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MR. PERKINS GOES TO HELL


I



By his own estimation, Jim Perkins was an important man, not simply by virtue of his professional accomplishments, but as a direct consequence of the impacts his accomplishments had made on the lives of those he influenced. In truth, he could more accurately be described as a man who relentlessly plowed forward, regularly staggering to either side of a fine line that separated his objectively-good nature from an almost-damning tendency toward excessive pridefulness.


In fairness, Jim had good reasons to be proud of the life he’d made for himself, having rapidly ascended through the ranks of a regional banking conglomerate, the only place he’d ever worked, to become one of its youngest branch managers. More importantly, he’d accomplished that feat without overtly or intentionally clawing or stepping his way over anyone in the process. At his core, Jim had always believed that he was destined for success, and that said success would inevitably come in due time, provided that he worked hard and took advantage of any opportunities for advancement that presented themselves. As such, he’d jumped at the chance to transfer from his small hometown’s branch to a more-significant one in the not-inconsequential city of East Liverpool, Ohio.


It had taken years, admittedly a few years longer than he’d initially hoped, but Jim persevered, making his mark in that place and molding it into the finely-tuned, well-oiled, and rock-solid financial institution he’d known it had the potential to be at first sight. He hadn’t made a lot of friends along the way, many of his inherited employees seeing his efforts, policies, and procedures as excessive given the standards of the area, but it was hard to argue with the results they’d produced. Ultimately, even the grumpiest malcontents among them had begrudgingly fallen into line and began to show him at the very least the respect and loyalty he desperately craved, which had been good enough for him.


Eventually, the head office took notice and Jim found himself entering his late-forties, by all indications poised to move up to a more prestigious branch in Cleveland, Pittsburgh, or perhaps even Boston if the corporate grapevine was to be believed.


As a result, Jim Perkins stood at the end of the main service counter on a lovely, spring morning in his finest, dark, pinstriped suit, a smile on his face and a shine on his shoes, taking in the proceedings as the day’s first few customers trickled into the bank and made their way to tellers he knew with absolute certainty were well equipped and ready to help them with whatever they might need.


The banker nodded and waved politely, acknowledging them each individually, then widened his stance a bit, adopting a more relaxed posture as the customers’ attentions shifted toward their respective tellers.


Jim took in a long, deep breath, savoring the sense of accomplishment and contentment that he could feel as a sort of tingle in every fiber of his being. “Yes,” he thought simply, an important man, doing an important job, and on the verge of becoming even more important. Indeed, all was right with the world and Jim Perkins was happy and proud to be a part of it.


II



At the zenith of his reverie, Jim was snapped back to reality by an almost-deafening explosion of sound that seemed to emanate from all around him, shaking the old, stone bank building in a dramatic fashion that left him awkwardly shuffling his feet to maintain his balance as brilliant shafts of light, like those projected at a theatrical performance, spilled into the room’s cavernous, normally-sedate interior for a moment from a series of windows near its ceiling.


“What the hell was that?” Nancy, one of the older tellers, exclaimed, then put a hand to her mouth before shooting an apologetic look to Jim, knowing that he would certainly disapprove of any such outburst, regardless of the circumstances.


Jim nodded, acknowledging Nancy’s non-verbal apology even as he waved off her transgression and focused his own attention on Peter, the bank’s security guard, who was already looking at him, clearly eager to investigate whatever had occurred outside.


Again, Perkins nodded and the younger man, fresh off a recent tour of military service, immediately exited via the building’s main front door.


For a time, there was an absolute stillness and silence from everyone in the bank’s lobby as they appeared to wait with bated breath for Peter’s return. Then, Jim asserted himself, giving in to his nature as he moved toward the front of the counter and began to individually check on each customer and teller, careful to alternate between them to ensure that neither group would have cause to feel that his attention was being unfairly divided between them. To a person, each responded that they were fine but their faces belied an apparent, and completely reasonable, undercurrent of concern. Finally, he reached the last customer, a silver-haired, older woman named Mary, who swayed a bit as he approached her, clearly fighting an urge to grab the counter for support.


“Are you alright, Mary?” Jim asked sincerely.


At this, her resolve seemed to break and Mary decisively grasped the front edge of the counter to steady herself, leaning toward Jim a bit to speak in a hushed tone. “Honestly, dear, I’m feeling a bit lightheaded. That gave me quite a start.”


Jim nodded. “There’s a couch in my office if you’d like to lie down,” he offered.


Mary immediately shook her head. “That won’t be necessary,” she insisted, “but could I trouble you for some water?” She put a couple fingers to her throat, indicating that it was bothering her, perhaps from the scream of shock she’d uttered when the building had started to shake.


“Of course,” Jim replied just as quickly, then shot a brief look to her teller, Nancy, indicating that she was to keep an eye on her while he saw to the task.


Nancy nodded and Jim made his way to a water cooler that had been strategically placed just around a corner in the “employees only” area behind the tellers to keep it conveniently-located but just out of sight of customers in an effort to preserve the room’s traditional, refined esthetics.


Jim retrieved a small paper cup from a dispenser near the bottom of the machine and filled it to about half of its capacity with clean, cool water from a blue, plastic nozzle customary of such devices. As he stepped back into the lobby, holding the cup at chest height to give Mary an ample opportunity to spot it while he approached, the bank’s front door was vaporized and a swarm of flying objects rushed into the room with bewildering speed.


To Jim, they looked like chocolate-covered Oreos, a snack he’d admittedly indulged in more than a few times, particularly in recent years, to the point of intimate familiarity, but these projectiles were absolutely massive by comparison, at about three feet wide and several inches thick according to his best instinctual reckoning. Moreover, they sported dark, coal black circles at regular intervals along their thin, horizontal faces.


Again, for a brief moment, everyone in the bank was silent and still until the closest craft surged forward and emitted a bright, white beam from the dark spot at its leading edge, which vaporized Gary, the unfortunate teller in the counter’s center position.


Chaos followed as the remaining invaders spread out, some similarly erasing a few people as the majority rapidly approached others. These attached themselves to their victim’s backs, seeming to stun them into limp submission before carrying them away.


In front of Jim, Nancy screamed with unchecked terror and abandoned her post, running toward him at full tilt and directly into the path of a craft that had been targeting him. As Nancy looked up at her boss, her wide eyes intensely communicating “move or get out of my way,” Jim dropped the cup he’d been carrying and watched in horror as the object plowed into Nancy’s back, immediately yanking her backwards off her feet and away from him as it rapidly retreated out the hole where the bank’s front door had been moments earlier.


Gripped by an overwhelming panic unlike anything he’d ever experienced, Jim turned and ran around the corner past the water cooler just as another brilliant, white beam fired from one of the remaining invaders narrowly missed him.


At the hall’s next intersection, Jim desperately grabbed the end of an elaborate handrail and used it to help pull himself around another corner and down a long flight of gentle, marble stairs leading to the bank’s basement vault, where he knew that his most-trusted and loyal employee had been sent to perform a routine task, likely completely unaware of what was happening above him. “Carl!” Jim screamed, half running and half falling down the stairs as the leather soles of his dress loafers skidded and slapped along the descending stone surfaces, threatening to send him toppling with each frantic step. “Open the gate!”


As Jim reached the bottom of the stairs and caught sight of the vault area, he spotted Carl making his way toward the security gate from within it in a slow, somewhat-bewildered manner. Seeing this, Jim plunged his right hand into his trouser pocket as soon as he found solid footing and retrieved his own massive keyring from it as he continued to rush toward the barrier.


Jim’s heart was pounding and he’d almost-immediately broken into a cold sweat, his impressively large yet admittedly somewhat out of shape body completely unaccustomed to any sort of intense or prolonged physical activity. In a breathy, winded voice, he called out to Carl again, planting his left hand on the bars separating them even as he began to sift through his keys, attempting to find the correct one by feel. “For God’s sake, man! Hurry! They’re coming!” He pleaded.


This seemed to snap Carl out of his daze and the younger man retrieved the loose gate key he’d borrowed from the security office to perform his task from his own pocket, fumbling as he tried to insert it into the lock more quickly then he typically would.


Noting this, Jim tossed his own key ring through the bars, past Carl, and into the open vault behind him, then reached through the bars and grabbed the key out of Carl’s shaking hands, opening the lock himself with a deft, practiced manner and pushing the door, and his employee, away as soon as the mechanism clicked open.


Behind him, Jim heard the sound of one or more of the invaders, which he’d come to realize despite his panic must be some sort of drone, approaching down the stairs. With no time for explanation, he heaved the gate forward, sending Carl staggering backwards toward the vault, and rushed after him, grabbing the younger man with both hands to steady him even as he relentlessly pushed him along his path. A few feet from the vault’s entrance, Jim spotted an unopened water bottle on a nearby table and shifted his grip, hoisting Carl off his feet slightly and effectively chucking him into the vault as he slightly diverted to snatch up the bottle and reach for the vault’s door, intending to pull it closed behind him as he entered the chamber.


A drone accelerated through the open gate and Jim turned to face Carl, who’d ended up dazed and barely conscious on the vault’s floor after hitting his head against a counter in its center when he’d been thrust into it. Jim screamed as he desperately lunged through the large, circular entrance himself, knowing it would do no good as he hadn’t managed to pull the heavy vault door
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