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			Micah - Prologue

			Micah and his brother, Joey, were standing just where his mother had told them to. They both knew better than to move when she had that look in her eyes. It meant that if they didn’t obey and to the letter, there would be hell to pay later. A program would be on the television that night that Micah wanted to watch, and he knew his mother well enough to know that would be the first thing she’d nick from him. Then the man walked in the little store.

			Micah and his family had been coming to the “Little Market” since he was a baby. Not that being ten was all that old, but to him, with four brothers and one on the way, he was a little more up on the people. He and Joey had made up a game of it, too…who the strangers were and what they were going to do when they got home. His dad, a cop, had told him once that reading people was the only way to stay alive in this world. 

			The man was wearing a hoodie. Not too unusual for late summer, but it was up over his face, and his hands were in his pockets. Micah watched him carefully, almost afraid. That was when the feeling of doom washed over him. Then he saw the entire thing like it was playing right before his eyes. He looked at Joey.

			“Go and tell Mom you have to pee.” Joey shook his head. He, too, liked the new program and didn’t want to miss it. “Now, Joey. If you don’t, none of us will watch shit tonight.”

			The curse word, Micah knew, was what impressed his brother to leave him. The man was moving around the store and looking at nothing but his feet. Just as two of the other customers made their way to the counter, Joey finally went to their mom and told her what he needed. 

			Joey was old enough to go to the bathroom on his own, being eight and all, but Micah wanted them both out of the room when things went down…and they were surely going down. The hoodie guy made his way to the other end of the store again just as Micah reached for his dad.

			Dad, there’s this person in the Little Market. He’s…this guy is going to kill the manager and rob him. I sent Joey and Mom to the back. I’m hoping they stay there. 

			His dad didn’t even argue with him or tell him he was just a kid. He took him very seriously. Good boy. Now you have to be really calm and stay out of his sight for me. What does he look like, son? Tall? He said that he looked as tall as his dad. His skin color and his face, can you see that?

			No, sir. I can see that he has on a dark blue hoodie with a big cat on the back. It’s orange. His pants are hanging down like Grandpa Will’s does when he undoes them at the table and forgets. His shoes are dark…I think black with white bottoms. But they’re all scuffed up, like they been run in a lot. He’s not old. I don’t know why I know that, but he’s about mid-twenties.

			Good boy. Where are Mom and Joey? He looked and saw Joey peek his head out of the door and look at him. Micah shook his head and ran his finger over his throat. Joey jumped back like he’d been shot, and he saw his mom move back too. 

			They’re safe for now. But not if this guy goes back and checks. Can you tell her to keep back? I don’t want her hurt. Not with the new baby and all. His dad said he would. After a minute or two, he saw the man, hoodie guy, move to the counter. Dad, it’s about to go down. 

			Micah moved behind the tall display of peas and waited. He could see the guy and what he was doing, and he hoped to all that was holy that the guy couldn’t see him. Micah really wanted to run and hide with his family, but knew that he was the only one that could keep people from getting killed today. He leaned back when he saw what the man was doing and talked to his dad again.

			His gun is out and he has it pointed at Mr. Levy. His dad told him to go to his mom. I can’t. If I do, he’ll see me now. There is nothing between the two of us but the cookie aisle.

			The police are on their way. Stay out of the line of fire, son. I’m coming too, but I can’t come in until they do, understand? He said he did. His dad was homicide and once it was determined that’s what it was, then his dad could enter. Micah, don’t forget what I told you before.

			I know, Dad. I just tell them I saw the gun. That’s all. Nothing about the seeing it. His dad sounded scared and even a little prideful of him when he told him that he loved him. Dad, I’m worried for Mom and Joey. They might come out.

			They won’t. I had your mom go out the back and stay there. She has your brother and she said to tell you to be safe. Micah thought that was good advice too. I’m almost there. I can see the police. They’re coming up hot and quiet.

			No sirens and no lights. He knew that from his dad telling them stories every night. Hoodie started screaming at Mr. Levy and Micah repeated it all to his dad…even the curse words. He knew that every clue would help if the man got away. He wanted the money; not just what was in the drawer but under the counter too. A man, one Micah thought had left, moved just behind Hoodie. Then the unspeakable happened…the dumbass tried to subdue Hoodie.

			The sound of the gun made Micah jump. He fell against the canned peas and felt them give behind him. As they started to tumble back, Micah scrambled to get out of the way of both the cans, which would hurt like the dickens, as well as the gun should it be turned his way. The pain in his left arm had him cry out, but he never stopped moving to the shelving on the other side. The scream from behind him had him closing his eyes and holding his breath. He just knew that Hoodie was coming for him.

			Micah heard the exchange of bullets. There seemed to be a thousand of them going off all around him, yet he never moved. As surely as you did, his father told him once, you’d move right into a bullet and that would be all she wrote. Just best to stay put. His grandda had told him that was excellent advice.

			After what seemed like a million years, he heard one of the cops tell everyone to get to the floor. Micah leaned forward and spread out too. There was no point in getting killed this late in the show, he thought. As he lay there, he heard his dad calling his name but didn’t move. He was terrified and didn’t want to accidently get shot. It wasn’t until he was jerked up from the floor and engulfed into strong arms that he let himself be afraid. And no matter how hard he fought the tears, they seemed to have a mind of their own.

			“Son, talk to me.” He couldn’t. His dad was holding him, and Micah was just thrilled to death that he wasn’t dead. “Micah, you have to tell me if you’re hurt.”

			“Dad.” He held his father and buried his nose into his throat. The familiar smell of his father made him weep harder. Micah hated to cry more than anything in the world, but it was more than he could control. “Dad, I didn’t mean to knock over the peas. Tell Mom I’m real sorry.”

			“It’s okay, Micah. You did just fine.” As he was carried out of the building he saw his mom and brothers…not just Joey, but also Nolan and Burke. Tony was in the arms of his grandda, and Grandma was holding onto his mom. Everyone was safe. Micah tightened his grip around his dad’s neck as they made their way to them. 

			“Dad. I need a minute.” His dad didn’t say a word but nodded, moving around the cruiser that was nearest to them and standing on the other side of the police van. As soon as his father sat him on the road, Micah felt his feet give out from under him and he fell. He looked down at his arm and just stared at it.

			“You took one in the arm.” He looked up at his dad, swearing that he wasn’t speaking English. “It’s not bad, just a graze, but I want to have you looked at when your mom is assured that you’re not dead. Micah? Are you hearing me?”

			“He shot me?” His dad went down to his knees and looked him in the eye. Micah knew this was going to be serious and paid attention to what might come from him. As far as Micah was concerned, his dad was a god.

			“He fired at you and the bullet only grazed your arm. I don’t want you to think that you’re going to die. You’re not. Do you understand me?” Micah nodded. “Good boy. You saved those people in there, son. All of them. Not a one of them got hurt but you, and that’s a good thing you did there. Saving your mom and brothers was a good thing in and of itself, but saving the rest…I’m very proud of you.”

			Micah nodded. “Dad, I’m okay now. I’d like to see my mom. If you think she can handle the blood and all.”

			His dad smiled. “I think she’ll be just fine. You might want to be really brave though. Those women, they can be a mite on the tender side.”

			Micah stood up again, but he staggered just a little. It wasn’t that he was still afraid, but he was a little light headed. As he made his way to his family, he tried to think what to say to them. But the moment he saw her—his mom—he broke down again. He was sobbing like a little baby as she held him to her soft chest.

			Micah talked to the police for an hour. Someone had stitched up his arm and wrapped it all up. His dad had shielded him from the cameras, which was good. Micah was still a little sobby and didn’t want it all over the world that he was a baby. As soon as he was told he could go home, his grandda lifted him up in his arms and carried him to the car. He was in the back seat, all strapped in, when he made the decision he was going to be just like his father and grandda were…good cops. He decided to tell him right then.

			“You do that, boy. With that extra bit of something you have, you’d be a good one.” His dad winked at him in the mirror and smiled. “I’m very proud of you, boy. You kept your cool and never forgot to keep the innocent safe. That’s what being a good cop is going to be like.”

			“Yeah, and being a panther don’t hurt either.” His mom turned to him from the front and cocked her brow at him. It took him a couple of seconds to think what he’d done. “Doesn’t hurt. It doesn’t hurt to be a panther either.”

			Micah smiled. It was kinda nice being corrected like that. His mom was the best, and he’d made sure that she and his brothers were safe. Even that new one. Not that Micah thought they needed any more brothers, but he was glad they were all around.

		

	
		
			Micah - Chapter 1

			He cut the woman out of the picture with the skill of a surgeon. Not any part of her was left on the photo paper, not a single strand of hair. As he picked up the second picture and started to cut her out, he looked into her eyes. They were what had captured him in the first place, her lovely dark blue eyes.

			She’d been looking right at him, smiling and looking like she’d known him forever. But someone had come between them…a person that he’d taken care of immediately. The man would never bother her again.

			The scissors slipped in his anger and he cut off a strand or two of her hair. This would not do. She was perfect and it would only be fitting that every picture he took of her would be as well. Going to the printer, he pushed the small button again to have it print. As the small picture of her began to feed forward, he looked around their room.

			Two entire walls were covered in her image alone. He’d been taking pictures of her for so long now that he’d had to do something with them as boxes and boxes of them spilled from his closet when he opened it. This was better. 

			There were also things that she’d given him. Not directly…no, that wasn’t her style. She would leave them for him on tables, in her car, and on her desk. Once she’d even left him a pair of her panties, hanging out of the top of her trash just for him to see and take. His woman was a sly one, she was.

			Their love was clandestine. It was their own private secret that had been so much fun for them. He wanted the secrets to end now, to have their love in the open, but knew that people would ridicule them, even try to tear them apart. So he waited. Not to mention, he still had things to prepare for her. The cage was just beginning to take on a good shape for her.

			Running his finger over the large picture he’d worked so hard on, he smiled at her. “Not long now, my love. Not long at all.”

			As the picture finished, he picked it up by the corner. The ink never dried as he’d wanted it to and smearing it would not look the way he wanted, the way she deserved. As he started cutting again, careful of every strand this time, of every part of her and her clothing, he smiled at what her thoughts would be of what he’d done for them. Not just the room but the entire house. It had taken him weeks to find the perfect rocking chair, more weeks to find the pillow that she used in hers. The afghan had been handmade to match the one she had on the back of her couch. The picture frames with all sorts of people in them had been painstakingly matched to be like the ones she had. If she changed the photo or moved the frame, he did the same here.

			But this room was not like the one she slept in. It was their room. He frowned when he thought about her room. The one with the bed. He’d never been able to enter it. Something…someone had kept him out. Only once had he been able to see her sleeping, and he thought it was not nearly enough.

			As he finished the picture, he set it down on his desk. Spreading the glue from edge to edge, he blew over it to make sure that it was sticky and not too wet to hang. Picking it up when he was satisfied that it was ready, he pressed it next to the one of him. They matched perfectly, like a couple on a wedding cake.

			There were other pictures he needed to crop…many more, as a matter of fact. He’d gotten distracted last night and had watched her for hours instead of preparing things for her arrival. But she’d been so beautiful watching television that he’d nearly went in to join her. 

			Her popcorn had been forgotten as she was mesmerized by the things playing out on the small screen. She’d gotten up twice, pausing it at a good part, only to return to close her eyes when something was too scary for her. She enjoyed scary movies, but seldom watched them without closing her eyes at some parts. Had he been there, he would have held her through them.

			The knock at his door startled him and he moved out of his room and into the next, locking the door behind him. As the knock sounded again, he frowned. This was his time, and whoever was on the other side was not welcome.

			The big man standing there had on a uniform. It wasn’t the police this time; he thought him to be a delivery person. But there were no packages scheduled for this week, and he stood back while the man knocked again. Then he saw exactly who it was.

			“I know you’re in there. I can see your car out here.” He looked at the car and wondered how anyone had attached it to him. That needed to be taken care of as soon as the man was out of here. “Open the fucking door. You owe four months of back rent.”

			Rent. How mundane. As he moved forward to let the landlord in, he wondered again why people insisted on having so much involved in money. He supposed it was needed. Food had a cost and so did paper and new printers. He was glad now that he’d purchased reams of it rather than just the small amount the stationary store carried. The door opened and a blast of cold air filled his small room.

			“I had not realized it had gotten cold.” The landlord huffed at him as he moved into the room. “I shall take care of the rent posthaste. Just give me a moment.”

			He turned then and moved to the little table by the chair. It was one of the only things that was different than his true love’s house. As he turned, smiling at his landlord, he wondered if his love was paying her rent as well.

			The gun was pointed at the man’s head when he fired. The landlord jerked back twice as he received his rent in the form of a bullet. He’d only fired once, but the fall over the table by the chair made him jerk a second time. There was no help for it when it shattered beneath his weight.

			Rushing to the closet that was near the kitchen, he pulled out the large trash bags as well as the old towels he had there. This was old hat for him, and the bundle that lay in waiting was snatched up as well. Almost before the blood saturated the carpet, he had the wound wrapped in one of the bags while the towels were soaking up the spill.

			It took him only an hour to get the issue prepared for disposal. He supposed that he’d had enough practice at this that he’d gotten better. But he took his time, making sure that all the blood was cleaned up as well as any other matter that the issue might have splattered around the room.

			The car had a huge trunk. And it had been used for this purpose—getting rid of issues like this—for months now. The body fit in the trunk, and as he closed the lid of it, he tossed in the bag with all the towels and other things he’d used to clean up with, including his clothing. 

			He’d taken the time to remove anything from the landlord that might be useful…keys he might need to use, a wad of cash, and his watch and cell phone. The credit cards he’d already shredded, and the phone was now soaking in a bath of acid. No rice would be making it usable again, he thought with a grin.

			Driving out to the country, toward the farm, he thought of his love. Would she be pleased with him or upset? He wondered, too, if she would help him if this was something they had to do when they were together. More than likely not. Women would not condone taking care of issues as he did. No, she would more than likely want to simply turn him away with a smile and be done with it.

			“She needs me to keep her safe.” He frowned then. He’d not always been able to keep her safe. Just a few years ago, she’d been in all the papers when her family—mother, father, and a brother—had been taken by bad men and tortured. These men had come into the home, killed the adults, and had beaten the children…his true love had been one of them. But her name, and that of her brother, had been omitted each time they ran the stories. 

			The parents had died, and the brother was…he had never heard, now that he thought of it, what had become of the brother. When he did see her with a younger man, it was to notice that he was in a wheelchair and that he was on oxygen to help him breathe. He supposed it was her brother, but he had no way of knowing for sure. He had been injured. That was all it had said. He’d been there, of course, during the aftermath. Their love, unknown at the time, was what had drawn him to the place. It was where he’d first heard her.

			He made his way out to the farmhouse backyard. The place, like so many around there, had been abandoned many years ago by someone that he’d been acquainted with while in prison. Taxes, he’d come to find out, had ruined this family and all their generations after. As he dug the hole that the landlord would rest in, he thought about the car he’d have to bring out as well. There was the big barn that he’d been using for this purpose, but it was becoming full now. He’d have to come up with a better plan. Things were moving much too fast for him to care for.

			After laying the landlord to rest, he moved to the car again and pulled all the bags from within. Heading to the outbuilding at the back of the house, he wondered if there was a way for him to cut up the bodies and care for them the way he did the necessary things he brought out here. 

			It was big enough, he realized. The bygone kiln was just big enough to put an issue in if he worked at cutting them up. That would require more work than he wanted to mess with, but it was something to think about. Throwing the things into the gas kiln, he moved to the dials to turn it up. The small pyrometric cone that bent when the kiln got up to temperature was still in place from when he’d been there before. Carefully reading the instructions, as he did when using this tool, he turned the burners on slowly.

			It took it almost four hours to get to the temperature he needed. Leaving the place as it cooled down, he knew that when he returned, it would be ready to use again and empty of all but a few ashes. Smiling, he nearly whistled as he made his way back to the car. He was trying his best to stop that habit, as it seemed to hurt his true love’s ears when she had heard it before.

			The van the landlord had driven to his house was a little trickier than the issue had been. It was a stick shift, something he had no real great ability to operate, and it was loud. He had to dress in his baggy clothing as well so no one would know him, and that proved to be incredibly hot.

			Driving it to the darkest part of town he knew of, he left it running with the keys in it. No one saw him, of course, when he got out, and even if they did, they’d never know who he was. Covered from the top of his head to the bottom of his feet, he looked more alien than human. The large costume was big enough to cover his head when pulled up.

			Wrapping the suit up when he returned home, he stuffed it in the smallish kiln he had there and fired it away as he’d done the other things. He’d ordered it for his home some months ago and was very pleased at the ease with which it took care of things for him; quickly and quietly, too…including the shredded credit cards. Everything that had been brought into his and his true love’s home was now gone, ash. It was well after midnight when he finally crawled into their bed.

			“Good night, my dearest.” He smiled in the dark, knowing that she could hear him as well as if she were lying next to him. And this was something he was looking forward to more than anything…having her there. 

			He would never soil her with sex. That was something that he would do to women who did that sort of thing for a living. Not that he ever paid them, but when he needed sex, which wasn’t often, he would find one that would never be missed, take her to the farm, and use her there. Getting rid of the issue was much easier, as it was close at hand.

			Rolling over in their bed, he looked at the stack of pictures he’d yet to cut out. Yesterday had been a good day in that he’d been able to get nearly two dozen shots of her while she’d been working, and then more when she’d gone to the park with her brother, pushing him around with all her strength. He hated that she had to work so hard at that place, but it was good for her for now to get out with her friends. Plus, her job made it so he could keep tabs on her.

			There was the issue of her brother. He really hated that she spent so much of her time with him, and him being a cripple and all. The two of them did a great deal together, and they looked alike…so much so that he sometimes came home with pictures of the two of them and would be sad to cut her brother out. It bothered him when he had to shred so many pictures when he’d spent so much time taking them for her. He knew that as soon as they were wed, he’d be able to convince her that the brother would have to go. There just would not be time for him and the cripple. She would completely understand.

			“She’ll be here soon enough, and then I will take as many pictures of her as I wish.” His voice echoed around the dark room, and he wondered yet again why he couldn’t enter her room. He supposed it had something to do with their mother—his brother and him—and the way they’d been raised by her. Never enter a room that a woman slept in. It was just not done. He’d even tried to go into the big house she shared with some other people, but there were cats running around; little ones, of course, but he was terrified of them all the same. He was actually afraid of all four-legged creatures.

			The house she stayed in when she wasn’t working was large, but not the part that she seemed to spend a great deal of time in. It was hard for him to make this house, their house, look like that one, as the one he was in now was much larger. The furniture was harder to match up, and the curtains, the ones he had here, didn’t work, as she had only the one window and he had four. The kitchen, after much deliberation and aggravation, was just left alone. He thought she’d enjoy the bigger room anyway when she cooked their meals.

			She shared her home with others, four to be exact. That was another thing that bothered him a great deal. Two of them were males, and when they were in the yard together, coming or going, one or both of them would hug her to them and sometimes, much to his dismay, they would kiss her on the cheek.

			Closing his eyes, he tried to think of her when he’d left her. She’d been walking to her house today. Another man had left her with a hug at the steps. Then a man, a big man—the one that lived there too—came out and kissed her forehead. He would put a stop to that soon enough. No one would kiss her but him. And then it would only be in greeting.

			Not that he didn’t like sex. It was a beautiful stress reliever. But wives did not have the kind of sex he liked. That was from the ones that took money. He liked his sex to be private and the woman to dominate him, so much so that he would be sore for days afterward. His true love would not have to do the things that the woman he knew did to him. It would be unseemly. 

			His cock stretched in his pajamas, and he scolded it. He was too tired to find anyone tonight, and he’d driven enough. But his cock wouldn’t listen, and he had to stroke it several times before it was fully hard.

			“I will take care of you now, but you will behave in the future.” He got up to go to the bathroom and to find his clothing. He was pulling on his diaper and putting his sucker in his mouth when he realized how excited his cock was. “You are an evil thing, you are.”

			His diaper fit him tightly now that he was stone hard. He wanted to simply give it what it wanted, but he was slow to do so. As he poured the baby lotion over his appendage, he thought of how a woman would smack his bottom for being so naughty, and she turned into his love.

			“No.” But the image was there. She was there with her small stick and her apron. As he closed his eyes, his appendage in his hand, he nearly came from the thought of her swatting him. His cock stretched painfully until he felt the sticky wetness on his fingers. Fisting himself harder now, his cock and balls hanging from the front of his diaper, he felt tears stream down his face as his love beat him harder. The stick, a hickory one, was going so fast that he nearly screamed each time it hit him in his mind. 

			When he tightened his fingers around his cock, his other hand cupped his balls so tightly that he was nearly sick from it, and his semen shot from him as if it had been fired from a cannon. He watched as it spewed forth and dripped down the towel and wall of his otherwise pristine bathroom. The relief was sudden and profound. He had to stand holding onto the wall, his legs were so weak. And when he took a step, he was shaking too.

			Taking off the used diaper, he stuffed it in the trashcan under the small sink. His body, nearly too weak with the release, wanted to crawl into a ball and rest. Staggering to the bed, he crawled in, not even bothering with putting his pants back on. He was so relaxed that he closed his eyes and fell into a deep and quiet sleep.

			The news the next morning was filled with death and mayhem. It was really nothing new, but the same scenes from the day before…even the week before really. As he ate his breakfast of bacon and eggs with sliced ham on the side, he wondered if his love was going to be safe today. He would have to take extra care to keep an eye on her until it was time for her to come to him. And that time could not come soon enough. 

			~*~

			Micah Bentley listened to the woman telling the officers about her missing husband. One second he was a virtuous man, the next a smelly bastard who drank too much beer and farted a great deal. And she had to knock him around on occasion just to keep him in line. Marital bliss this was not.

			“Don’t even have the gumption to find himself a job that he’ll hold down for more than a paycheck or two.” She glanced at his empty chair. “Course when he did get himself a gig, he worked hard at it. Good thing we had them rentals. Don’t know what we’d have done had Daddy not left them all to us.”

			“You said he was out collecting rent. Do you know where he was headed?” The officer looked at him when the woman, Mrs. Daniel Danbury, didn’t answer him. 

			“Mrs. Danbury, this would go a good deal faster if you were to give us a list of who he was collecting from.” She glared at him, and Micah felt his panther start to curl around him. “I’m just trying to help find him. If you’d like, we can go downtown and you can tell this to another officer. I’m sure there are any number of them there that would help.”

			“You think he’s some sort of deadbeat. Well, he is I guess. But he’s my deadbeat, and I’ll tell you right now, he’s not out at that woman’s house fucking her. She come on to him, not him to her.” Micah had to cover his mouth to hide the smile. If he had to fuck this woman, he’d need to have his balls scrubbed directly afterwards and take all sorts of drugs, even though they never worked on his kind. She was one nasty bitch with her hair hanging down her back in a stringy mess. Her face looked like she’d had jelly donuts and hadn’t bothered with a napkin when she’d dripped them down her several chins. There was a thick mustache across her upper lip, and a good start on a gray beard on her chin. And Micah had to really work at not looking at her teeth. He was sure that they’d never seen a toothbrush, much less a dentist. And if that wasn’t bad enough, it looked like the gown she had on had been her attire for several months. “He loves me.”

			“I’m sure he does. And why wouldn’t he?” Why not indeed, he thought. “But a list would help us narrow down our search to find him. Three days is a good long time for him to be missing.”

			“It is for him. Last time it was a few hours, but he was only down at the local having a beer. This time, though, he’s not even called me one time. And when I call him, all I get is it going to that voice capture thing.” It took Micah a few seconds to realize she meant voicemail. “And then there’s the radio.”

			“The radio?” She nodded and said nothing more. “I don’t understand. What about the radio? The one in his car?”

			“Of course not. I don’t allow that sort of thing in this house, and he don’t listen to that trash in the car either. No, the radio like that there.” She pointed to the officer’s walkie-talkie. “Got himself one of them when we was without our phones for a time. Don’t need no service to make that work. I keep getting these here voices I don’t know. Not my husband, anyway.”

			He asked her to get it as well as the list. While she was gone, he looked around the house. He’d have to call in the odor when he left. There was a definite odor of meth around the place. As he moved to look at the pictures that were spread all over a shelf made from bricks and wood, he wondered what the hell these two saw in each other.

			Daniel was a little rail thin man. He looked, with the mustache that he was sporting in most of the pictures, like he might have been a fan of Hitler or a child molester. There was a name for that sort of look, but for the life of him he couldn’t remember what it was. The thick bush sitting over Daniel’s lip made Micah think of all sorts of names, not a one of them even close to being nice. A ball cap was on his head in most of the pictures, even the wedding photo with the current—but a much thinner—Mrs. Danbury standing beside him. Micah thought the woman had gained a good three hundred pounds since they’d said their “I do’s.” As she came down the hall, her smell preceding her, he stepped back to where he’d been and waited.

			The list wasn’t long. In fact, he could have memorized the two names on the list and wouldn’t have had to take the dirty paper from her. The radio was something that might have been in an Army surplus store, yet it seemed to work just fine. The person at the other end spoke before Micah could ask anything about it.

			“Hey there. You about ready to come on down here and let me fuck you?” The woman’s voice was harsh with drugs, he’d bet, and Micah asked the woman where she was at. “I’m on down here on Tenth. Got me a tight pussy for the likes of you.”

			Mrs. Danbury huffed and walked away. Micah smiled as he told the woman that he was more into couple sex than just a single person, and his partner was a male. She told him just what he knew she would. There was a guy involved with her and she had to ask him if it was okay to split her work up. Apparently her pimp didn’t care much for double teaming.

			“You come on down here, big boy, and I’ll make sure he knows what’s what.” Micah looked at the officer, who had gone pale. He hated rookies almost as much as he did his job. “We be at the corner of Tenth and Sandalwood in about an hour.”

			“We’ll be there.” He let go of the talk button and asked his rookie if he had street clothes. The look on his face would have been priceless if the situation weren’t so serious.

			“You can’t mean that I’m going to have sex with you and a woman. I have a wife and a child on the way.” Micah wanted to let him think that was it, but shook his head. “Good. I’m new at this job, but I’m going to draw the line at having sex.”

			“I’m sure you are, but I still need you in plain clothes. We’re going to the address and see if she knows anything about Danbury.” He looked as if he might break something as he thought this over. “We’re pretending.”

			“So you want me to just look like we’re having sex with her.” Micah nodded and wondered, not for the first time since he’d been assigned to watch over rookies, where the hell these kids were coming from, and decided that someone must be recruiting them right out of grade school. 

			“Yes. I want her to think we’re both having sex with her.” The rookie nodded and stood there. “Well? Do you have plain clothes or not?”

			“Yes, sir. I have a lot of them. Only two uniforms though. I didn’t count on them being so expensive, so I could only get the two. My wife has to wash them out nearly every night now. It being hot and all.” Micah put his hand up when Rookie looked like he was going to explain to him the weather changes as well as why it was hot. 

			“In a single word, tell me where they are.”

			“House. But I—”

			Micah put up his hand again. “I’ll take you there and you can change. Do it quickly and without telling your wife. I have an hour, not the rest of your life.”

			Ten minutes later, armed with the list and the radio, he dropped off Rookie. Micah decided then that he was going to call all of them that. It would save him time from figuring out who the hell he was working with today. Christ, he hated his job.

			Micah pulled out his note pad and flipped to the back as soon as Rookie got out of the car and ran up to his house. If he retired at sixty-five, he only had another thirty-four years of putting up with this crap.

			“If I’m not shot in the head with a silver bullet before then. And that is looking like a done deal daily.”

		

	
		
			Micah - Chapter 2

			Joey watched his brother. He could tell he was tired, and he looked kind of upset about something. Their mom was moving around the kitchen talking about some sort of charity event that one of them was going to be required to escort her to, but Joey was keeping an eye on Micah. He had only three weeks left until he was quitting his job, and Joey was worried about him. Grandda came into the room and hit them both on the back of the head.

			“Your mother is doing all the work again.” Joey got up, but Micah stayed where he was. Grandda sat in his chair and looked up at him when Micah didn’t say anything. Joey shrugged and moved to help their mom plate up dinner. Grandma was still setting the table when Grandda spoke to Micah. “Son?”

			Micah looked at Grandda with a glazed over expression. Joey could see that even he was worried about Micah, and when he put his hand on his shoulder, Micah flinched away a little. Not a good sign at all. 

			“I’m just…it’s been a long week.” Grandda nodded and looked at him as Micah continued. “You can stop looking for guidance, Grandda, I’m fine. Just had a weird case and a rookie to work with too. Too many hours training idiots that won’t last a month.”

			“You been getting a lot of them lately.” Joey took the large pan of cornbread from his mom and put it on the platter as he worked and talked. “Last month you told them that you didn’t want any more of them. What the hell happened to that?”

			The pain in the back of his head had him trying to remember what he’d said, and Joey looked at his mom and winked. Gracie Bentley was in her mid-fifties, but didn’t look a day over twenty-five. Even her dark hair looked gorgeous all pulled up in a ponytail at the back of her head.

			“Watch it, young man. I’m not too old to stand you in the corner after a trip to the wood shed.” Joey nodded and kissed her on the cheek. “You’re getting too full of yourself. All of you are. I’m still your mother.”

			“Yes, you are.” Micah stood up and swung their mom around the room before setting her back on her feet. “And the most beautiful woman in the world.”

			After she smacked him on the shoulder, she left them to their conversation. Joey loved his mom, all of them did, and would do anything in the world for her. But there wasn’t a day that went by that he wasn’t just a little afraid of her. She had a temper that could peel your fur off your hide in a second flat. He loved their grandparents too. Joey leaned against the counter and looked at his brother as Micah pulled down a glass from the cabinet. He was pouring a huge glass of tea when Grandda spoke again.

			“I’m supposing that they’re still trying to talk you into staying on.” Micah nodded as he drank nearly half the glass. “And what are you still telling them? No, I hope. You’ve been at it long enough. Quit while you’re still upright. I’m lucky that I made it to retirement. Maybe wouldn’t have if it had been now days. Things are a mite different than they were in my day.”

			Grandma got up and hugged Joey, then Micah. After looking into his eyes for several seconds, she went to kiss Grandda on the head and told him to behave, that they were all grown men. They all watched her head to the dining room with a large bowl of mashed potatoes.

			“I told the captain today that I’d just as soon he not ask me again.” Grandda nodded, but Joey waited. There was more; he’d bet his life on it. “They offered it to me.”

			No one said a word. He wanted to first congratulate his brother, but at the same time he wanted to try and convince him to say no. It was going to be hard enough just to be happy for him either way. Being a homicide detective was all Micah had ever wanted. And he’d been passed over enough times that it seemed to Joey that they liked him being a beat cop more than they wanted crimes solved.

			“You gonna take it?” 

			Joey held his breath while Micah didn’t answer their grandda. Micah sat back down before answering him.

			“I’m not just getting the job as a homicide detective, but head of the department. They told me that they didn’t want to lose me to some other company.” Joey sat down too. This would be harder for Micah to turn down. “I won’t have to hit the streets anymore…one of the main reasons I was leaving in the first place. And I’ll have a nine to fiver five days a week. No overtime unless it’s something going on, as well as I’d have a staff, two people working directly with me daily. A car, my insurance paid up, as well as a fat raise and bonus.”

			“You took it, didn’t you?” Grandda got up and started pacing the large room as he continued. The curse words were said in a very low voice, but he was pretty sure that Grandma could still hear them without any problems. “What the hell are you thinking? You told me just a month ago that no matter what shit they threw at you, you’d be telling them no. Didn’t you learn a damned thing with your daddy? He was nearly ready to retire when bam, some dick ass shot him coming out of the post office. He wasn’t even on duty. I tell you right now, I’m not going to bury one of my grandsons. Not like…you have any idea how it hurts a man to bury his son? We’re not supposed to do that. You hear me? I’ll quit you all if you make me do that again.”

			“I turned them down, Grandda.” That shut him up. Joey too. Micah stood up and hugged Grandda to him. “I turned them down because I know how hurt you were when dad was killed. I won’t do that to Mom or one of you again.”

			He left them both standing there by going into the dining room. Joey looked at his grandda, who was still standing there looking a little confused. Joey laughed and he looked at him.

			“He didn’t take the job, Grandda. He’s going to be safe.” Grandda nodded but still didn’t say anything. “As soon as he leaves the business, we’re going to have him work for us. My firm is looking forward to it. He’ll be safe, I know it.”

			Micah was going to consult for them. The pay was much better, the hours were reasonable, and like the other job, he’d be home a great deal more. Only difference was, no one would be shooting at him daily and he’d be happier. Joey was all for Micah being happy.

			“I can’t bury him.” Joey nodded and patted his grandda on the back as they moved to the dining room. “You’ll keep him off the streets? Just going after them dumb women and men that want to divorce each other?”

			“That’s the plan.” Joey had already talked to Micah about his job duties and they’d both agreed that he’d be a consultant on all types of cases that came in. Joey handled all sorts of trials, but only a few divorces. “We’d better get to the other room before Mom comes in here and makes us clean up.” 

			They both looked at the perfectly ordered room. His mom had always been a person who cleaned as she worked, and the kitchen was no exception. It was what all of them did in their own homes, those that no longer lived here. Just Tony and Garth, the two youngest, were still at home.

			Since him and the older ones had moved out, they’d been meeting at their family home every Wednesday night for dinner. It was a big loud affair with a great deal of food and love. Mom cooked like they were starved, which was good because there were never any leftovers. But tonight, this meal was special and they all knew it. 

			As soon as they had all sat down—no one ever taking their dad’s spot at the head of the table since his death one year ago today—they stood and raised their glasses to his empty place. Their dad had been one in a million and the best father a boy to man could ever have. They each sat down and waited for their mom to start passing the first platter.

			“I heard from that nice girl Jamie.” No one said anything, but they all pretty much knew what was coming next. “She has the prettiest little girl. Her mother is so happy to be a grandmother. I told her you boys are never going to find mates, not the way you work. She was so sad for me.”

			“I could get you a puppy.” Garth laughed when Mom growled at him. “The thing would hate you, but I could get you one. You could call it your grand dog.”

			“I’m going to keep your dessert.” 

			Garth started to protest but shut up when she gave him the look, the one that she’d perfected over the years that said “think hard before you speak.” It worked every time. “I’ll behave myself.”

			By the time dinner was finished, Garth had redeemed himself. He’d turned a business around, he’d told them, as well as made the family more money. Not that any of them needed any more than they had right now, but their mom was their first priority and they wanted her to be financially secure. It looked to him like she was.

			Clean up was done by them. The boys, as their mother continued to call them, cleared and washed up. Had there been a dishwasher in the house, none of them would have dared use it. Clean up time was for them, and Mom made sure they had all the time they needed to talk while washing up.

			At half past nine, Joey made his way home. By ten he was in his bedroom stripping down to go on a run with Tony. When they were finished, their bodies slick with sweat, Joey invited his little brother to spend the night, and by midnight, they were both in bed. Joey was thinking of all the cases that he’d been working on the last week when he closed his eyes and let sleep take him. 

			~*~

			Reggie walked to work every day. It wasn’t really something that she enjoyed so much as it was a necessary evil. Frowning, she thought of how evil it was going to be in a few months when there was a foot of snow on the ground. Reggie tried to remember if her boots were still full of holes or if she’d been able to get that fancy glue to close them up. Her luck, it wouldn’t have worked. Reggie was five of the most unlucky people she knew all rolled into one.

			“Hey, Regs.” She waved at the man across the street from the house she lived in. “You gonna go and save the world today?”

			“I am. One special at a time.” He laughed as he did every time they said this to each other, and she waved back as she moved on. Reggie had been working at the diner for nearly five years, and in all that time, Pete had said that to her every morning. By the time she got the door unlocked then locked again, she was wishing that she’d worn something warmer. The place was absolutely freezing today.

			At five minutes to five she had all the bacon she’d need for the first wave of customers fried up. When the timer sounded that the biscuits were done, Reggie pulled them out of the oven and went to unlock the door. There were already three people standing in line to get in. One she didn’t know.

			A very beautiful woman asked to be seated in a booth. Reggie took her to the one furthest from the door and handed her a menu. As she made her way to the back, the waitress, Ruby Gold, came through the door telling everyone she was sorry she’d been late. Reggie just wished one day the woman could be there before her scheduled time and not over an hour late. The extra help would have been really nice.

			The diner, Mamma’s Home Cookin’, had been in business since before Reggie had been born, over twenty-six years ago. Her mother and father would bring her and Boyd in on Saturday mornings to get pancakes and waffles. She loved waffles. But those days, along with everything else, were long gone for her.

			The first two orders were her regulars. An order of bacon with scrambled eggs, wheat toast, and hash browns all mixed up on the plate…Davey. Mark’s order was pancakes, four of them, fried ham with just a touch of onions, three biscuits, and a side of gravy for dipping. Whatever that meant. As soon as the strange order came up, she knew that the woman had company. As she filled it, she wondered why on earth a beautiful woman like her was in this dive.

			The three eggs on the one plate were over easy. Wheat toast, bacon, ham, and sausage, as well as fried potatoes, were all put on an oval platter. The other order—two scrambled with cheese and ham bits, white toast, and hash browns—went on the other platter. She was just setting it up on the window when another man came in. Reggie put down her spatula and waited for him to either sit down or rob them. She knew it was going to be the latter as soon as he moved to the bar where the cash register was.

			“I need some money.” Ruby nodded but didn’t move to open the register. Instead she looked at Reggie before looking back at the man. “I know you don’t got a phone up here, so either give me the money in the drawer or I kill you.”

			Reggie reached for the gun she had brought in a few weeks ago. She was registered to use it, qualified to have it on the premises. But that didn’t mean she wanted to kill someone if she could avoid it. When he took out his own gun, Reggie watched the man with the beautiful woman get up. Reggie didn’t want anyone hurt and came out of the kitchen just as the man started toward them.

			“You don’t want any of this shit today.” The man pointed the gun at her, which she supposed was what she’d wanted. “Just go sit down at the counter and I’ll make you something to eat. If you still want to rob us after I feed you, we’ll talk some more. Besides, in the event you didn’t notice, there is not going to be much in the till this early in the morning. No one has paid their checks, and since the waitress was late again, she’s not even put the money in it from the safe.”

			“Give me what’s in the safe then.” She was shaking her head even as he continued talking. “You will give me the money or I’ll kill everyone in here.”

			Reggie tried really hard not to notice the tall man making his way toward them. The woman he’d been sitting with ate her meal like she didn’t have a care in the world. She supposed that some women didn’t care if their dates were hurt or not being stupid. Reggie noticed that the would-be robber was turning toward him, and she started talking again.

			“I can fry you some ham or bacon. And a few eggs. You like eggs, don’t you?” The man nodded, and the stranger paused. “I thought so. I can even do you up some pancakes. I love waffles myself, but you look like a pancake guy.”

			“I like waffles too.” Reggie nodded and reached for a roll of silverware and a napkin as he moved down the counter. “I wouldn’t mind some juice too. Orange if you got it.”

			“We do. Fresh too.” The man followed her, and she put the silverware on the counter where she’d wanted him to sit. “Coffee or tea?”

			“No thanks.” She nodded and poured him some juice. “I don’t want to hurt no one. But I’m powerfully hungry.”

			“That’s understandable. I’ve been there a few times myself.” Reggie noticed that the stranger was standing still now, his arms crossed over his massive chest. “I’m going to have to ask you to put your gun up here on the counter for me. I know you won’t shoot any of us now, right? But that guy down there, he doesn’t look like he’s as convinced as I am that you’re okay now.”

			“You really gonna feed me?” She told him she promised she would. He put the gun on the counter almost shyly. “It’s not loaded anyway. I can barely afford this thing, much less the bullets to put in it. I was just hungry.”

			The man, the big stranger, didn’t move when she backed from the counter with the gun. The robber picked up his glass. When it was empty, she had Ruby refill it and she made her way to the kitchen. She was leaning hard against the door when someone knocked from the other side. When she stood away from it, he barged his foot under the door and stood there while she leaned her weight into it. She just wanted a minute, couldn’t he see that?

			“Are you okay?” She told the man that she was and tried to shove him out of the kitchen. “You should let me take that. In case he comes in here looking for it.”

			“He won’t.” Reggie didn’t give him the gun and shoved it under the counter where she worked. “You’re not supposed to be back here. I’d really be happy if you went back out there with your wife or whatever and leave me to my business.”

			“All right.” But he didn’t move, and she started making up the man’s breakfast. He watched her as she made the waffles for the man. “You could have been killed. Do you always take such stupid chances?”

			“I do. In fact, that was just the start of my stupid things to do today list. I thought after I serve breakfast that I’d go and knock over a liquor store for shits and giggles. Then I’d go and maybe run up and down Main Street waving a gun around.” She turned to look at him. “After I go shoot up about fifty pounds of meth.”

			“Meth isn’t served up in pound weight. And knocking over a liquor store? Nah, you’d be better off robbing a bank. The money is better and the security is more lax.” He leaned against the counter and stared at her before continuing. “Would you be naked running up and down the street? I’d pay real money to see that. I mean, you look like you could make a man stop and pay attention if you did that.”

			Reggie nearly burned her ham staring at the man. She wasn’t sure if he was making fun of her or teasing her. Surely he couldn’t be serious about watching her run up and down—

			“You need to go out with your wife.” He didn’t move. “Really, things are back to normal around here and I’m busy.”

			“She’s my mom.” Sure she was. And Reggie was a beauty queen. “What do you suppose your manager would have said to you if he’d known what you just did?”

			“More than likely be pissed at me for giving the man this breakfast.” Reggie put the platter up on the window and yelled for Ruby before turning to the man again. “I want you out of here now, sir. I’ve asked you nicely several times. Now I have to insist.”

			“What will you do when this man goes out and tells everyone that if they come in here with a gun you’ll feed them? You’ll have them lined up around the block, all of them with guns. And some of them will be loaded.” Reggie frowned at him. “You are either incredibly stupid or you have a knack for doing idiotic things.”

			“Fuck you.” He staggered back when she lashed out at him with her fist. She hadn’t meant to hit him but when her fist connected with his nose, she felt good about it. For all of a minute. “Get the fuck out of here and take your girlfriend or mother with you.”

			“Joseph Bentley, what are you doing to this young woman?” The ring of disappointment in the woman’s voice made thoughts of her own mother come to her. “Tell her you’re sorry this minute.”

			“I didn’t do anything.” The tapping of the woman’s foot almost made her laugh, but she did smile at her. When her eyes looked at her with the sharpness of a razor, Reggie dropped her head. She felt ten again. “Did you see what she did? What if he’d shot her? I was going to take it from him and she actually bargained with him. Mom, you can’t think that was the right thing to do.”

			“He didn’t want to shoot me; he was hungry. Any jackass could see—” The woman clearing her throat made Reggie flush. “Anybody could see that he was hungry. And for your information, he won’t tell a soul about what happened in here. Not the free food or the fact that I’m going to offer him a job. No one asked you to come in here to make me feel less than I already do.”

			“Joseph, I’m waiting.” The man looked at the woman, then at her. Blood dripped from his nose and Reggie threw the towel she had on her shoulder at him. He took it to his face and glared at her. She was sure then, right at that moment, that not only was this woman his mom, but he was afraid of her too. Not just a little either.

			“I’m sorry that you’re stupid.” The hand smacked the man in the back of the head so quickly that had Reggie not been looking, she might have missed it. “All right. I’m sorry that I insulted you. But you should be more careful in the future. What if he had hurt you?”

			“Then it would have been my loss and no one else’s.” The woman stared at her, and Reggie had a feeling she was being measured up. She had no idea why she didn’t want to disappoint this woman, but she stood up straighter and lifted her chin. The woman smiled but said nothing. “Now, I’d like very much if you both would just leave me alone. I’ve got work to do and something I have to do later.”

			“Are you all right?” No one had asked her that in a good long time. For some reason the sincerity in her voice made tears well in her eyes. But she nodded instead of telling her that no, not only was she not all right, but she was too tired and overwhelmed to think about it, much less talk about it.

			They left her then, the woman nodding once but saying no more. The man took the towel, which she supposed was all right, but it had been her favorite. Turning back to the stove, she was startled when someone touched her on the shoulder. The man standing there, the robber, smiled but took a step back.

			“You was dreaming.” Nodding, she stared at him as he continued. “I was wondering if you need somebody to wash them dishes up. I can do a fine job of it and that’ll maybe make it so I can get me some lunch too. I really am powerfully hungry, miss. But I’ll take the food as payment if you don’t mind it.”

			She looked at the pile of pots and pans. There would be more before her shift was over too. Then there would be the food plates and silverware. She’d be until at least two or so getting those done. Reggie looked back at the man.

			“You can work for me provided that you show up on time, no complaints about what I feed you, and you don’t steal from me. And no more guns to work. If you do, you can not only expect not to get fed, but I’ll call the cops.” He nodded. “I’m Reggie Webster. I’m the cook on days. I can spot you some money today for some good shoes, and I’ll provide you with a pair of pants and a shirt to work in.”

			“I can do that. I can surely do that.” He was making his way to the double stainless steel sinks when he turned back. “I’m Nile Jameson. I mostly live in my box but when it gets cold, I live in the shelter on Seventh. When there’s room.”

			“Welcome to Mamma’s Home Cookin’.” 

			He grinned at her and took an apron off the pile of linen on the shelf. Nile was taking out the pots from one side as he filled the sink on the other. Reggie turned back to the window and the orders hanging there. She didn’t have a lot of time to be social, even if she was inclined to do so.

		

	
		
			Micah - Chapter 3

			Frustration never played a large part in his work with his true love. He moved around the world which he’d been born to with the knowledge that no matter what, he was far superior to whatever came his way. And as for most of the people, if not all of them, he knew he was a great deal smarter than them. He was more intelligent than anyone he knew. He had papers to show that much.

			The picture he was working on was all wrong. He knew it from the very start, but he loved how her eyes looked in this one, and it was going to work if he had to make ten more copies of it to get it right. As he was cutting out the man that stood beside her, some unknown person who meant nothing to either of them, he let his hands still and his mind drift to yesterday.

			The large man had not been there the day before. But when he’d been there again this morning, nearly foaming at the mouth to be nice to his love, it was all he could do not to go and kill the man. But, lucky for the man, that was not his style.

			Issues were taken care of promptly and without fuss. This man, the dishwasher, was not an issue. Not yet at any rate. But he was someone that was spending time with her, and that would not do. 

			“I will
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