”


“Well, he doesn’t know that you’re watching him,” Goodman waved Michael’s worry away. “He just thinks that I sent you to him as a gift from an old friend.”


“And so he expects you, as a good friend, to put me in the slammer, just because I put one of his boys in the hospital.” Michael rolled his eyes. “It was a misunderstanding, boss. The man tried to shoot me.”


“And that’s why I’m having this conversation with you, instead of throwing you out on your ass out in the streets,” Goodman said darkly. “You’re lucky, given the circumstances. Liu was planning on having Zerf kill you.”


Michael burst out laughing, angering Goodman even more. “I don’t see how that’s funny!” Goodman hissed.


“I’m sorry,” Michael subsided, a smile still on his face. “Why didn’t Zerf do it, then? No guts? I heard stories about him, after all, how he’s some kind of former black-ops guy who’s killed at least a hundred men and women. Any truth to that?”


“Black ops? What do you think it is we do?” Goodman asked softly, his eyes dark with no sense of humor. It was almost as if he was angry for Michael just mentioning the fact of their occupation at all.


“I’m talking about ultimate black ops,” Michael said. “I mean, so black that, you and I would never hear of it. And that’s saying a lot, isn’t it, considering how big a city Chicago is now? I mean, honestly, we’re pretty much the greatest in the world, almost.”


Goodman nodded slowly. “Yeah,” He said. “But that’s not the point. You asked why Zerf didn’t kill you; Zerf is also a persuasive man when he wants to be. Zerf is the only real reason you are alive right now. He managed to convince Liu to be content with him giving you a beating.”


“Yeah, I suppose I should go thank him, then.” Michael stood up. “Look, boss, I’m in a lot of pain right now, so if you’ve got a point-?”


Goodman looked up at him, his eyes giving nothing away. “You’re a marked man on the radar,” He said after a moment’s silence. “Be careful where you tread, Bane. I need you to focus. Don’t let anything get in the way of the mission. You’re not to do anything other than observe Liu, and nothing else. If you see something that bears investigating, take note of it. Let me know about it. Is that understood?”


“Yes, sir.” Bane nodded.


“Good.” Goodman sighed. “I’ve got a lot of people on my back about this one, Michael. Liu is a top priority here; I can’t afford you screwing this up. Please, please, don’t make things worse than you already have. No more rocking the boat or attracting attention to yourself. One more slip, and we could be set back for years.”   


“Yes sir.” Michael moved for the door like a man dying of thirst in view of a water fountain. He practically sprinted down the hall towards the elevator, seeking only the privacy of his cubicle.


Once again in his cubicle, Michael rested his head against the table, overcome by weariness and the pain from his encounter with Zerf that previous night.


His head now ached furiously, and he wanted nothing more than to sleep. His desk was bare save for his personal computer, a few files, and his firearm. He shoved the firearm into a corner and laid down completely, face pressed hard into the plastic table, not even caring if anyone noticed his fatigue.


Zerf. The mere mention of the ultimate ONEMANARMY soldier sent chills down the spine of any man who know who Zerf truly was. A cold-blooded killer. A hero. A devil. A saint.


Zerf was many things, and most of them contradictory-seeming. If there was one thing Michael had learned from meeting Zerf face to face, it was that you could never trust the opinions of others. You could only rely on what you saw with your own eyes. And when it had come to understanding Zerf, Michael’s own eyes hadn’t been of much service. He liked Zerf; but at the same time, he could deny that there was something about the man that frightened Michael. Something dark and cold, compressed down in his soul.


When he had met Zerf, Michael had just been informed by Goodman that he would be working for Gordon Liu, a member of the Circle. Although the real assignment had been to uncover anything suspicious that Liu did and reveal it to the public, Michael had no easy time with the assignment, finding nothing solid to use against Liu. 


And besides that, it was intimidating having to work with a man like Zerf. Zerf had heartily shook Michael’s hand during their introduction, and had then offered him a drink before they went to business, tracking down men who were stealing Liu’s money.


In the end, they had returned the money to Liu. Zerf had made sure that the thieves would never live to regret their crime. But what haunted Michael the most about Zerf was that he did not seem concerned with the fact that he killed men so easily; Michael had almost thrown up when he’d watched as Zerf shot all three of the thieves through the foreheads. Zerf had chuckled, amused as Michael started to dry-heave.


“Never seen someone killed before, have you?” his eyes had twinkled.


No, that had not been the case. Michael had seen death before; he’d taken life before, as well. But the lack of concern, the composure in Zerf’s eyes as he had sent those men to their deaths, had been too much to absorb without cringing.


Michael tried to forget about the man, and instead focused on sleeping.


His phone went off, and he cursed as he pulled it out and opened it up. “Yeah?”


“Hey, it’s Mitch,” the high-pitched, whiny voice on the other line answered. Mitch Zagrig cleared his throat, and paused a moment before continuing, “Hey, this phone ain’t tapped, right?”


Michael rolled his eyes. “Would we be speaking if it was?”


“Maybe,” Mitch said in a thoughtful manner “They want me now, and they’re using you to set me up. Maybe this is all just a bust. Or maybe they just tapped your phone a minute ago when you weren’t looking, and for all we know, they’re listening in right now.”


“My God, you’re a paranoid son of a gun,” Michael chuckled. “You know that? You need to relax. Take something to calm you down, you know what I mean?”


“Well, I’m sitting on a lot of that ‘stuff’ right now, speaking of which,” Mitch said. “So you’re coming tonight to back me up, right? Provide some security? I don’t trust anybody else.”


“Yeah, yeah,” Michael noticed Jane passing by. She merely glanced at him and then pressed on, not particularly interested in his conversations on the phone. “I’ll be there,” he said. “Don’t worry about that. Just make sure everything else is set up and ready to go. You found a buyer, I’m guessing.”


“A big one; says he works for a few in the Circle,” Mitch’s strung out voice got raspy. “Can you believe that? I guess this means business is really taking off.”


“Or not,” Michael was indifferent. “I wouldn’t get too excited, all the same. Just be ready, will ya?”


“Yeah buddy,” Mitch answered. “See you tonight. Bring your gun.”


“Just shut up and relax, man. You’re getting too paranoid for your own good.” Michael hung up then, feeling a bit better. This night would be a good one.


“Who was that?” Michael whipped around to find Jane leaning over him, feigning boredom.


“Just a relative,” Michael turned back around and tried to ignore her stare. “Just got out of rehab. I’m proud of him.”


“I didn’t know you had any family here in Chicago.” She was starting to walk away when she hit him with this remark. Michael glared at her back.


“He’s from Ohio,” he called over her shoulder.


“I’m sure. Have fun meeting with him tonight,” she stopped and turned around, a hint of a smile on her face. “Oh, and be careful tonight, will you? No more scraps with mercenaries.”


“Oh trust me,” Michael laughed, then made a face when the laugh forced his face to twist many of the stitches and stretch them. “I’m not doing anything fun tonight. Guaranteed.”


“Great to hear.” 


Michael was relieved when she finally went away, straight to her cubicle, halfway across the room. He casually checked the watch on his wrist, noting that he had several hours before he’d have to meet up with Mitch.


Plenty of time to sleep.

