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The Helper

But then, after all, we are all alike, for we are all derived from the monkey—

Albert Einstein
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Man appears to be the missing link between anthropoid apes and human beings—Konrad Lorenz
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Claim whatever you want. Say you only want a happy family or a successful career or a big house. I say: no, that’s not what you want. You’ll settle for those things, but you really want a monkey that does your evil bidding—

Maureen Johnson
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Chapter One
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“I wouldn’t bother knocking if I were you.”

The manicured knuckle paused before it had the chance to come down on the frosted glass of the door.  The man’s voice startled her.  It had appeared out of nowhere.  

Hers was a hand that wasn’t used to knocking anyway.  It was a hand, attached to a body, overseen by an attitude, that was used to having a way made ready for it.  Her red nails matched her red lipstick and went well with her 1940’s style, femme fatale look and attire.

“If he’s here at all the only thing that may work is the buzzer.  It’s there on the trim, next to the door knob.”

The tallish woman turned and glanced down at the man who was getting up from the bench he had been sitting on.  

The bench was opposite the transomed door, located on the thirty-third floor of the nondescript, fifty-storey building.  One out of the scores of faceless high-rises overlooking Lake Superior and lining the hills of The Zone’s downtown district.  With 3D construction-printing driving down costs, and making any design possible, it was a wonder that all the buildings were similarly blocky and generic.  They were more a combination of 1940’s New York meets 1950’s Moscow than they were contemporary.  The interiors matched the exteriors.  With costs and labor so low, they resembled the same time frame—all  “marble” floored, with long hallways lined with frosted-glass, transomed, darkly wooden-trimmed doors.  Add the occasional smell of iodine and you had a city that could’ve been anything but had chosen to be a drab throwback.

The hulking, out of date buildings seemed fitting, however.  Their towering bleakness matched the city’s frigid, gray climate.  Scientific global warming fixes had overshot their mark and boomeranged into global cooling.  The formerly named Twin Ports of Duluth, Minnesota and Superior, Wisconsin were located at the far western end of Lake Superior.  They had been combined and were now referred to as The Zone.  The Zone was the coldest city in the North American Protectorate, or NAP.  Most years there was ice on the harbor well past Memorial Day, and only an infinite number of ice-breaking tugs, running twenty-four hours a day for a good part of the year, kept the port operating the nine months per year it was able to.

With global cooling came the flooding of the lower Great Lakes, and The Zone was now one of the largest ports in the country.  Anything going east from the northern and western regions of the Protectorate went through the port.  Massive amounts of grain, New-Burn® coal, iron-ore, oil, natural gas, and numerous other bulk cargoes were all sent by rail into The Zone for shipping to the east coast and the world, while endless cargo-container vessels came into port to be unloaded and railroaded west.

Chicago, Milwaukee, Cleveland, Detroit, Toronto, etcetera, were all gone—flooded out.  A majority of the refugees had been relocated to The Zone.  It was now tied with Houston as the third largest metro area in the NAP, trailing only New York and LA.  The Zone sustained a metro population approaching twelve million souls and was rapidly growing, soon to leave Houston in its dust.  

The Z, as locals called it, could give a shit about New York, LA., or, God forbid, Houston.  The Zone had its own fish to fry and don’t come there telling them how it was done in those other cities.  They would just as soon knock you down with a 3D printed lead pipe as listen to you.  The Zone was big and it was tough and it was dumb and it was cold.  And in spite of all the work, it was poor.  Very poor.

The man who had initially startled the woman was dressed well enough, jeans (pressed and cuffed), polished military-type boots, a Navy pea coat—even sporting a tie underneath—but there was also a roughness to him.  And a weariness.  He extended his hand to hers in greeting.  She wouldn’t normally have shaken the hand.  He seemed to will her to do so.  He smiled over the minor victory as they shook.

“Java’s probably not gonna answer no matter what you do.  It’s like getting in to see the Pope, except everyone knows that there’s a Pope,” he paused and looked at her from under his woolen watch-cap, then continued.  “Hardly anyone knows there’s a Java.”

She looked at the name scribbled on the piece of paper in her hand—Danny Vacha.  And then at the only word etched on the frosted door pane—Private.  And then at the smaller cardboard sign attached somehow to the lower right-hand corner of the door’s window—No Solicitations.

“You’re looking for Danny Vacha,” he pronounced this Vuh-SHAY, “right?”

A hint of a nod from the woman.

“That’s Java.”

The man read her questioning look, or maybe her mind, she thought, and said, “You’ll know why when you see him.  He looks like the fucking Java-man of Borneo.”  He laughed, shook his head and continued, “He’s like the missing link... in as many ways as that is possible.”

“Your name is?” he said, still holding the shake, and somehow he had now added his left hand to the mix.  His eyes gave her the twice over and he didn’t seem to mind how transparent his look was.

“Dolores Manning.”

“Well, Ms. Manning, the pleasure is all mine.  Wallace T. Moon, but you can call me Wally.  I’ve been here the better part of three days and still haven’t gotten a glimpse of Java.  I hope your luck is better than mine.”

She didn’t know why the conversation had lasted as long as it had.  She had no time for small talk.  She extracted her hand from his, turned, and pressed the buzzer.

Not minding being dismissed, Wally said, “We’ll see,” and stood next to her waiting, closer than she would have preferred, but she’d be damned if she’d let on to him about it.  He seemed a vulgar man.  She pressed it again and held it.  They could hear it faintly buzzing from somewhere deep inside.  It made the other side of the door seem much larger than it could possibly have been. She paused and they both waited.  She long-buzzed it again.

As he was turning to go the man said, “Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” and then he paused and tilted his head in a listening gesture before saying, “Goddamn.”

Goddamn what, Dolores thought?  And then she heard it too.  On the other side of the door something was approaching from a distance away.  How much room was there behind that door, anyway?  While the step that was approaching was light it seemed to carry a weight and a great presence with it as well.  How could that be?

“Yea, he’s a load, alright, but be glad you can hear him coming.  He must want you to hear him.  He can be the biggest invisible guy in the world when he wants to be.  And there are plenty of bodies who could attest to that fact, if they were around to do so.”

The slow approach struck a note of fear inside the woman.  She was used to creating apprehension in others, not the other way around.  Her response seemed primal.  She turned and saw the man reading her.  He was watching her response.  He didn’t seem to have the fear.  Despite his world-weary look, was that a smirk?  She heard locks unlocking, and turned fully toward the door.

The door started to open, and a large form blocked out the dim light from inside.

“Whaddya know?  The Java-man emerge-eth,” Wally said.  “Maybe you do have some mojo, lady.”

The responding voice was low, articulate, and demanded attention.

“This is a private office.”

The man didn’t continue.  He stared down at her, his eyes shaded by a pronounced brow, which in turn was shaded by a black, wool watch cap.  His underslung jaw was pronounced as well.  Sloping shoulders tapered down to a narrower waist before tapering out a bit over, what looked to be, powerful legs.  He didn’t look overtly Cro-Magnon, but you could easily see how he could’ve gotten the nickname “Java.”  His dress reflected Wally’s.  Very similar, in fact, sans tie and pea coat.  Dark bluejeans, pressed into creases and cuffed over polished black boots, a long-sleeved, navy-blue shirt under a black leather vest, the top of a wife-beater t-shirt flashing matted chest hair under the open-buttoned collar.  

“I see you’re still wearing the Supetown colors,” Wally said.  “Even the watch cap.”

The man turned, as if noticing Wally for the first time, and stared down at him.  No mean feat, as Wally was a shade over six-feet tall himself.  He had a couple of inches on him at least, she thought.  He said nothing aloud, but their eyes were communicating plenty that Dolores was unable to decipher.

“You see, Dolores, me and old Vacha here,” now he mispronounced it as VAH-cha, instead of the Vuh-SHAY pronunciation he had used earlier, “both grew up in Supetown.”

Was he messing with this large, and obviously dangerous man?

“That would be the august, and former, Superior, Wisconsin, located just over the bridge on the other side of our icy harbored home.”

The door hadn’t opened or closed any more or less since being opened.

Dolores stepped closer to the man.  This action would normally have intimidated most men, as she cut that smoldering a visage.  Or at least made them back pedal a bit.  Vacha did neither. He just let her step closer—said the spider to the fly, she thought—which made her have to tilt her head back a little farther to continue to meet his eye.  She wouldn’t allow herself to show it, but her stomach was chilled by this man.  His look was more blank than menacing, which made it scarier.  More reptilian than you would think with such a primate-like face.

“Eyes like a freakin’ crocodile, huh, sis?” Wally said.  “Just sittin’ there waitin’ and watchin’.”

Wally’s manner of speaking had changed from formal to some kind of slang—all dropped “g’s” and elongated, Scandinavian sounding vowels.  The woman noticed this.

“Honey, if I was really talkin’ like we used to back on the other side of the bridge you wouldn’t understand a fuckin’ word I was sayin’.  Think of it as our own type of accent.”

She thought maybe he was reading her mind.

“Not really,” Wally said.  “It’s more about reading your facial movements, and body language.  Although there is some mind sweeping involved too, I guess.  Right, Monkey Man?” 

Dolores had never seen movement that fast.  Java struck out with a perfectly placed liver punch to the right of Wally’s rib cage.  It was nowhere near full strength.  It was just enough.  And just enough immediately had Wally down on one knee. 

“Your mouth, Mooner.  It’s always been your mouth,” Java said, breaking his silence.

Wally, groaning, still managed to look up at the two of them with a smirk.

“Fuck, man, ain’tchu ever gonna get over that?”

This with a thicker accent, which Dolores somehow deciphered.  

“If I wasn’t just fresh-back you wouldn’ta been able to touch me anyway.”

“I see that.  You’re,” this came out yor as Java slipped into a mild version of the dialect,” sportin’ a fresh, 3-C tat,” Java said and then paused. Everything hung in the air before Java asked, “How long you been back?” 

“Two weeks,” Wally said as he regained his breath and his feet.  Dolores noticed she was still standing close to Java.  She had forgotten how close.

Wally choked out a laugh.

“He went invisible on yah, honey.  Gotta watch out when he does that.”

Java now extended his hand toward Dolores, which made her have to step back.  God, he was almost on top of her before she backed away.

“I’m Danny Vacha.” He pronounced it Vuh-SHAY.  “Call me Java.”

She allowed her own, not inconsequential, hand to be swallowed up by Java’s.

“Dolores Manning.  I was given this slip of paper and told that you could possibly be of some help with a problem I have.”

Java said nothing, just stared blankly, not missing a thing, content to hold her hand forever, she guessed.  She grew very uncomfortable before he concluded their shake.

“Must’a got that over in Supetown, huh, Dolores?” Wally said.

“If you mean over on the other side of the bridge, then yes, you are correct.  A shoe-shine boy, of all people, suggested it.  I’m staying at the Androy I.”

Even Java lightened a bit at this.

“Not too high up, I hope?”  This from Java.

“Fourth floor?” she said, off-balance again.

“Just don’t go any higher than ten,” Wally said, taking over.  “That’s a different elevator anyway, but stay low in the Androy I.  Above ten it’s no longer a hotel.  It’s all subsidized housing from eleven up to fifty—Supetown’s version of gentrification.”  He was no longer talking in his street dialect.  “And stay completely the hell away from Androys II and III.”

Java tipped his head in agreement.

Now it was Dolores’ turn to extend her hand back to Java.  Both hands in fact.  He let them hang in space, without reciprocating.

“Always teaching, hey, J?” Wally said.

The moment stretched.

He could do this forever, she thought.  He doesn’t care either way.

Both her hands still hanging out there over a ledge, she said, “Mr. Vacha, I could really use your help.  I’m told that you do things for people, from time to time.”

He raised his hand and allowed her to grasp it with both of hers.  The woman was used to getting her way, especially with men, but this wasn’t following the usual script at all.

“We’ll see,” he said.  “I don’t care for Mr. Vacha.  I wouldn’t know who that was.”

“Danny, then,” she said, Java not being a name she found she could bring herself to call him.  “Would you at least let me speak with you about my problem?  I can pay you very well.”

“I don’t accept payment,” he said before he turned and headed back into the interior, giving them permission to follow without saying a word.

Dolores entered the office and Wally slipped in with her, closing the door behind them, which locked automatically with three or four separate devices.

The office was large and sparse.  Natural light dimly poked through partially opened blinds showing the high-rise next door that seemed close enough to reach out and touch.  He led them back to a corner containing a desk, a couple of leather-padded chairs, and a mismatched couch.  Other doors led off to who knows where from adjoining walls.  

Java sat behind the desk and Wally and Dolores sat in the chairs.  

“Does he have to be here?” Dolores said, indicating Wally.

“Sis, the Java-man here and I are partners.  No secrets, right, J?”

The look on Java’s face suggested otherwise.

“Plus, you need me too, lady.  You’ve got like two trackers on you that you don’t even know about.”

“Trackers?”

“Yea, trackers,” Wally said as he reached over and picked lint off her fur-collared, full length wool coat.  At least she thought he was picking lint until she saw the two miniscule silver nothings that Wally set on the desk in front of her.  They caught what little light was filtering in through the blinds.

“Some jacker bumps you, or better yet has a helper bump you, and pins one of these to your coat or your dress or your whatever the hell, and they can track you wherever you go.  Then they catch you in a dark place and jack you.  Take your money, maybe rough you up for kicks, maybe take what’s between your legs if they want to.  Lady, you gotta watch yourself around this place.”

Dolores looked to Java for confirmation.  His reptilian eyes hadn’t changed a bit.  He was no help.  He was down deep, simply observing, and then looking toward Wally.

“She’s not the only one sporting a tracker.  And she’s got three, by the way, not two,” Java said as he plucked another silver nothing out of her fur collar in a flash.  

“Eat me,” Wally said. 

“Check your right cuff,” Java said.

Wally raised his right leg and inspected the cuff, and eventually pulled a little nothing off near the cuff’s top.  He laid it on the desk next to the other three.

“That shouldn’t be on there.  I’m completely dry-graded for detection.  The fuck?  I should’a known that was there.”

“It’s not domestic.  I noticed it on you three days ago.  I caught it blocks away.”  Java held up his hand preventing Wally from speaking.  Hell, Wally was almost out of his seat.  “No worries, I’ve got blockers and prevention devices for blocks around.  No one knows you’re here.  Or her, for that matter.”

“You let me wait three days?”

Java didn’t say anything.  He let Wally figure it out for himself.  Wally could be impetuous, but he wasn’t stupid.

“Damn, if my military dry-grades didn’t pick it up, what the hell is it?”

“It’s new.  Not as new as my stuff, but it’s new and it’s origin unknown.  And it matches the third one I took off her,” Java said, acknowledging Dolores again.

Java sat back and stared at the two of them.  Wally sat back in his chair too.  They both exhaled and were still.  Dolores didn’t know what was going on and she didn’t know how these two could just sit and say nothing for as long, and as often, as they already had.  She looked back and forth between the two of them.  She was not used to being ignored.  She had always thought of herself as a woman of depth, and she knew she was a world-wise woman, but this seemed like the bottom had fallen out.

“Mr. Vacha.  My ex-husband has taken something very important from me and I need it back.  Will you help me?  I was told that sometimes you do things like that.  Find people.  Help people.”

“What did he take?”  This from Wally.

“My money.  That’s what he took.  He took my goddamn money and I want it back.”

“That would be important,” Wally said.  “But you’re freakin’ loaded.  My scan on just the debits in your purse comes up at close to ten million.  Sis, you got plenty.  Head back to New York and consider yourself lucky that you made it out of The Zone.”

“Fuck you,” she said, turning completely in her seat toward Wally, her body language shouting that she had been violated.  First by her ex-husband and now by Wally.  “How do you people know so much?”

“You people?” Wally asked, raising an eyebrow.  “Sister, we’re military.  He was and I still am.  We’ve got dry-grade tech enhancements and wet-grade bio enhancements galore.  And Java-man over there is loaded to the gills.”

Wally held up his right arm and tensed his hand out straight toward Dolores, “See this tattoo?”

Dolores was forced to look at Wally’s hand.  The 3D, holo-tattoo pulsed slowly from the space between his right thumb and forefinger on the top of his hand.  She’d noticed a similar one on Java’s hand.  It looked like a rectangular, colored ribbon you might see on a military uniform, except that now, after having been flexed, it raised up 3D from the skin.  3CCV, with five little *****’s underneath, was visible inside the hologram.  Wally flashed his arm up into a military salute and the tattoo shimmered and flashed neon blue within the orange and yellow outlines of the decoration.

Java’s brow creased slightly.

Wally broke his hand salute and held his hand out for all to see and for himself to admire.

“Yea, I know, Java.  I spent the extra five-hundred and got all the neon bells and whistles. 

Java didn’t seem impressed.

“And you,” he said, eyeing Dolores.  “3CCV with five blossoms underneath?  You know what that means?  I served five fucking tours on three different continents, all combat tours, and all with valor.  You know how many people earn a 3CCV, even with single tours on each continent, and live to tell about it?  There’s less than a thousand of us.  So, yea.  We know things about people.  We got stuff inside of us that allows us to do all kinds of shit.  So maybe instead of being pissed that we know how much money you got on your debit cards, maybe you should just be glad that we’re being nice to you instead of chasing you.”

Chagrined, Dolores deflated.

Java still looked like he could care less, but Wally wasn’t quite finished.

“Take a look at Java-man’s hand there.”

Java’s hands were on the desk, the tattoo on his right hand visible.  He refused to tense it and activate the 3D hologram, but it could still be read 2D by someone who knew what they were looking for.

“That’s a 4CCV with eight blossoms.  They don’t make 5C’s cuz we’re only at war on four continents.  That’s eight combat tours on four different continents all with valor.  You know how many living 4CCV’s there are?  Java, how many are we down to now?  What are there, maybe forty, fifty of you guys still left?”

The look in Java’s eye suggested less.

Wally sat back, out of gas.  Dolores felt leaden.  Java just watched.

Dolores wondered how long Wally and Java could sit there and say nothing.  Now Wally did look like someone who was just back from somewhere bad.  Java still looked like he was the king of somewhere bad.

A look passed between the two men and Java spoke.

“Ms. Manning, I’m sorry you were misinformed, but you’ve got the wrong guy.  I’m not a private detective.  There are qualified people who can locate your ex-husband, if he is in The Zone.  Wally will escort you home and give you a few names.”

Defeated, Dolores said nothing.  She and Wally both rose, Java was somehow already standing, and the trio walked toward the door.

As they reached the door Java reached out and shook Wally’s hand.  Both their hologram tats in full glory now, Java’s all the more impressive for being less showy.

“Glad you made it, Mooner.”

At this, Wally added his left hand to the shake and his countenance faltered.  For a moment it seemed as if he was going to fall into the larger man’s arms.  Emotionally he had.

“Thanks, Java.  This one was bad.”

Wally and Dolores walked out the door and Java started to close it.

As he did he said, “Wally.  I’ll look into that foreign tracker.  Watch yourself.”
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Chapter Two
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Wally and Dolores elevatored down to the lobby.  Neither spoke.  They both flipped up the collars on their coats, her’s fur, his the wool of a Navy pea coat.  They exited the building, and walked out into the frigid gray of a February morning.  

At the same time a door inside the office they had just left opened and a woman entered and sat down in front of Java’s desk.  The woman was dressed much like Wally and Java—cuffed, dark bluejeans, long-sleeved, navy-blue shirt with a man’s tie, and a black leather vest.  A wool watch cap say down hard over her severely pony-tailed hair.  She wore a hint of lipstick, with no other makeup except for darkly mascara-ed eyes.  Her height somewhere between Dolores's and Wally’s.  This was a land of tall people.

“What do you think, Danny?  Does this mean anything?”

Java continued to sit and think.  The woman was used to this and waited silently.  She took a tin of snuff out of a vest pocket and slid a pinch of the tobacco under her lower lip.  Java’s look changed not a bit, but the woman noticed anyway.

“Give me a break, Danny.  It’s my one remaining vice.  Sure, I still drink a little ethahol from time to time, but I’m off the dry-goods, no pills, no powder, no nuthin’.  And I haven’t touched a needle since southwest Asia,” the woman said, speaking in the same accent Wally had used earlier—this one so thick that Dolores wouldn’t have been able to understand it at all.  

Java said nothing.  The woman sat back and savored the tiny pinch of tobacco, occasionally swallowing what little flavored juice the process created, in this case a blend of pear and peach.  She was a swallower, not a spitter—in life, as in tobacco.  She was a “bring it on” type of woman.

“Danny?” was all she added, and this after waiting five minutes for a response.

He had faded out a bit there, hadn’t he?

“I’m looking into it, Julie.  There’s some things you may want to do too,” he said, full on into the dialect now himself.

She had known him her whole life, and she herself was a 3CCV with four blossoms, and all the enhancements that came with it, but with the depth of his upgrades she could only read him so far.

“We’ll keep an eye on her.  And, Jaysus, keep an eye on Wally too,” he continued.

Then, sensing her state of mind, he added, “And anything I can do, I will.”

Julie, still on-guard, felt reassured.  She knew that when Java said “Anything,” he meant “Everything.”  And everything meant a lot in Danny Vacha’s case.
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Chapter Three
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Wally and Dolores walked the icy sidewalk, shadowed by the towering high-rises.  Neither spoke as Wally directed them to the closest Pnuemo that would take them back to the other side of the bridge.  Wally grabbed Dolores's elbow when she almost slipped stepping onto the down escalator.  It would take them to the underground pnuemo-trains which made up a sizable portion of The Zone’s mass transit system.  Based on the Hyperloop systems criss-crossing the country, The Zone’s Pnuemo transported passengers in elongated cars through an underground system of pneumatic tunnels.  It transported people the few miles from the downtown Duluth side of The Zone, underneath the icy bay and dropped them off at the downtown Superior side of The Zone.  The trip took forty-five seconds.  The flatlands of the Superior side and the rocky hills of the Duluth side were honeycombed with the underground tunnels.  The Pnuemo, combined with the older, elevated trains, provided cheap mass transit to the over three-hundred squared miles of The Zone.

Dolores and Wally exited the train on the Superior side, rode the escalator up to street level and pushed through the revolving door out onto the street.  Again Dolores slipped in her fashionable but impracticable heels. Again Wally grabbed her.  Wally held on longer than necessary.  Dolores could use that.

“Easy there, sugar-britches.  We need to get you some boots,” Wally said, and lifted one of his black, high-gloss polished boots up so that she could see the bottom.  It wasn’t slippery, hard leather as she had thought.  The sole was a softer, rubber like compound with a waffled bottom that provided plenty of traction.

Wally laughed, reading her look.

“Black, tight, insulated leggings, a gray turtleneck and dark beret and you’ll still be the height of fashion, sis.”

“Don’t call me sis, don’t call me sugar-britches, don’t call me honey.”

They walked in silence, Dolores having to follow Wally’s lead as she was completely lost on the gray, caverned sidewalks on this side of the bridge as well.  She noticed now that many of the people, even some of the older folks, were dressed similar to Wally.  Always the long-cuffed jeans, polished dark combat-type boots, and usually some version of the Navy watch cap.  An identically dressed young couple walked past arm in arm.

Dolores was about to remark on the similarity of the dress on many of the people.

“Posers,” Wally said, preempting Dolores.  

“You can tell the difference?”

“Can you tell the difference between a real Chanel clutch and a knock-off?”

Dolores’s look silently answered.

“Enough said.”

Wally still had hold of her elbow and he now guided her into the revolving door of the Androy I.

“And here we are.”

“Wait.  What’s going to happen now?”

Wally stood back, silent.  

“Join me for a drink,” she said, now grabbing him by the elbow.  “Weren’t you going to give me some names?  Here, let’s go in here for a drink,” she said as she led him toward the dark gloom of the bar located through an inside door at one end of the lobby.

They walked past the shoe-shine stand opposite the front desk on their way to the bar entrance.  It was a three-seater, and two of the boys were bent over popping rags on the boots of a couple of minor swells who were seated throne-like in the chairs.  The third chair was occupied by a boy killing time between shines.

“That’s the boy who gave me the note,” Dolores said and nodded in his direction.

This got the boy’s attention and he popped down from his perch and headed in their direction.

“Hey, Mooner, when’ja get back?  Have ya seen Java?  What’s goin’ on, Mooner?”

The conversation was once again hard for Dolores to follow.

Wally answered in full accent and Dolores tried to keep up.

“I’m good, kid.  What’s your name again?”

Wally had no idea what the kid’s name was.

“Beatty.”

“Yea.  Beatty.  That’s right.”

The kid knew that Wally probably didn’t know his name but he beamed anyway.

“You keepin’ an eye on things, hey?”

“Yes I am.”

“Good.  You do right by your homies, right?”

“I do, Mooner.  I do.”

Wally put a forefinger to his lip, in a “be quiet and keep your ears open” gesture, winked at the kid, and allowed Dolores to lead him toward the bar.

As they were about to enter the bar the kid ran up to them and motioned for Wally to bend down so the kid could whisper something to him.  Beatty was out of breath so he wasn’t talking as quietly as he wanted to.

“I almost forgot, Mooner,” Beatty said into the ear of the now bent over Wally.  “Julie’s back too.  You want to know that, right?”

Wally looked the kid right in the eye and then grabbed the kid’s bicep with one hand and punched the kid’s arm with the other.  It wasn’t a hard punch, but it had some steam behind it.

“Damn right, kid.  Ya done good, hey,” Wally said and once again held a forefinger to his lips,  mimicking his gesture from a few moments ago.  

The kid looked worshipfully at Wally and nodded, all silent and serious now.  Wally cuffed him lightly alongside the head.  Even the kid could see that it really had been important information for Wally.

“Go now.  Eyes and ears open, mouth shut.  Got it?”

The kid nodded, full of a renewed sense of responsibility and purpose, with something like pride emanating up from his being.

“What was that all about?” Dolores asked.

“That little orphan right there was me and Java many moons ago.  Except we weren’t so lucky as to have inside, shoe-shine jobs.  We was out rippin’ and roarin’ on the icy streets and alleyways.  We was a pair we was.  Let’s get us a drink of cold, hard ethahol and I’ll tell you all about it, Ms. Manning.”

Wally slid Dolores into a dark booth in a back corner and headed up to the bar for their drinks.  A martini for her, good luck with that in here, and a twenty-ounce bottle of the locally brewed Northern Beer along with an ice-cold, half-full tumbler of the locally distilled Peerman’s Ice—It’s like grain alcohol, but with wormwood!  And one-hundred-percent, ice cold ethahol!  Ahhhhh.  Or so their adverts went.

“Careful with that,” Wally said as he set their drinks down and slid into the booth opposite Dolores.  “Everything’s ethahol here.  Much stronger and very much stranger.”

Dolores slid the pic out of her drink and held it up to the dim light between them.

“Is that supposed to be an olive?” she asked as they both beheld the oval-ish, gray orb of unknown matter that was skewered on the pic.

Dolores laid the mystery-vegetabled pic on the napkin beneath her drink.

“No?” Wally said, and grabbed the pic and slurped its stabbed content into his mouth, while looking toward the female bartender across the way.

“That’s just the bartender messing with you cuz you’re from out of town.,” Wally said, still chewing and savoring whatever delicacy he had just inhaled.  He continued to look at the bartender and shot her a wink and a tip of his glass.  “It’s a snail.  Fresh-water type, one each, gray.  They pick them out of the dredgings of St. Louis Bay and the harbor.  Num, num, kids.  Eat up.”

Wally drank half his Peerman’s down in one gulp and followed it up with a long pull on his beer.

“Ahhhhh,” he said, mimicking the commercial Dolores was unfamiliar with.

Wally put his hands on the table between them, reaching out a bit toward Dolores.

“What do you want to know, and what can I do for you?”

Dolores knew that look.  Or looks like it.  What she had, many men, and some women for that matter, were interested in.  And for all his attachments, or enhancements, or whatever the hell they were called, it looked as if Wally was interested too, although it also appeared as if he was trying to hide it.

“First of all.  Why did he hit you?  You called him Monkey Man, and he hit you.  You called him all kinds of other names and it didn’t faze him a bit.  But Monkey Man and he struck you.  What, he doesn’t mind being called Java, but he chafes at Monkey Man?”

“First off, you gotta know that Java is not your ordinary man. And, sidebar here, you tryin’ to flash those eyes and everything else of yours at him is a waste of time.  First of all, he’s so suppressed from all of his enhancements that none of that has an effect on him.  And secondly, as you’ll see here in a moment, he’s about a quarter fag anyway.  Or maybe not.  Who knows with the old Java-man?  You see, I happened to be in the Philippines, between enlistments, just minding my own beeswax and running a little business for some folding cash until I decided if I was going to reenlist or not...”
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Wally had a local Filipino businessman/criminal, one Joseph Mendoza, over a barrel and strong-armed him into giving up his business.  After which, the aforementioned Mr. Mendoza had the good courtesy to disappear.  Which was no skin off Wally’s teeth, even if Wally was the one who made Mendoza disappear.  Such is business.

Gurly-Gurls!!! was a sex business Mr. Mendoza had just been getting off the ground.  It was housed in a medium sized building located in an anonymous warehouse district in Manila.  It was filled with nylon-sheared cubbyholes, each outfitted with a fan, a chair, a small bed, and a small table containing a high-def broadcast computer, camera, and microphone.  Each cubbyhole was also outfitted with one more thing: “Talent.” 

One, two, sometimes three “sextresses” sat, scantily clad, in front of the screens, showing themselves off until someone on the other end was willing to pay money to take them into a private show.  Then they would find out what the viewing john wanted and begin a graphic sex show.  All the while other johns were also able to pay a price and watch the show as well.  At $5.95 a minute, per john, the money rolled in.  Especially after Wally hired a US Air Force crypto-computer genius to enhance the site’s web presence.  

Tech Sergeant Davenport was a whiz, he was weird, and Wally also had him over-a-barrel.  Naughty boy, that TSgt Davenport.  It took TSgt Davenport’s flying keyboard fingers one day to set it up and one week for his work to kick in.  Suddenly Gurly-Gurls!!! was everywhere on the web.  

Wally had also strong-armed the Gurly-Gurls!!! “office manager,” Tandy (he only went by the one name) to stay on.  Wally insisted that Tandy hire additional staff (read gurls) and soon the operation was cranking twenty-four hours a day.

The only fly in Wally’s ointment was the talent.  Gurly-Gurls talent weren’t really women.  They were transgender gurls.  This freaked Wally out a little. 

He couldn’t care less about people’s tastes, especially if it made him a lot of money, but these gurls got under his skin.  First of all, because he found some of them so attractive.  But once they pulled their panties down he lost all interest.  So there was that, but the thing that really bothered him was their voices. 

Wally was a 2CCV with three blossoms by this time, and he had seen all manner of horrors, but he couldn’t get over the sound of the gurls voices.  They looked like women, most of them anyway.  They all took enough estrogen, and other female synth-hormones, to kill a horse.  It was their voices.  He’d see what looked to be a sexy woman and then hear her croaking in that in-between man and woman voice they all seemed to have, and it just unsettled him.  And their Filipino accents made it worse.  They were all just goddamn monkeys as far as he was concerned, and he referred to them as such.  Right to their yip-yapping, weird goddamn voiced, monkey faces.  They were little, brown, goddamn monkey-faced chicks with dicks and they were driving him right up the wall.

It was all bearable until the day Tandy stopped showing up.  It wasn’t totally surprising since the nasty little comb-over did enough drugs to kill two horses and a Shetland pony.  There was no official word, but a week or so after Tandy came up gone, one of the gurls that he was always chasing/lusting after, and there were plenty, reported that Tandy had been found with a needle in his arm and a pipe in his mouth, naked and dead in a local drug-den.

Now Wally was forced to interact with the talent as well as doing his usual job, which amounted to counting the money is his ballooning bank account.  It was driving him nuts.

When who should stumble into this mix but a strung-out and PTSD’ed Java.

One night Wally was drinking at a military ex-pat joint on a strip in Manila filled with such joints.  He’d had to get out of the warehouse.  The monkeys were driving him crazy with all their constant bickering and paranoia.  They were all jealous of each and every little thing and the synth-hormones they were all jacked up on quadrupled the situation.  There were in a constant state of drug-induced PMS and their chattering monkey faces had driven him out.  He left a behemoth of a gurly-boy (nice tits, though) with the impressive moniker of Blessica Ocampo, in charge.  He threatened her to calm things down or else, and raced out to find ethahol and solace.

Wally sat pounding drinks, wondering why with all the money he had pouring in he didn’t feel better.  It never occurred to him that being a 2CCV with three blossoms, or the circumstances of his upbringing, had anything to do with it.  He was just getting a raw deal is all, and he needed to figure out how to straighten it out.

He was sitting in his favorite, rundown juice-joint.  It was called The Zone.  The name had nothing to do with the city where Wally had been raised, but the name called to him just the same.  And occasionally other countrymen of his would stumble in for the same reason.  It was set up like a wild west saloon, complete with swinging doors at the entrance and dirt floors to stand and spit on.

Wally was into his fourth 20oz beer bottle and accompanying tumbler of ethahol when he heard a commotion outside on the street.  It sounded like a squad of street kids jibber-jabbering after someone.  They sounded almost as bad as his gurls.  They were likely hassling some drunken ex-pat for money.

Sure enough they all came into partially blocked view outside the swinging doors.  Christ they were hanging all over the guy like Gulliver’s Travels.  And this guy was big, and drunk as two mofos (and a Shetland pony) by the way he was swaying back and forth.  The man managed to shake the little miscreants off by tossing a handful of pocket change out into the street.  Head down he walked into the dark barroom.  

From where Wally was sitting at the back of the bar he couldn’t tell much about the man, and didn’t care much either.  Just another drunken soldier on R&R probably.  The man took the bar-stool closest to the door, head still down and ordered drinks.

For ten minutes or so things were uneventful.  Suddenly the chattering of kids in the street increased outside the saloon doors again.  The kids were pointing and shouting inside the bar from outside in the street.  Then you could see the trousered legs of a couple of local cops outside the entrance.  A typical scam was taking place.  The kids were telling the cops that some soldier had done something bad to them, which the cops knew was a lie, but it gave them the excuse to come inside the bar and threaten the accused with all manner of charges.  Charges they would be hesitant, but possibly willing to drop, should the accused be able to pay them off.

The three cops came inside and started their scam on the drunk who had just entered.  They chattered at him from behind and he stayed sitting at the bar with his back to them, head down continuing to drink.  They found this to be disrespectful and increased their chattering.  The man continued to keep his head down even after repeated finger-jabs to the back.  The jabs then escalated to drawn batons jabbing the man’s back.  Still nothing from the man.  Eventually one of the cops did more than jab at the man with his baton.  He reared back his baton back with two hands and battering-rammed it forward right into one of the man’s kidneys.  This managed to get the man’s attention.  He straightened up and shook his head as if he was finally registering what was happening.  The man was so drunk it was a wonder he was able to sit up straight at all.

The two other cops decided to mimic the other cop and they both delivered similar kidney shots to the man.  This elicited a howl from the man who spun from the stool gripping his instantly broken and weaponized jagged beer bottle.  He neck-stabbed each of the two cops who had just kidney punched him just below their Adam’s apples.  Their hands went immediately up to their gurgling necks as the rest of them went down to their knees.  This afforded the man another opportunity to neck-stab them each, this time on the jugular side of their necks.

No more than a grunt or two from the man, but he did turn toward the back of the bar where Wally was now standing at a fully adrenalized readiness.  The man used his forearm to clear the blood from his sweaty face and Wally recognized who it was.

Jesus Christ.  Fucking Java.  Wally raced toward the front of the bar.  The man, Java, was so drunk that even his brief mania prevented him from attacking the third cop who had just pulled his stun gun and was even now delivering multi-volts to the suddenly jerking and crumbling Java.  While Java jerk-danced in a wreck on the floor, the remaining cop went for his radio.  And Wally went for the cop.  At first Wally meant only to subdue the cop, but he got caught up in the carnage and his own mania and soon that cop was another bleeding-out mess on the floor next to his compadres.

Wally shot a look at the few drunken customers, but especially at the bartender.  The look didn’t say cop, it said death, and registered especially in the weakened bowels of the bartender on the receiving end of the look.  The look on the man’s face told Wally all he needed to know.  The man was more afraid of him than of the cops.

Wally got Java to his feet and back to the warehouse where he housed him in a storage room for the next two months.

Even sobered up Java was in a bad place.  He wasn’t on R&R.  He had mustered out in the Far East and was drinking his way from country to country.  He was still a 2-continent combat vet, but the recent tour in Indonesia had really cemented the PTSD in place in spite of all the hard-wire reprogramming and all the anti-PTSD meds the military had injected him with.

He was a mess, but Wally put him to work anyway.  Tandy was dead and Wally needed a manager, so he had Java ride herd on the gurls.  Funny, but Java took to it.  He thought of them as underdogs with no chance at life.  He became their protector.  They were monkeys and he was their man, at least that’s how Wally saw it.  That was all fine and good with him as long as the money rolled in.  And it did, even more so with Java around.  And that’s when Wally started thinking of him as the Monkey Man.

And the gurls loved him.  Especially after word got out that Java possessed a world-class, russian-porn grade, white cock.  That bad boy was eight or nine thick inches long even before it started thinking about getting erect.

As hard as Wally tried to keep the gurls away from Java, he couldn’t.  And they kept slipping him hallucinogenics.  Java was drunk most of the time anyway, so it was easy-peezy for the gurls to do.  And once they got enough of a mix of high-tech mind-drugs into Java, along with the ever present booze, he was theirs.  They’d lead him off to his storeroom bedroom to sleep it off and then they’d sneak in there after him. Wally walked into Java’s room one night to find three of the gurls pulling the shorts down on a passed out Java.  His triumphant dick definitely standing at attention now.  Wally chased them out but he couldn’t keep watch on them 24/7.  Hell, that’s what he had Java for.

It wasn’t unusual for Java to come stumbling out of his bedroom in the morning with one or two chittering gurls trailing after him.  He was beyond caring.

Wally knew Java was on the mend the day he called him Monkey Man to his face.  Wally was a nickname guy, and he had known Java his whole life, so he had called Java a million different names over the years.  All bounced off like so much nothing.

But one day Wally was chewing out one of the gurls to the point where, when Java walked in, he stood between Wally and the gurl.

To this day Wally didn’t remember much about what happened, but he did know that he had called Java Monkey Man.  Java knew why he called him that.  Nothing was secret within the confines of Gurly-Gurls!!!.  Java liver-punched Wally to the ground.

Wally still continued to call Java Monkey Man from time to time.  And each time Java would liver-punch him.  Even knowing it was coming the punch would still get through Wally’s considerable defenses.  But Wally still needed to do it occasionally.  He had his pride.
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“So you see, Java didn’t give a damn that I was calling him Monkey Man.  He could care less what anyone calls him.  He was giving me shit because I referred to the she-males working for us as monkeys.  And Java didn’t want me calling them that.  It crossed some line of his.  So he was teaching me a lesson, is what he was doing.  But I ain’t that good.  Not even close.  They’re monkeys to me, and monkeys they’ll stay.  And don’t kid yourself, Java ain’t that good either.  Far from it.”

“Here’s what you do, Dolores,” Wally said, straightening up and leaning forward for emphasis.  “Think of Java as Robin Hood...but with a lead pipe.  Except he ain’t Robin Hood.  Not even close.  The quicker you realize that the better off you’ll be.”

Dolores and Wally were silent for a bit.  The bartender again came and refilled Wally’s order with a, “This one’s on me, Mooner,” as she set down two more bottles of Northern and two more tumblers of Peerman’s.  These she nudged next to the matching empty set already in front of Wally.   Dolores was still nursing her second drink.  This ethahol didn’t play around.  The bartender, Rita, Wally had called her, bent down and spoke briefly in Wally’s ear.  Again with the accent Dolores couldn’t understand, but just as vulgar as Wally’s.  Rita spoke low and all Dolores was able to understand was Julie and then maybe some numbers?

Realizing something, Dolores said, “I thought you said they don’t do cocktail waitress here”.

“They don’t,” Wally said.  “Rita knows me.  We go back.”

After a long pull on his Peerman’s, and the requisite “Ahhhhh” that followed, Wally looked at Dolores with a “so what else you wanna know” cast to his face.

“OK, Wallace T. Moon.  You and Mr. Vacha grew up together, correct?”

“Yep.  Right here in this building, as a matter-a-fact.  This used to be an orphanage,” Wally said and raised his arm to indicate all of this lovely building.  “Fifty storeys of parent-less children.  With four more just like it on the other side of the bridge.  It was more like a zoo.  Or a jungle, cuz it was survival of the fittest.  Perfect for the government's plans.  We were all fast-tracked for either the military or the zillion or so mud-gang, back-breaking laboring jobs around here.  You had to go to school until at least seventh grade before they kicked you out, but if you volunteered for the military you stayed, and ate, mind you, through ninth grade.  Then it was BOOM, right into the military.”

Dolores took this information in.  Where to begin?  She needed Wally so she waded back into the conversation with small talk.

“So your nickname?  Mooner.  That just came from your last name, right?” she asked.

“Wrong again, love.”  Was that a bit of an ethahol slur to his voice?

“I had the great fortune of getting my last name from my nickname.”

Wally paused, enjoying the incomprehension on Dolores's face.

“I keep telling you, this is a different world,” he said and then waded into the story.

“A lot of us didn’t even have names when we got here.  All I knew, and I was five or six when I surfaced here, was the name Wally.  It may not have even been mine, but that’s all that was stuck in my brain housing group.”

Wally had been six, and feral, when he was placed at what was then called the Androy Home for Children.  As with all fresh meat he had been hazed.  He instinctively fought back.  He’d kick and bite and punch at his assailants no matter how much bigger or older they were.  He never won, but there was always more fresh meat entering the grinder so the attacks lessened some.  If Wally was still able to, he would stand back up after being beaten down and cuss at his assailants in the most vile language some of them had ever heard.  He’d flip them with off with both hands and then he would do something that quickly earned him his nickname.  He’d turn around, drop his drawers and tell everyone and anyone to “kiss my lily-white ass!”  

The fact that Wally was not only black, but very black indeed, was lost on Wally.  Often his response would have his attackers laughing.  Wally knew how to play on that so it wasn’t very long before “kiss my lily-white ass” along with his naked butt became a semi-regular occurrence.

“Here it comes,” the older kids would say.  “Wally gonna moon us now, with that lily-white ass of his.”  Then they’d laugh, and often as not, leave him alone.

They weren’t picking on him because he was black, the racial make-up being quite mixed at the Androy, and in the area in general.  Simply because he was fresh meat and it was his turn.

“I’d only heard it said that way: lily-white ass.  I didn’t know you could say it any other way.  I was green as grass,” Wally said, continuing the story for Dolores.

“So that’s how I became Mooner. And when it became time for the administrators to figure out a name for me, I suggested Moon.  And I said Wallace T because it sounded cool.  So I became Wallace T Moon, the T don’t mean shit, by the way.  Just rolls nicely.  So I’m one of the few graduates of this august establishment who got his name from his nickname, not the other way around.”

And it was then that she realized that she hadn’t really seen Wally as black until that moment.  It hadn’t registered even though it had been visible.

Wally smirked at her dawning recognition.

“Enhancements do it,” he told her.  “Just easier to communicate with some folks without that getting in the way.  It’s not that you didn’t see me as black, it’s that I enabled you to see me as nothing—just another whatever.  Like I was white.”

Dolores continued to be nonplussed by this city and its inhabitants.

“My God, Java is white, isn’t he?”

Wally laughed.  “He’s white alright.  Although that brown-copper wire-brush, stretched out nap to his hair and off-white tint to his skin could suggest otherwise, it doesn’t.  He’s just your standard issue, throwback, white missing link.

Both were silent but her need for help forced her to continue the conversation.

“So how did you meet Java?”

“He was already here.  I had just gotten beaten up again, my “lily-white ass” shit didn’t work on everybody, and Java helped me out.  He was only a couple of years older than me, but he was already Java then, if you know what I mean.  Big for his age, naturally muscled, and didn’t give a fuck about anything.  He told me that I was gonna have to get more on the ball than just a “lily-white ass” defense.  He took me under his wing and taught me stuff and the attacks slowed way down after that.”

“You see, Java was different, even from a lot of the kids at the Androy.  He’d been born with fetal-ethahol syndrome.  That’s not how he got his features, mind you, although some do get a “syndrome” look.  But it did affect his mind and his emotions and his body.  He felt less pain.  And it was like his mind was numb-er than everyone else’s.  He was a “don’t get mad, get even” guy, right from jump.  The military had their eye on him almost from day one.”

“Rita?  The barmaid?” Dolores asked.

“Yep, she grew up here too.  There were boys floors and girls’ floors.  That shoe-shine kid?  He’s an orphan.  Most of the young rats you see on the streets around here are current or former residents of the orphanages.  We’ve got two on this side of the bridge.  Just look for the tattoos.  Left hand, between thumb and forefinger.  Like my military, holo-tattoo, but on the other hand.  That’s why they get them there.  To be like the military guys.”  Wally laughed and shook his head.  “Rita’s got an OS tattooed there just like me.”  Wally held up his left hand and showed Dolores the crude, handmade tattoo.  “Orphan Superior is what it stands for.  Young kids will have OSI or OSII, depending on which home they’re in.  We only had the one orphanage back then.  Kids on the other side of the bridge have theirs too.  OD one, two, three, etcetera.  We all live in The Zone, but it’s all still pretty tribal, the Superior versus the Duluth side.  Whatever keeps us fighting amongst ourselves, I guess.”

They lingered over their drinks, occasionally glancing at the few regulars.  There were three men and one woman drinking separately at the bar.  The only other booth that was occupied was back in the corner by an exit.  An old-timer was hunched over a bottle and a tumbler.  His leg occasionally tweaking out underneath the booth’s table.  His right shoulder and arm were doing the same thing but less often.

“See that guy over there?” Wally asked, beckoning with his chin.  “In the corner?”  

“You mean that old guy?”

Wally laughed, “Not so funny, but he’s my age.  Enlisted at sixteen right along with me and the rest of the crew from the Androy.  He did OK for awhile but when they started with the upgrades he had problems.  You see that sometimes when they don’t take.”

Dolores was aghast.  There was no way that that man could be the same age as Wally.

“See those twitches of his?  His leg and arm yipping out like that from time to time?  It’s his body still trying to acquire,” here Wally put up both hands and used his fingers to make parenthesis signs, “those upgrades.  It’s like they’re still trying to upload but his internal drive,” again Wally did the parenthesis thing, “won’t load the upgrades.”

“How long has he been like that?”

“That’s well over twenty years ago.”

“He looks ancient.  I can’t imagine going through that.”

“I can,” Wally said and drank off the last of his second tumbler.  He shook his head and said, “Ahhhhhhh” again.

“Must you always say that?” 

“It’s ingrained.  Get used to it.”

Wally’s features brightened as he cast his now bloodshot eyes around the barroom.  

“Yea, Chen,” Wally said, referring again to the guy in the corner, “was a tough little nut when we were kids.  They used to beat him down over and over again and he’d spit right in their eye all the while they were doing it.”

Three additional men were now entering the bar from the lobby entrance.  One stood by a booth right next to the door while the other two approached the bar for drinks.  Something about the two made the four people drinking at the bar suddenly remember somewhere else they had to be and they quietly and quickly up and left. 

Wally’s hands were on the table.  Dolores reached out and put her hands on top of Wally’s.  She looked into his eyes and used everything she had to make him want to help her.  Wally glanced down briefly at their hand pile and the corners of his mouth turned up broader.  He looked back into her eyes and liked what he saw.  

As they were both about to speak something caught the corner of Wally’s eye.  He held up his hand hushing Dolores.  It was Chen, in the corner booth, that had gotten Wally’s attention.  His leg and arm were twitching more, and his head had started twerking now too.  Or was it something different?  Dark as the bar was, Wally’s enhancements enabled him to see more clearly and he saw that Chen seemed to be signaling him.  Something about the new men at the bar.

The two new men had reached the bar and they seemed to be showing something to Rita the bartender.  Rita glanced down at what seemed to be a photo and then quickly back up to the men.  She shook her head no.  The men continued to query her.  The fingers of her right hand drummed lightly on the bar-top as she listened.  She was nervous, they thought.  They liked that.  Scaring her.  They didn’t notice the certain rhythm that her fingers played out.  Wally noticed it.  She was signaling him.  She shot a surreptitious glance around the bar that included Wally.  Had the men’s body language changed when she did that?  

Wally leaned over as if to kiss Dolores.  Dolores, tucked back into the booth, hidden from both the men at the bar and from their partner near the door, leaned toward Wally to return the kiss.  Maybe this would play beneficially for her.  

As their lips were about to meet Wally squeezed her hands hard and said in a whisper, “Do everything I tell you to do and stay very close to me.  Do you understand?”

Dolores’s eyes widened, the pressure on her hands hurting now.

“I mean it.  Nod that you understand.”

Dolores tipped her head in a nod.

“In just a second we’re going to quietly get up and walk toward the lobby exit.  Keep your back to the bar.  It’s very important that you stay close to me.  Within three feet.  I’ll hold your hand and pretend we’re lovers.”

Dolores nodded again.

Wally slid out of the booth nonchalantly and went to Dolores's side and helped her out.  The two men at the bar were still talking to Rita.  The man near the entrance saw Wally and Dolores walking toward his exit.  He moved as if to block the exit.  Wally and Dolores were nearing him when the man got a good look at Dolores's face and something about his look changed.  He shot a quick look toward his friends at the bar, while reaching inside his coat.

Wally covered the remaining few feet in a flash, still managing to pull Dolores along with him, and he now had a knife in his hand which he quickly buried in the man’s throat.  He got behind the man, held him up as a shield and started walking him toward the bar.  A silenced pistol had appeared in his hand.

He hissed at Dolores, “Stay behind me and follow.”  The command in his voice allowing for Dolores to do nothing else but obey.

The two men at the bar quickly looked at him in the bar’s mirror and simultaneously swung around, slid apart, and reached into their trench coats.

Wally’s silenced pistol chirped three times.  Gut shot man on the right, head shot, gut shot man on the left.  Neither had their weapons out yet.

Wally rushed the bar dragging Dolores behind.  She tugged back after seeing the carnage, trying to escape his grip.  Wally stopped, turned, and slapped her face.

“You need to stay within five feet of me to stay cloaked.  Three is better.  The security cams won’t see you if you’re close to me.  I have cloaking enhancements that disrupt the picture.  All they’ll know is that it’s a top-secret military guy and they’ll leave it at that.”

He tugged her the rest of the way to the bar.  The man on the left was dead.  The man on the right groaning and heading that way quickly himself.  He stepped on the man’s wound and ground his boot down, while looking at the holo-photo the men had been showing Rita.  Which she was now holding up.

“It’s her,” Rita said, motioning toward Dolores.  “They were looking for her.”

Wally knelt down next to the surviving man. He now had a straight razor in his hand and he bent down and began whispering in the man’s ear.  The man groans of pain now turned to groans of fear.  The man shook his head.  Wally sliced an eye, his forearm now pressing down on the man’s neck.  He continued to talk and the
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