Chapter 4


The darkness had come, and it swept the daylight away quickly, leaving a cool, calm air in the night. The city was sleeping gently. Every now and then, a car would come down the streets, leaving a faint, droning sound in the ear; however, it was nothing more than white-noise in the background of the world, only heard by those who were straining to hear it.


Street lights lined up all around, meeting the pitch-black sky with an orange glow that resonated within the bulbs of each pole. The stars were faint, almost unreadable.


Brian McKittrel sat down on a bench in the empty park, his thoughts dwindling on the past, the present, and what the future held for him. His large pale hands clenched a photo, bent almost in half from the pressure exerted by his squeezing hands. His dirt-brown eyes narrowed as his mind took him off into the distance, leaving a blank look in his pupils. A trickle of sweat snaked down the bridge of his nose, and he wiped it away absent-mindedly.


Anyone who usually would’ve seen such a large, imposing man in the park might have been careful to avoid him at any cost. He was – physically speaking - built well for the role which he had carried as a burden since he was twenty years old. But his threateningly-large build now hunched over, due to age and also memories.


Memories. They clouded his judgment often, and now especially, they dogged him during this age of a dying America. A dying country, with a dying set of ideals in which there was no honor left, and no sense of justice, or responsibility.


The photo spoke louder than a shotgun being fired next to McKittrel’s ear. Unfolding it once again, he studied the two women that inhabited the picture, both smiling at him, wishing that he’d come home.


One, his wife Laura, now deceased, and the other, his daughter, now gone, maybe for good. She claimed that she had never wanted to speak to him again. McKittrel had tried on several occasions to determine her whereabouts, but every single search only ended with the conclusion that it was outside of America, and outside of his reach.


At first, McKittrel had tried consolation; he had tried going to sessions, tried taking anti-depressants. Neither ever worked. In the bitter end, all that was left was the blame that was pinned to McKittrel’s chest; he had, after all, driven his family away from him through his actions.


Most people wanted nothing to do with McKittrel; and they definitely would run from him if they knew what he knew, and had seen what he had seen in this world. 

If only every-day citizens that passed him on the street could have felt what he had felt in the years of his duty to America; the mental agony of seeing a comrade die before your eyes, the excruciating physical pain of being tortured by an enemy demanding your intel. If only humanity had known what kind of a man Brian McKittrel would become, perhaps more attempts from caring friends and family to dissuade him at a younger age from serving his country would’ve been made.


Then again, maybe not.


All that McKittrel now knew was the hollow satisfaction of doing his job, and doing it very well. There was nothing else there now. Just the simple duty to get up every day, and perform his duty to the country he once loved, no matter what the consequences of his actions were.


Brian McKittrel stood up then, his mind now thinking about a fellow soldier on the battlefield that was Chicago. A man that acted like him in many ways, and one that also had lost his family and loved ones by doing his job. Michael Bane appeared in McKittrel’s mind’s eye as he strolled through the park.


Michael is too young, he thought. He’s had already suffered a fairly large amount of pain and loss by serving the SPC. 

It bothered McKittrel to see one so eager to fight, almost at the drop of a hat, at such an age. In many ways, McKittrel and Michael were virtually the same man.


That was the real reason why that previous night, McKittrel found himself once again staring Michael in the eyes, like he had many times before. They held the same intensity between them, Brian and Michael; a burning tower of rage, despair, and desperation. And yet, there was also a small beacon of hope; hope that somehow, someway, things would improve, and the services McKittrel and Michael offered would one day no longer be needed.


And then, standing there in the dark of that back alley, McKittrel had tried offering assurances to his young friend. “It’s nothing personal. This is just the business. You know how it is.” And then McKittrel’s men had swarmed all over Michael, not even giving the poor kid a chance to brace himself. Within two minutes of hitting and stomping, Michael lost consciousness.


And that was, indeed, the business. If anyone knew this concept, it was Brian McKittrel, also codenamed Zerf by his superiors.


His stroll through the park was one undertaken as a time-out; a moment of peace and sanctuary, so that McKittrel could take a breather, and contemplate his actions in the last few days. Clarity he pursued; clarity was something he could obtain, he found, in the smallest of things; especially when walking through a park on a dark, lonely night.


Even though he shoved the photo deep into his pocket, McKittrel could feel the gazes of the two lovely women in the picture scathing him, setting his soul on fire.


The feeling didn’t last. Slowly, as he replaced the thoughts of his past and family with the business of the present, he felt strong again. After a few minutes of deciding what to do about Gordon Liu and Michael Bane, McKittrel completely forgot about the picture in his pocket.


As he was headed towards the parking lot that overlooked the small park, a pair of men dressed in torn jeans and ragged vests stepped out from behind a tree, both menacing McKittrel with machetes. 


Brian paused, halting just a few feet away from them. The two men both were twitching visibly and their bodies were incredibly thin, almost to an unhealthy degree. They were trash from the lower parts of the city; most likely junkies in needing of a fix, and figured they could get some quick cash from a simple man taking a leisurely walk through the park.


“Give us everything you’ve got; cash, wedding ring, everything!” One of the two, the taller, less twitchy one, hissed almost like a cat. 


McKittrel weigh his options. They were poor; they barely had enough cash maybe to get some food for the day if they were lucky. 


They’re addicted to something, and cash will only fuel that lust for more. McKittrel argued with himself.


“C’mon, we don’t have all day,” the other one now was hissing as well, glancing over his shoulder as if expecting trouble at any moment. “Please? We’re not hurtin’ ya.”


They really were poor souls.


Worthless. Not worth an ounce of the ‘stuff’ they want. The militant in McKittrel still persisted.


He glanced at them quickly, still torn. He could disarm them easily. There would be no real trouble there. They wouldn’t harm him. As he took stock of their weapons, McKittrel almost smiled, noting how rusty and dull-looking the blades were. Surely they didn’t think those things could still cut so easily?


You’re wasting time here.

“Hey!” The taller one was shouting again. And then, almost as if another side of him awoke, he made a face and said in a softer tone, “Look man, we ain’t tryin’ to create problems for ya. We really could use the help.”


And why not? They had a chance; surely they could find some way to break their addictions some day. Surely every man alive deserved a second chance-


Fuck it.

The fury came on him so fast, he barely was aware of the events as they proceeded; his hand withdrew the gun concealed under his jacket without hesitation, and drilled the tall man right through the eyes.


The other tried to flee, but a bullet caught him in the back of his knee, dropping him. Even as he wailed, two more bullets struck him, one in the neck, the other in the head, cutting him off in mid-wail.


Zerf lowered the pistol, stuffing it back in its holster without putting the safety on; he never put the safety on. You never knew, after all, when you’d run into a crazy on the street. You never knew when the time would call for superior firepower.


And that was how the new America was run; only the man with the bigger gun would live, leaving the rest in the dust to die off without any commemoration or epitaph to describe their life, or their reasons for existing.


Zerf ignored the corpses, stepping over them as if he was merely trying to avoid stepping in a dog’s excrement. Already, the bodies were starting to lose heat; eventually, someone would phone in a call to the SPC to investigate these two men, now deceased, and how they had come to their unfortunate end.


But in truth, it didn’t really matter. Chicago had no need of two more junkies clogging up the gears of American Justice.


And Chicago never would.

-


The rain started to pour, falling hard and transparent from the heavens, only seen as collective bits landed in pools, causing little splashes and small ripples. The sound of raindrops splattering against trash cans in the alley, both tin and plastic, was a dissonant percussion that held no beat, but instead emphasized a heaviness that did not relent.


Next to the alley lay a row of garages for storing shipped goods from the north. All but one of the large, yellow garage doors was open. Inside the garage, Michael Bane and his partner-in-crime Mitch Cillian waited impatiently, occasionally muttering ominously; however, his paranoia had been toned down for the moment. Michael paced back and forth in front of the entrance, and Mitch leaned against his truck, which held the ‘stuff’ they had been holding on to for months. Bags of Cocaine. Pounds of it. Mitch had earlier declared it was at least fifty pounds of cocaine, but Michael had had his doubts. Mitch had a tendency to exaggerate.


“How’d you get your hands on it?” Micheal had then inquired of his friend. 


Michael looked his friend in the eyes. The poor guy had a tic, and his left eye was never still. He then laughed at his own question when Mitch shrugged.


“Oh yeah, that’s right; forget I asked.” Michael shook his head. “But you’d better hope this isn’t some organized neighborhood gang you’ve contacted. You know I don’t put up with those guys.”


“You don’t put up with a lot of people,” Mitch said, busily searching his pockets for cigarettes. “That’s part of your job, I thought. Don’t trust the people, just the superior officer?”


“Somewhat,” Michael agreed, once again making a lap around the car, measuring his steps carefully, to take up as much time as possible. “It depends sometimes.”


“Really?” Mitch sighed. “You know, I wish I had a cool job like you do. I hate this job. Too many snitches.”


Michael felt the words stir a bitter resentment in his heart. Up until this point, his relationship with Mitch had consisted of little things; robbing a liquor store, selling a few legal firearms to men desperately in need of it, and other ‘small’ crimes. Mitch had not even come close to doing anything extremely dangerous with his life; dealing cocaine was a big step up the chain.


But in no way had Mitch seen the things Michael had seen on a now-daily scale. Mitch had no clue how ugly the world could be.


“This ‘job’ of yours is nothing compared to what I do.” He said with as much calm as he could muster at the time.


Mitch didn’t even notice if Michael was angry. He had finally found a cigarette and had it lit, enjoying that much more than the company of his friend.


“You have the complete authority to do what you want,” Mitch laughed aloud between intakes of the cigarette. “And I don’t want to hear you complain about that. If I had the power, I’d be doing this sort of thing all the time. I wouldn’t have to worry about people watching me or tapping my phone.”


“And why would you do this, huh?” Michael had arrived back at the bed of the truck, his circle now complete. He stepped close to Mitch, staring intensely. “Why do you do this now? What’s in it for you? Your father leaving you his business and all of its money, you said!”


Mitch blinked. “So?” He said tentatively after a moment. 


Michael wanted to hit him out of frustration. Never before had he seen this kind of apathy in Mitch. For the four years they had known each other, Michael had always figured that Mitch was ‘one of the good guys’ that you could always count on to be a generally good person; the kind that would only turn to petty crime when the living conditions at home were in disarray.


However, now Michael was seeing a different man. Although he’d suspected a subtle change in Mitch’s behavior over the last few months, now it had become obvious that Mitch’s confidence in getting away with a crime was getting stronger. 


And yet, so was his paranoia...the bigger the chances, the less he wanted Michael around for business. Mitch shook his head as Michael gritted his teeth. “Why do you care what I do with my life?” Mitch asked then. “It’s not like you’re a Boy Scout, Bane.”


“You don’t care anymore, do you?” Michael turned away.


“No, I don’t,” Mitch was now getting irritated himself. He glared at Michael’s back. “And you know why? Because no one out there,” he pointed to the city outside of the garage. “Cares about me. They don’t even care if I’m alive or dead. And you know what? They don’t care about you either. Hell,” he paused, long enough to inhale some smoke, and then, “they hate you. They don’t want you around them, poking in their affairs. No one likes a cop these days. Especially SPC cops.”


“We’re no different from the rest of them.” Michael lied.


“Yeah; keep telling yourself that.” Mitch laughed bitterly. “But think about this; you’re lucky, man. It don’t matter whether the people like you or not; you’re the face of America, man. You’re the one that has the badge. You could break the rules and they can’t touch you. You should be happy with the life you have.”


“Okay,” Michael waved him off. “Enough. Stop. No more of this talk. Let’s just get this over with.”


“Get it over with?” Mitch laughed again, heartily this time. “They ain’t even here yet!”


“Well they better hurry it up, or I say we find a new buyer.” Michael said. “This is a risk. You can’t trust people on the street level.”


“And you can trust the guys who work in the offices downtown? You know, the guys who have the hot secretary, and the corner-office, so they get two sides of a great view?” Mitch responded. “You can trust them?”


Michael sighed. “No,” he said. “I guess not.” He went to the truck and leaned next to Mitch. “What kind of country are we living in now, Cillian? I thought people like me were meant to make this a better place.”


Mitch had a blank look on his face, and he said nothing. Michael had more to wrench from his soul; the guilt flowed freely as he spoke every single word with a deliberate, bitter hiss. “Thought we could make a difference. You know, I’ve spent countless hours looking back at times when I had to make a call, and it always seems bad. I’ve seen people get shot for just being in the wrong place at the wrong time. I’ve seen others get beaten senseless, tortured, and I’ve even seen places go up in flames over small arguments with another agent.” He took a deep breath, and Mitch was still silent. “I don’t know what I’m fighting for,” he said. “A better tomorrow? I sometimes wonder if we can even make it to tomorrow.”


“Well,” Mitch said slowly, after a moment. “We’re still here, aren’t we? If the past is any kind of indication, then it doesn’t matter what we do; the story’s already set in stone, man. Mankind’ll be around for a lot longer. And there’s always gonna be people spying on each other, killing each other, stealing from each other…” Mitch clapped Michael on the back unexpectedly. “And you know what? Look at you. You’ve turned out all right, haven’t you? The thing is, man, I don’t think you realize how lucky you really are.”


“Lucky?” a pause, spread out in the fabric of time. It felt more like an hour before Mitch replied-


“Yeah man. It’s like I’ve been saying; you’re a cop. That’s a good thing in Chicago. You’re the one who can choose who makes it. You’re the one that can do what no one else can do; you’ve got the power and the badge. You’re a freaking symbol to these people. Whether or not they love you or hate you, it doesn’t really matter, man, because you still have a chance where no one else does.”


But somewhere in that speech, not once had Mitch revealed what exactly Michael could do. What abilities could the man have in mind that would really make a difference? Did having a gun in this world guarantee freedom and peace? Michael was not so sure anymore.


But then again, nothing was certain in this world anyway. Mitch knew the one thing that still rung true; if there was any kind of hope at all for man, it was that man had already been around for far too long as it was. To simply be wiped out of existence in the blink of an eye was unlikely.


But the Hyperpower of the world was struggling; America was no longer Beautiful, but fraught with peril, and a dark place to live.


The sound of crunching gravel announced the presence of a nearby vehicle coming their way. Mitch and Michael both leaped off of the truck. Mitch rubbed his hands together nervously; Michael clicked the safety off of his gun.


A large HUV swerved around the corner, halting abruptly. The lights went dead as several men piled out, all dressed in dirty, greased clothing. A few of them had white bandannas hanging out of their pockets, indicating gang status. What gang they were a part of, Michael didn’t care. He sized them up as Mitch went out to greet them.


All of them were either tall or well built, despite their dirty appearance. Most of them had a tattoo or several, and they all walked with a swagger. Michael had no doubt that they were all armed. The biggest one, a man twice Michael’s size, went out to meet Mitch; his face was covered with a week of stubble, and his eyes were narrow with intensity.


“Gentlemen!” Mitch grinned. “Glad you could make it. Let’s get this show on the road, huh? Before somebody tips us off, that is.”


Michael had to roll his eyes. Mitch was already getting off on a bad start; gang men like these went off and started shooting even at the slightest hint of someone ‘tipping things off,’ and Mitch’s paranoid behavior wasn’t going to make things easier for the deal. 


But luck was on Mitch’s side; the big man didn’t even seem to notice. “Where’s the stuff man?” he growled instead.


Mitch went over to the truck, and the big man followed. Michael stayed back; his eyes were on the rest of the gang; they glared back at him, and two were getting fidgety, their hands going behind their backs, no doubt reaching for hidden side arms.


“Relax,” Michael said calmly, having been in this situation before many times. “Don’t do anything we’re all gonna regret later.”


Neither guy seemed to care what he said; but they didn’t pull out any weapons, either. That suited Michael just fine.


“Well?” He heard Mitch saying “Is this quality or what?”


“How much?” the big man said after a moment. “I’m not cheap.”


“Didn’t think you were. Because I like you, I can sell it for-” Mitch never got the chance to finish what he was saying, as a sudden sound of screeching tires brought everyone up out of their poses. Every man armed at the scene yanked out his piece, whirling around.


Michael ran over to Mitch quickly. he swore then. “This is not good. Get the truck out of sight, hurry!”


“What do we have here?” A loud voice hailed to them, from what sounded like a megaphone. Everyone turned towards the end of the alley, and saw a man walking their way. Wiry, blonde, wearing a jumpsuit and armed with a sub-machine gun, the man held the said megaphone in his left hand while he waved at them with his right arm. “C’mon people; you’re not fooling anyone. Why don’t you drop the weapons, and we can all discuss this in a friendly manner?”


Michael immediately recognized fellow SPC agent Travis Gillespie; the arrogant soldier strolled up, and a whole platoon of SWAT came around both the building and the alley, all of them armed and ready to shoot.


“Everyone drop ‘em.” Michael made sure to drop his first, in plain sight of Gillespie. He couldn’t believe it when the gangsters disobeyed him, instead shouting at the SWAT, cursing and waving their guns about still. 


“Hey!” He barked a second time, and this time most of them complied. “Drop ‘em!” He said again. “Do you want to die here? Drop it!” The big man was the final one to drop his gun.  All of the gangsters were glaring at Michael, and Mitch was on his knees, muttering dark oaths and curses, shaking his head.


“You put them up to this, didn’t you?” The big man, head of the gang, cursed Michael. “You’d better watch yourself boy. I’m gonna gut you if we make it through this. I’ll find where you live.”


“That’s quite enough.” Gillespie stepped in front of Michael, cutting him off from any kind of retort he could make. He turned to the gangsters. “Besides, this man didn’t tip anyone off. He’s too much of a street warrior to do so.” He smiled brightly at Michael then. “How much is in the truck, Bane?”


“Fuck you.” Michael hissed.


“Thought so.” Gillespie grinned. “Plenty enough for us, then, eh? Not that we’re stealing it from you; oh no, how could I justify stealing from a friend? Just consider it borrowing.”


He went over to the truck, nudging Mitch while he did so. “Haven’t we met before, Mr. Cillian? I thought I told you that if you had anything, you were to call me first.”


“I don’t know you, man!” But Mitch’s eyes told a different tale. They were bulging, and his teeth were gritted as he rasped out, “You pigs are all the same. Think you can just take what you want?”


“Ask Mr. Bane over there,” Gillespie tilted his head towards Michael. “He can tell you plenty about that. I’m sure he’s got better stories than I do.” He glanced at Michael. “Remember all the raids we did a year back? Good times, man. Good times.” He nodded his head, as if satisfied with the cache in Mitch’s truck.


Michael now had his eyes on Mitch. Mitch noticed. “What?” he said loudly.


“You know him?” Michael pointed at Gillespie.


“No, man!” Mitch shook his head vigorously. “I don’t even know what he’s talking about!”


“Gentlmen,” Gillespie stood away from the truck, facing the gangsters. “You have precisely forty-two seconds to get into your vehicle and clear the premises,” he grinned. “Otherwise, we will shoot you on sight. Do you understand?”


The gangsters took a good look at the waiting SWAT platoon surrounding them. They then all looked to their leader, who nodded. A dash then occurred as they scrambled into their HUV, and were gone before anyone could say a word. 


Gillespie waved his troops off, and the SWAT team lowered their weapons. Gillespie himself scooped up Michael’s gun. “I thought you didn’t associate yourself with men like this?” he indicated Mitch.


“What’s it matter to you what I do with my time?” Michael’s nose was only centimeters away from Gillespie’s. 


Neither man flinched as the rain pelted down. Occasionally, for the few moments they stood close to each other, a few drops would whizz past their eyes. The sound of rain still continuing its drum solo over Chicago was a quiet menace; the world had gone dark, and the only thing that existed between these two men at the moment was their pride, and their determination to win at all costs.


Gillespie blinked first. And then his wolfish smile returned. “It doesn’t,” he said with a chuckle. “Just thought I’d remind you of your duty to the public, though. After all, they look up to you.” He stepped back after that. Two members of the SWAT team swept past them and Mitch, who was still on the ground. The troopers got in the truck and started it.


“I’m afraid I’m going to have to compound your truck, Mr. Cillian,” Gillespie said to Mitch. “You can find it outside of HQ in a few days. And you,” he reached out to Michael’s face, trying to touch the stitches. Michael knocked his hand away, which caused Gillespie to smile even bigger. “Stay alive. I heard about what happened last night. Wouldn’t want something similar to happen again sometime, would you?” 


Michael said nothing; he ground his molars together, wishing he could say something to wipe that smile off of Gillespie’s face; maybe a punch, too. Yes, a punch could work as well.


“Let’s go, boys.” Gillespie and his men jogged down the street, with Gillespie halting only to wave back to Michael and Mitch one last time before they hopped on the truck and turned the corner, headed for their SWAT truck.


Michael spit as Mitch rose to his feet.


“Well, that’s just great.” Mitch said angrily. “What now? Do you have any idea how long it took to get that stuff?”

Michael shook his head. He suddenly felt a wave of fatigue engulf him. “Forget it.” He said.


“Forget it?” Mitch stared at him, shocked. “Do you realize how much money I lost?”


“I said forget it!” Michael shouted. “Just go home. We’ll talk later. We’ll get something else rolling. But don’t even bother trying to contact me for a week or so, you hear?” he kicked the garage door, causing it to swing open with a violence. “Maybe you were right about my phone being tapped.”


“I told you! I fucking told you! I knew I couldn’t trust the SPC to leave me be!” Mitch fumed.

Michael rolled his eyes for the second time that night as he walked away, his mind churning with a quiet rage that dwarfed Mitch’s easily.


The rain came down in a sudden flood, even harder than it had been mere moments ago. It seemed that the whole world was now pouring out its wrath on Michael Bane. But this was not the first time he’d had such an event occur; there was always a way to get some, and get even with those that crossed you.


He would deal with Gillespie later; he’d see to that. This was just the beginning. That bastard was going to pay.

