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      Working for The Judas Agency was like waking up every morning knowing you had to get a root canal—with no anesthesia. The job had to be done, but unless you’re some kind of crazy, tooth sadist, you knew your day was really going to suck.

      “What do you mean start a war?” I jogged to keep up with my partner, Alex. She wore her usual Topside attire: long boots, black trench coat, jeans, and a tee with strategic wear-holes to display the myriad of tattoos on her milky white skin. Her long hair, pulled back in a ponytail, read all business were it not for the Ty-D-Bol blue color. My style wasn’t as edgy as Alex’s. Brown and orange patchwork Gore-Tex and a buzzcut. Great for durability, but it wouldn’t get me a red-carpet interview at the Emmys.

      “I don’t want to start a war in the middle of Los Angeles.”

      We had dropped into the city looking for an out of the way place to carry out our mission. When I say dropped in, I mean we used the Envisage Splice, a nausea inducing transport that allowed us to travel from The Nine—a cheery spin on Dante’s euphemism for the deepest depths of Hell—to the land of sunshine and breathing. And right now, it was the breathing that was giving me trouble.

      “Can we slow down?” I said between breaths. “I don’t think qualifying for the L.A. Marathon is part of our mission.”

      “Sorry.” Alex slowed from her power walking pace to that of a grocery store stroll. “I just want to beat the noonday lunch rush. Another hour and we would be waist deep in suits, construction workers, and bicycle couriers.”

      I took a moment to catch my breath. We were dead. It didn’t seem fair that we should still get tired. Technically speaking, I shouldn’t even have to breathe, but here I was, wheezing like the little train that could after a few blocks of smog wogging.

      “You should get in better shape.” Alex raised an eyebrow at me as I paced along beside her. “I’m not saying you need to be an Olympian, but this is ridiculous.”

      “I work out at least five-ish times a week.” It was true. Ever since Alex had started training me in the fine arts of fist to face fighting, I had decided a little cardio wouldn’t hurt. I had no idea why I sucked wind now.

      “Well, next time you’re on the treadmill, try turning it on. They work much better if you’re not just standing on it.”

      I shot her a narrow-eyed glare. “Can we get back to the question at hand?” Alex rolled her eyes in obvious frustration. “We’re not starting a real war. Sabnack sent us on a mission to stir up discontent among the local street gangs, that’s all. It’s not like we’re carpet bombing Hollywood Boulevard, so relax.”

      Sabnack was our department supervisor. Half man, half lion, all demon. He assigned us to our delightful missions to create havoc and mayhem on behalf of The Judas Agency.

      “I never thought I would be relieved to hear the words ‘gang war.’” I nodded.

      “I’m so glad you feel better. Now can we get moving? We aren’t in the best part of town.” She sped up but kept a more reasonable pace than she had before.

      Now it was my turn to scoff as I caught up with her. “They can’t hurt us. What are you worried about?”

      As long as we were Topside, any injury would heal instantly. At least anything caused by normal means. There were a few things that could harm a Niner, a Woebegone visiting from The Nine, but I was betting a typical bystander wouldn’t have our brand of kryptonite on hand.

      “I am less worried about us and more worried about them. What if some idiot shoots you in the face for talking too much? Which is a real possibility by the way. Should we lay waste to the whole town? Plus, how would you explain the fact that you came out of it looking as ugly as always.”

      “Ouch.” I rubbed my face with my hand. “You think I talk too much?”

      Alex rolled her eyes again and kept walking.

      “So how many people are we talking about? I mean with the whole gang thing. I know it’s not a full-scale war but…”

      I trailed off as we rounded the corner of a high-rise building and wandered right into the middle of a huge crowd of people. I couldn’t believe I had missed all the chatter and chanting. Maybe I did talk too much.

      Alex and I backpedaled a few steps and slid off to the side, watching as they walked by. Many of them carried signs that read things like Our Body, Our Right and Lockdown Government Poison. They all wore surgical masks, bandanas, or face coverings of one kind or another and passed out flyers to anyone who would accept them.

      I looked over at Alex. “This is not going to help our low profile.”

      One of the surgical mask bandits offered me a bright orange flyer, so I took it and read the bold title.

      The headline said, “Stop MiRACL.”

      Alex read the blocked letters over my shoulder as well. The name made us both glance up and lock eyes. Earlier in the year we had a major run-in with the corporation, along with its new CEO and President, Ryan Rokuda.

      To be accurate, it wasn’t Ryan at all, but rather a fellow resident of The Nine named Simeon Scott. He had possessed Ryan and hijacked not only his body but also his company and had exploited his revolutionary medical breakthroughs ever since. Alex and I had seen Ryan push past Simeon’s spirit for a moment and plead for help on national T.V., proving he was still a prisoner inside his body. We had been looking for a way to help him ever since. Easier said than done considering we had no idea how to extract the spirit of a Niner from a living human, and I was under strict orders from my boss, the one and only Judas Iscariot, to stay far away from Simeon/Ryan altogether.  

      The whole thing was insane, and now MiRACL had developed what they believed was the cure for all disease in our generation. A self-replicating nanite that not only adapted to a human’s health needs, but it also spread through the air like a common cold, inoculating new people with nanites each time a carrier came into contact with the general population.

      On one hand, it seemed like a modern miracle, pun intended, spreading like a micro autonomous superhero to cure disease on its own. On the other hand, MiRACL invaded peoples’ bodies without their permission, and Americans in particular were not happy about it. Once released, it would only be a matter of time before the nanites reached every man, woman, and child on the planet, whether they wanted them or not. If there was one thing Americans would not stand for, it was someone taking away their right to choose.

      “I heard about this,” Alex said. “I didn’t know they planned to demonstrate today, but they’ve been holding protests all over the country. Apparently, the U.K. had a Smallpox outbreak. No one can explain it since the disease has been wiped out for years. People up here think Ryan ... Simeon had something to do with it. They believe he weaponized the Smallpox in order to back them into a corner. I hear he’s moved his whole base of operations to Europe, and they are planning to release his self-propagating nanites to fight the disease.”

      The protest grew in intensity as Alex spoke. They chanted, screamed, and began to march over the top of cars and bang on windows. The crowd was beginning to turn ugly. Invulnerable or not, I wasn’t sure I wanted to be here when this thing turned from protest to angry mob. These people just needed a primer to set off the explosion.

      “Hey.” A female voice rose out of the crowd. I searched the sea of people and landed on a woman who marched straight toward us. I felt Alex tense next to me.

      The stranger was at least as tall as me, if not taller. Athletic and assertive. She wore baggy jeans that were a little short, a dark shirt, and peacoat so black it seemed to swallow the sunlight. Her stark white spiked hair matched her eyebrows and eyelashes, a glaring contrast to her dark, accusing eyes.

      “You two.” She raised an arm and pointed a finger in our direction. “You work for them. You work for MiRACL. I saw you on television with Ryan Rokuda.” She looked around at the crowd then yelled, “They’re spying on us. Get them!”
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      Alex and I both held our hands up as the incensed crowd seemed to turn on us in unison.

      “Take it easy now.” I couldn’t help but take a step back. “We don’t even know this person.”

      I looked around for our persecutor, but she had vanished into the growing mob. “We’re just here to join your demonstration. Down with MiRACL.” I held up a fist in protest, but my gesture was met by narrowed eyes.

      “Where are your masks?” A lanky looking man in front of the crowd poked a finger toward our faces. “If you’re with us, why aren’t you wearing a mask?”

      I shrugged, searching for a plausible answer. “My dog ate it?”

      Lanky shook his head. “You’re sympathizers. You’re probably even carriers.”

      The crowd seemed to pause at that, and Alex seized on the subtle cue.

      “That’s right. We work for MiRACL, and we were sent here to propagate the nanites to any protesters we ran into. We’re here to help you see the truth, induct you into the future of medicine, so even our most stubborn opponents will become advocates.”

      In a move so swift I hardly saw it, Alex slid forward and swept her hand up to tug at Lanky’s mask. It fell away, and Alex blew a puff of air in his face.

      “Thanks for being first in line.”

      Lanky lurched away so hard he almost toppled over backward, and he wasn’t the only one. The entire crowd fell back on its heels as Alex took in a deep breath as if she were a dragon ready to spew fire. Everyone paused for a moment in time, waiting to see what the other would do, then Alex blew out her air, and the crowd went running.

      Alex began to cackle before she ran out of breath. I pulled her back into an alley, away from the main street where the protesters were already regrouping to continue their march, this time with a wary eye for any more MiRACL interlopers. Sooner or later, they would realize they had just run away from a wheezing, blue-haired woman for no reason, and I didn’t want to be standing there when they did.

      “I can’t believe you got away with that.” A laugh of my own escaped my lips. “They ran like you were going to vomit an army of mini-Terminators.”

      “We would have needed an army to fight our way out of that mess. Come on, we need to get back on task.” Alex turned and started off at a slow jog.

      I followed, not wanting to be left behind.

      “What was with that Q-tip, trouble-maker anyway? She rats us out for no reason then disappears?”

      “Maybe she was just a concerned citizen,” I panted.

      Alex turned a corner at the end of the block and jogged up the street.

      I loped in behind her, already wearing down. This breathing thing was really getting old.

      I opened my mouth to reason that the crowd was far enough away that we didn’t have to run anymore, when Q-tip leapt out of a building in front of us, arms extended, and teeth bared in a snarl.

      Alex reacted first. Instead of skidding to a stop, she sidestepped our attacker and dove past her, rolling to her feet at the woman’s back.

      I made a much less graceful stop, squeaking my shoes on the sidewalk like a basketball player caught in a three-way screen.

      In the end, we had our attacker surrounded front and back before she could take her first swing.

      “Whoa, whoa,” she said. “Take it easy. I was just fooling around.”

      I had my fists up ready to fight, and I thought Alex might take the cheap shot at the back of her head out of spite.

      “That crowd wasn’t fooling around,” Alex growled. “If you’re trying to be funny, your standup needs a lot of work.”

      Our new interloper held her hands into the air and smiled. “Fair enough. Perhaps my little prank wasn’t all that funny. I just figured a crowd of mortals wouldn’t be much of a problem for the likes of you two.” The corners of her lips grew into a wry smile, and she turned so she could see the both of us. “Don’t worry. Your little secret is safe with me.”

      Neither of us put our hands down, but Alex’s posture became less punchy and more suspicious. “Who are you?”

      The stranger dropped her arms and opened her coat to bow with a flourish. “I am Samyaza, although my friends call me Sammy.”

      I eyed her, trying to work out if her name should mean something to me. When she received nothing but silence at her introduction, she let out a sigh and slumped a little from her royal stature.

      “I am what you would call an angel. I have been relegated to this rotted dominion for longer than dirt has had a name, and when I happen upon those with a fellow—shall we say, creative impermanence––I like to say hello.”

      My hands fell to my sides, and I looked Sammy up and down.

      “You’re an angel?” I panted out, still out of breath from my run.

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “So sorry to disappoint. My wings and halo are at the cleaners, but maybe this will help.”

      Samyaza flung her arm out, and in her hand, she manifested a sword made of pure, molten fire. I carried a Denarius coin that did something similar once, manifesting a battle-axe made of flame for me to fight off an enemy, but this was something different. This was pure light and power. White hot as the sun and twice as formidable. One swing of that sword could bring down armies, and somehow, this human-shaped being held it in her hand as if the incredible weapon were no more than a wisp of wind.

      With a snap of her wrist, the sword disappeared as fast as it had come, and the street felt empty without it. I had never witnessed anything so extraordinary or forbidding, and frankly, I hoped to never see anything like it again.

      “Well, now that that’s over, what are you crazy kids up to?”
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      Samyaza … Sammy, beamed at the two of us like a kindergarten teacher on the first day of class. Alex and I, in turn, stared back at her with uncertainty and suspicion. It wasn’t every day that you met an angel, especially where we lived, but she looked more like a homeless dock worker than an agent of the heavens. Granted, she had a bit of style, and her shocking white hair stood out in a crowd. But nothing about the woman before us cried out angelic.

      “No offense, but is there something we can do for you?” Alex relaxed a bit from her attack posture, but she still looked ready to leap like a cat if anyone so much as sneezed.

      Sammy rolled her head around in exasperation. “I shouldn’t have shown you the gladius. I knew it. I pull out the gladius, and everyone gets all twitchy. I just wanted to hang out, say hello. I’m tired of wandering around with all these flash paper mortals down here. They think their lives are so important. They live eighty years, if they’re lucky, then poof. You and I know where the real time is spent. This is just incubation, and they’re a bunch of eggs waiting to hatch.”

      I realized my eyes had grown wide enough to shove my eyebrows out of the way, so I blinked a few times to return them to a normal size.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be good and compassionate and all that?” I said. “I mean, far be it from me to tell you how to do your job, but it feels like you’re a little off base here.”

      Sammy snorted out a laugh. “Pick up a Bible some time. We don’t come down to sprinkle flower petals and recite poetry to orphans. We smite, we battle, we punish. If heaven had bouncers, they would be angels.”

      A laugh escaped my lips before I could catch it at the image of a tattoo clad angel standing at the pearly gates in a black t-shirt and sunglasses.

      “That still doesn’t answer why you’re here.” Alex wore a hint of a grin on her face as well.

      “Pure chance.” Sammy ushered us both forward in the direction we had been walking before she had stopped us and fell in step behind. “I’m glad I ran into you though. Sorry about my little prank with the crowd. After a few millennia, I guess my sense of humor can be a little off.”

      Alex gave her a slow nod as she strolled forward. “We try to stay under the radar. Mixing it up with dozens of protesters would be a little hard to explain to the higher-ups.”

      “So, you’re on the job up here? What do you do? Who are you working for?”

      Alex and I stared at each other, realizing Sammy might know where we were from but not our creative career choice. Telling the smiting hand of Heaven that we were there on behalf of The Judas Agency to wreak havoc on humanity could stretch the limits of our Topside invincibility health plan.

      Sammy stared at us for a moment then let out a laugh. “Take it easy. I know you’re Judas Agents.” Sammy reached up and fingered the pin on Alex’s lapel. It was the key to accessing the Envisage Splice and coming Topside. Only Judas Agents would possess such a thing. “Sorry. Like I said, my sense of humor is—” She made a twirly motion with her finger next to her ear.

      “What’s your mission? Are you spreading a plague, plotting an assassination? You can tell me. I have been off the clock for⁠—”

      She looked at her wrist which bore no watch.

      “About three thousand years. I promise I won’t tell.”

      My jaw fell open. “Three thousand years?”

      “Give or take. We have a loose interpretation on career postponement.”

      I shook my head. “That’s a long time to mingle with mankind, I have to admit. I’ve only been dead forty years, and it feels like forever.”

      Sammy scoffed. “Infants. Come talk to me when you pass your first thousand.”

      We kept walking, but Alex had slowed our speed to a near crawl. I was thankful for the slackened pace because I was still having a little trouble catching my breath from our run. Maybe there should be a moving treadmill in my future.

      I guessed we were near our destination, but Alex wasn’t all that keen on having an angel tag along. She dragged her feet, no doubt hoping the wayward angel would leave, or we would come up with a reason for her to go. Sammy just smiled at us as if she were oblivious to the entire situation.

      “Look,” Alex finally said. “It was great to meet you and all, but we need to do our job and ...”

      “Oh, come on.” Sammy interrupted. “Please don’t kick me out. I never get to have any fun. I can even help. I’m very sneaky. Do we need to kidnap a dignitary’s child or slit someone’s throat? Whatever it is, I’m in.”

      I gaped at Alex and then back at Sammy.

      “What?” Sammy raised an eyebrow. “When you’ve lived as long as I have, everything seems a little vanilla.”

      “Slitting someone’s throat is vanilla?” I wiped the sweat off my head and dried my hand on my pants. “I would hate to hear what you think is extreme.”

      Alex stopped for a second and looked at me as if she expected some way out of our predicament.

      “What are we going to do?” I shrugged. “It’s not like we can kick an angel out of the party. You might as well tell her what we’re up to.”

      Alex sighed and turned a corner to walk toward a large brick building. Instead of heading for the front, we ducked into the alley off to the side, so we wouldn’t be as noticeable to any passersby.

      “Fine. Our job is to incite fighting among local street gangs. The Agency wants to keep them at odds with one another, so crime rates stay on the rise within the city.”

      Sammy rubbed her hands together. “Nice. The Judas Agency always was a big picture sort of organization. So, what’s your part in this whole thing? Are you going to dress up as gang members and do a drive by? No, I’ll bet you’re here to take out one of the leaders. That’s why you’re not in gang garb. You want to fly in under the radar and take them out, maybe plant some evidence, then zap back to the creature comforts of the underworld. This is going to be so fun.”

      Sammy clapped her hands in excited little jerks while Alex stopped to stare at her. If the creative violence evoked by her imagination got any more vanilla, we would be staging a mass murder by sundown.

      “No, none of that is going to happen. We are working on something more subtle.”

      Alex opened her coat and pulled out a couple of spray paint cans and a file folder from an inside pocket. She tossed one of the cans to me and opened the folder to reveal a series of graffiti photos.

      “We’re going to use these.”
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      Sammy scooted around to get a look at the file contents, and as soon as she laid eyes on the pictures, she let out a gale of laughter.

      “Graffiti? That’s your big plan?” More laughing as Alex and I stood there holding our spray cans.

      “Wow.” Sammy wiped a tear out of her eye and took a deep breath. “The Disaster Factory has definitely lost a bit of its edge if spray-paint is the big gun in their arsenal.”

      Alex sneered, showing her teeth. “The Judas Agency is smart enough to know how to remain invisible while inflicting the maximum amount of damage. There’s a reason no one on Earth has ever heard of us. We are the deadliest terrorist organization ever devised, and we do it without ever getting caught. So yes, spray paint can be one of The Agency's big guns. So long as it achieves the desired effect, it might as well be a nuclear bazooka.”

      Sammy held up her hands in placation. “No offense meant. I am just used to bloodied swords and mayhem. Finger paint seems a little beneath you.”

      Alex gritted her teeth and sort of half smiled, half growled. “It’s spray paint, not finger paint, and we don’t need to compensate with a big flaming sword to convince violent gang members to start infighting.”

      Alex stared Sammy down, but Sammy didn’t seem to notice. She continued to smile with that innocent look of enthusiasm, even if it wasn’t quite as eager as before.

      I figured I had better change the subject before Alex decided to test how angelic Sammy really was.

      “I don’t know why we’re up here trying to make gangs fight each other anyway. Unless things have changed since I left in the eighties, they do a pretty good job of killing each other on their own.”

      Sammy walked over and perched herself against a bike rack at the edge of the street while Alex did her best to ignore the fact that she was there at all. She turned her back on Sammy and consulted her photos then began painting with swift sweeps of her arm.

      “Actually, things have changed since you rode the escalator down to the underground floor.” Sammy watched Alex as she spoke, and I prayed she wouldn’t offer any artistic critiques.

      “Gangs used to be all about who controlled what areas, but now it’s more about controlling a market. They still dominate their territories, but one gang might have the corner on guns, while the other has drugs or human trafficking. They control markets on everything you can think of––crooked business deals, money laundering, protection. You name it, one gang or another controls it.”

      Sammy lifted a finger to point out something on the wall where Alex painted, but I stepped in front of her to block her view.

      “So how does that keep them from fighting?”

      “Easy,” she said, giving up on whatever critique she was about to offer. “They all have something the other one wants. One gang has guns but wants drugs. So they trade, and everyone is happy. As long as there is a supply and demand, they all work together. And no one wants outside gangs moving into their city, so it keeps them from reaching out of their area for trade as well. It’s a gangland economic paradise.”

      I shook my head in disbelief and turned to head over to the wall with my own spray can. “I can’t believe things have changed that much.”

      “Imagine what it will be in another forty years,” Alex said. “Now, are you going to help me or stand there talking all day?”

      I shook my can, and the metal bearing inside rattled the paint ready for me to spray.

      “What do I do?”

      Alex handed me an 8x10 photo of some gang graffiti.

      “Paint this, and don’t screw it up. We don’t have erasers for this stuff.”

      Alex went to turn away and then noticed my hands. Saying they were chapped and cracked was an understatement. Over the past couple of weeks, the skin on my knuckles had begun to crack, and ugly, dark scabs had formed in their place. Sores had even appeared on the back of my hand. I had managed to hide the manicurist’s nightmare, thinking I would get around to finding a way to clear it up on my own, but now Alex had seen them. There would be no ignoring it any longer.

      “What is the deal with that?” She pointed at my hand and shot me a disgusted look.

      I pulled away and hid my cracked, ugly skin from sight. “Just dry, that’s all. A little lotion, and I’ll be as good as new.”

      Alex eyed me. “How many Woebegone have you seen with hands like that? Let me see them again.”

      I hesitated.

      “Come on. Let me see.” She motioned for me to bring my hands out of hiding.

      I let out a breath and held them out for inspection.

      Sammy came up beside me to peer down at them too. “Esh. That’s going to take more than a little lotion, my friend. You need a grand master of dermatology to help you with that.”

      Alex gave her a look but didn’t respond. “How do you feel? Has anything weird been happening?”

      I slumped back against the wall, realizing I still hadn’t recovered from our short jog. Something might be very wrong, but I wasn’t ready to admit it to Alex, especially in front of our new angelic guest.

      “I just get a little tired,” I said, downplaying the obvious. “Sometimes I can’t catch my breath.”

      Truth was, I felt like I had run across half the continent. My legs were all burning Jell-O, and the buildings around us were beginning to spin. The longer I resisted the urge to rest, the harder it got to remain standing.

      “How much have you used your Topside powers?”

      Every Agent in The Nine manifested a power when they returned Topside. It was a well-kept secret and usually had something to do with their past life. For me, I could rust things. Not all that flashy, but I had used it to rust through the main supports of a railroad bridge a few weeks ago to keep a train from derailing into a town. It had been a stretch for my powers to say the least. If this turned out to be some sort of blowback, it was something I had never heard about before.

      “The girders on that bridge were pretty thick. I had to rust through a lot of them to bring the thing down.”

      My voice began to sound sleepy and a little slurred. I shook my head and blinked several times to try and wake myself up, but the sidewalk seemed to spin under my feet.

      “We need to get you back down to The Agency. Sammy can you help me⁠—”

      Alex looked around. When she didn’t finish her sentence, I peered up as well, which made the world almost spin out of control.

      “Yo! What are you two doing?”

      Despite my tilt-a-whirl optics, I surmised two things: one, Sammy was nowhere to be found, and two, we were about to be joined by four young strangers walking up behind us.

      All of the young men were Latino and wore cuffed pants and white t-shirts. One had a gold baseball cap turned to the side, and all of them had the sort of ink you’d find in a prison yard rather than a tattoo shop.

      As soon as they crossed the street, I crumbled to my knees on the sidewalk, leaving Alex to stare down the four gang members all alone.
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      “Do you know where you are?” Gold Cap took a step forward and circled us, eyeing the graffiti and our paint cans. I made an attempt to get off the ground but didn’t have the strength and wound up back on my butt, staring up at their smirking faces again.

      “You’re either the dumbest tourists I’ve ever seen, or our rivals are lowering their standards for recruitment.”

      They all laughed and pounded each other’s fists.

      “Your friend huff too much of that paint down there? He have a wallet full of cash and credit cards? I’m sure we can help him find his way home.”

      They all laughed again.

      Alex crouched down next to me, ignoring the circling gang of jackals.

      “Can you stand up?” She spoke at a near whisper next to my ear.

      I shook my head. “How about a pyro show?”

      Alex could manifest fire the way I could rust metal. When superpowers  had been handed out in Hell, she had gotten into the cool line.

      Alex shook her head to that idea too. “Normally I wouldn’t worry about getting hurt, but you’re in no shape to pick a fight.”

      “Enough whispers.” Gold Cap circled around in front of us and moved in so close his toes touched my knees. “Get up.”

      Alex stood. I tried to stand up again but only managed to rise about six inches before collapsing to the concrete again.

      “Your boyfriend there really knows how to party. How ‘bout you?” Gold Cap stepped in closer to Alex and grinned. “You like to party?”

      Alex didn’t give up a millimeter of ground. She just stood there, staring Gold Cap down as his friends rounded in to stand behind him.

      Why did I have to go limp right now? Alex needed me, and all I could do was stare up at them like a lost puppy. One swift boot, and I would be flat on my back counting my teeth.

      “Listen,” Alex said, her voice never wavering. “We’re here to do a job. It’s nothing personal.”

      Gold Cap and his boys laughed. “You hear that boys? It’s nothing personal.”

      He turned his stare back to Alex again. “Tell me, why is your job nothing personal to us when you’re in our territory?”

      “I mean, some guy hired us to come down here and paint this stuff all over the walls. Look.”

      Alex turned to pick up the file folder full of glossy photographs. “See, they even gave us pictures to go by.”

      Gold Cap took the folder and passed it back to one of his minions, never taking his eyes off of Alex.

      “She’s right,” the guy with the folder said. “These are all gang signs.”

      “So, who was this mysterious stranger who hired you?” Gold Cap looked Alex up and down. “Our rivals are capable of tagging anything they want, and they don’t need a bunch of pictures to do it. They wouldn’t hire a couple of amateurs like you. There’s no pride in it.”

      Alex kept her expression stone cold.

      “I didn’t say another gang hired us. It was some suit. He said we didn’t look the part, so we wouldn’t get caught as long as we were careful. I guess he was wrong.”

      “A suit.”

      Gold Cap said it more as a statement than a question. I thought the story sounded pretty thin, but for whatever reason, it struck a chord with this guy.

      “Where did he hire you? How did he get a hold of you?”

      “I don’t know, man.” Alex did a good job of sounding like a perp being questioned by the cops. “It was downtown somewhere. My boyfriend and I were hanging out, and he got out of his car and offered us a hundred bucks to do the job. We hit the liquor store then came here.”

      She added the tiniest hint of a slur to her voice. Just enough that they might wonder if it had been there the whole time.

      “What kind of car?”

      Alex shrugged. “Dark sedan. He got out of the back seat, that’s all I know. Look, you can have all this stuff. We didn’t mean any harm. It was just a job.”

      Gold Cap pointed to the spray cans on the sidewalk next to the wall. “Cover up those signs. Legit or not, they can’t be in our territory. And you two.” Gold Cap turned his attention back to us again.

      “This is our territory. If we ever see you here again, we’ll kill you. Now beat it.”

      “You’re going to let them go?” one of Gold Cap’s minions whined.

      He glared back at him. “We have business to take care of. Now, do what I told you, and don’t question me.”

      Minion went to work without another word, picking up one of our cans to cover up our crude artwork with his own.

      Alex didn’t wait for a second invitation to leave. She crouched down and threw my arm over her shoulder. With a heave and a stagger, we managed to stand together amongst the giggles and snickers of the hardened gang members. I didn’t care. Alex had talked our way into freedom, and I was happy to have it at any price. I just had to hope this leg jelly wasn’t a permanent condition.
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