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About the Author

New York City, 1970s. A city rotting from the inside out—crime festers in the streets, corruption seeps through every crack, and the stench of decay hangs thick in the air. In the depths of this urban wasteland, a crew of underground plumbers does more than fix leaky faucets—they deliver justice, one brutal swing of a lead pipe at a time.

This could have been their story.
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RANDOM
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A thoroughly battered Plymouth Valiant lurched up to the curb, moving like a dying animal trying to shake off its own demise. The steering wheel seemed less like an instrument of control and more like a vague suggestion, its compliance undermined by whatever unseen force was wrestling for dominance under the hood. Smoke—or maybe steam, or maybe something worse—puffed out in uneven bursts from the engine compartment, while a deep, despairing groan emanated from within, the kind of sound a soul might make after realizing it had woken up in hell with no chance of parole.

The city loomed over the scene like an unwashed god, oppressive and indifferent. A damp, choking haze rolled through the sky, swallowing up any hint of starlight foolish enough to linger over the New York night. Alleyways coughed up the wails of injured cats and unseen things that, judging by their voices, had never been anything close to human. 

Trash tumbled and twisted through the bombed out remains of abandoned cars, clogging what had once been streets. The wind carried it in sluggish, restless waves, dragging it along like a corpse that refused to stay buried.

The Valiant, having given its last, shuddering gasp, died against the curb with a sigh of defeat. The driver’s side door fell off—either kicked open or giving up on life in protest of its continued existence. Hard to say. The streetlights, an anachronistic miracle of civic maintenance, flickered just enough to make the whole thing seem staged, like a poorly rehearsed act in some off-Broadway play about misery.

Then, a figure emerged.

He stumbled out of the driver’s seat, landed on the fallen car door with a clatter, and stood there for a moment like a man unsure whether he'd survived the crash or simply failed to notice he was dead. He looked worse than the Valiant, which was saying something. But unlike the car, he was still, technically, alive.

For convenience, we’ll call him John.

John was bald, slightly overweight, and wrapped in the kind of layered, mismatched clothing that suggested he either had no home or had completely rejected the concept of laundry. His pants and shirt were more hole than fabric, barely held together under the weight of an overcoat thick enough to smother lesser men. The only bright spot on him—literally—was a pair of cheap children’s sunglasses, red and yellow, sized for a five-year-old but perched with unsettling precision on his gaunt face.

With a slow, deliberate motion, he removed the sunglasses. His eyes were tired, the kind of tired that sleep couldn't fix. He surveyed the street: dead cars, empty sidewalks, trash caught in an aimless dance with the wind. Not a soul in sight.

He took a breath, deep and weary.

Then, without hesitation, he picked a direction at random and started walking.

Before John had taken three steps, a tiny, indignant voice piped up from the back of the abandoned Valiant.

“Hey! What about me?”

John stopped mid-stride, his expression curdling into a grimace. He turned back toward the car with all the enthusiasm of a man realizing he’d left the stove on in a burning house. After a long, weary sigh, he rasped out a reply, his voice so gravelly it could’ve doubled as construction equipment.

“Sorry, kid. Forgot you were still in there.”

A small, anxious face popped up in the rear window—wide eyes darting left and right, scanning the desolate street like something might leap out of the darkness and snatch him away. Which, in this city, wasn’t outside the realm of possibility.

John gave a half-hearted wave, motioning for the kid to follow. Then, without another word, he turned and headed off in a completely different direction than the one he’d initially chosen.

The street was a canyon of crumbling row houses, looming on either side like silent sentinels of neglect. Not a single window flickered with light, but behind the glass, behind the rotting curtains, shadows moved—watching. Judging. Waiting. John’s gaze swept over them, his expression one of curiosity, not fear. He had no use for fear. He had walked through worse places, faced down worse things, and somehow, despite it all, was still here.

“Hey!” the little voice called again from behind him.

John ignored it and kept walking.

“You never let me do anything!” the boy whined, his small feet scuffing the cracked pavement as he jogged to catch up. “You have all the fun, and you’re always ditching me!”

John stopped. Slowly, he turned to face the kid. His expression was unreadable, but something behind his tired eyes flickered—something like amusement, or maybe just exhaustion masquerading as patience.

“Okay,” he said flatly.

From the depths of his ragged coat, he produced a short length of plastic tubing and held it up between two fingers like a magician revealing a trick. “You know what this is?”

The boy swallowed, his nervous gaze flicking between John’s face and the object in his hand. He shook his head.

John smirked. “You’re in for a treat, then. Come on.”

And with that, he turned and walked on, the boy trailing close behind.

––––––––
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FIFTEEN MINUTES LATER, they were trudging down yet another street, heading in the opposite direction of wherever they’d been before. A street sign, leaning over seemed to grow out of the crumbling concrete, declared in bold letters: RANDOM ST. It was the last remaining street sign for a dozen blocks in all directions.
John now carried a glass gallon jug filled with something thick and putrid, the liquid inside sloshing sluggishly with each step. Behind him, the boy stumbled along, hacking and spitting, desperately trying to purge his mouth of whatever ungodly taste still lingered on his tongue.

The sky to the east was beginning to lighten, though calling it "dawn" felt generous. The grayish smear creeping over the city did little to dispel the gloom, more of a reluctant shrug from the sun than an actual rising. In the buildings lining the street, or what was left of them, curtains twitched and blinds cracked open just enough for wary eyes to peek out. Another night had passed. Somehow, against all odds, their occupants had survived it.

Up ahead, the disintegrated remains of a once-bustling convenience store loomed on the street corner, now nothing more than a crumbling heap of shattered bricks and twisted debris.

“Yuck,” the kid muttered, still grimacing at the aftertaste in his mouth.

John shoved the glass jug into the boy’s scrawny arms without breaking stride. “Hold this,” he said, then sauntered up to the ruins. 

He spotted an intact soda cooler, half-buried beneath a mound of bricks. With a casual swing of his boot, he sent the debris tumbling away, then crouched down to pull open the blackened glass door. What he didn’t notice, however, was the exposed power line snaking around the cooler. The moment his fingers curled around the handle, a jolt of electricity surged through him. His entire body seized, shaking violently as if he were caught in some macabre dance.

For a long, tense second, he stood there, locked in place, every muscle twitching. Then, just as suddenly, as if he’d had his fill, he snapped free, exhaled sharply, and reached inside. Without a word, he grabbed a bottle of Coke and lobbed it toward the wide-eyed kid standing nearby.

The boy caught it midair, his mouth hanging open in sheer admiration. “Holy—” he breathed, scrambling up the rubble to peer into the now-exposed innards of the cooler. His eyes lit up. There was still a stash of sodas inside, untouched by the destruction.

He eagerly reached in to grab as many as he could, but John’s voice rang out behind him. “Take only what you need. Nothing more.”

The kid hesitated, glancing between the pile of bottles in his hands and John’s retreating figure. After a moment of indecision, he sighed, dropped all but one, and hurried after him.

He fumbled with the cap, grunting in frustration before finally calling out, “Hey! How the hell do you open this thing?”

Without looking back John held out his hand behind him as he walked. The kid, running to keep up, passed it back to him. John popped the cap using a trick as old as crime itself—pressing the bottle’s lip against the edge of a rusted electrical box and slamming his palm down hard. The cap clattered to the pavement, and John held the bottle out behind him without looking.

The boy snatched it eagerly, bringing it to his lips with desperate, feverish enthusiasm. The first mouthful shot right back out, misting the pavement with sticky foam as he gagged. After a few more coughs and a dramatic wipe of his mouth, he managed to swallow some.

“Shit!” he sputtered.

John stopped dead. He turned, slow and deliberate, the glass jug somehow back in his hands. His expression was cold, serious. His gaze bore into the boy like a drill. He raised a finger. “What did you just say?” His voice was low, almost a hiss.

The boy wilted, eyes darting down to his scuffed shoes. “...Sorry.”

“Sorry what?”

“Sorry, sir...”

John held the glare a moment longer, then gave a slow nod. “Okay.”

He sniffed the air, nostrils flaring slightly, then glanced around. The tenement they had stopped beside was particularly rough—even by the city’s generous standards of decay. Cracked windows. Graffiti like battle scars. A front stoop littered with cigarette butts and something that might have once been a rat.

John nodded to himself. “Yeah. This is it.”

He turned to the kid. “You wait here and do exactly what I told you. Got it?”

The boy clutched his Coke bottle like a lifeline, glancing around nervously. “Uh... okay.”

John took a step toward the building, then hesitated. He spun back and shoved the gallon jug into the boy’s arms once more.

“Almost forgot. Try not to spill it too much, huh?”

The kid gulped. “I won’t.”
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TENEMENT CITY
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John strolled up the crumbling steps of the tenement, his gaze lazily drifting upward toward the jagged roofline. The building loomed five stories high—taller than its weary neighbors—its façade a patchwork of soot-streaked brick and rusting fire escapes clinging to its upper floors like the exo-skeletal remains of some long-dead insect. Each metal balcony sagged under the weight of its own neglect, their ladders hanging at odd angles, waiting for the slightest excuse to collapse.
Before ascending the last step, John’s eyes flicked to the water meter bolted just beneath the stairwell. He noted the number—out of habit more than necessity—then continued upward.

On the landing, a scene of urban carnage played out in grim silence. A pair of bloated rats wrestled with a foaming-at-the-mouth raccoon over what remained of a postal carrier who had, perhaps foolishly, believed in the sanctity of her profession. Her mailbag had long since been looted, but one package still remained clenched in her stiff, decaying fingers—a final, undelivered mystery. John crouched, tilting his head to read the name on the label.

Interesting.

With that, he straightened, wiped a bit of stray raccoon spit off his boot, and approached the tenement’s main entrance.

The door was a Frankenstein’s monster of metal scraps—old car doors, street signs, and industrial plates welded together into a grotesque attempt at security. It had been rebuilt and reinforced so many times that it barely resembled a door anymore, more like a slab of rusted armor affixed to a crumbling doorway. There was no number above it, but John didn’t need one.

He rapped on the steel in a precise rhythm—two quick knocks, followed by three slow ones.

Silence.

Then, with a metallic scrape, a small panel slid open, revealing a pair of watery, bloodshot eyes peering out from the darkness within. They twitched left, then right, scanning him up and down.

“What do you want?” the eyes asked, as if they had a mouth of their own.

John opened his mouth to answer, but a thick wad of phlegm had other ideas. He coughed once, twice, then tried again. No luck. His throat seized, mucus bubbling somewhere deep in his chest like swamp gas desperate to escape. He held up a gnarled index finger, completely nailfree, signaling for the eyes to wait, then bent forward, hacking and gagging until he managed to expel several gelatinous lumps of something that should not have existed inside a living body.

Satisfied, he straightened, wiped his mouth on his sleeve, and met the eyes behind the door once more.

“Let me in,” he said, voice now clear and firm.

The eyes blinked. Then, without hesitation snarled, “Fuck you, man!”

The panel snapped shut or would have if John’s fingers hadn’t gotten in the way. He shoved his fingers full of grime and embedded soot and sand into the slot just as it was about to slam shut, jamming it open with a satisfying crack as he accidentally—though not regretfully—poked one of the beady eyes in the process.

A howl erupted from the other side. “GAH! My eye, you son of a...”

John’s hand darted forward, fingers flailing through the narrow opening until they found something soft and fleshy—a nose. He clamped down on it like a vice and gave it a good shake, wrenching the unseen man’s head back and forth as if trying to rattle the thoughts loose from his skull.

“It’s John,” he said, his voice as casual as if he were announcing himself at a dinner party. “Let me in.”

“Okay! OKAY, just let go, you goddamn lunatic!”

John released the nose and withdrew his hand, wiping it on his coat as the sound of heavy bolts and locks slid open one by one. As soon as the tiniest gap appeared in the doorway, he slipped inside like a cockroach darting through a crack in the floorboards, shouldering past the guards before they could stop him.

The room was dimly lit by a flickering neon beer sign that buzzed like an insect caught in a bug zapper. The smell of mildew and stale sweat clung to the air.

There were three goons inside.

One, a short, wiry guy still clutching his eye in agony—he had the unfortunate hue of raw meat under bad lighting, making John mentally tag him as “Red.”

The other two were taller, both wearing bandanas like they thought they were in a gang, or at least starring in a low-budget crime movie. One had the pale complexion of cheap printer paper, the other was either green or blue. John had never been great with those colors, so he let his brain file the guy under “Uncertain.”

The short one, still rubbing his eye, squinted at John. “Uh... what’s the password?”

John brushed past him. “Passwords are for pussies who give a shit.” He made for the stairs without another glance.

Red let out a shrill scream, the kind of sound a man makes when he sees Santa Claus naked and realizes there is no God. “Stop him and frisk him!” he barked.

The two taller goons grabbed John by the arms and hauled him backward. He sighed but didn’t resist. This part was inevitable.

They patted him down with all the enthusiasm of men hoping to find an excuse to shoot someone, but after a thorough search, they came up empty.

The two goons looked at each other and shrugged.

“Check his shirt. Make sure he’s not wearing a wire,” Red ordered.

The pale one and the green/blue one exchanged glances, then lifted John’s tattered shirt. What they found underneath was not the toned chest of a man who cared about his physical well-being, nor the soft belly of a man who indulged too much. Instead, his torso was a grotesque road map of scar tissue, uneven layers of flesh so thick and mangled they barely looked human.

“Jesus Christ,” the blue/green goon muttered. “Looks like somebody really went to town on your ass.”

John smirked. “You wanna fondle my luscious body, or are we doing business?”

“Business,” Red muttered, averting his gaze.

John yanked his shirt back down and straightened up.

Red jerked his head toward the stairs. “Go.”

John didn’t need to be told twice. He took the lead, his boots creaking on the steps as the four of them ascended into the gloom.
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Upstairs, the place barely resembled an apartment building anymore—it was more like a gutted factory floor, stripped of any pretense of being a livable space. Walls, where they still existed, were riddled with holes big enough to crawl through, making rooms indistinguishable from hallways. People moved through them without a second thought, treating shattered drywall like doorways and actual doors like workbenches. Privacy was an alien concept, even in the toilet areas, where the few remaining stalls stood like dilapidated suggestions of privacy. Nobody seemed to care. Modesty had long since been abandoned in this place.
Haphazard piles of canvas and burlap sacks were scattered across the floor, most of them stamped with bold letters reading PROPERTY OF THE NEW YORK CITY POSTAL SYSTEM. Thick blue stripes ran down the sides of each sack, marking them as government property that had somehow taken a detour into the underbelly of the city.

An army of street people—men, women, old, young, every persuasion and nationality—worked the sacks with the efficiency of a colony of ants, pulling out their contents and sorting them with cold precision.

The floor was divided into four distinct zones.

The first, and by far the largest, was dedicated to drugs. Everything imaginable was spread out in neat little piles—Quaaludes, weed, smack, goofballs, jobbers, goobers—pharmaceuticals both illicit and legal, parceled out in an open-air market of vice.

The second section was devoted to weapons. Mostly small arms, though here and there a grenade peeked out from the stacks. A few men were testing the weight of revolvers, dry-firing into the ceiling as if the building hadn’t already suffered enough structural damage.

The third section was jewelry. Prostitutes draped themselves in stolen gold and diamonds, twirling rings on their fingers, biting into necklaces to test if they were real, before reluctantly handing them over to goons holding out Ziploc bags.

John took it all in with a slow nod of approval.

“Looks like some good smack over there,” he muttered, pointing toward a rail-thin man sorting packages, completely naked except for a pair of yellow dishwashing gloves.

“This floor isn’t for you,” Red growled, grabbing John by the collar and shoving him toward the next flight of stairs.

But something caught John’s eye—a table tucked into a corner, piled high with tiny, brightly colored pills. He pulled free from Red’s grip and sauntered over. The closer he got, the more the colors seemed to shimmer, unnaturally vibrant in the dim light. He picked up a handful, turning them over in his palm.

“What the hell is this?” he asked, his voice dripping with curiosity.

Without waiting for an answer, he reached into his coat pocket, pulled out his tiny red-and-yellow children’s sunglasses, and slid them onto his face. The world around him immediately transformed into a fluorescent kaleidoscope. The colors of the pills exploded into an unnatural glow, casting shimmering reflections on the walls.

The entire room fell silent. Every worker, every goon, every prostitute and drug mule stopped what they were doing to watch.

John grinned.

The rainbow had arrived.

Red chuckled nervously, stepping up behind John with the cautious hesitation of a man trying to take a steak away from a rabid dog. He reached out to snatch the pills, but John was quicker—his grip tightened, and he pulled back, cradling the drugs like a greedy child hoarding candy.

With the whole room watching, Red sighed and forced a grin. “Relax, man. We’re branching out, that’s all. Gotta get ‘em young, you know? Playgrounds, middle schools—catch ‘em before they even know what they want.” His voice oozed with greasy salesmanship, like he was pitching timeshares instead of a pipeline into childhood addiction.

John nodded absently, barely listening. He had already begun crushing a handful of the tiny, radiant pills between his fingers. The powder turned his fingertips into a technicolor mess, a swirling spectrum of neon dust.

“Hey, wait...” Red started, eyes widening.

But it was too late. John inhaled deeply and snorted the entire crushed rainbow in one violent go.

The reaction was immediate. His body locked up, muscles spasming, fingers twitching like broken puppet strings. His knees buckled, but somehow he stayed upright, shaking so violently it looked like he was being electrocuted. His eyes rolled back, and for a moment, he seemed to flicker—like a poorly tuned television struggling to hold onto reality.

Red exploded with fury. “What the fuck did we tell you about no more freebies!?” He lunged forward, yanking the remaining pills away, gripping the bag like it owed him money. As John convulsed, Red ignored him entirely, his fingers flipping through the remaining inventory, counting to make sure they weren’t totally cleaned out.

The crowd lost interest. With John collapsed in a twitching heap, the workers went back to sorting, the prostitutes returned to testing jewelry, and the goons resumed their quiet gun checks.

Red shoved the bag of drugs back into place and dusted off his hands. He turned to his two muscle-bound goons, jerking a thumb toward the trembling mess on the floor.

“Get him upstairs,” he grumbled.

Without a word, the two goons grabbed John’s limp arms and dragged him toward the next flight of stairs. His feet bounced off each step as they hauled him upward, his twitching body leaving a smear of rainbow-colored dust in its wake.
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John woke up shaken but alive, his head throbbing like a bass drum in a funeral march. He lay sprawled across a dusty wooden floor, the splinters biting into his palms as he stirred. They were no longer in the chaotic, factory-style den of thieves—this was an actual apartment, or at least what was left of one.

The room had the bones of a proper living space—living room, kitchen, a dimly lit hallway leading to other rooms—but it had long since given up on being a home. Layers of dust coated every surface, cobwebs stretched like abandoned dreams from the ceiling corners, and the furniture sagged under the weight of age and neglect.

Around him, a circle of goons lounged in mismatched chairs, puffing away on weed cigarettes. Not marijuana—actual weeds, yanked from alley cracks and dried to a crisp. The smell was acrid, a pungent cocktail of burnt dandelions and roadside grass. Stranger still, the smoke defied logic, slinking along the floor instead of rising, crawling like some sentient fog looking for a victim.

John sat up, coughing, waving the low-hanging smog away from his face. His head spun, but he forced himself to focus. He needed to relieve himself. In privacy.

“I need the little boys’ room,” he croaked.

Blue/Green, the taller of the goons, chuckled through his teeth, exhaling a thick stream of alley-grown smoke. Before John could even attempt to stand, a boot slammed into his ribs, knocking him back onto the floor.

“Try again,” Blue/Green sneered.

John gritted his teeth, ignoring the pain as he got onto his hands and knees. He didn’t try to stand this time—just started crawling toward the dim hallway. The bathroom had to be down there somewhere.

“Move it along!” Blue/Green barked, punctuating his words with sharp kicks to John’s side, each one sending him sprawling before he could get far. It was a cruel little game, a cat batting around a wounded mouse.

John kept moving, inch by inch, dragging himself toward the bathroom.

As soon as he reached the doorway, he pulled himself up, gripping the knob like a lifeline. “I’ll remember that,” he wheezed just before slamming the door shut behind him.

Blue/Green snickered and strolled back toward the living room, still riding the high of his little power trip. But Red, the shorter and sharper of the group, scowled.

“I don’t trust that guy,” Red muttered.

“Me neither,” Blue/Green admitted, stretching like he’d done a hard day’s work.

Red leveled a deadpan glare at him. “Then get your dumb ass back there and keep an eye on him, idiot.”

Blue/Green blushed like a schoolboy caught talking in class and dragged his feet back toward the hallway. He stopped at the bathroom door, tilting his head to listen.

The sounds that met his ears were not normal.

A series of vile, wet noises slithered through the door—retching, sloshing, something that sounded like a human body being turned inside out. It was less "using the toilet" and more "unholy ritual of putrification." Blue/Green leaned back from the door, his face twisted in undisguised horror. He glanced toward the living room, shrugging helplessly, as if to say, What the hell am I supposed to do with this?

Before he could form a thought- The door exploded.

Not opened. Not kicked down. Exploded.

It came off the hinges like a missile had detonated behind it, slamming straight into Blue/Green with enough force to launch him backward. He crashed through the brittle drywall, his body tearing through like it was made of tissue paper, and disappeared into the room beyond. The door landed on top of him with an almost polite finality.

Dust swirled in the hallway, but there was no fire, no wreckage—just John, standing in the doorway, looking fresher than a man in his position had any right to be. His face was clean, his eyes bright, and a satisfied grin stretched across his lips.

He cracked his neck, adjusted his tattered shirt, and strolled forward like a man who had just stepped out of a luxury spa.

He glanced at Red and the other goons still frozen in the living room.

“Alright,” he said, dusting off his hands. “I’m ready now. Let’s go see the big boss.”
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One by one, the goons—except for the still-crumpled Blue/Green and an unfazed John—clambered out of the apartment through the grimy windows, disappearing onto the rickety fire escape. The metal groaned under their weight, the rusted bolts trembling as Red led the way up the ladder to the next floor.

John followed, taking his time, gripping the corroded rungs carefully. The air smelled of rain-soaked iron and stale cigarette smoke. When he reached the next landing, Red was already motioning them toward another window, this one leading into a slightly less decrepit apartment.

It was clear the place was lived in, not in a cozy, homey way, but in the chaotic, deeply entrenched manner of someone who had been squatting for so long they forgot they weren’t supposed to be there.

Boxes were stacked at random, forming precarious towers in the corners. Dirty clothes were draped over furniture like molting skins. The floor was a minefield of broken kids' toys, plastic action figures with missing limbs, toy cars flipped onto their backs, a stuffed rabbit that had definitely seen better days. The lights overhead flickered, not in a warm, atmospheric way, but in the unsettling manner of bulbs that resented their own existence.

In the center of the living room, sprawled across a threadbare couch, sat another goon; this one with a cigar clamped between his teeth, lazily counting thick stacks of bills on a coffee table scarred with knife marks and cigarette burns. He barely glanced up as the crew entered.

Without breaking his rhythm, he muttered, “Did he do it again?”

“Yep,” Red grumbled.

The cigar goon let out a sigh so heavy it could have collapsed a building. He set down the stack of money, finally looking up, his scowl deepening at the sight of John.

“Dude,” he groaned. “Stop stealing my fuckin’ merch.”

John squinted at the man as if something about his words offended him. He then glanced at the other goons, then back again. He cocked his head with a complimentary smirk. “You sure that’s the boss?” he asked Red. “You goons all kinda look alike to me.”

Red didn’t bother responding, but the boss—if this was indeed the boss—merely exhaled a cloud of cigar smoke and pointed a stern finger at John.

“That’s coming out of your pay, man. You can’t keep taking drugs like that. It’s not cool.”

John shrugged. That sounded like something a boss would say.

Satisfied, the boss leaned back on the couch, stretching with the smug ease of a man who hadn’t done an honest day's work in his life. He propped his feet up on the table, lacing his fingers behind his head.

“Alright,” he drawled, “what you got for me today? And make it quick. I don’t know how much time we’ve got before my mom gets back.”

John cracked his knuckles, shaking himself loose like an Olympic weightlifter before a big lift.

Then, with practiced ease, he reached into the depths of his coat pockets and began producing a tangled mess of wires, a handful of suspicious-looking gizmos, and the unmistakable glint of trouble.

The sight of all the uncheck contraband streaming by John’s coat made Red and the rest of the goons lose their collective minds. Whitey, the pale one, somehow managed to go even paler, stammering, “W-we checked him for wires, boss! Honest!”

The boss, however, remained unfazed. He shook his head with an amused smirk. “Relax.”

John casually set the gizmos down on the battered coffee table, right next to the stacks of cash. He tapped one with his finger. “These are special tracking devices,” he explained. “Slap a tag on a package, and this little guy lets you track it anywhere in the city. No more lost shipments. No more wondering which of your customers decided to ‘forget’ to pay.”

The boss’s smirk widened. “Sweet.” He leaned forward slightly. “What else?”

John pulled out another device, a little bulkier, with an antenna. “This,” he said, “is a police jammer. It scrambles their radio dispatch, buys you precious time if you need to make a quick getaway.”

The boss raised an eyebrow, then let out a chuckle, low and dangerous. “We don’t escape, John.” He looked at his goons, eyes narrowing. “We fight.”

The goons, like the trained lapdogs they were, laughed nervously in response.

John rolled his eyes. “Whatever. I don’t care.” He dug deeper into his coat. “Now, this,” he continued, pulling out something much larger, much heavier, “is an electromagnetic pulse gun.”

A long silence settled over the room.

“The fuck did you just say?” the boss asked.

“EMP gun.” John patted the side of it. “Point it at a cop car, pull the trigger, and boom—instantly disabled.”

The boss’s skeptical gaze locked onto him. “I don’t believe you. Show me.”

John grinned. “Gladly.”

They all crowded by the window. Down on the street below, a delivery truck rumbled along, minding its own business. John took aim, lined up his shot, and pulled the trigger.

Nothing happened.

The boss scowled. “Don’t bullshit me, man.”

“Just wait.”

Two seconds later, the truck sputtered, lurched, and died. Smoke curled out from under the hood as the driver threw open the door, cursing up a storm.

John's smile widened as he gently tapped the EMP gun, the look of quiet pride evident in his eyes. “This baby works on any internal combustion engine. Trucks, taxis, buses... but especially cop cars.” He leaned back, allowing the weight of his words to settle in the room. “Just think of it. A whole city of engines rendered useless with the pull of a trigger. Now that’s power.”

As he looked around the room, he could tell the boss and his goons were starting to understand. It wasn’t just about the tech, it was about the control, the chaos, the sheer potential. This was more than just a sale; it was a game-changer.

The boss stroked his chin, nodding approvingly. He sauntered back to the couch and stared at the impressive array of tech John had laid out. “Alright. How much for the whole lot?”

John, without hesitation, looked down at the table overflowing with cash. “All of that.”

The boss burst out laughing. “That’s a quarter million dollars.” He shook his head. “No, no, no. If I’m dropping that kind of money, you gotta give me more than this little starter pack. This won’t last me a week.”

John sighed and reached back into his seemingly bottomless pockets. One by one, more gadgets hit the table—another EMP gun, ten more jammers, ten more trackers, and finally, a bulging bag containing hundreds of tracking tags. 

“That enough?”

The boss ran his fingers over the pile of tech, considering it. Then he shrugged. “I’ll give you ten grand.”

John blinked. “Excuse me?”

“Minus two hundred for what you snorted downstairs.” The boss started counting out the cash without waiting for a response.

“No, no, no,” John snapped. “I said all of it.”

The boss smirked. “Take it or leave it.” His eyes glinted as he leaned forward. “And by that, I mean leave your gizmos and take nothing.”

John tensed. The goons surrounding him were already itching for a fight, their hands creeping toward knives tucked into their belts.

He glanced at the mountain of money. His mouth watered.

“Fine,” he muttered, defeated. Then, a hopeful look. “Can I at least smell the money?”

The boss rolled his eyes. “No!” He leaned back on his sagging leather recliner and fingered his hands behind his head. “What’s it gonna be, John?”

John lunged for the money like a starving man reaching for his last meal, his fingers stretching desperately toward the stacks of cash. But the goons were waiting for him. They pounced like a pack of wolves, their knives flashing in the dim light. Sharp steel met flesh, and John felt the burn of deep cuts tearing through his body. He fought back with raw, unhinged fury, knocking one of them across the room and breaking another’s nose with an elbow, but they overwhelmed him.

With blood dripping from his wounds and his breath ragged, John was thrown to the floor, his vision blurring as sweat and crimson filled his eyes. Through the haze, something caught his attention, a small plastic baggie lying just inches from his outstretched fingers. The rainbow-colored powder inside sparkled under the flickering lights. Salvation.

“Hey!” the boss shouted, his voice cutting through the chaos. “Stop him!”

But the goons were too slow.

John snatched up the baggie and inhaled its contents in one violent, desperate snort. The world tilted, then ignited. A firestorm of chemicals surged through his veins, his body convulsing as every nerve lit up like a live wire. And then—explosion.

He became an unstoppable force. With unnatural speed, he tore through the room, striking like a whirlwind of fists and fury. He floored Whitey with a single haymaker, sent Red crashing into a stack of boxes, and hurled Blue/Green through the coffee table. The boss barely had time to react before John was on him, flipping the table and sending stacks of cash fluttering through the air like confetti. One last punch, and the boss hit the ground, out cold.

John stood there, heaving, his hands slick with blood, his own and theirs. He staggered to the table, scooped up as much money as he could carry, and stumbled toward the window.

Halfway out, he turned back, surveying the wreckage he had left behind. The goons were down but breathing, their bodies sprawled across the wrecked apartment. He exhaled sharply, about to make his escape—

Then the front door opened.

A middle-aged woman stepped inside, balancing a bag of groceries in one arm. She barely blinked at the scene before her, unconscious men, shattered furniture, blood pooling on the floor. Her eyes locked onto John, and in that instant, she understood everything.

She released the groceries without a second thought. Before the bag even hit the floor, her hands had already moved with deadly precision, lifting her blouse just enough to draw a compact submachine gun from beneath it, her finger resting lightly on the trigger, ready to unleash hell.

John’s instincts screamed at him—move!

He hurled himself out the window just as the gunfire erupted. The apartment exploded in a hail of bullets. Windows shattered, shards of glass raining down. White-hot pain seared through his shoulder, his side, his leg, bullets finding their mark.

He crashed onto the metal fire escape, the impact rattling his bones. But there was no time to stop. The force of his landing sent him rolling, tumbling off the edge. He dropped to the next level, bounced off the rusted railing, and kept falling—one balcony, two balconies—before slamming onto the sidewalk four stories down with a sickening thud.

Blood pooled beneath him. His vision swam. The world tilted sideways.

And then—darkness.
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John groaned as he pushed himself up, blinking through the haze of pain clouding his vision. Every inch of him throbbed, his clothes clinging to his skin with sweat and blood. He staggered onto the sidewalk, dragging one leg behind him like a wounded soldier retreating from battle.

The kid was still there, standing exactly where John had left him, cradling the glass jug like it was a sacred relic. Except now, the liquid inside was only half full.

John squinted at him. “Saving some of that for later?”

“Maybe,” the kid replied, eyeing John up and down like a gambler sizing up a racehorse past its prime. “You look like you just got rolled, man. What were you doing up there? Having all the fun without me?”

Before John could answer, the street erupted in gunfire. Muzzle flashes lit up the fourth-floor window as a storm of bullets rained down. The kid yelped and ducked behind John, who merely sighed and looked up.

At the source of the gunfire stood the boss’s so called mother, leaning out the shattered window, her submachine gun spitting lead as she screamed down at them.

John held up his badge, letting the streetlight catch its dull sheen, as bullets peppered the pavement around his feet. “NYPD, Mrs. DeMarco!” announced, his voice flat and unimpressed.

From the fourth-floor fire escape, Mrs. DeMarco squinted down at him, sub machine gun still propped against her shoulder. Her eyes, sharp and mean as a junkyard dog’s, flicked over the badge before she let out an exasperated groan.

“Oh, for Christ’s sake! Are you fucking kidding me?” she spat. “The goddamn plumbing department?!” She threw her hands in the air as if this was the greatest insult she’d suffered in years. “If I wanted a damn plumber, I’d have married one! Now get your sorry ass off my block before I reload.”

John didn’t flinch. He simply adjusted his stance and lifted the badge higher, as if sheer persistence could make it more impressive.

“You’ve got some serious plumbing violations in that building of yours, lady,” he called up, voice carrying over the cracked pavement. “I’m red tagging you until you get them fixed.”

Mrs. DeMarco snorted so hard it was almost a laugh. Almost. “Oh, fuck off,” she shot back. “I ain’t afraid of the goddamn plumbing police.”

John threw her a casual salute and, without another word, turned on his heel and limped off down the street. The kid fell into step beside him, tossing back another swig from his coke as they disappeared into the city.

The kid clutched the half-empty jug as they walked, his small fingers wrapped tightly around the glass. He glanced up at John with the eager eyes of a stray dog begging for scraps.

“So, when do I get to help out?” he asked. “Have some real fun?”

John smirked. “You want fun? Here.”

He reached into his bloodstained coat and pulled out fistfuls of crumpled cash, shoving them into the kid’s tiny hands. The boy’s eyes widened as he stared at the bills, flipping through them like they might disappear at any moment.

“This real?” he asked, voice barely above a whisper.

“Money’s not real, kid,” John quipped, “Nothing’s real.”

They walked in silence for a while until they reached John’s car, or what was left of it. The old sedan sat there, slumped on its axles like a wounded animal, its windows cracked, its hood dented, its entire existence hanging by a thread.

John sighed and began emptying his pockets, tossing wads of cash onto the front seat. Then, without a hint of hesitation, he pulled out a lighter and held it out to the kid. “This is untainted money,” he explained, “Free from dye and other tracking devices. The most dangerous kind.”

The kid ignored John’s ramblings. He wasn’t there for a lecture. He was there for the mayhem and a chance to burn something.

“Go ahead,” John said.

The kid blinked. “What?”

“Have some fun. Light it up.”

“What? The money? You serious?”

“The money. The car. The gas you siphoned earlier. The whole damn thing.”

The kid hesitated for only a moment before clambering onto the hood, gripping the jug with renewed enthusiasm. He tipped it, letting gasoline spill over the car’s battered frame. John watched as the liquid sloshed down the sides, darkening the metal, the acrid
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