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Martin closed the door, walked outside his apartment, and took the service stairwell. When he reached the bottom, he walked right through the service door and exited through the maintenance exit. Outside, the sky was lit up with stars. Though a lot of the city's light pollution sometimes made it impossible to see, this was one of the few nights when the sky seemed the most beautiful. 

He leaned against the back wall and looked towards the alley that led to the street out in front of the building. Up until a year ago, Martin had been able to smoke inside, but due to recent changes in the building, the new landlord did not permit smoking inside and took away the old lounge where a lot of the older tenants used to go and smoke. 

Martin cursed as he pulled out a pack of Newports from his pocket. He cursed again when his lighter wouldn't start. His wife, Layla, was out working a double and wouldn't be home until he'd fallen asleep. 

He sighed and puffed on the cigarette some more. In the ambience of his thoughts, he could hear all of the background noises coming from the street and the intersection that was up ahead. Martin was 37 years old. An alcoholic and a former avid gambler. 

His life had taken a turn for the better when he'd met Layla nearly two years before. Though he still felt that somewhere a part of him missed the old life he used to run with. Though he didn't gamble anymore, he continued to drink and smoke the rest of his life away. 

The money he used to lose at the blackjack table now went towards three to four cartons of Newports every week. Martin put out his first cigarette and dropped it onto the ground. He'd typically smoke between two and five every time he walked out for a smoke break. 

As he started to light another one up, a van suddenly swerved into the alley and stopped in the parking lot right in front of him. The side door opened, and two men with Mac-10s hopped out and pointed them at him. 

"Whoa, what the hell's going on here?" he asked. "Shut up and get in now!" yelled the first man. Martin was still stunned and didn't move. 

"I said now!" the man yelled again. He had a heavy accent, and once Martin was inside the van, he hit him over the head violently and watched him collapse onto the floor. 

The man then yelled something in Chinese to the driver, and the van took off from the alley and got right back onto the street. 

Martin was out cold. The two men bound and gagged him and tossed a hood over his head so that he'd have no idea where they were going. 

Martin suddenly awoke with a jolt when he felt a surge of cold water hit him in the face. He shrieked and tried to get a bearing on where he was. The hood covering his face suddenly came off. 

He looked around and had no clue as to where he was. "What the hell is this?" he asked. The two men from before who'd told him to get in the van were sitting across from him. Both of them remained silent and didn't say a word. 

"Oh, come on, I know you two speak English," Martin said. He was breathing heavily now, and he could feel his whole heart pounding out of his chest. 

"Someone please tell me why I'm here?" he shouted. "You're here because of your debt to me," said a voice. 

Out of the shadows, a sly but very well-dressed figure appeared. He was Chinese and wearing a fifty-thousand-dollar suit. "Kevin, what's going on?" asked Martin. 

"You should know exactly what this is about," Kevin replied. "Look, if it's about the money, I already told you it'll be here. I just need a little more time to get it together," he said. 

"Huh, see that's what you told me two weeks ago. Time is ticking, and my bosses are getting impatient."

He walked in circles around Martin, stopped behind him, and rubbed his shoulder. "Kevin, please, I just need some more time. A week at most," he said. 

"See Marty, when my bosses get impatient, then I start to become impatient. You don't want me to be impatient. 

When that happens, I tend to get a little violent if you know what I mean." Kevin smiled, pulled out a switchblade, and started caressing Martin's leg. 

He began to shake with fear, and his eyes grew wide as the blade went up his hip. Kevin stopped and pointed the blade directly at his stomach. 

"Please, I swear that I've almost got all the money. I'm still waiting on the old man to write me the check for the rest," he said. 

"Look, Marty, you know I've always been willing to work with you. This time, however, it's different. You've really disappointed me these last three months. 

So far, you've barely been able to deliver half of what I wanted. Without the rest, I can't continue my operation."

"Kevin, I swear to you on my life that I will get you the rest of the money," said Martin. His voice shook with fear as his throat began to itch. 

Behind Kevin, one of his men turned to answer the phone. "I'll bet that's my boss calling me right now to ask if I have the money," he said. 

"It's for you," said the man. He held the phone out, and Kevin grabbed it and started talking. Martin tried to listen but couldn't understand anything. 

The conversation was fully in Chinese. Kevin finished his conversation and handed the phone back to the guard. 

He looked at Martin and smiled. "Well, Martin, I've got good news and bad news. The good news is you're off the hook. 

The bad news is that we will no longer be requiring your services," he said. Kevin reached into his jacket and pulled out a Glock-17 and fired a single round. 

The bullet pierced Martin's skull, and he rocked back violently and nearly fell out of his chair. Kevin shook his head. 

"Clean this up and dump his body where no one will find it," he said. The two men nodded and got right to work. 
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Queens Center Mall
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Katie had been working for the last five hours and finally managed to get a smoke break. She felt tired and rubbed her head as she lit up a cigarette. 

She'd never liked the job she worked, but knew that she needed the job. Katie lived in what could be considered squalor. 

It was a two-bedroom apartment. It was just her and her son. While she did not enjoy her current job, she did it for him. 

After lighting her cigarette, she leaned against the dumpster and smoked. Barely five minutes into her ten-minute break, the side door opened. 

"Katie, we need you back right now," said her boss. "I still have another ten minutes," she said. "Not anymore, we need another cashier at the register," he said. 

"Fine, I'll be right there," she said as she put out her cigarette. Katie threw what was left of the cigarette into the dumpster and headed back inside. 

Unbeknownst to her, the cigarette was anything but out. It slowly started to burn again. The dumpster was full of trash, which easily caught fire and started to smoke. 

Nate was hungry and had spent the entire morning looking for food. He'd been rummaging in another dumpster when he noticed smoke coming out of one down the alley. 

"What the hell?" He started to walk over and wanted to investigate. He hoped that he could find something edible in there to eat. 

Nathan Goller was homeless. He'd fallen on unfortunate times about two years before. Just by looking at him, people could easily think that he was just another homeless person roaming the streets of Queens. 

He was actually a former Wall Street banker, and after going through a tough time fighting his addiction to gambling, he lost everything. 

His wife left him and took away both of his young kids. It wasn't long until he lost his 550,000 dollar house and was cast onto the streets.

Nat climbed up the dumpster and peered over to look at what was inside. "Oh shit!" he hopped down inside and realized that there was a body that was already half burnt. 

Wasting no time, he reached down and started patting the flames off the body. Nate then found some strength and lifted the body and tossed him over the side of the dumpster and onto the concrete. 

He panicked and put out a couple more of the flames. and stood up and looked at the crisp, burnt body. 

The face was almost unrecognizable. Nate looked at the body, and just by looking at his clothes, he figured it must be a man. 

Nate continued looking around and realized he was all alone. There wasn't anyone else around but him and the body. 

He started going through the body's pockets and managed to find a cellphone. Somehow it remained undamaged even though the body was burnt. 

Nate dialed 911 and was immediately put in touch with a dispatcher. "911, what is the nature of your emergency?"

"He's all burnt up
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