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Some people are not people, not quite. 
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Part 1: A strange, strange, fella
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He showed up at the precinct in the chill predawn of a September Monday, 1995—an arrival so early, the Captain, a man whose punctuality often bordered on the obsessive, had yet to appear.

The stranger’s appearance drew immediate scrutiny: a figure of striking incongruity, dark as onyx, standing barely five feet tall. He was draped in a sleek black Armani suit with the crisp precision of a scalpel, paired with an impeccable red silk tie, and polished Gucci loafers which seemed almost too delicate for the ease with which he commanded the space around him. His head, disproportionately large, was shaven to a severe gleam, the fade so precise it defied the eye's attempt to find its beginning or end. A jagged scar carved its way down the left side of his face, giving his otherwise polished features a permanently unsettling asymmetry.

Behind him stood a woman of an entirely different stature, her six-foot-eight frame both regal and alien in its symmetry. Her blonde hair was a pale cascade, a crown of sorts, and her every movement carried an unyielding elegance. Eyes followed her every turn, yet she remained indifferent, her gaze fixed somewhere beyond the present.

The pair waited in the lobby, an island of unsettling calm amidst the bustle of the arriving officers and the precinct's regular late-night clientele. Every so often, a patrolman, drawn by their unusual presence, would approach. "Can I help you?" they would inquire, their voices tinged with a mixture of curiosity and apprehension. "Certainly!" the stranger would reply, his voice surprisingly warm with a smile that seemed to stretch the very limits of his wide head. "Do let me know when the Captain arrives, will you?"

Throughout these brief exchanges, the woman remained strangely detached. Her gaze, when it did fall upon the officers, seemed to pass right through them as through mere phantoms.
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AN HOUR CRAWLED BY, each minute marked by the intensified whirl of activity and the fragmented snippets of overheard conversations. "Can I be of assistance?" a deep, authoritative voice, its tone both commanding and impersonal, finally cut through the tempestuous backdrop like a sharp blade.

The strange man leapt from his seat with a suddenness that seemed almost rehearsed, his broad smile widening as he extended his hand. “Ah, Captain Redding!” he exclaimed, his tone warm, almost too familiar. “I’m Mitch,” he added, his handshake firm and lingering. “Mitch Atwood... just transferred here.”

The Captain’s brows knit in confusion, his eyes flickering between the peculiar man and the statuesque blonde who remained seated, unperturbed. “I’m... sorry?”

“From Old-Town,” Mitch continued, his grin unwavering. “I was supposed to report here today.”

The Captain hesitated before pulling his hand free from the handshake, his movements deliberate. “There must be some mistake,” he said, his tone measured, suspicion creeping in at the edges.

Mitch chuckled, breaking the tension with an unsettling abruptness. “Oh, that old bag!” he said, shaking his head as if speaking to an unseen audience. “I knew she’d embarrass me like this... gets a kick out of these things, I’ll tell you that.”

The Captain’s eyes narrowed. “You’re... sure you were supposed to report here?”

For the briefest moment, Mitch’s smile faltered, a crack in the otherwise unyielding facade. “This is the 24th, isn’t it?” he asked, his voice carrying an edge of defensiveness.

The Captain nodded slightly, though his wariness did not abate. “And you said you’re from which precinct?”

Mitch’s grin returned, his tone once again inflected with a disarming charm. “Where are my manners?” he said, arching an eyebrow. “Should’ve started with that. The 13th... Old-Town.”

Captain Redding studied him for a long moment, his gaze lingering on the man’s oversized head and the immaculate sheen of his suit, before shifting briefly to the blonde. She hadn’t moved an inch, her expression as unreadable as stone.

“Wait here,” Redding said finally, his voice clipped. He glanced once more at the woman—more a fleeting instinct than a conscious decision—before turning and walking away.
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THE CAPTAIN RETURNED a few minutes later, his face pale and drawn, the fluorescent light above rendering his features almost spectral. His movements were deliberate, yet there was an unnatural hesitancy to them. "Mind if we step out for a moment?" he asked, his voice barely rising above a whisper. He avoided Mitch’s eyes, his own gaze darting to the floor, the walls—anywhere but to the man before him.

“Not at all,” Mitch replied smoothly, his tone carrying the same warm affability as before. He leaned in, muttering something into the blonde’s ear. She offered the faintest of smiles and nodded, her gesture as measured as the turning of a clock hand.

“Does she... if she needs anything... I can have someone—” the Captain began, his words faltering.

“She’s fine,” Mitch interrupted, his tone now clipped, though still carrying an air of reassurance. Without waiting for further comment, he motioned for the Captain to follow him outside. The blonde turned her head almost imperceptibly, her pale gaze following their movement through the window.

Mitch walked with an effortless ease, his strides fluid and confident, while the Captain trailed behind, his hands clasped tightly behind his back. His head was bowed, his posture rigid, each step a reluctant display of submission. Every so often, he would nod in response to Mitch’s words, the gestures quick and strained, almost reflexive. As the exchange unfolded, his movements gained a strange dissonance, walking as one burdened by some invisible weight.

Soon they reached the enclosure, stood there for a fleeting moment, then turned back. The Captain’s eyes, though narrowed, offered no flicker of defiance, only a dull, resigned acceptance that seemed to permeate his entire being.
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“WELL... TOMORROW, THEN,” the Captain muttered. A nervous twitch pulled at the corner of his mouth, betraying the strain beneath his outward calm.

Mitch turned to him with the same unshakable composure, his smile warm still, placating. “You got it, Captain,” he replied smoothly, his voice even, carrying an air of finality. He extended his hand to the blonde, who rose with effortless grace. As she did, a ripple of silent observation spread through the room, every eye fixed upon her.

The Captain moved instinctively toward the door, his hand reaching to hold it open, but Mitch was quicker. “It’s alright, Captain,” he said, a faint edge of irritation creeping into his otherwise cordial tone. “I got it.” He held the door open with a flourish, ushering her through with a gesture that felt almost theatrical.

The precinct’s occupants watched in silence as they stepped onto the veranda, their attention lingering even as the two slipped into a sleek Toyota Supra and the engine roared to life.

When the vehicle vanished from view, Redding exhaled a long, shuddering breath, his mind racing. “Jim, Carlton!” he barked, his voice sharper than intended, slicing through the subdued murmur that had begun to fill the room.

Two young officers hurried over, their faces etched with a blend of concern and a dawning apprehension. Together, they disappeared into his office, the door closing behind them with a heavy thud. 
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The Tower: Illness
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Sam sat, almost hunched, at the table, the remnants of his coffee growing cold before him. “Sam... Sammy?” Janet’s voice broke through his thoughts, her fingers tapping lightly against his forearm. Across the table, her dark eyes studied him, a mixture of curiosity and concern. “Still thinking about her, are we?”

“Hm? No, no!” Sam leaned back in his chair, shaking his head faintly. A week had passed since he’d parted ways with the tall Jamaican pianist he’d met at work months ago. He was drawn to that particular type: tall, extremely tall, with a certain delicate prettiness and a meekness that he found strangely compelling. But it wasn’t her absence gnawing at him now.

Lately, and for weeks on end, his mind had been consumed by thoughts of his older brother, David. Not of the same mother, but that had never mattered. From the day they were introduced, their bond had been immediate and unshakable, two peas in a pod through and through. 

He lifted the cup and drunk, “Your brother,” he said suddenly, his voice low and hoarse. “Any news?”

Janet's gaze fixed upon him with an almost painful intensity. “Still waiting,” she replied, her tone carefully measured. You know," she continued, a forced lightness entering her tone, "everyone experiences heartbreak. It's a part of life. But it's not... it's not the end." She paused, her fingers tracing the rim of her empty mug. “You really don’t need to go there...”

“Can you get me in touch with him?” Sam interrupted, the urgency of his need overriding any sense of propriety. “I want to meet him... personally.”

Janet leaned in slightly, lowering her voice. “I told him about you—everything you told me,” she said firmly. “If they accept you, they’ll contact you themselves.” Her words hung in the air, final. She rose abruptly, lifting her mug, and retreated toward the counter, leaving Sam alone with his thoughts.

He sat motionless for a moment, staring at the cold dregs in his cup. The world around him seemed to blur, muffled voices and clinking dishes fading into a low hum. Then, in a sudden, almost unconscious gesture, he poured the remains into a flower vase behind him, the dark liquid pooling among the roots.

With a resigned sigh, he grabbed his apron from the back of his chair, stood and returned to his post, mechanical in his movements, his thoughts patently scattered. 
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WHERE DO BROKEN SOULS go? In Old-Town, they went to the Nine-Story Tower down south. But not just any broken soul—only the severely wounded, those teetering on the brink, caught between despair and something darker. And even then, entry was not guaranteed. Only a select few were deemed worthy for its iron gates. Word, carried on the chill winds that swept through the town's alleyways, hinted that fewer than a handful ever emerged “corrected,” most, not so fortunate. 

Sam often found his thoughts drifting there, to that foreboding Tower, its shadow stretching across his sleepless nights. ‘He went there, I know it,’ he told himself, the conviction mingling with a growing unease that twisted deep within him like a persistent thorn.

Their father—a man of towering principles, though no saint—had walked out on the family four years before David vanished. But he hadn’t left them destitute, no. Samwell Sr., the quintessential oil man, possessed a certain grim integrity, leaving behind a fortune sufficient to sustain them in comfort, even luxury, for decades. It was on this foundation, this inheritance of material security, that Sam had built his fancy restaurant at the heart of Old-Town. 

To the boys' misfortune, as David often lamented in a poorly executed British accent, the old man had also bequeathed them something far more insidious. Beneath his genial exterior lay a melancholia so profound it seemed to settle like a fog over his sons, clinging to their lives long after he was gone. It was subtle at first—a fleeting sadness, a tendency to brood—but over time, it proved disastrous. 

The curse began its cruel work on David early. First, it stole his smile, that radiant warmth that had once endeared him to anyone who crossed his path. Then it claimed his laughter, his light-hearted banter, and finally almost every other facet of him that all who knew him – and how they adored him – had cherished. By the end, he resembled a ghoul—haunted, hollow, barely tethered to the world around him.
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A MONTH LATER, A KNOCK came at Sam’s door around nine in the evening, so faint and gentle it could have been mistaken for the wind. He opened the door, a tremor of inexplicable anticipation running through him, only to find the landing empty, swallowed by the dim light of the hallway and quiet of the night. Shrugging it off, he shut the door and returned to his pro-wrestling program, the sounds of grunts and cheers filling the empty spaces of his home.

Ten minutes passed. The knock came again. This time, he moved faster, his brow creasing as he swung the door open. Still, no one. “Fucking kids,” he muttered, annoyance simmering as he scanned the street for signs of pranksters. Seeing nothing, he closed the door firmly, the latch clicking like a punctuation mark to his growing frustration.

He tried to focus on the television, but the images blurred, failing to penetrate the deepening fog of his thoughts. Five minutes later, the knock returned, this time with a sharper, more insistent edge, like a persistent accusation, cutting through the ambiance of the TV and his frayed nerves. Cursing under his breath, a low, guttural sound, he seized a baseball bat by the wall and stormed toward the door, his irritation spilling into his steps. He flung it open with enough force to rattle the frame, but again, there was no one. The night stared back at him, calm and indifferent.

“Alright,” he bellowed into the darkness, his voice echoing down the empty street. “Knock on this fucking door one more time, and I’ll crack your fucking skull, I swear it!”

He slammed the door shut, his hands trembling with frustration, but just before it clicked shut, a flicker of movement caught his eye—a solitary figure standing motionless across the street, bathed in the sickly yellow glow of a distant streetlight.

Sam lowered the bat, a strange clarity cutting through the confusion. He opened the door again, stepping onto the porch to get a better look. The figure didn’t move, didn’t flinch. He descended the steps, his movements slow, breath shallow, and crossed the street to meet the stranger.

The man, clad in a simple white shirt, faded blue jeans, and worn Vans sneakers, regarded him with an unsettlingly calm gaze. His features were unremarkable, ordinary to the point of being almost indistinct, yet his eyes held a depth that seemed to pierce through Sam’s very being. A faint smile played upon the man’s lips. “Come, walk with me,” he said softly, turning and leading Sam down the dimly lit street.

Sam hesitated but found himself following. They walked in silence for several moments, the sound of their steps blending with the occasional rustle of leaves. “Do you know why I’m here?” the man finally broke the stillness.

“Yes,” Sam replied quickly, his voice tight, glancing at the man with a mixture of apprehension and resolve. “The Tower.”

“Why?” The man’s eyes remained fixed on the cracked pavement.

“I’ve... I’ve nowhere else to turn,” Sam muttered, a deep furrow appearing between his brows, his gaze falling to the ground. The weight of his admission hung in the cool night air.

The man’s expression remained unchanged, the faint smile still lingering. “You have more than most could ever need,” he replied, his tone gentle but pointed.

“But nowhere to turn! Not for... this,” Sam retorted, the word catching in his throat, a bitter taste rising in his mouth. “Not for what I’ve got!”

The man halted, his gaze turning upon Sam. His calm demeanor remained unshaken, his expression very much unreadable. “Talk to your family,” he said evenly. “Visit a few medics. It helps. I would know.”

Sam let out a ragged sigh, dragging his hands down his face. “There is no one,” he said, his voice strained, the words forced through clenched teeth. “And there is no medicine for this...”

The man resumed walking, his gaze fixed on some unseen point in the distance. “And you think the Tower will fix... your condition?”

“I don’t know,” Sam whispered, his gaze falling to the ground. The image of David flashed through his mind, a sharp pang of guilt twisting in his gut.

“Do you know what happens there?” the man asked, his voice laced with a hint of warning.

“Fights!” Sam blurted out, his voice louder than he intended.

“They’re not...just fights,” the man corrected, his voice low and grave. “And how do you think you’ll fare? You don’t have the physique. I doubt you’ve got the stomach for it, either.”

“Man, fuck—” Sam snapped, his anger surging. His hands balled into fists. “You don’t know me!” He paused, his breath catching in his throat, the anger giving way to a raw vulnerability. “I really... need this. Nothing else will do. I am... drowning.” 

The man stopped again and turned, his gaze locking onto Sam’s. For the first time, his faint smile faded, replaced by something sterner, more direct. “When the day comes, a red van will find you. You’ll board it, no questions asked. It’ll bring you to the Tower. That’ll be your one and only chance. Do you understand?”

Sam nodded slowly, a strange sensation, a flicker of something akin to warmth, spreading through his chest. “I understand,” he said quietly.

The man extended his hand, his grip firm but unassuming. “Till then,” he said, his voice final, before turning and walking away, his figure dissolving into the shadows of the street.

Sam watched him go, a fleeting impulse to call out, to ask for specifics, rising within him, but he quickly suppressed it. ‘No need to rock the boat,’ he thought, the man’s words echoing in his mind like a solemn promise.

As he turned to walk back to the apartment, the first drops of rain began to fall, dotting the pavement and dampening his clothes. In that instant, a torrent of memories, vivid and insistent, flooded his mind, fleeting moments of joy entwined with darker recollections, jagged edges that still had the power to cut. He clenched his jaw, fighting back the tide, but the past had claws, and it dug in deep. 
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Part 2: Ruffle
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A few minutes to seven on Tuesday morning, Mitch stood outside a quaint little diner at the corner of V-Street. Its large windows, coated in condensation, seemed to muffle the amber glow from nearby streetlamps like dark, vacant screens. Mitch could not take his eyes off them. 

He was, as he had been at the station, a spectacle. “Nice suit!” a man called out as he walked by, admiring his brilliant crimson masterpiece of an attire that stood in sharp contrast to the muted tones of the early morning. Mitch turned his head slowly, a smile playing at the corners of his lips. “Thank you,” he replied with a light nod. The man nodded awkwardly and continued on his way, stealing one last glance over his shoulder.
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"HELLO!” A CHEERFUL, plump woman with deep-set eyes chirped as she approached about half an hour later, her voice pulling his attention from a small puddle he'd been staring at. 

From her little blue bag, she retrieved a set of keys. “Do you mind?” she said, passing the bag to Mitch. “Not at all,” Mitch replied smoothly, readily receiving the bag as she turned to unlock the door. This done, she turned back to him, “thank you,” she said, her tone warm as she reclaimed her bag. “Please,” she added, gesturing toward the now-open door, “come on in—welcome!”

“Thank you,” returned Mitch. “Just a moment, please.” He strode quickly to his car, parked conspicuously nearby, its sleek black finish gleaming even in the faint morning light. Opening the passenger door, he extended a hand to the blonde, who accepted it gracefully. 

Inside the diner, they settled at the first table by the window, the early rays brushing warmly across their faces as he helped her into her seat. 

The cheerful lady reappeared, now clad in a plain purple apron. Her tone was bright still, but softened by curiosity. “What can I get you two?” she asked. 

Mitch didn’t look up immediately. His gaze remained on the blonde, his faint smile almost imperceptible but undeniably present. “Just a coffee,” he said finally, his voice carrying an undercurrent of calm authority, “and whatever you’ve got to go with it.”

The woman’s eyes darted to the blonde. “And for you?” she asked, a friendly tilt to her head.

“She’s good,” Mitch said simply, turning back to the server.

The lady hesitated for a beat, then nodded. “Okay, ten minutes,” she said.

“No rush,” Mitch replied, his attention already drifting back to his companion.

“What,” the blonde whispered, sitting up with perfect posture. 

“What?” Mitch replied, leaning forward slightly, his elbows resting lightly on the edge of the table.
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BY THE TIME MITCH’S coffee and a slice of peanut butter pie arrived, the diner had transformed into a hive of activity. The clatter of dishes and murmur of conversations filled the air, creating a lively rhythm that was both chaotic and oddly comforting. The early trickle of patrons had grown into a steady stream, and soon the diner was so packed that late arrivals were reluctantly turning away at the door.

Amid the influx, a young black nun entered, her habit crisp and impeccably arranged. She exuded a quiet grace, her presence softening the edges of the bustling scene. She exchanged a few words with the server before vanishing into the back, only to reemerge moments later, now clad in a simple green apron. Without missing a beat, she dove into the fray, balancing trays and refilling cups with practiced ease. Mitch observed her briefly, his gaze thoughtful but distant, before turning his attention back to the blonde.

Ten minutes later, the atmosphere shifted again. Jim entered, his arrival marked by the clang of the door and the sharp clip of his boots against the tiled floor. Flanked by three other officers, he moved with an arrogant air, their presence cutting through the din effortlessly. They marched and claimed the farthest table, where a startled couple hurriedly finished their drinks and vacated the space under Jim’s expectant glare.

“Annie!” Jim barked, snapping his fingers in the air to draw the server’s attention. He pointed to the table with a curt motion, a silent command for service.

Across the diner, Mitch smiled faintly, his expression calm as he reached over and gently squeezed the blonde’s hand. “Just a moment,” he said softly, his voice carrying a quiet reassurance.

She returned his smile, her serenity unbroken, and gave the faintest nod.

Rising smoothly from his seat, he navigated through the crowded diner with an effortless grace, his crimson suit catching the occasional glance. He approached the counter where Annie stood, balancing an order on her tray. She turned to him, her smile brightening at his approach.

He leaned in slightly. “What are they having?” he asked, his voice low.

“Just the juice,” she replied, glancing towards Jim’s table. 

Mitch’s smile widened, disarming in its warmth. “I’ll take it to them, if you don’t mind,” he offered. “Just transferred... trying to make some friends and all.”

Annie’s smile softened. “Of course! Thank you... and welcome.”

“Thanks, I’m Mitch by the way.”

“Nice to meet you, Mitch. I’m Annie.” She turned to the nun behind her. “He’s got it,” she announced, her tone clipped. 

The nun, silent and composed, handed him the tray of beet juice. The strong scent of garlic and unfamiliar herbs hit him immediately, sharp and almost medicinal. As she passed the tray, her eyes locked onto his, and for a fleeting moment, something unspoken passed between them—hard and unreadable. With a faint nod of acknowledgment, he turned, carrying the tray to Jim’s table.

“Gentlemen,” Mitch greeted, setting the tray down. “Allow me.” He distributed the glasses, one by one, the silence from the officers thick and heavy as the garlicky aroma wafted up between them.

The men exchanged confused glances, their faces tight, suspicious. “I just wanted to introduce myself,” Mitch continued casually, his smile a thin, brittle thing. “Your newest member. Name’s Mitch.” The three remained impassive, their expressions transforming into fixed masks.

Mitch lingered for a moment, then turned as if to leave. But mid-stride, he spun around towards the table. “Jim, right?” He took a step closer, invading their space. Jim didn’t answer, his eyes fixed on the glass in front of him. Mitch drew nearer, his smile long fade. “Could I have a word with you outside, please?”

Jim, his eyes still fixed on the murky depths of his drink, took a long, deliberate sip, the sound amplified in the sudden quiet. “And what word will that be?” he drawled.

“It’s, uh, something of a private matter,” Mitch continued, his tone still polite. “Best discussed away from... prying eyes.” He glanced around the diner, the other patrons now subtly observing them, their conversations muted.

Jim took another slow sip, his refusal implicit. 

“And here I thought we’d make good friends,” Mitch said, tilting his head as if genuinely disappointed. Leaning in slightly, his voice dropped just enough for the officers at the table to hear, “Jim here has three suitcases—large ones—that don’t belong to him. I need them brought to me.”

At this, the color drained slightly from Jim’s face, the glass hovering inches from his lips. His companions shifted uncomfortably, glancing between each other and their leader.

Slowly, Jim set his glass down, the sharp clink unnaturally loud against the quiet. His gaze finally lifted to meet Mitch’s, his eyes narrowing. “Friend,” he said, the word dripping with a saccharine sweetness that did nothing to mask the underlying menace, “I suggest you take your woman, get in that shiny car of yours, and drive right back to whatever abyss spat you out.”

Mitch’s grin widened, the flash of teeth so pristine they seemed unnatural. “Nah,” he replied, the words rolling off his tongue with a maddening ease, “I’m afraid I can’t do that. And I’ll need those cases within the next hour—two, if you plead.”

A low chuckle rumbled in Jim’s chest, but his eyes remained dark. His companions, onlookers to this silent war, remained statues, confusion binding their tongues. “Is that so?” Jim asked, the question a low growl.

“It is so,” Mitch drawled, his hand prodding Jim’s shoulder three times. The last poke lingered, a deliberate act of provocation. 

The act broke something fragile within Jim, and he exploded with a guttural growl. He surged to his feet, seized Mitch by the collar, the fabric bunching in his fist, and dragged him across the diner. Gasps and murmurs rippled through the room, heads turning, but the blonde remained unmoved, her expression unchanged.

Outside, Jim hurled Mitch onto the sidewalk, the force of the throw sending him tumbling twice before he came to rest at the feet of a middle-aged Asian woman. “Oh, hey, Mei!” Mitch exclaimed, his voice bright and incongruous with the dirt and disarray. He grinned up at her, his face unmarked by the ordeal. “Go on in. I’ll be there in a sec.”

The woman nodded, her face a mask of impassivity, and stepped into the diner.

Jim’s breath came in short bursts, his fists clenched at his sides. A bead of sweat trickled down his temple, his body taut like a bowstring pulled to its breaking point. The murmurs of his friends faded into the background, drowned out by the cacophony of his own thoughts as he moved to unleash another attack. 

“Wait, wait,” Mitch cried out, raising a hand in a gesture of mock surrender, a devious smirk slowly spreading across his face. “My bad. This, uh, it’s so not how I pictured it...” He paused, his gaze drifting skyward. “Man, pity how a nice, sun-shine can get in the way of a good ol’ family outing, huh?” 

Jim froze, his chest heaving, his gaze following Mitch as he slowly rose to his feet, carefully dusting off his bright red suit.

“You are my sunshine, my only sunshine...” Mitch sang under his breath as he strolled past Jim, his voice a lilting mockery. He paused, tapping his temple. “Huh, forgot the rest of the words. But don’t you worry; I’ve got a couple of friends who know it by heart—might even sing it for the world to hear.” He clapped Jim on the shoulder. “Two hours, Jimmy boy. Clock’s ticking.”

Jim remained rooted in place. His eyes followed Mitch, but they seemed to see beyond him, through him, into a void that was far more terrifying than the man himself. 

Inside the diner, a palpable tension hung in the air. All eyes followed Mitch as he re-entered, the whispers a low, buzzing hum that filled the silence. He raised his hands in a gesture of reassurance, a thin, brittle smile plastered on his face. “I’m alright, folks,” he announced, his voice carrying through the room. His gaze settled on Mei, who stood stiffly by the counter. He approached her, extending his hand in a gesture of greeting, but Mei’s hands remained at her sides. “Come,” Mitch said, undeterred.

He led her to his table and gestured to the blonde who had remained seated, untouched by the chaos. “This here is Judie,” he said with exaggerated warmth.

Judie inclined her head slightly, a ghost of a smile playing on her lips.

Mei returned the nod, her gaze steady. “I was told there’d be a brief interview,” she said, her voice measured and devoid of curiosity.

Mitch reached into his pocket and produced a set of keys, handing them to Judie. “You passed,” he said simply. He leaned down and pressed a kiss to Judie’s hand, the gesture oddly formal and detached. “Farewell,” he whispered.

Judie offered a small, almost vacant smile, paused almost imperceptibly, then stood up and walked out of the diner with Mei.

Moments later, the engine of his Supra roared to life, the sound echoing through the street as the car sped off.
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“IT’S NOT THE WISEST idea to pick a fight with someone three times your size,” the nun remarked, her voice sweet, as she slid into the seat across from Mitch.

“Twice my size,” Mitch corrected.

The nun tilted her head, studying him with a look that seemed to pierce through his carefree demeanor. “Have you tried the juice?” she asked, nodding toward Annie, who stood behind the counter, already preparing another round.

“Can’t say I have,” Mitch replied, his eyes fixed on the entrance.

“You should,” she said, her tone light but firm. “My recipe. Good for the heart.”

“I’ve been praying, Sister,” Mitch said, leaning back in his chair, his gaze drifting upwards for a moment. “But the Man on the throne isn’t answering.” 

“Oh, yeah?” the nun replied. “I say, wait a little. Good things come to those who wait.”

Mitch stretched his arms across the table, the casual motion belying the sharpness in his gaze as Annie approached with two glasses. “Patience, I’ve got, Sister,” he said. “Time? Not so much.”

The nun received her glass, handing the other to Mitch. “Try it,” she urged, her voice soft but insistent.

Mitch accepted the drink, turning it slowly in his hand, the dark red liquid swirling within. But he did not drink. “I’m starting to think
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