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Homicides & Heroes

By Tom Kropp

Two men walked the dark and dangerous streets of New York, despite the harsh rainstorm forcing others to shelter. The first was a perfect giant of a man standing well over six feet in height with broad shoulders that strained against the long dark raincoat he wore. He moved with the grace of a panther with a slim waist and huge arching chest pushing against the leather in the rain. A broad rimmed Stetson covered his head from the rain with it pulled low over his face hiding it from view in a veil of black, except for the eyes, which seemed to smolder in a blazing green emerald fire that peered out surveying all around like a lion on the hunt.

The second man was a tiny fellow who kept up a steady stream of chatter repeatedly cursing the hard rains as he pulled his coat tighter around him. His movements were quick and ferret-like, his dark eyes in a million places at once, scared and searching. He seemed to draw close as possible to the giant at his side like a magnet.

Overhead the rain filled skies were packed with the blinding glaring lights of hovercars braving the storm making their way above the towering buildings, which lit the night in a million different colors of twinkling light from the thousands of lit up advertisement billboards.

The streets themselves were crowded with traffic and pedestrians scurrying through the rain, hookers sought the cover of bars and coffee shops and thugs ducked under any available shelter offered. Even the homeless seemed to know it was no night to be out begging and weren’t out cluttering up the sidewalk.

Through all the chaos, the giant and his tiny companion made their way swiftly. A squeal of tires whipped the giant about as a black Limo raced at them. A huge gun mount on top of the vehicle appeared with a shooter that opened fire in a photonic flashing flurry.  The giant hurled his tiny companion clear and flat on the pavement. The battery of brilliant beams screamed and steamed while bouncing off some invisible barrier in front of the giant. A section of the wall behind the giant exploded in a welter of flying bricks, but he seemed to blur away from the rubble with pistol out and opened fire.

The giant’s blaster pistol pulsed out plasma in blazing bolts that smote the other shooter, charring his chest in a mess of burnt blood and fried flesh. He went limp and slipped into the Limo as the radiant rays lacerated his lungs and roasted his ribs.

The giant fanned a few more flickering bolts that clove in the car’s hood and whaled through the windshield to fry the face of the driver. He dove to the side as the car swept by and slammed into a light post with an explosion filling the air with fire and metal.

The huge warrior rose, silently illuminated in a crimson light from the roaring fire. He holstered his pistol as he strode over to his fallen companion to give him a hand up. Wordlessly they strode away from the fiery wreckage.

They continued on for several blocks until they stopped before a huge building and climbed up the tall marble steps and disappeared inside.

"Jesus Christ, Cain." Captain Cashen muttered," Didn’t think you'd make it. Have any problems along the way?"

"A little," I muttered. "Here’s your star witness. Now what about my pay?”

Cashen chuckled “Same old Cain, always direct. But I don't know what we'd do without your services sometimes."

He gestured to a nearby officer," Take him to a security room and don't allow him any visitors"

The small man held out his hand to me with a small grin," Thanks for the hand," he said.

I returned the grin while shaking his outstretched hand and then an officer led him away under heavy guard. Cashen handed me a thick envelope and I carefully thumbed through it.

"Don’t even trust a police officer do you, Cain?" Cashen commented amused.

"I try not to," I muttered. “What’s so important about that little guy?"

"Star witness for the prosecution, that little guy’s testimony will put Jack Kline, crime lord of the South side, in the electric chair."

“No wonder," I said impressed.

“What are you mumbling about?”

"Carload of goons just tried to fry me on the way, but they got a little surprise."

Cashen gave a chuckle “Nasty night to be out, bad weather with every desperate cutthroat out there wet and pissed off waiting for an easy chance to gut someone. It's a Goddamn battle zone out there."

“It's the year 2107 Cashen, too damn many people and too few officers. A hundred people die every day in this city alone. Every man alive puts his life on the line just by breathing and never knowing whether his next breath will be his last. The system has failed Cashen, face it."

“Yeah, Cashen said softly. “Every two bit punks got a blaster or blade tucked away. They're seem to be ten criminals for every one cop. The body trucks never seem to have a chance to be empty. I don’t know, it all just seems so hopeless sometimes."

"Yeah Cashen,” I said grimly.” I know what you mean."

***
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MY NAME IS JOSHUA CAIN, and I am a warrior. I've seen valleys flow red with gore and battlefields heaped chest high with the dead. I've traveled a long and bloody road with death as a companion that swept on all sides of me, yet leaving me untouched while it rattled in my wine cups and loomed over my back.

I've been many things; a soldier in the great war, thief, rogue, modern day captain of a pirate ship on the open seas, a mercenary of the Sahara desert, Himalayan mountains, and African jungle. I traveled a crimson road worldwide with gun in hand seeing sights that would drive others to madness. The name Cain stretches wide and far over my homeland Earth from bloody exploits of days gone by.

My survival largely is from a fluke accident.

I was a teenage kid when the Russians invaded Alaska and launched their prototype dark energy missile. They didn’t know what they were doing because it killed all of them and everyone else for hundreds of miles around. I was on a hunting trip nearby with some friends and it killed them too. Only my friend Cal and I survived. We were actually along the river when the dark wave hit and it knocked us in the river.

I was burnt up to a crisp, but amazingly my flesh healed up almost immediately. For whatever reasons, that dark energy had fused with my flesh and bones and made some serious changes in me. I became several times stronger and faster. I developed the ability of some telekinesis to mind move some objects and I could form a very powerful translucent energy shield that could even block bullets and blaster bolts briefly. I could heal from most injuries very quickly. I was immune to most disease. I wasn’t normal anymore from the dark energy inside me.

Cal received similar gifts from the dark energy wave. Why we survived and others didn’t remains open for debate. All I know is that it happened. Afterwards Cal and I enlisted in the army to avenge our cousins and friends killed by the Russians’ dark energy bomb.

Since my life is a twisting turning road I will merely brush the basics. I was born and bred in the fierce wilds of Alaska high in the Chugachen Mountains. I grew up a bit on the wild side where little law applies to a Chugachen man other than gun, fist or knife. Growing up in a fierce land, where if you’re not fighting the elements you’re feuding with other mountain folk, I learned the finer points of survival early and grew up quick. At the age of seventeen I stood 6'7” and weighed 270 pounds of iron muscle. It was at that age that I descended from my mountain homeland to enlist in the Great War.

America and Russia, World War Three.

The bloodiest and most destructive war in history. In that five year stretch of war there were more lives lost and more destruction than all America’s former wars combined. It could have been worse though had nuclear weapons still been in existence.

But some unexplainable circumstances prevented that. First radioactive leaks began to occur on both sides from too many nuclear power plants killing thousands in a short time. Many people theorized that there was some kind of conspiracy to end the use of nuclear weapons and energy.

Finally both countries realized what they were doing, slowly killing themselves for they had enough nuclear power weapons and power stations to destroy every planet in our universe. Then in Russia an accident occurred. A nuclear power plant for no apparent reason exploded. The explosion occurred far out in the Siberian Artic of Russia blowing frozen tundra in to space for a thousand mile circumference. No one could explain it, there were no signs of foul play and nothing left to examine, so the explosion went unsolved.

Then another much smaller explosion occurred in a smaller nuclear storage area in California blowing away most of the state and the poisonous fumes killed anything left alive. All that remained of California was a tiny island. The fumes spread through several states and killed many,

Once again no explanation.

The final explosion occurred on a nuclear base in Sweden, a rather large nuclear base. All that remained of Norway, Sweden, and Finland was a fair sized barren island. No explanation.

All bases had contained the highest security and there had been no calls off assistance over the transit radios from the bases. There followed a time of much heated discussions between the East and West trying to discover the cause. Security experts ruled out terrorists or foul play and the awful conclusion came that the missiles must be exploding themselves.

In a panic, both countries grudgingly shook hands to abort nuclear weapons and energy.

All nuclear power weapons were disarmed and the waste of the missiles were fired into space to land upon the planet Mercury. The empty missile hulls were floated to the frozen Artic to be buried under an avalanche of cold snow. But I shouldn’t say that all nuclear weapons were destroyed. While both countries people thought nuclear weapons were obsolete, it was not so.

America kept an ace up its sleeve with a dozen fresh new nuclear warheads in the muzzles of a dozen missile launchers on  top secret bases in the Wyoming and Montana Mountains, just incase

I imagine Russia did likewise.

Since nuclear weapons were out, both countries naturally needed something to spend money on, so they went into mass production of new high tech airborne and ground weapons. Laser and plasma and photonic power weapons became the rule and they made some devastating killing machinery.

Elector rifles and pistols that could kick out a hundred bolts a second on the average with incredible power without the nuisance of massive machine guns and the added problem of carrying big belts of ammunition. Much cheaper too. They perfected laser and plasma chargers that charged up your weapon and you could look forward to a long and bloody battle before you had to recharge your weapon.

New explosive materials were perfected, new land and air machines outfitted, unbelievable weapons, androids used in battle, weapons that could kill by the thousands having to be seen to be believed.

And see in action I did.

I enlisted and trained at Fort Brigadier. The military found me a natural, so I traveled up the military ladder right to the top to become a Green Beret Tiger. A member of a very elite group men trained to know how to kill with everything from their bare hands to a tank. And how to fly everything from choppers to a jet.

I excelled at everything I was trained to do, but my best Tallent was in the brush, where I could stalk silent as a panther on the hunt as I’d been born to woodcraft and no military man could equal my stealth and lore in the bush. Plus, my dark energy allowed me at night to become very dim. I couldn’t quite disappear, but I could form a dark shadow around me that helped hide me.

I reached the war late in its first year and was shipped to the Ural mountain range, the borderline that we had pushed the Reds back to.

I enlisted dreaming of honor and glory, what I found was a screaming bloody man-made hell that I waded through gun in hand watching buddies blown away on all sides of me. I would have been killed repeatedly as well if not for my dark energy abilities. I could briefly repel projectiles away from me with my own energy shield and I could heal up quickly from severe injuries.

My tiger platoon spent weeks at a time in the bush behind enemy lines killing Reds and setting up booby-traps for Red patrols, blowing up enemy bases stealing weapons and machinery or information. We were a scourge to the Reds, an itch they couldn’t scratch while we ghosted through enemy territory killing enemies and enemies killing back.

I was a scout, and with my stealth, instinct and ferocity, kept myself and my buddies alive from ambush. I accepted the responsibility, even though I knew a scout’s life usually wasn’t a long one.

I was the sole survivor of three different platoons that met there ends in a fiery blazes of blaster fire and explosions. My next platoon found me teamed up with my childhood friend, Caleb Travis. Our unit received the highest honors as we completed mission after mission and added more Red graves daily.

Washington took high note of my deeds, so that when my Sargent died I become commander of my dwindled platoon of twenty men. With those twenty men we took a dozen times our own number in less than a month. I received more men and our numbers increased while Cal and I whipped each new man into shape.

In short time our tiger platoon became the most renowned and decorated unit of that war as we were opening impregnable enemy lines regularly and completing suicide mission after mission. We weren’t bleeding and killing just for the medals and glory, we were just desperate men who had seen too much and wanted to survive and whatever barred our way we destroyed. 

America pushed harder then, wearing the Reds down. I led a final crazy assault against a main battalion base camp, with five thousand desperate wolves at my heels. We swept in leaving the huge camp in flames that consumed the entire twenty- thousand fighting Russian men who had died in that valley. Of the five thousand I commanded, three left that valley alive. Caleb Travis, Bob Rucks, and myself. In the end finally, Russia surrendered after my men and I slipped farther back into enemy territory then any American had ever penetrated and destroyed their main supply base. A suicidal mission that cost me all of my surviving twenty men, except for Cal, Bob, and myself. America pushed harder while we lay recovering in a MASH army hospitals and two weeks later Russia surrendered signing a treaty with the U.S.

We had won.

Small consolation for the full thirty million who died in a war that should never have been.

I came back to the land I fought for with a chest full of medals and a headful of nightmares. Found out the public didn’t have any use for me. I got snubbed by society and frowned on by employers until I had enough and hired my gun out once again.

I traveled the bloody and wild road of the mercenary working for and commanding the best while I won and lost fortunes along the way. Seen a lot of money and a lot of death, maybe some wouldn’t think it ethical or moral, but someone had to do it.

Which ultimately led me to the wickedest city of the West, New York. It's huge, awesomely huge and gets bigger every day. The streets are a bloody warzone of predators and prey. It's a cold cruel city where only the strong and lucky survive. As I look out my window in writing this I see thousands of people crammed on the sidewalks as the night life kicks in.

Powerful mercenaries striding high armed to the teeth with capes proudly flung over their shoulders. Gorgeous hookers striding proud shaking shapely assets at possible patrons, rich businessmen surrounded by bodyguards, thieves and pick pockets darting through the crowd getting richer by the moments. A massed steady flow of high styled landlocked vehicles on the streets, and the air is filled with the glow of light from flying hovercars, high buildings, and huge billboards lighting the night sky in blazing twinkles of light as far as the eye can reach.

Yes, a very ancient and evil city is New York, but I like it.

I'm a hired gun and occasional bounty hunter to those who can pay my price. My office lies on the tenth floor of a building that seems to stitch up into infinity.

My story begins upon the night I delivered Fred Spencer into custody.



I sat in my cluttered office alone, my mood as dark as the storm that swept the streets outside. Then a knock on my office door disturbed my thoughts.

I whirled my chair around from the window, so I faced the door. "Come in," I said.

The giant who entered was like a ghost from the past. He shook the rain from his sombrero exposing a hard, dark, scarred face from whish volcanic blue eyes blazed as if from an inner light. A small grin touched his lips.

I rose wordlessly and grinned broadly as I stared at the figure before me.

"Caleb Travis."

We howled in joy and exchanged a fierce bear hug shortly and then held each other at arm’s length blinking back tears.

"You’re looking good, Joshua," Caleb rumbled in his deep brass tone.

"I'm alive. I can't complain it’s been a long time old friend."

“Yeah it has, I won't deny it. But damn it’s good to see you again."

"Where you been?"

"A little bit of everywhere. I wasn’t even sure you were alive old man, last I heard you were in China from what your ma said."

"You've been home? How’s everyone doing?"

"Fine last time I checked three years ago."

I grinned," Yeah I haven’t been home in quite a spell myself, nothing really changes out there any way."

"Nope, same old problems, bears and wolves getting in the food supply, everybody feuding with each other. The womenfolk picking shot out of the menfolk’s hides. The easy carefree life,"

I chuckled in sudden good humor, "Sit down. Care for a cup of coffee?"

"Yeah sure,” he muttered tossing his wet coat from his powerful frame and kicking back in a chair. I sat across from him studying him as I took a sip of steaming hot coffee.

Caleb Travis is the best friend I’ve ever had. We've known each other since boyhood growing up in the mountains, enlisted together, fought and survived through a war together and lived to get drunk about it. We also shared the same strange dark energy abilities. Throughout the long years since our paths had parted, and since the wars end, we’d only met up twice in over twenty years.

"Christ Cal, how long has it been?"

"Too long."

"Why didn’t you keep in touch?”

“Why didn’t you?"

I grinned. “Yeah. I guess we’re both guilty. You got a touch of gray there in your dark mane, Cal. Last time I seen you that hair was dark as a raven’s wing."

"You’re not a youth either Josh. How
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