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CHAPTER ONE


 



Tuesday, October 25th 2033


20:34


 



OFFICER EZEKIEL JONES watched as a puff of white smoke crackled from his partner’s Glock in the near winter night. One body down, one weapon forward, and Ezekiel unsure if after that night—its cold promise, its absence of light—he’d ever really know up from down again.


“You saw—holy fuck, Ezekiel, I swear, it looked like a gun,” Officer Williams cried out to her partner.


Later, Ezekiel would have a response.


He’d say that the moonlight hadn’t glinted across the plastic in the same way it would steel. He’d say that it was uncommon for a gun to come so small, or in a pastel blue.


In that moment, though, there was only the body beneath them and the eyes that kept Ezekiel fixed. Ezekiel hadn’t even budged when his partner jogged to the cruiser and began rummaging around in the trunk; for nothing Ezekiel could think would matter.


“Tank, did you hear me? Does. He. Have. An. ID?” Williams shouted over the clang of the trunk slamming under her hands. Ezekiel heard. But he shut his eyes, hoping they’d find a way to fall into themselves and never stop.


“Tank?” Williams shouted again, snapping Ezekiel’s eyes open to the dark beneath him. This time he looked over to his partner, his Taco Tuesday compatriot.


“I… yeah, I got it, Williams,” he said, and for a moment he took in the sight of Williams’ sweat-soaked hair, thin blonde strands stuck slack to her trembling forehead, and forgot the body in front of them. It didn’t last, though, when looking back at the memory of how he needed to serve in that moment.


He hummed loudly, to quash the tide rising in him, and knelt to the body.


The body.


The fucking body.


A body not unlike his own, carrying the same harsh history as most who were brown and beaten. While Ezekiel thumbed through the boy’s pocket for a wallet, Williams flicked her flashlight on and began shakily scanning the empty parking lot as she walked back towards them. She stopped, mostly, when she reached Ezekiel and the thirteen-year-old corpse; Ezekiel holding up a puffed pleather wallet with a cartoon character on it.


When Williams finished searching through it, she tossed it to the ground. The flap as it struck the blacktop made Ezekiel flinch.


“What are you doing?” he asked, not sure if it was for Williams or himself.


“The… shit, Ezekiel. He’s thirteen. He—if he wouldn’t have run. If he’d just listened. Why didn’t he just listen?”


The Grant High School drama club member—the receiver of countless embraces from a soon to be hollowed-out mother and father—Jeanie Jeffery’s first kiss under paint-chipped bleachers—another bullet-riddled body—Dushane—was still bleeding as Williams knelt beside him. Ezekiel could finally make out what it was his partner had grabbed from her trunk when she set down her flashlight; and he knew, as he watched her place a clunky BB gun into the boy’s hands, that this night would be the end of more than just one life.


“No… No, Williams, just… Don’t do this. Please, you can’t do this.” Ezekiel’s hand went to his pocket—for his walkie, not his firearm. His plea had come out as more a whimper than anything else, but Williams stopped. If that moment could have gone on, sliced out to infinity, maybe there would have been something to find. Maybe, Ezekiel hoped, something could catch her from falling.


She’d made a mistake; a horrible, indescribable mistake. Ezekiel didn’t imagine, even if she had let his words dig rather than prod, that they’d be shooting the shit at Dewey’s behind a couple piss-warm beers that weekend. If she’d just stop, take account of her actions even though it cost her career as a cop, then Ezekiel could plausibly hang on to hope: the most dangerous four-letter word in his lexicon.


“I made a mistake. I made one mistake,and what, I’m supposed to just let everyone forget about everything I’ve done up until now? No. Fuck that. This is happening, Tank,” Williams said, as she propped the once-person into a pose that told a story not nearly as strange as the one they knew to be true.


When he joined the force, Ezekiel hadn’t exactly been the pride of the Jones household. There’d been an understanding—or so his mother had thought—that her boy wouldn’t be taken in by the stories of his father’s glory days: glory days that everyone but the man himself had the opportunity to enjoy.


He’d grown up with a thousand uncles in the same line of work—his father used to say they had blue blood. Whenever they’d take him for the day, or stop by for dinner with what remained of their brother’s legacy, he’d fall face first into the tall tales. He could tell a few on his own, now, as if he’d been there himself: the one about the standoff on the city bus, or the one about riding on the hood of a getaway car going fifty miles an hour (even if it’d been thirty in the first telling of it). There were also the wounds, the people he couldn’t save, the mantra that put him back into the uniform every morning.


Even in the grip of that fantasy, Ezekiel entertained his mother’s blueprint. Maybe he’d even fooled himself into thinking—from one stage to another, from high school diploma to masters—that he’d make it to the type of law that took place behind tables, as far from bullets and bravado as could be.


Reya, his mother, insisted it was just bubble guts and butterflies that kept him from pushing on past the LSATs, that the badge he’d come home with instead was just some twenty-something symptom he’d get past once he was done chasing ghosts. He tried to explain that even he hadn’t known what it was that made him wake from a fever dream with a blue uniform and a job in his father’s precinct. It wasn’t fear, though: it was fulfilment. It was knowing his place was on the street, as close to their people who’d needed protection as he could get.


All at once, here in this crappy parking lot, Williams had stripped him of that, like the thief she’d thought she’d found in Dushane.


Ezekiel’s gun had never felt so alien to his fingers than that moment, placing a hand over the Glock on his hip.


“The fuck are you doing, Tank?” Williams said. Ezekiel had grown up under the blue, under a revolving door of uncles that taught him respect for the badge, for the oath and the weapon. He knew enough to chide himself for giving Williams a chance, for being so obvious, for not pulling the piece in the six different ways he could have without her seeing.


“This isn’t happening, Williams,” he said. “I won’t let it happen. I’m taking you in, and we’re going to figure this out the right way, okay? Don’t make this any worse than it already is.” His breath misted, drifting over the body between them.


Williams was a quicker learner than he’d given her credit for. All those nights at the range, before drinks or dinner or softball (the EMTs were nigh-unbeatable), he’d shared some of the secrets he’d learned over the years. Her own draw almost escaped his eye.


Almost.


His fingers perfectly matched hers, unhooking and drawing his own pistol. It flew into his hands as if magnetised. Earlier that day, sitting with Williams at Stu’s Diner, a plate of pancakes and rubbery, overcooked turkey sausage links in front of him, the last thing he could have imagined was a standoff with the one person he’d thought got it.


“This is ridiculous, man. You know, you know how close I am, Tank. I have a—a—a fucking week before I start the Judge program. Soon enough, we’re going to be out here, all of us, Tank, making the choices. We’ll say what’s right, not the lawyers, not the politicians, not a—a—dickhole on Twitter or YouTube.” She was pleading, but her grip on her pistol was steady as rock.


 



 



HE’D NEVER SAY it to anyone but the bottom of a glass, but he wondered, later—more times than Dushane deserved—what if he’d just gone along with it? What if he hadn’t gone for the walkie?


Williams was closer than most Ezekiel had known to being accepted into the Judges program, not that she’d told anyone outside of Ezekiel and her family. It was only a week earlier they’d celebrated it, and if she’d seemed to be going through the motions since then, Ezekiel forgave it as a late case of senioritis. She was proof, he’d thought, that Fargo and Gurney may have been right about things after all.


After the call, though, as Ezekiel sat across the table from Chief Cori, there wasn’t anything right about it as far as he saw. After the call, as the chief scanned every social media platform he could find with Dushane’s face, to get a hold of the situation, and make sure the people know the truth about this kid before crucifying one of their own, Ezekiel couldn’t stop the thought bubbling up that the blue was covering something a bit more yellow-bellied. After the call, visiting Williams in her holding cell, crowded with the brothers he’d bled with, who wouldn’t leave a policewoman alone with a traitor like him, his father’s stunts seemed less righteous by the moment.


It would be nasty. Everyone knew that; no matter how much they spun things, no matter how they stalled before the media got hold of it. Williams was given a leave of absence with pay while they got to the bottom of the shallow puddle Dushane spent his last seconds choking in.


Ezekiel’s own suspension, which felt less a matter of law and more of morale, was paid as well. He’d always been a frugal sort, though; his mother, a bank branch manager for most of his youth, had made it nearly impossible to do any summer fun spending without a guilt trip. As annoyed as he would be to ever tell his mother she’d been right, it proved more important than ever when those post-suspension payments, a bit cold and stiff and bloodied and dark, landed in his account. It meant it wasn’t so hard a choice to send his weekly compensation for sitting on his ass anonymously to a GoFundMe campaign setup for Dushane’s family.


At least, it wasn’t at first. Because nothing on the net stays private, and when his contributions were revealed, the accusations followed; the insinuation that this was ultimately about the one thing it couldn’t be, if anyone would take him, his truth, for anything more than that of a divisive, black, race-baiting traitor.


Jones had spent the better part of his short career being asked by a myriad of sides just who he was loyal to. He’d laughed it off, that ridiculous obsession with defining him, as if they were picking sides for a pickup game at the park. If he wasn’t a Clarence Thomas or Uncle Tom, he was a radical in repose.


He’d have probably made a mistake sooner or later, erupted in front of one of the cameras that buzzed like gnats around his apartment after the incident. Thankfully, he’d always had two things to help him keep hold of the waning fucks he had left to give.


For one, he carried with him every voice, every face that he’d come across on his beat that offered love in one way or another. He remembered every peanut-butter-and-chocolate cookie Mrs. Sanderson sent him since he’d saved a high schooler from an after-school pummeling. He remembered the gratitude on Mr. Darzada’s face when he popped into his 11th grade English class to explain and make amends after a video went viral of another officer choking Lanita Moore for mocking him.


For the other, he’d heard the voice of his father—like Ghost Dad, but less Cosby—over anything he did, and everything he tried to be.


His mother had explained to him that there was only one truth to know as a minor by way of melanin: to move from one day to the next.


There’s another after this, and one more after that. It sounded like nonsense the first time he’d heard it, hell, it sounded even more insane when he started saying it to himself. It wasn’t enough to simply exist, through a country that systematically deconstructed and parceled out black bodies; there had to be survival, and knowing that survival is just another turn of the wheel. Apathetic? Maybe, but Ezekiel leaned into it as a call to arms for the battle ahead.


There’s another after this, and one more after that, he whispered on the day he’d taken the stand. The suit and tie, his only suit and tie, felt stiff and tight over a body that had swollen in strength in the years since he’d bought it. When he made his way to the stand, there were the expected murmurs of the misanthropes.


They may as well had been vapour, though. The only people Ezekiel thought mattered that day were Dushane’s mother and father. The two of them glared tightly at him, into him. He almost missed his cue to swear to the higher power that’d let all this happen, as he was as fixed on them as they were on him.


It was far from the first time he’d stood in front of a grand jury. He didn’t remember that old suit of his sticking sweat-drenched to his body like that, though. This is the easy part, he reminded himself, this was just going to get the ball rolling, to carry them all to court for the struggle that mattered. While the prosecutor shuffled through his briefcase, Ezekiel scanned over the Grand Jury. Most of them were white; not so much a conspiracy as the luck of the draw, but it couldn’t do Dushane any favours.


Three of them are under 30, that could help… shit, well, at least it’s only the onered hat… is he trying to get bumped? Ezekiel thought as he bounced from one face to another. He looked beyond the faces, seeing how they itched, how number 7 rolled his eyes when Dushane’s family asked to be present, at the rising hate in the older tongues, ready to erupt at the broken boy on the road.


Eventually, Ezekiel was brought to the front and sworn in, the clerk’s eyes never looking higher than his nose as she mouthed the familiar words.


Until that point, he’d not-so-accidentally found himself sat far, far behind Dushane’s parents.


“You were present at the scene, Officer Jones, is that correct?” the prosecutor asked, his eyes unpeeled from the rain-worn legal pad on his table.


“Yes, sir,” Ezekiel returned.


“Would you please elaborate on the events leading up to the incident?”


It took Ezekiel a moment to take his gaze away from the vibrating eyes of The Incident’s parents before he responded. There was someone else with them, he realised, as Mrs. Reed doubled over at the mention of her son. It only took another glance to recognise Aaliyah Monroe; he’d seen her enough times over the last few months on TV. She’d usually be easily spotted in her ridiculous blue scarf, on the front line of a protest or behind the parents of pre-pubescent, plundered life. Ezekiel may have thought it noble, if she wouldn’t always use the platform to push her own fairy-tale ideas of restorative justice.


Ezekiel took a slow breath before speaking.


“Yes, sir. Officer Williams and I responded to an emergency call: two teenagers involved in a violent altercation outside of the new Ump Tower. As we approached the two teenagers, Dushane Reed fled the scene on foot. Williams pursued Dushane first, I hung back to make sure the kid with the busted lip was okay. Williams ordered Dushane to stop, as did I. He was fast, and knew the area better than we did, so it took some time to catch up to him. While fleeing, he screamed back to us that we were chasing the wrong person. It wouldn’t be until later that we’d learn, as I’m sure you’re aware, that Dushane hadn’t been the instigator of the fight, but the other individual, Patrick Powell. Regardless, the suspect continued to run from us.”


Ezekiel stopped for a moment to compose himself. “I stopped running and doubled back for the patrol car; it just made sense in the moment. I caught up to Williams, picked her up, and we quickly caught up to Reed. He—as I cornered him, getting out of the car, and Officer Williams at his back, he started to pull out a cell—”


“Thank you, Officer Jones, that will be all,” the prosecutor said, looking up for the first time and flashing a genial smile, as absurd as it was complacent. Ezekiel looked over to where he’d been used to finding a judge, and turned back to the prosecutor.


“With all due respect, sir, I haven’t reached the point in the incident regarding Officer Williams’ discharge,” Ezekiel said, and bit his tongue back when the end of the statement trailed off on something close to a laugh.


“We appreciate your… willingness to testify, but as I’m sure you’re aware, this isn’t a trial. We simply need to gather details regarding the incident, and we’ve reached the end of what I believe that either I orthe jury can listen to without consideration of your unique position in this matter,” the prosecutor parried back, the words stale and sticky from sitting on his tongue for so long.


“My unique position? Sir, if this is regarding my donation to—”


“It’s not just your charitable actions, Officer Jones. You are not under review—not here, anyway—but given the sensitive nature of this case, and yes, your contribution to the Reed family, we must also consider your actions during the Chicago riots two years ago. Forgive me, but we can’t discount that you have had issue with proper judgement in the past.”


It took Ezekiel everything he had to keep from sucking loudly at his teeth.


It always came back to Chicago. He’d not done anything illegal, a lifetime ago, during the riots. He served the badge he’d been given, against those who would abuse that power, against an industrial machine made for justice but malformed by fear.


He was a fool. It wasn’t just Chicago they were thinking about. There was the media attention, the questions about whose side he was on. Perhaps most ridiculous of it all, there was that godforsaken nickname, Tank.


“You were suspended, weren’t you? Ultimately, no formal charges were brought against you, but given that, and considering your recent contribution to the Reed family—and neither Officer Williams nor the boy you claim instigated the attack corroborate your version of the events—we must consider there is reasonable doubt to your account. We appreciate your time, Officer Jones.”


“Okay, but I really don’t think you’re—”


“Thank you, Officer Jones, that will be all,” the prosecutor said, looking up from the legal pad to Ezekiel. There was a moment then that would stick like a thumbtack in his mind: Ezekiel edged on speaking, his mouth open to collect flies or dust in the air, to collect all the things they were ignoring that hung in the air around them. Instead, Ezekiel closed his mouth, looking to the three of them; Aaliyah Monroe with arms latched around the Reeds’ shoulders, one of many shadows that wouldn’t be televised like the rest of the mess had been.


This wasn’t justice, Ezekiel realised. This was just law. He’d never found anything grand in this part of the process: a prosecutor and a jury, free from the oversight of a judge, was nothing but an abdication of responsibility. There had to be a better way, and as he gave a jutted nod, and carried the eyes of the room with him on the way out, he knew he wouldn’t find it behind the badge his father wore.


It would take months for the grand jury to officially reach a decision, but Ezekiel didn’t need to wait with bated anything for an answer. Officer Williams was free to patrol the streets after a long staycation. The Reeds would have bullet holes and blankets carrying the fading scent of their son. Ezekiel, it seemed, got a light brown bagged lunch on the steps of the courthouse.


He didn’t consider what to do after he ate, though, with the day or with the rest of his life. But the world hadn’t finished with him as a woman in a trench coat and a perhaps-not-even-twice-worn suit sauntered up the steps towards him.


“This seat isn’t taken, is it?” she said, with the savoury sweetness of a nurse, or death-brokering bureaucrat. Ezekiel glanced around the oversized steps of the courthouse and saw not a single person in sight.


“I guess not,” he said, staring at the road and taking a bite of his increasingly unsatisfying bologna sandwich.


“Good.” The woman settled. “What are you doing out here by yourself? Seems kind of a crummy day for an outside lunch.”


Ezekiel shrugged. He watched as the woman pulled out a wrinkled pack of potato chips and a bag of Ump Chocolates and proceeded to dump the chocolates into the bag of chips and shake it up. He found himself sifting through the catalogue of legalese in his head in the hopes of finding some prohibition for such a snack food abomination.


“So, are you an officer?” she asked between mouthfuls of candied chips.


Ezekiel parted his lips to speak but looked at her again and paused. “Something tells me you already know the answer to that, ma’am. Is IA always so bad at interrogation?” he asked, before finishing his sandwich in one bite, defiantly forcing it in with a finger. Better to chew the fat he’d put together that morning than hers.


If he’d blinked, Jones would have missed the seamless shift from flustered damsel to smirking superiority. She poured the rest of the bag’s contents into her face and swallowed, giving a theatrical sigh of satisfaction.


“You have a bit of paranoia about you, don’t you, Officer Jones? Do you suspect every beautiful woman wanting your attention is out for your badge?” She leaned her elbows back on the long stone steps.


“Just the ones with Glocks under their coats,” he returned. He glanced her way expecting to see defeat: that she’d concede and leave him to his unopened lemonade and sparkly disposition. What he saw, however, was the same look his Chief Cori had used, back before the shitshower that rained on their department after Dushane’s murder.


“…Well, what else?” she asked.


Ezekiel blinked at the question, not sure what to do with it at first. After mulling it over for a moment, washing the sandwich down with his lemonade, he figured, what the hell. He was certain that there were seven different kinds of wrong in Internal Affairs approaching him like this, and it wasn’t like there was somewhere he’d aimed to be. So, instead of rushing to an increasingly cold apartment to productively stare at a wall, he figured there wasn’t too much harm in humouring his lunch companion.


“It’s a little excessive, don’t you think? The piece at your hip, a semi-automatic? Between that and the one under your coat I don’t see much use for that switch blade tucked under your pants, left ankle.” Ezekiel was showing off, but after the day he’d had, he didn’t much care.


The woman chuckled.


“You are perceptive, aren’t you? Granted, you missed the Taser, but three out of four isn’t bad, former Officer Jones.” She added a slow, slightly sticky clap at the end.


Ezekiel didn’t flinch, or not outwardly at least. Former. He hadn’t even the chance to tell a bottle of Jameson about his recent discussion, the day before, to no longer be associated with a system of problematic, pacifying pride. Even if he had mentioned it, anywhere outside the office, there’s no way she could have found it out in such a short time—unless she’d been spying on him. The thought never occurred that she’d found out from someone at the precinct. As much as they now seemed hell-bent on destroying the oath, his brothers never gossiped about one of their own, with or without a shield.


“Who are you?” It’d come out more perp-oriented than he’d meant, but the woman only chuckled, longer this time.


“I’m not IA. I’m just someone who wanted to have a bite with you, Tank, and maybe a bit of substance-free small talk. For instance—oh, I don’t know—what are your thoughts on Special Prosecutor Eustace Fargo?”


Oh, hell-fucking-no.


The thunder had been coming for a while, since the attack on the White House. Everyone in blue, everyone with a thrice-worn tie and briefcase, felt it on the wind as much as they did beneath their trigger fingers. Ezekiel, like most in his precinct, had felt some relief when an answer had arrived in the form of President Gurney and the proposed Judge system. After years of bumbling celebrities or other brands of idiot, it felt like a return to sense.


Of course, Fargo wouldn’t get his way, not entirely. Gurney would rein him in, make something practical out of Fargo’s pipe dream. He wouldn’t let such a chaotic plan become anything more than rage bites for the masturbatory news cycle.


That was, of course, until it did.


Until officers were tripping over one another for what some expected to be a fast track to better pay—if not in pennies, then in power. Until red-faced co-workers filled the precinct, not-so-prodigal sons stung and singing, Nah, I didn’t get rejected, the whole thing is just a crock is all.


Until this Jehovah’s Witness of Justice had decided to pop a squat and ask him if he’d heard the good news about Eustace Fargo.


Of all the things he’d needed—an umbrella, another sandwich with more meat and a spritz of mustard, a bullet to the head—furthest from the top would have been anything to do with the Judges.


“All due respect, ma’am, you can get the hell on with that,” Ezekiel told her. He began to gather his things, which seemed fewer and fewer by the moment.


“All due respect, you’re going to check that attitude before we get anywhere near the Academy. I swear, if I came all the way to Cincinnati for some washout cadet with a hot head, someone’s catching hell… I saw you in there. You did good, Jones.” The woman’s tone had softened but become more dangerous, reflecting a kind of kindling only those who handled fire could know.


I didn’t see you, Ezekiel nearly responded, but he decided to tread lightly as possible.


“So, were you serious? Or just throwing a hissy fit?” she asked.


“What are you talking about?”


“Quitting. After all this, all you’ve gone through to get here, you’re ready to call it a day?” she said, and this time it was Ezekiel’s turn to chuckle.


“Williams... She saved my life more than once, she was supposed to be my partner, someone I could trust more than anyone to do the right thing, and she... Yeah, I’m serious. I worked hard to become an officer, like my father. More than that, though, I thought I was joining something that mattered. I’m not givingup, I’m just trying to find out where I need to be. Corny as it is, I want to figure out how to fix this, how to do the most good for the most people.”


“You sound like Fargo,” the woman said, bluntly. “You know, what happened at the White House?”


Ezekiel hadn’t told anyone, save for Williams between burgers in other places they never went together, about his love or admiration for Fargo. While it’d be a bit much to say that he had posters, he did read every interview he’d had, few as they were.


Despite never having met him, Ezekiel felt that he could judge Fargo’s integrity, his honour. Even after the Judges program was announced officially, and the critics rose in droves, it never seemed all that bad an idea. If Ezekiel had to point to a reason, it was the same thing that got him the badge in the first place: that there was right and wrong and no room for deviations between. Just justice, that thing so free from the uncanny fucking valley that separated it from mere law.


“It’s not like Fargo has some hard-on to be patriotic. He… There’s something different about this. It isn’t from the heart, or at least not as much as people think, Jones. The same thing could have happened at that coffee shop across the street and I’d still be here talking to you. The thing is, he is and always has been a judge. He sees everything, everyone, for what it is, absolutely, and makes the call he needs to make. He did the same thing with law enforcement, and I think if you stop, and consider what that means, you wouldn’t have much of a reason not to check the program out, at least.”


Damn, she was good.


Looking at it through that lens, he had trouble offering up any kind of defence, but, from the look on the woman’s face, she’d gathered that already.


“…Why me…?” Jones eventually asked, and the woman glowed with the unabashed joy of a fisher getting a bite.


“Well, you’re clean, Jones. You’re also damn good, you proved that in Chicago. Ezekiel Jones, the rookie who stopped a tank with balls and a single bullet. You saved lives that day, and more importantly, you showed appropriate judgement in dire circumstances. But I’m not here to stroke your ego. You’re not special, Jones; but you’re someone I think can see that what we’re doing right now? It won’t hold. The tumour within the body of law enforcement will only grow and grow if we continue to ignore it. So this is your moment, former Officer Jones. Are you going to nut up, and do something about it? Or are you going to sit on the sidelines while the rest of us do the hard work?” She stood up and brushed the dust off her coat.


Ezekiel stared at his hands for a while as if they had an answer. He felt the rain from that night, pattering over them. He felt them clasping his partners’ hands, on his first day in Cincinnati, in an unspoken promise that together, they could carry out justice. He looked up, finally, to see forward.


“Well, I think if you’re going to be my superior, I should at least know your name, ma’am,” he said, with a lightness his words hadn’t known for months. The woman rolled her eyes, extending a hand to Ezekiel to help him to his feet.


“I’m not shit to you yet, Jones, but it’s Marisa Pellegrino. You should get home and get packed. Our flight leaves tonight at nine. I slid your plane ticket under your front door when I missed you at your apartment earlier, so try not to get it muddied.” She grinned, and Ezekiel laughed.


 



 



WAS HE INSANE, boarding a flight that night, with one bag to check and a million more unseen, to chase after a notion that could well be gone in a matter of months?


Probably.


But as Ezekiel watched the world beneath him grow smaller and darker by the moment, he hoped that there would be light to be found when he’d land.


AALIYAH


 



Friday, July 16th 2038


17:41


 



THE GUN RUBBED wrong in my hand. It promised to take everything and give everything, and it was all a fucking lie.


I didn’t want to see him. I didn’t want to remind myself of the us that was in that glance, behind those sunglasses. Those eyes, big brown shitstorms of all the mistakes Aaliyah Monroe could have avoided if she were the type to follow logic. I could fill this fucking moleskin with everything I didn’t want, though, so I’ll spare you, whoever you are.


“’Liyah, it’s just us here. Just. Us. Isn’t nothin’ you can do ta convince me you gon’ kill the fatha of yo’ chil’ while he half-nayki in bed. You aren—ain’t no killer,” he finished, lamely.


“Thurgood, what the hell are you thinking? What the hell am I doing here? What the hell is our son doing here?” I felt my fingers trembling against the trigger—calm down—I moved my index to the outside of the trigger guard as not to blow his head off his shoulders.


“You know you ain’ gotta call me that,” he said with a laugh to the woman now aiming one of his own triple-barreled contraptions at the thinnest target in the room.


“You just aimed at my dick, didn’t you?”


“I just aimed at your dick, yes.”


He scooted about the bed, his sunglasses making his grin all the more grotesque, somehow. “Kettle, you ain’t eva hel’ a piece this long in yo’ life, jus’ give i’ ’ere,” he said, reaching out. He stopped at an awkward angle when I stepped forward. Blind as he was, he always knew how to find me. The weight of the gun was cold and dead, and everything else I’d taught myself how to be at this point in my life—but, eh, here we are.


“Where’s our fucking son, Colin.” I didn’t so much ask as order, taking a few steps forward with the pistol growing more embedded in my hand than I think you ever were to the things you threw away.


So, Aaliyah, how the hell did you get yourself wrapped up into Colin’s dumb shit?


Maybe you always were.


Maybe, it’d eat up a decent amount of time to scribble in this little moleskin you found under the bed, tell the story of you to whoever ultimately finds your bullet-holed bones; of who you are.


Tell them why you fucking matter.


For the sake of your interest, it’d make the most sense to start with Colin.


So, naturally, as everything else in my life is fucking bonkers currently, I’ll start with momma instead.


 



 



THEY JUST WOULDN’T stop shooting at us.


We wouldn’t stop shooting at us. We’d made our voices known in one way or another. We’d told them to strip away the guns, strip away everything, to make Biology II and Trig the only things that killed us on the daily. It’s as if they didn’t know how to stop.


No, that’s dumb.


They knew, because we fucking told them. We told them with our goddamned words. They made a few adjustments, bump stocks were stripped away, and it helped. It grew in its reach, stood up to a crawl at one point, stumbling over and knocking shit off the wall, but ultimately, we got complacent. Enough of the world thought eventually that we’d just get over it. We weren’t surprised, though, were we? We were the first generation to know what it felt like to be hunted and under a camera the whole time.


PS4 was pretty dope, though.


So, we did what any game could and bit back at the dogs. When we did, we were something to fear.


There was the insanity of a few short years separating us from having any real power to do anything about it. A boot over your neck, your body tied to the floor and the passersby sighing at your inability to just stand up. It’s a hell of a place to be.


TL;DR? Our generation fell somewhere during Kill the Poor, between Holiday in Cambodia and Anarchy for Sale, all parts dead or dying.


“Ma, you don’t have to worry. I’m safe, I’ll always be safe, I promise.”


I’d stood at the foot of my bed when I’d said it. Busted for trying to join the rest of my boxcar brethren in ‘sneaking’ me out, George’s fucking car constantly set to ear-hemorrhaging death rattle. I’d dressed neck to toe in black with a stocking cap in my hand meant to slide over my clump of afro, with its too-easy-to-identify hot pink line running from the front to the centre and ending in a blue starburst.


Fifteen years old in 2018 was a tough time to call yourself safe.


A hell of a year.


A hell of a year filled with too many bad hairstyle choices, too many spins of my Bad Religion Spotify playlist, too many things we wish we could hold on to if we weren’t tricked into seeing them as absurd.


It was the year Daddy died, not so much on a cross but during a bout of throwing his life away yet again. Much as I’d like to save you from the cliché of me—and we can at least circumvent the deets—it is important to mention he wasn’t around all that much. Mom said he gave me more weapons than I’d like to use; she wasn’t a very reliable source, though.


Mom, like her mother, and her mother, and hers, and hers, and hers and hers all the way back to Eve, had been carrying that old tale. This misguided, miseducated, miseverythinged notion that by saving me from his darkness, only giving me those light-shimmered lies of who he’d been, in brief, staccato moments of teddy bears and belated birthday wishes, that I could have him, and he could have me back in a way he never earned.


I don’t know why I’m setting it up as something that spurred the woman I never was. You’ll have likely assumed that all sadness can do to a woman is break her. We are only visible by our scars, flesh proud and preaching on the atrocities of the heroes in all stories.


My father was never any of those things. After his absence I may have hurt, but only in the childish way anyone does after a supposedly broken heart before you learn that, at most, it leaves thin cracks to pick at.


I appreciated the name he gave me. Momma told the story often enough, like a sticky salve to numb certain welts, even after my body had built immunity to it.


“He can’t dance, he thought he coul’ and it was fuckin’ adorable, he slipped up behin’ me an’ ma girls while Rock the Boat was playin’. Usually I’da not given him a second look but maybe it was my exhaustion at all the busted dudes who tried and failed. Or, I have a weakness for big cuddly teddy bear niggas that try to look hard wit’ their Timbs laced up to the top.”


The name was supposed to be a gift, but it was just their story, lacquered over my bones. Just narcissism.


It’s probably the only beautiful thing he’s ever given me, though.


There was a likeness we shared, and probably always will in being both too big, and having too-black-to-love-but-bold-enough-to-leave skin tone.


“I luh’ you, so much, ’Liyah, I jus’ want you to be safe, I can’ keep you safe if you keep chasin’ down dis shit,” Momma said to me, as if it were something a teenager could comprehend.


“I love you too.” It came out more like code, like everything we weren’t supposed to say without sacrificing something else, like blood in my throat, thicker than warmth could allow. I promised her that night, after she begged and pleaded and did everything short of holding me back, that I wouldn’t risk the part of him she hadn’t lost.


Of course, twenty minutes after she was done dealing with the sight of me—and an additional fifteen minutes after I texted George to turn his damn engine off—I still went. I was a bit of a bastard in that way (and don’t read too much into ‘bastard’; we all have the ones we lose to themselves, mine just happened to be my daddy).


If I’m being real, going that night to protest half-peacefully was mostly to do with making a tangible display of the fucks we no longer had to give, but if I’m also being real? My first girlfriend, Becks, maybe had something to do with it.


Six months of dating meant we were still filled with all the fire of a new couple, but made the mistake of thinking that we’d got to know each other. We stayed up late, talking about how we’d change the world. Stories we unlocked every time we played our game. We knew each other’s middle names. We knew the best parts of each other and only a fraction of the worst. We knew filters, and how they trick you with forever. We knew how much we loved to learn something new about ourselves, together.


We weren’t exactly the prophetic anarchists our playlists had promised we could be, but we did aim to make noise. The thing is they talked, and talked, and talked so much about the importance of the future, of our votes and our vast numbers and our anything-but-lives to live. So, we decided the best way to be heard was by whispering an absolution to the one thing they supposedly cared about.


Us.


Just us.


Our target was the Gospel Gut Mac’s Mess-’Em-Up Gun Shop out on Wabash. The plan was simple enough: we would break in, take what our nigh-voting-age arms could carry, and lay it out in front of the shop. Afterwards, Frank, who shook the whole drive, and shivered the whole time we’d moved the stores stock out front, would call the news station, and 911, in that order.


The cameras did what they were supposed to, and captured us. The nearest news station was closer than the nearest police station, but even knowing that, we made sure to give them a thirty-minute buffer. We used the ignorance they thought we had and slapped on our buffawed, befuddled, be-ohshitdon’tcallourparents-ed faces before lining up behind the weapons. Those of us untouched by melanin held in each of their hands a rifle. They were empty, of course; we needed them to see how easy it was to seize their means, to take back the production of things that killed. I, and the only other POC with us, Felicity, held our hands flat and filled with bullets.


Neither the reporters, nor the cameramen, nor anyone that wasn’t us dared cross the weapons sprawled out in front of us, nearly twenty feet long and filling the parking lot. We chanted our chants as they tried to call out their questions.


Stop killing us!


Why are you doing this?


Stop killing us!


Are you affiliated with any of the local street organisations?


Books not bullets!


What are you hoping to accomplish here?


That last question almost caught me. This, sat on my tongue ready to pounce, but I swallowed it back. The police arrived in record time for the street we’d been on, and immediately tried to take care of the press when they arrived. It, thankfully, hadn’t worked. Local news hadn’t been much of an ally before, but it seemed if you give them a meaty enough story to bite, they’ll fall in line like any well-trained carnivore.


I just wanted to be heard in all the ways no one has time for, and other drugs they couldn’t load us up with. It wasn’t exactly a take-to-the-streets-with-your-pitchforks-and-pain rebellion, but there was a message beneath all the romance.


That message was nearly lost, though, when one by one we lost the twenty of us who’d gathered through the night. The revolution, it seemed, only took a few appeals to parental authority to dismantle. It was when the standoff had reached three hours that the first domino fell. Patrick Bradley’s dad had seen us, who told Lisa Fogworth’s uncle, who—well, dominos.


One by one we were turned back to the children they wanted us to be. As each of us tapered off, in some fucked-up equilibrium, another local media outlet would find their way to us. By the third hour, when it was just Becks and I left, hand in hand, the major networks started to spill in.


In the end, though, under the tenderly livid but maternally sound threat of excommunication by her mother, Becks folded too.


Becks, the last one holding a rifle in one hand—holding mine in the other—let both free, before crossing the picket line of guns and ammunition.


The hardest thing about that moment? As they drew my first love, my first punk, my first kiss behind the Saint Nitchell Mance Recreation Centre (while snorting back a viscous ball of amber snot I’d coughed up at the worst imaginable time). The hardest thing was to remember all the YouTube videos I’d watched on making myself cry on demand a week before.


You know what, how about you try it? Try to force yourself, right now, to cry. First, however, you’ll have to imagine a few things, dear reader.


You must imagine that second-year senior George Ravinski called each of our parents at the appropriate time, selected in relation to their driving speed and distance from the gun shop to ensure the best staggering effect.


You have to imagine that a month prior, Greg, Thomas, Jacqulyn, who were down for the cause enough to bleach and blacken their hair like the good ol’ untroublesome White youth Mac would speak in length with, made entry and exit a breeze.


You also need to embrace a reality in which Tammy Jean made her way into the CEO of Stronghold LLC’s home, or more importantly his rolodex and media contacts. This was thanks to her mother playing golf with the wife of his second cousin’s polo instructor, who’d been tennis companions with insert-other-white-privilege-nepotism-shit-here.


You need to imagine that I hadn’t fought Becks tooth and nail to be the last of us standing in the end. You need to imagine a world where I didn’t tell any of them I was ready to die.


“Put the bullets down!”


You need to imagine a world where, okay, I’m not telling you I wanted to die, but I saw the gain if shit hit the fan on my body over one of theirs. I hadn’t told them about my father, how he was gunned down by a police officer while running, unarmed, after buying a pack of cigs for some seventeen-year-old. I didn’t mention how I couldn’t bring myself to see him at the funeral, when I’d seen him so little elsewhere in my life. I didn’t say how his story didn’t have enough bite, or enough merit to be much of anything on its own.


Shit ain’t easy, right?


I let the bullets spill from my hand, all except one, which I held up between thumb and forefinger.


“Fuck you! You want us dead so bad, don’t you? You want us dead so fucking bad, how about I just do it for you!?”


As I raised the bullet to my lips, I glanced to Becks, who as expected grew her eyes twice as large as I’d ever seen them. It was off book, far from the derivative shit Ronald ‘Well, I am in AP English, Aaliyah’ Vickston came up with. I closed my eyes then, just in case, so I at least had something beautiful in her, saved to crop on the wallpaper of my eyelids if they’d never open again after.


I could have told them, or even just Becks, at any of our twenty meetings, about the research I’d done, about discovering just how likely I’d be to pass a bullet and what it could do to me. I could have told them that I wasn’t so much being brave, just confident in the medical professionals who’d discussed the topic online thanks to the unabashed ignorance of the few who had done so for far less meaningful reasons.


“Aaliyah, don’t!”


I could have told them that every tear was spilled not from panic but from a lease on my poppa’s bones. That the last thing he gave me was something to pick at inside, an emptiness in me, a maddening frustration at the world we’d never stay alive long enough to inherit.


“Crazy ass bitch.”


I could have told them all the steps it took to become their Bullet Bitch.


It had to ring true, though. The problem with a movement is that you have to do something truly fucking dumb to get people to move in the first place. The truth was there, in the margins, in the things that led me there, but everything else was just a show. They wouldn’t see our calls, they wouldn’t see our blog posts. They wouldn’t see the empty caps, the still-packaged gowns. They would only see what we shoved down their throats, even as they complained about our immature tactics the entire while.


Granted, in the end even that didn’t do much. It got me in front of a few TV screens, and a full ride scholarship, and a less-than-regal moniker. Eventually, everything about that night faded away into upvotes. It did remind a few people, though, that we wanted our lives back, and maybe that much made it worthwhile.


CHAPTER TWO


 



Wednesday, June 30th 2038


11:52


 



“SO, THIS IS the worst mistake of my fucking life, how about you?” Judge Jones screamed at the deputy beside him, not that either of them could make anything out over the roar of gunfire.


While Ezekiel’s training at the Academy had taught him much, he’d learned this trick—to feign a connection with what amounted to a glorified citizen with a gun—much earlier in life. The two were crouching—cowering—behind a row of shattered lockers, and Jones was trying to calm the kid who’d insisted on getting involved in the Judge’s business. It might have worked, if not for the glint of death in the officer’s eyes. It was a look that reminded Ezekiel that nothing at the Academy could possibly undo the one truth of the world: stupid will always find a way.


 



 



MCCANDLESS HIGH WAS among the last remaining 2A Schools, which armed educators with semi-automatic weapons to protect their students. Ezekiel had found himself in the midst of a D- decision over a C+ student.


The call that’d brought Judge Ezekiel Jones and Deputy Einstein together was one of the many, many wounds left by a former president. Unfortunately, the details of that time are murky at best, and those who are keen on mental disability and development history know why, although the illness known as “Collective National Ubiquitous Trauma” wouldn’t be described and named until decades later. The disease is marked by a selective amnesia, sudden bouts of existential dread whilst looking up, and uptake in dopamine production when snapping tiki torches in two.


Far on the other side of the hallway, the student who’d kicked off the whole ordeal after flashing his side-strapped pistol at his English teacher was a mouthy GenSlag Gang member. Roy ‘Fuck Y’all’ McElroy had decided to educate his teacher, Mr. Reynolds, with the back end of his pistol after a subpar grade for his paper on Samuel J. Battle.


Bullets thundered, and tore. They shattered. They forestalled any chance of communication.


“I… I think we should charge, sir—or, um, Judge, sir? I—I—I can take out the one on the left if you—” Deputy Aristotle was stopped when the side of a ricocheting bullet clipped a chunk of his ear off. Judge Jones snatched at the Deputy’s neck, yanking him down below the line of fire.


“You mean my left, the fifteen-year-old with a pea shooter? Or your left, the English teacher who has, at best, three shots left, and hasn’t stopped shooting to realise we’re not with the gang member who probably isn’t even here any more?” Judge Jones asked Deputy Sagan, who trembled, and shook, and held onto his bleeding ear.


“Well?” Judge Jones asked even more loudly, but still, Deputy Newton didn’t have an answer. He let the young man stew in his embarrassment; embarrassed was a whole hell of a lot of heartbeats better than the alternative. It also hadn’t hurt to give the English teacher a chance to run out of bullets.


When he had, Judge Jones unclipped his helmet and hurled it at the student, who’d apparently figured out how the safety worked on the gun he’d claimed.


The student shot his embarrassingly small load of bullets and stopped short of anyone’s lost life—and, to Ezekiel’s satisfaction, not a scratch on his helmet.


Judge Jones hopped up in the bullet-broken air from behind the lockers and bolted as fast as he could for the student. He slammed into the GenSlag runt, shoulder first, full of force and a dash of nostalgia from his offensive line days back in college. The chump slumped, wincing the whole way down. When Ezekiel turned to the teacher, a thirty-something with a tweed blazer, the man twitched and clicked at the trigger in nothing like logic.


Deputy DeGrasse Tyson sprung up from the hiding place, mimicking a guy who knew what the hell he’d been doing, his pistol clutched in hand and his sanity slipping free. He aimed it at the teacher, who naturally had another firearm tucked underneath his tweed jacket. He yanked it out, ready to fire. Ready to make mistakes of them all.


Ezekiel was tired of mistakes.


Maybe he shouldn’t be so hard on the old guard, or the young genius. It was one of their tools which Fargo took control of that brought him to the 2A school in the first place, after all.


“Shots fired.” It was the automated voice system chirping to life in Judge Jones’s helmet that had brought him to the school. Back sometime before 2020, the Chicago PD had instituted a system that responded to the noise of bullet fire. The system, Shot Spotter, utilised an amalgam of audio and visual surveillance set up in key areas throughout the city to respond faster to gun violence than eyewitness reports.


When the Judges came to the public, one of Fargo’s first initiatives was to place his new avatars as the primary gatekeepers of all such technologies. Like everything the plebs couldn’t process, there was a resistance to the new oversight. There was that hope again—hope that swelled their superstition of Chief Boogeyman Fargo—that he was amassing too much access, too much technology that was meant for the masses, and not for a trumped-up army of vigilantes. The truth of the matter, though, was that they were all playing a part: that Fargo had stuck to the same ideals that had—bit by bit, bullet by bullet—garnered him the popularity he’d needed to become Chief Judge under President Gurney. Judge Jones learned that well enough at the Academy, where he was free to learn all he’d ever wanted about Fargo.


One of the Academy instructors made it a point to open his class with a review of three principles that Fargo once discussed that would change the future forever.


For control, technology.


Nuclear, biological, biblical or otherwise, the means and progress of production must be maintained by those detached and trained enough to understand it isn’t superiority that guides them, but wakefulness.


For peace, blood.


You cannot hope to have their cooperation if you don’t offer something equivalent in turn. Judges must be prepared before anything else to give their lives, to bleed themselves of the idea they are worth more than the machine.


For progress, power.


They will never save themselves, but they don’t know how to, do they? They only know that there is an end, and everything they breathe or hear or fuck or fight must be in the service of preventing just that. They have too much power. They are smashing sandcastles and pulling cat tails; they don’t deserve power, not yet. You must take it, if only for a while: they will understand one day, if you can keep the order intact enough for that day to eventually come.


Another saying came to mind, though it’d been an old acquaintance of his father that’d given him it: God made men, but Samuel Colt made men equal. That wasn’t exactly true. Ezekiel proved that with the nigh-invisible draw of his left-hand weapon: being a southpaw himself, he made sure to keep the one with non-lethal rounds in that holster. He fired first at the deputy’s hand. It was a small target, but compared to the crud his weapons trainer back at the Academy had him shoot at, it may as well have been a parked car. While the plastic round tumbled towards the deputy and cracked into his hand, Ezekiel rolled across the ground and came up a handful of feet away from the teacher, close enough to lift him from the ground with a well-aimed roundhouse kick to the chin.


This is going to be a hell of a report to write, Ezekiel thought, and it broke his tight lip, his tight everything, the laugh bubbling from a part of him he’d written off as terminal long ago.


There was a knowledge in that moment, that he’d carried with him all this time. It all amounted to busy work. It was reassuring, sure, to read articles month after month, year after year, documenting the decline in violent crime since the Judges program rolled out. It wasn’t enough, though. Would it ever be enough? It didn’t feel like anything was changing, or not by any vast degree. This had been the fifth school he had to intervene at that year, which wouldn’t have been so terrible if they hadn’t all been in the same quarter. He persisted, though, or at least something like it. He remembered that every gym teacher with a revolver he took down, every eighth-grader with a semi-automatic, every art ‘guide’ trying to make a scarlet Picasso with pedantic paints, was one less he’d have to worry about killing a citizen.


The gang member—Judge Jones wasn’t even sure he was a student—started to rustle about the ground, wincing like anyone would who had been hit with a perfectly aimed inch-thick helmet. Ezekiel went over to him, knowing there wasn’t a bullet left in the gun by the perp’s side, and picked up his helmet. After latching it back on, he cuffed the kid; young as he was, he’d decided to play an adult game, and as such Judge Jones may have tightened the cuffs so the only thing that could pass through, barely, was the blood in the boy’s veins.


“You think this was a good idea, punk?” Ezekiel said.


The strangest part of Ezekiel’s training in the Judges program was their public relations techniques, which pretty much entirely contradicted the training he’d received as a police officer.


When he’d been an officer, he’d have chalked up maybe five weeks of mandatory sensitivity training for talking to a suspect like this, but as a Judge? It was invited. It was important to separate them as something less, not by colour or creed or anything else that didn’t put that gun in his hand. As schoolyard as it seemed, name-calling boiled their blood, kept them off balance. Any amount of reckless rage was easier to deal with than steely resolve.


“I think that you don’t know what you put yourself into, you fuckin’ Rambo-ass fascist,” the kid said, spitting at what he’d probably meant to be Ezekiel’s eye. Reason 35, Article B, to always have your helmet, Ezekiel thought, and grinned as the spit ran down to the edge of his visor.


“I think you’re going to tell me where the others are. I’ve only taken three of you down so far, report said there were eight,” he grunted.


“That what your report says? That what they tell you? Eight? Nigga, we a fucking army. We a fucking maelstrom of the end. We are a brotherhood, The Brotherhood, you couldn’t hope to stop, not any more. Once we rise—”


Ezekiel stopped the ramble with a swift backhand to the face. It did what it was meant to: the student sucked in his lip and started sobbing like the child he was. Jones grabbed at the boy’s forearm and dragged him to his feet, before grabbing the back of his shirt and pushing him ahead. This was generally the part where the excuses would swell, or the attempt to tug at the old heartstrings as if Ezekiel hadn’t worked his ass off to burn those away. What Ezekiel got this time, however, was chuckling.


“Laugh it up, punk. Gives me more to work with to keep your ass behind bars.”


“You ain’t gonna ask why? You ain’t thinking, why the hell would anyone try to shoot up a 2A school?” the kid said, still laughing his bruised, beaten ass off.


It had crossed his mind, but Ezekiel just attributed it to the same old shit he’d dealt with in any suit, blue or black. Reckless hormones and a weapon to fire them through. Fear. It was what he’d hoped for, this whole experiment, which was becoming less of an experiment every day and every crime prevented. The emotion was what drove them, on either side of the lane, to be utter dumbasses.


“No. I’m not,” Ezekiel said, which only made the boy laugh more. Ezekiel tried to ignore it as they walked through the halls—cautiously, not sure how many other teachers were in wait, hiding behind their classroom doors ready to pop out of them before blowing a Breakfast Club’s head off.


The 2A schools were never a firm idea, more like a rattled, taco-bowled brainfart that affixed onto recorded law like a malformed tumour. Like an angry scab, they were one of many things left around by the hazy yesteryears. It was the simple fix, like many, to show tolerance of the intolerable. Years ago, when Ezekiel was still as old as the cackling perp he wandered the halls with, he was privileged enough to see the seeds of 2A schools. There was, as always, protest, resistance, hashtags and heartfelt monologues. It was a hell of a surge for weapons sales, of course, teachers arriving at ranges in droves to complete eight hours of weapons training for the right to tuck a firearm in a desk formerly reserved for cell phone confiscation and flasks.


While Gurney had worked to break down the practice, it didn’t change that the schools who had come to rely on the aid weren’t apt to give it up.


“Hope you know you’re not gonna get far, you think I’m in this shit alone? You think a teacher can wave a gun in my nigga’s face and get away with that shit? You think—man, you think I’m the only one tired of this shit, tired of your shit?”


“You learn any other words in this school, or is shit about the end of my tax dollars?” Ezekiel said, twisting the perp’s arm as they walked, closing in on the door. He would have laughed, if the perp hadn’t first, when he opened the doors to the outside world at the end of the hall. He would have laughed, if not for the three kids standing in the doorway, clad in black jeans and grey robes. He would have laughed, if the firepower each of them held in their hands squashed every thought that didn’t serve to keep him alive.


The punk laughed, though. And laughed. And laughed as the hooded three raised their weapons. Move, Ezekiel thought, staring desperately around at his surroundings.


Lockers, four without locks, the closest ten feet to the right.


Loose papers on the ground, one text book


One woman, two men… boys? Boys.


Only one of them is holding their weapon right—priority target.


Ammo low. Unfamiliar firearms.


Left boy, trembling, fear.


They swarmed, like Ezekiel’s thoughts had when on the other side of the reaper, at once and with a cyclical kind of chaos. He kicked the cuffed kid forward with the flat of his boot, sending him soaring off the ground, slapping face first on the terrazzo flooring. A small part of him was curious to see how the new bullet-proofing would work out, but he tabled that inquisition to cover his ass. As one of the hooded men took aim, Judge Jones had already darted to one of the unlocked lockers, opening it to allow the door to shield him.


Then?


God bless the educational system’s inability to progress past back-breaking text books. Ezekiel snatched a small brick of a book and chucked it at the closest armed, hooded suspect. It stuck them in the face, making them fall back for a moment.


“Gia!” one of them screamed, because Gia couldn’t.


Judge Jones tumbled out of cover, snatching at the text book on the ground. He popped up again and chucked the other text book at one of the hooded punks. It cracked against their skull, making them keel over and lose grip of their gun; Ezekiel never felt as indebted to Algebra II in his life. As the weapon skidded across the ground, Ezekiel made a note where it stopped then leaped forward, coming down, like the hammer he was, foot-first on the prone thug’s knee. It popped. The punk screamed. There was still work to do.


“You’re dead, yo—” And you should have just taken the shot, Ezekiel thought as he thrust a flat palm into the next thug’s throat, snatching their gun hand and ramming his head and helmet into the hooded punk’s face. Teeth shattered, and a saliva string tinged with maroon trailed from the thug’s mouth and across Ezekiel’s helmet. He wobbled for a moment, but Ezekiel helped him on his way with the steel toe of his boot.


The last one, the scared one, who couldn’t have held a gun more than a handful of times, took aim at Ezekiel. Death filled the hollow of him as he considered his waning options. For a Judge, this wasn’t such an uncomfortable position to be in. For peace, blood.


He felt the sharpness of the air, a promised heat like the red phosphorous on a matchbox waiting for the strike. Judge Jones waited with as the threat grew stale, his hands raised. From the hooded one, the click, and then? Nothing.


Your lucky fuck, Judge Jones thought, staring at the empty gun in the punk’s hand. He slowly let his hands fall to his side, and unclicked one of the pouches on his belt, drawing his reserve pistol.


“Put it down, now. Not gonna ask twice. I’m well within my rights to blow your ass to hell. Don’t make me,” Judge Jones said, taking aim, but the punk didn’t seem too scared of it. They pulled back their hood, the sides of their head trimmed and nearly shaved with a spindle of pink at the top twisting down. Whoever she was, she was young; no older than twenty from what Ezekiel could tell.


“Gia? Ray? Get your asses up, only got one shot at this. Get the kid on my signal and haul ass.” She didn’t flinch, but her finger wasn’t even over the trigger. It rested over something on the weapon’s side, a red button he’d never seen on a firearm.


“You’re not going—”


“Burn,” the young woman said, low. She clicked the button and a line of flame tore out of the weapon. Judge Jones did the only thing he could, and leapt to the side. He dodged the worst of it, but as the heat licked across the whole of his left leg he screamed out, the searing pain breaking the supposedly unmalleable grit for which Judges were known.


The pain. It tumbled across all avenues of his mind while he twisted on the ground, the steel of the locker at his back cool through his uniform in all the wrong places. Get up, he commanded, but his body—like the hooded punks helping up the kid who called them—didn’t give two shits. He tried to fight the darkness, the blinking black that rode on a pain he’d never tasted. For as long as he could, he fought, but as they kicked the door open to the light outside, his vision slipped, his everything fell, and the darkness came.


AALIYAH


 



“GOTTA SAY, GETTING shot down by the Bullet Bitch may make all of this worth it.”


Colin cackled, more than he laughed. He hovered there for a moment before sliding back into a chill he hadn’t earned. I rubbed a finger at my temple as if it’d ease the headache he’d been in my life.


“You’re trying to piss me off. You’re trying to make me irrational. You’re trying to—”


“See the woman I fell in love with,” he said, and I don’t think it was a lie.


 



 



“UGH, DOESN’T THAT just like, irk you, Aaliyah? I mean, I think open-mindedness is important, but you have to be livid.”


“Yeah?”


“They probably love each other, but Black men, they can just be so blind to your beauty, your hashtag-Black-girl-magic, you know?”


Nah, Rebecca, I don’t. Please teach me, though, O great interpreter of Melanin Maladies.


“I don’t think that’s necessarily true, not all the time at least.”


“You’re so brave, Aaliyah. I want you to know that.”


Reb had chosen a contemporary African-American course, over the Women’s Studies option that she would constantly remind me was completely filled before she’d switched courses.


She said it just felt like the right thing to do.


The fragility of a White woman walking her first steps against her own privilege is a precarious thing. There was something that—I don’t know—I wanted to protect in their innocence. Their tight eyes seeing a sun for the first time, talking like a two-year-old about the ways it can burn. Yeah, honey, it’s hot, that’s what it does, I want to say, but they wouldn’t hear anything in my exhaustion than a judgement, a thing that I had which they could never accept if they couldn’t own it, a knowing that would send them back to the dark.


I heard a laugh from behind my table, but I wasn’t ready then, and not quite ready yet to discuss him. Rebecca couldn’t stop staring, her stank eye. I tapped her shoulder and thankfully she let the two be.


“I’ll let you in on a little secret…” I didn’t quite whisper it, but kept my voice hushed. “Most of us? We don’t really give a shit. It’s true! I can get you the meeting minutes from the last black-girl-magic conference call.” I pause for laughter. She takes her cue.


“Now, that’s not true,” she said. “No offense. I mean, it’s not anything you need to justify, it’s your right to be angry. You’re allowed to be angry about it, don’t feel ashamed.”


“Thank you?”


“You’re doing that thing, the one where you think I don’t know you’re making fun of me.”


I broke for a moment, laughing until I realised she wasn’t. I sighed.


“I mean, dude is a dude. Who knows what problematic shit that woman has to deal with? Maybe there isn’t any. Maybe there are half a million ways this isn’t a problem I can afford the time to dissect before the other things in queue. Like making as much money as him, like literally not knowing if saying hello will somehow alchemise a dick in my phone, like learning the specific decibel range to stay in, in order to not be thought of as angry, or emotional, or nasty. But also not hood, and also not militant, not a sellout, not a hoe, not a prude, and like any other women of colour, but also a singular individual, but also not ‘alt–Black’ as if that does anything but separate me from my own community, like having to get the good white folk like you, you exceptional butterfly, to keep asking questions. Yeah, that about sums up the first twenty minutes of my day.”


“Shit… but you do have a nice smile though, you should use it more,” Rebecca teased with Cheshire eyes and a play-play smile.


“I’ll take that note, thanks.” I laughed and rolled my eyes. She nodded, once, in approval she thought was hers to give.


I took another look at the interracial couple and wondered about the caveat that pushed into the forefront of the irksome shit in Aaliyah’s day when they looked at me looking at them.


When they defined, ironic-as-fuckily, a glance as something more.


They hurried and half stepped with their eyes in a kind of dazed waddle from me to her, from her to me. His eyes were filled with hope.


I’d like to say it was only some exceptional level of chill that filled me, but that’d be a bold-ass lie. I’d have to say that beneath that chill, there wasn’t anger at the absurd idea that I’d somehow lost something, but that he looks at me as if he is something so exquisite to be lost.


I should probably move along, though, because there are too many sightseeing expeditions I can take you on of shitty things brothas do and I can’t afford not to get you to the end on time by stopping to take pictures of Jittery Jamal.


So, on to the next?


The reason we’ve come here on our Black-girl-magic mystery tour is him. The thing is, when I met Colin, he hadn’t been some card-carrying pseudo-rebel with an H&MDashiki or woke-weary brow furrowed by the burden of blackness. Maybe it’s why I slipped up.


If I die here, if I never escape, and you find this before anyone else, Colin? Know that I’m not saying here that you are at all special, you weren’t and never will be a prophet, that Melanin Moses these vanilla-skied sycophants pumped your head up to be.


You were just tired. The same way I was, filled with all the things that would make you sink, but left you standing at the edge of the sea not quite ready to dip your toes.


“Could be his sister, or an old friend, or hell, even classmates. Trying to take care of Professor Ez’s group project early,” said Thurgood, on the table behind us—Colin—dusty-ass nigga with the world not on his shoulders but on the tip of his ring finger. Anywhere else, it might have been a bit more creeper-level omega to come so bold onto our conversation, but at Skrrrt’s it was hard to avoid eavesdropping.


The spot was too small and too shallow for the volume of bodies that filled it to have much of any breathing room. You’d think, with all the business they got, there would be plans for expansion, but the money kept coming in, so why fix what’s not broken?


Rebecca hadn’t known what to think, it seemed; she stared blankly to the black man who had opened the conversation so blatantly with the name drop of a professor at the university, as though to dissuade any thoughts of him being something lesser.


“You know, that is just the brilliant concept that my friend and I—the ones who are actually having this conversation?—well, it’s something we just couldn’t have got to,” I said.


“Thanks.” He grinned in response, somehow picking up on my extremely subtle sarcasm.


“You know, I see your point. I mean, if I was sitting on the outside of a group, making decisions and judging who they are? Well, I might have seen that someone doing the same to me was completely unwarranted. I appreciate you keeping a man honest,” he said, bowing in our direction.


I smiled, and fuck if he didn’t have a point.


“I’m Pot,” he said. “It’s nice to meet you.” He straightened in his seat, resting as suavely as he could in a hotdog print, short-sleeved button-up.


“Kettle. It’s nice to meet you too.”


CHAPTER THREE
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“SO, ARE YOU going to quit then?” Cadet Ocasio, Ezekiel’s bunkmate asked, straining to keep his eyes open after a long, long day. Ezekiel hadn’t meant for the conversation to lead to something so absolute, as he sat on the hard slab of a bed in the housing quarters of the academy. Ezekiel had, one day before, made it two months longer than most of the washouts, but he nonetheless found himself only a few wrong words from the same end.


“I’m just starting to wonder, where the hell is all of this going?”


“You’re still pissed about the exercise earlier, aren’t you? That’s just what they do, E, this is just Boot Camp 101: get in your head, break you down, build you up.” Ocasio groaned, leaning back to what they dared call pillows.


“It’s not just the exercise, though it didn’t help. Judge Stein wasn’t teaching us anything today, he was trying to take something away. What the hell are we here to become then, hm? I wanted to be part of something, something that would—I don’t know. I do know I ain’t here for some voyeurism shit.”


The exercise weighed on him more than he was willing to admit, even to Ocasio. It wasn’t often they left the academy grounds, part of the philosophy being of course to control the narrative Fargo’s new avatars would be filled by.


No TV, recorded calls, a library filled only with approved texts devoid of any objective poisoning from any side: up, down, left or right. Even the food, which was the hardest thing for Ezekiel to swallow about it all, was specially designed for each cadet’s needs to gain muscle mass and lose the useless fat from a life they would never have again.


Earlier that day, Judge Stein took a class of twelve first-year cadets out. The world felt too bright in some places, too dark in others. Littered, cracked blacktops scarred by separation from the only thing that would hold it together. Judge Stein rode beside the bus on his Lawranger, dressed in the uniform they all sought to wear themselves one day.


Eventually, Stein sped up and crossed into the lane in front of the cadets, raising a fist to let the bus driver know to stop. The bus pulled over and crawled to a halt, and the cadets fell into a tense silence.


“Fall in, cadets,” Judge Stein ordered as they disembarked, and they all circled their superior, hands clasped behind their backs, standing exactly two feet apart from one another.


“What state is Academy 3 in, cadets?” Judge Stein called out, and the cadets bounced confused glances between one another. It seemed too simple as they were Academy 3, one of five camps established to teach the program.


“A… Alaska?” One of them called out finally.


“Correct. Now, why is that? Why would we have one of only five academies situated here, of all places?” Judge Stein asked, and then more murmurs, more nothing. For a while, at least, until one of them spoke up.


“W… Wyatt Earp… sir?” Cadet Simpson stuttered, and then another silence while Judge Stein gave a strange, huffing laugh and strode to the erudite cadet, and stopped a few inches from Simpson’s face.


“Wyatt. Fucking. Earp?” he asked, the laugh fading into something sharper. Just shut the hell up, Ezekiel thought, watching a grown man nearly simper in front of the Judge.


“W… Wyatt Earp, he served as a lawman for 10 days in Alaska once, he was one of the most dangerous men to carry a gun, a fearless—”


“Revenge nut who hunted down the murderers who killed his brothers and lit ’em up. That what you here for, Simpson? To be an individual? You get a hard-on about being in the history books? Wyatt Earp… I could beat your lily ass for that shi—”


“Alaska, sir, like the other stateside bases for cadet training, holds one of the highest rates of violent crime in America,” Ezekiel chimed in, and immediately regretted when he realised he’d interrupted an increasingly annoyed superior. Judge Stein smiled but didn’t turn his eyes away from the cadet Simpson.


“Correct, Cadet-Who-Gives-A-Shit-About-Becoming-A-Judge. Why do you think that is?”


Trick question, Ezekiel thought, before what he’d wanted to say reached the top of his tongue. Before the consideration of the Native American population and its invisibility to the powers that be had, maybe, possibly, resulted in lackluster consideration for the overall epidemic of crime throughout. Shit, Ezekiel had been here before, the old white dude who only wants to hear you repeat his sage wisdom back to him, but at the Academy there were so many creeds they slung around he couldn’t keep track of them all.


Does he want,


Perception not affection!


or


We Are the Answer Not The Question!


Wait… wait maybe


We Are the Order!


“Judge Stein, it is not a cadet’s place to find the reason for the lawlessness, but to bring the hammer down on the lawless,” Ezekiel said squarely.


“Correct. You see that, cadets? That is the difference between a future Judge, and a future washout,” Judge Stein said, his eyes never leaving Cadet Simpson.


“Judge Fox! I think it’s time for our guest to join us, don’t you?” he finally belted out, turning his attention away from Cadet Simpson and towards the darker edges of the park. The rest of them, including Ezekiel, turned to see a Judge dragging out a cuffed man, bloody-nosed but otherwise fit enough, from the darkness. Judge Fox said nothing as he passed the cadets, shoving the reluctant, ragged civilian forward. Ezekiel couldn’t help but dig, to try and unearth whatever it was they were looking at. A drunk, that much was apparent by the reek of hooch as Judge Fox passed them, shoving the tied man forward, who spat obscenities the whole way.


They stopped when they reached the centre of the cadet circle. Judge Stein shook hands with Judge Fox, before Judge Fox wrangled some keys from a pouch at his side, readying to free the nameless man. Ezekiel squirmed. Was this a simulation? It had to be, Ezekiel resolved, and it helped quiet the shaking throughout, if only for a moment.


Judge Stein reached down to his boot, rolling up his trouser leg to snatch a short-bladed knife from an ankle strap. There was a flinch, a shudder straining from the criminal. What the shit is this? A smaller, terminal part of Ezekiel bubbled the thought. He let it scratch, let it bite and do all the things immaturity could before letting it settle down into the black of him.


“What’s the last news you remember, cadets? About Fargo’s progress with our little social experiment here? Hm?” Judge Stein asked. It wasn’t the easiest thing to remember, at least not where Ezekiel was concerned. When they’d arrived, it wasn’t without condition: it was stated, drilled, lectured, and delivered by any means necessary that the outside world was a pollution, a sickness. What would turn them into the face of a new society, a better society, was to trust emphatically in the one thing that couldn’t be marred by the affliction of sight.


There were times Ezekiel thought about his mother. He thought about the way she couldn’t think about him, couldn’t think about his father—or maybe she could. Maybe if he would have stayed, never breaking from the light of her in the assisted care home, at her side while the darkness came, if she would know his name. It was childish, and as such belonged with the other things he packed away to barter with Fargo’s vision.


It was too much for some cadets, that separation from friends, from family, from the annual school gun fairs or Sunday mornings and the milky rot breath of everything laying with them in bed. Then there was of course entertainment, news, and the mangled line between them. Generally, those cadets washed out in week two or so, but it didn’t make it any less hard on those that remained.


“Sir! The ongoing debate against our cause, the plebeian’s struggle to retain due process! The ignorance of citizens, well-intentioned but obsolete, to fight the future!” This time it was Ezekiel’s bunkmate, Ocasio, who had spoken up. Ezekiel wanted to chuckle, but kept it inside. There was, perhaps, more than one occasion the two men would laugh about the anachronistic way their instructors would speak about the law. It at least made it easier to throw the words back at them upon request.


“That’s correct. So, as none of you cadets, you glorified plebs, have any idea what is happening in the world, I’d be remiss to waste such an… interesting opportunity. This squirming little shit you see in front of you? Judge Fox apprehended him two hours ago. This… scum, murdered a woman while mugging her—”


“Itwasanaccidentitwasanaccidentitwasan—I just… oh, god…” The criminal, the scum, rambled, he shook, he sobbed, and perfectly played the part of something more human than he deserved to be. Judge Stein grinned to Judge Fox, who only shrugged his shoulders in response.


“We are the order in this world, boys and girls,” Judge Stein started, before kneeling behind the criminal, using the knife to cut off the ties behind his back, and returning to his feet. “I, Judge Stein, hereby sentence you to death for the crime of murder.”


“You… you can’t just—what are you—?”


“I grant temporary authorisation to you cadets to carry out my order,” Judge Stein continued, pulling his weapon and aiming it at the criminal’s head, letting the cool of the steel barrel rest against his skull to deliver what would save everyone from the cursed, criminal drain on society.


“Which one of you is going to step up and execute my order?” Judge Stein called out to the group. No one moved. It wasn’t uncommon for a cadet to have a mental break, but for an Instructor Judge, to use the technical term, to lose his goddamned mind, was something new. Insane as it seemed, though, Judge Fox didn’t seem surprised in the least. This was real, Ezekiel realised; they want us to kill this man.


“Sir! I—I will complete your order!” Cadet Simpson said, walking up to the Judges in the centre of the circle, and the criminal shuddered at the sound of his approach. Judge Stein smiled, handing the weapon over to the cadet, who pushed it against the back of the weeping murderer’s head.


“What you maggots don’t know—well, that could fill the Justice Library—but what’s important to know is while you’ve been twiddling your dicks, the world keeps moving, and by executive order from President Gurney, we now have full autonomy to bypass the court system, and carry out judgement, trial, execution as we see fit. Trouble is, I guess… you have no real way to confirm this, do you… Simpson, right? You could be carrying out the request of a madman, you could be killing a very profitable tool in prison labour. Or… you could be disobeying the request of a Judge, and the new world order, the law. Got to say, kid, I don’t really envy your position.” Stein lathered the words with a kind of sweetness.


Cadet Simpson looked back to Judge Stein, then to Judge Fox, who only waited with crossed arms and straight eyes. The criminal felt it, then—the pause, pregnant and palpable—before taking his chance to turn around and latch two hands over the mile-long barrel.


“You don’t have to do this,” he said, through salt and snot, but Simpson said nothing, not with his mouth anyway. Ezekiel and most of the other cadets could read the rest of him clearly enough. He was panicked; the sweat, the wordless part between his lips screamed.


“So, you’re not going to do it? Shit, kid, this one is easy, you didn’t even have to make the judgement. You get to do the easy part here; that is, of course, if I’m telling you the truth,” Judge Stein said, and for all the moments of hard-ass hell he would inflict, Ezekiel felt a fire for the first time in this one. He’s enjoying this, Ezekiel thought. Cadet life wasn’t filled with doves and chocolate fountains, sure, but the tether that kept Ezekiel—all of them, for that matter—from slinking into the old ways of life was that every breath could only be in the service of building something more.


Ezekiel broke from the circle, walking towards the centre, paying little mind to the other cadets, or to the Judges who eyed him cautiously. By the time Cadet Simpson turned to him, Ezekiel’s hand was already over his forearm.


“What are you doing?” Simpson whispered. Ezekiel stared down to the criminal. He swung the steel toed tip of his weighted boot into the man’s chest, making him flail backwards against the tall grass. It took little effort for Ezekiel to pull the weapon from Simpson’s hand, and it seemed even less so for him to place the flat of his foot over the criminal’s chest, to lean in with the weapon, and to pull the trigger.


Click.


Silence. Then, from the Judges, applause.


“Good work, Cadet Jones,” Stein said, patting the back of Ezekiel’s shoulder.


“Sir! The only truth in this world is the law! The law cannot lie, the law is above fallacy, the law is—”


“—the Judges,” Judge Fox finished from behind. Ezekiel turned, giving a stuttered nod to his superior, before returning the weapon to him. Judge Stein helped the struggling perp to his feet and dragged him away.


While they rode back to the camp, swept away once more from the outside world to the only home that mattered, Ezekiel stared out the window to catch as much of it as he could. There was a beauty to it, but only by accident. As much as Judge Stein seemed more of a fraternity hazer than anything, Ezekiel couldn’t say, while they rode back, that he hadn’t learned more than one truth that night. He knew that Stein was a symptom of an old world, a superior that would one day need to be purged from the body of justice. He knew that Simpson wouldn’t be in the mess hall in the morning to follow. He knew that he was growing; that fear, day by day, would call out less and less, and in that existed a future without something so pedantic as beauty, but calm.


AALIYAH


 



“YOU KNOW I’LL never give up on you, Kettle,” he said, as if it meant a thing in that moment.


“You know our son never stopped not-knowing-who-you-are, Pot. You know neither of us deserve this? You know that—”


He slammed a hand against the wall to stop me. It worked, but not out of fear, Colin. I’d been dealing with little boys for about eleven and a half years, so I knew when they were struggling to use goddamn words.


“You know, more than anyone, what was taken from me. You know that I’d have never got here if not for expulsion, for losing my funding, for being lumped in with criminals for—I’m right. You don’t see it now but I’m—I’m just trying to get back what’s mine, Kettle. Is that so insane?”


 



 



“IT’S… I JUST don’t see why you enjoy these, is all.”


Colin walked beside me, an arm over my shoulder, the other holding his cane. He, moreso than I, was still reeling from the cinematic ‘masterpiece.’ His coat smelled of college-grade weed, nights in the winter curled up at home had let the skunky scent sink into his tweed blazer, but I was pretty high at the moment, so the fuck did I care?


He’d taken me to see a movie.


In May.


I’d not taken him as a superhero fan, but thinking back on it as you carry everything wrong with this world inside of you, Colin, I really should have. Since about 2021 it was impossible to find a movie from May through mid-September that didn’t stem from the same universe. It’s not that I didn’t enjoy myself, but by the end of it I felt more like I’d chugged a two-litre of Mountain Dew, thirsty for another in the sad realisation that my quench was never the goal in the first place.


“Would you rather see some indy director wank off for two hours in an ‘original film’ that is a lengthy testimonial to all the directors they stalked through their life?” he said, and I could nearly see the many times that particular splooge of troll juice had been posted online.


“It’s not that, it’s just the action is so… empty. Hell, half of it is visual effects, I don’t know how the hell you like these things at all.” I stopped to throw away a half-eaten popcorn tub into the bin and slipped for a moment from Colin’s reach.


“Empty? You’re so wrong! They are consistent, always, with powers and fighting ability and—well, even down to the damn jokes! I don’t need to see to enjoy phenomenal storytelling.” I rolled my eyes just as unaware, just as unprepared for the eyes that hung over us as you were.


“I suppose I can concede that. I concede that you are no superhero and I should be conscious of your shortcomings as a human being and more importantly, a film critic.”


“You’re such an empath.”


“It’s… it’s a struggle, fam.”


I’ve been through the moments that followed far too many times, Colin. The men who were watching us, or watching me. The same shit I’d been through over and repeatedly when anyone recognised the girl who held a bullet up to the world and swallowed it whole. The thing is, I know their tactics, I knew their threats against my body or my life, and I knew when they were worth batting an eye at.


You knew something too. You knew that when they came with their thin threats, like tiny $13.99 tiki torches they thought could burn our world down, the only thing that mattered was their threat against what you thought was yours.


You may have gathered I don’t want to spend much time here, on the blood of your knuckles and cane. The hunger you had to defend your item, the affront that is Black and mouthy, and the transfiguration into the blue-and-red-and-lackluster narcissism of a nigga to stay it. I’m done reliving it, and that’s okay. There was a slap on my backside, there was Colin, using those push-ups of his in the worst possible way. There were the officers just doing their job. There was just woefully and wilfully driven to the fatal preoccupation to not be wrong. When they broke you away from me, when they let the wrong man go to tell you your rights after a fist flung too much to the left clipped a government paid chin, maybe you could have apologised. Maybe you could have bit back something I attributed more to rebellion at the moment than rage. It wasn’t your fault, Colin. What comes next, after your name was added as a potential gang associate? Well, that shit’s on you.


 



 



“YOU KNOW I deserve this, andI’m taking what I deserve. You can’t hate the player—”


I take a step forward with the gun. “You think something about this—This isn’t funny. People, Colin, fucking people are going to—have died for this. For you. You think they would do the same if they knew the truth about you? If they knew how you use them when it is most convenient for you?”


He won’t wipe that fucking smile off of his face.


“You know,” he said, unfazed as he hopped up from the bed, and walked to the blinds, tugging them up by the string to let light into the room.


“I am just doing what you wanted me to do, Kettle. I’m just—how did you put it, in that BuzzFeed clickbait you did? Not the one where you bravely took on the task of trying multiple hot sauces: Hot Sauce In Her Bag, if I remember the thumbnail correctly. The other one.” He turned back to me. Yeah, I was clout-chasing, fucking sue me, I wanted to say, but instead let the steel fill the space between us.


“Right, right, I remember now, The cost of being in a country that constantly taxes your body, is only as much as you’re willing to pay. You know, I’ve never been a fan of leftist propaganda behind a chill-hop tune, but I have to say, that part, that resonated, Kettle,” he said, and as sarcastic a prick as he was I can’t say I didn’t believe him.


“I am done paying, Kettle, I’m done being taxed for their mistakes. I am ready to take back what’s mine.”


“So this is, once again, about you. It’s about what Colin needs, and Colin’s little ego, and Colin’s little sob story. You got off easy, Colin. You are alive. You could have fought back, got your scholarship and grants back. I told you we should appeal the school, we should use my platform to—I tried. I’m not going to feel sorry for you when you didn’t lift a fucking finger to save yourself.” The words stunk from the expired carton I’d stored them in.


Colinshook his head and laughed.


“Yeah, and then what? Do you think I’d have found a job, even if all your fighting paid off, even if, somehow, your way had worked? What do you think would have happened if I tried the fair way under the circumstances?”


I’d seen enough, lived enough to know the answer, but I gave him one anyway, if only to cut.


“You would have had us, Pot.”


CHAPTER FOUR


 



THE TRUTH OF pain is at the end of every fire.


There is the cost for an unbearable kind of light. Pain that pilfers all thought and leaves something resembling your favourite pop song on the fifth listen, and a string of profanity you hadn’t realised you’d ever learned. There is the ash. The great unifier, black and grey and bled of hope.


There is the inescapable. There is the moment when we’re all judged the same.


There is, also, a senior dude named Braden who can’t seem to understand that the obsolete analogue television set in your shared hospital room can’t connect to his BlueFang auditory implant but yeah, sure, Braden, go ahead and turn the volume up to twenty-holy-hell-man-can’t-you-turn-off-those-old-ass-syndicated-episodes-of-Bum-Brawls-and-get-some-sleep-it’s-three-in-the-morning-oh-okay-let’s-just-turn-it-up-more-instead.


In an older time, it would take months to heal from a third-degree burn that enveloped 18% of the body: at least that’s what the thinly-skinned doctor with more crust than clairvoyance in his eyes had told Ezekiel while he stared more at a chart than at his patient.


It was a game they both knew they were playing as soon as Ezekiel said the word Judge. It would have been so much easier if they just accepted the truth of their reality, but maybe it wasn’t their fault, maybe it was just the natural ebb that hadn’t yet flowed from the hands that once clutched the steering wheel. He’d seen it his first time in the hospital with a Judge’s badge, though Ezekiel had been too green to realise it. What had it been? A bullet to the cheek? No, a knife wound? Yeah, probably. Whatever it was that’d put him in an oh-so-dignified hospital gown also meant the cherry faces of every medical professional assigned to him telling him he was wrong at every turn about how long it was going to take him to leave. He was able to fire off a round at the temple of a man while still in cadet clothes, but telling a doctor that, as a Judge, he had access to medical care beyond that of a civilian irked him in every wrong way.


Maybe the world was fucking insane after all.


This time, though, he’d been around and around more times than they could know. He’d learned how to pull rank, how to demand primary care, and how to expedite a recovery plan for a flame-broiled leg down to three weeks.


The skin grafts rubbed in a gritted drag. He had thrown on the triple-weave Kevlar tunic, but the pants tickled across the freshly false skin like half a million icicles that never learned how to melt. He made his report, and the pain migrated from ice to fire as he rode to the local precinct in Chicago. While healing, he’d received a summons, and as the Judges hadn’t yet got their own bases in the same quantity, Fargo had mandated that the already-outdated law enforcement make room for them whenever required.


It wasn’t the first place he wanted to be, but the rules are the rules are the ridiculous things that kept him from hunting down that unique tech. The question of what the hell was that gun had rustled around his head for the entire stay in the hospital. It was so slim, and chimed in a bizarre way when the word burn was whispered to it.


He arrived at the precinct, knowing the eyes to expect. The officers, formerly fraternal, now seemed so far away.


Judges weren’t new to Chicago, but no matter where Judge Jones parked his Lawranger, they gawked, and sneered, and did anything that they didn’t realise Ezekiel had endured for years as a queer black beat cop in a world constantly promising to progress past, well, the fucking past. He bit back at the idea of taking his helmet off. It was childish, or worse, civilian; it was the part of him that died in a street, that lost his cable bill in a poker game, that took a few twisted flats filled with scentless bud to the Snoop-Dogg concert and added to the haze. Parts of him that believed too hard and too long that people are only that; sum of zero and welcome to the seeds of indiscretion.


He decided to keep the helmet on while approaching the front desk. They needed to see, instead of eyes, the dark tint of his visor that reflected the hope etched into their faces and left in the lines a gravelled fork in the road separating them from what they could never be.


“Judge Ezekiel Jones. Your superior is expecting me. I’m thirty-seven seconds early, I can wait if you’d prefer.” The officer at the desk didn’t perk his eyes from the magazine laid in front of him until he’d heard the word Judge. When he did, he surveyed Judge Jones from head to holy-fuck-that’s-a-big-gun before stuttering out directions to the chief’s office. Judge Jones nodded and made his way to meet the man on high as yet another pair of eyes latched onto him.


He counted while he walked, slowing his pace to meet the door one second prior to their scheduled meeting, and twisted it open, letting himself in.


“Shit.” From behind his desk, Chief Chalmers had been stolen from his conversation with a woman sitting across from his desk, half his ass hanging from his cracked leather chair.


“I take it they ain’t teach none of you how to knock on a goddamned door in Fuhergo’s little summer camp?” the chief said, his brow furrowed. No, they hadn’t, Ezekiel would have told him if he cared to waste his valuable time on the man. He could, of course, have explained that if anything they are taught the opposite: that a Judge’s presence should be expected any and everywhere it needed to be. It wasn’t worth it, though—and then Jones saw Marisa Pellegrino, sitting with her back to him across from the chief, and nearly put the man out of his mind completely.


“You can leave us, Chief Chalmers,” Pellegrino said. “I’d like to speak with Judge Jones privately.”


Ezekiel almost broke the stone crusted over his face. It’d been over a year, and of all the places he’d thought to see her next, a Chicago police chief’s office was among the last.


Her eyes stayed narrowed until the door clicked close behind the chief, at which she rose and embraced him: not for long, but long enough to say what was needed, before she walked back to her chair, nodding for Judge Jones to sit in the empty one beside her.


“You’ve had a busy week, haven’t you, Jones? What was it, Saturday that you rescued the Mayor’s son from an attempted kidnapping? Good PR right there. Then not even two days later you executed three founding members of the Crimson Dragons in a raid—that hurt the bastards. Lastly, we have the sixth shooting this year at one of the last remaining 2A schools, but I guess we can’t call that one a total victory, now can we?” Marisa glanced down at his leg with a smirk.


Ezekiel remembered when Marisa’s knowledge of his ins and outs was still a shock. There was something innocent in not knowing just how far and deep and rooted Fargo’s—and by extension Marisa’s—access to information went.


“Yes, ma’am, I failed. They escaped custody and are undoubtedly terrorising more innocent citizens. Are you here to reprimand me?” Judge Jones asked, and felt silly after Marisa’s chuckle.


“You’re so—no, Tank, I’m not here to reprimand you. As quick as you usually are, I’m surprised your assumption is that I of all people would be sent to slap you on the wrist. No, I’m here for something else.” She pulled a handful of folders from beneath her chair and watched Ezekiel sit. “How’s the leg, Judge?”


“Well, what’s left of it is fine, and what isn’t is getting better by the moment,” Judge Jones said, and Marisa nodded lightly.


“You think you’re ready to get back to work, Judge Jones?” she asked, and Ezekiel found himself thankful for the helmet and its power to obscure eye rolls.


“Yes, ma’am. You running field assessments now? Seems a bit beneath you.”


“You say it as if you know what the hell is above or beneath me, Tank,” she said with a smile. Then, “Judge Jones, we have a new mission for you, and it involves what happened at the 2A school.”


Ezekiel cocked his head. “The 2A school? It was routine, wasn’t it? Hell, there’s a reason we call ’em shop class, ma’am. Too many accidents, not enough steady hands.”


“No, I’m talking about the pint-sized flame thrower,” she said, and Jones was suddenly back to the pain. It never left him, really.


That type of power in the hands of some do-nothing street gang held the potential to tip the balance. Of course, it was just a street gang: place enough pressure on them and they always fold. “They seemed a bit more organised than some, but also… detached. They’d been trained together, a little; there was familiarity between them. What are we dealing with, ma’am?”


Marisa leaned back, looking tired. “They call themselves The Brotherhood. Why can’t we go back to the world of single syllable shitheads? Thing is, they’ve been growing, and not through competition. From everything I’ve gathered, members range from your run-of-the-mill sob story to long-time known lowlifes, and even otherwise squeaky-clean citizens with a few too many visits to the Huffington Post website. We also know, those weapons? All in-house. Make ’em themselves. The information we’ve collected points to a figurehead, which is the only good thing about all this. If they have a head…”


“Then we have a bullet,” Judge Jones said. It was one of the sayings back from his Academy days.


“Exactly. Thing is, week to week we’re seeing more and more of these designs in the hands of thugs; they are growing, and more and more, we are fucking dying. By the numbers it’s not much of a loss, but you know how thin we really are.”


Ezekiel nodded. “So, we do what we always do: hit ’em in the pockets, they get sloppy, we get back the order.”


Marisa shrugged. “That’s just it. Their motive isn’t something so simple as that. The tangibility, or lack thereof, is their greatest weapon.” She paused for a moment, before picking up the coat from her chair and the four manila folders. She slapped them on the chief’s desk, save for one, and nodded for Ezekiel to look through them.


“What am I looking at?” Ezekiel asked, and fought a wince as he moved towards them, his pants prickling at the bandage.


“Everything. We haven’t been this blind before, if I’m being honest. They operate so sporadically. In New York they helped take down a hate group, skinheads—will those fuckers just die already? They aided a local gang—trumping up their numbers and arming them to the tits. In LA, a month ago, an annual benefit put on by the industry titans, the Kach brothers, was decimated. Again, a local gang, augmented like no one has seen before, robbed the guests and gave a glorified TED talk about the victims’ ‘declining morals.’ Then—”


“I think I get it,” Ezekiel chimed in weakly. Anyone else may have registered it as rude, but Marisa saw how fast Ezekiel picked through the folders, faster than she’d been able to tell him, and nodded.


“So, what can we do, then? Radical group, fighting the Man. Sounds a bit tedious, for the Judges anyway. Why not tap into the FBI? Dust off COINTELPRO, is that still a thing? They’re more meant for the espionage stuff. Subterfuge isn’t practical when you’re running around looking like a comic book character.”


“Listen,” said Marisa, “we’re tapping into our… law enforcement brethren, for help with this. It’s recent, though, they closed ranks on us pretty hard in ’33. What we’ve gathered, or at least can piece together, is there is something more tangible, even if most of them don’t realise it. See, their leader—”


“Thurgood? That can’t be a real name,” Ezekiel said, holding one of the folders open.


“It’s what we have. A Judge recently apprehended someone with one of The Brotherhood’s firearms, but for the first time the perp wasn’t one of the zealots choosing incarceration over betraying, as they say, the righteous justice of their leader. The perp talked. He hadn’t stolen the weapons, but bought them…”


“So, if he’s slipping up so bad, why haven’t we caught him yet?”


“I didn’t say he slipped up. He isn’t an idiot, at least from what we’ve gathered so far. The sales are slow and sporadic. The only real way to get in on one is either be a member of The Brotherhood, or high up enough on the shit-eater chain to get word of a sale.”


While Ezekiel listened, he combed through the folder, gleaning what details he could that Marisa didn’t have time to touch on.


“He’s not alone.” The next folder she handed Ezekiel had a familiar name in the indent: Aaliyah Monroe. He didn’t know her personally, but it was hard to see any footage, any picture of a protest against police brutality, without her standing with a fist raised.


She would have still been a grad student when he’d seen her in person, back at the indictment hearing when Dushane’s family let her in to sit and watch his failure play out with them. He remembered seeing in her something like paradox, something like fire, everything like not having a choice but to try and do something. At least in that, Ezekiel couldn’t help but respect her.


Ezekiel scanned through the pages of her life. She was a mother, though the boy’s father hadn’t taken the time to pen his name on the birth certificate. She now worked as a civil rights attorney out of Chicago, and aided, quite openly, a social action community which had over the years had multiple name changes.


“What does Aaliyah Monroe have to do with this? She’s a pain in the ass, but she’s not a criminal.” Judge Jones closed the folder.


“I would have said the same thing, until two nights ago. She was brought in for questioning after they’d found one of The Brotherhood’s weapons on her person. She wasn’t exactly… cooperative with the authorities.” Marisa sighed.


“She’s a notable member of Black Lives Are Important But Not MORE Than White Lives Or Anyone’s For That Matter,” Judge Jones said, pausing to draw a breath. “They aren’t exactly known for their great relationship with the justice system.”


“Yeah, and her reason for having the weapon wasn’t so unbelievable either. But none of that mattered after Thurgoodsent a group of his lackeys to bust her out of an interrogation room the other night. Listen, the CPD is focused on her, they’ve got pins in their dicks about her most recent stunt, but don’t get distracted by it, Thurgood is who we’re after. If we get Monroe too, then hey, woohoo for us, but stay the course.”


Everything always came back to Chicago. Aaliyah, and the bubbling tension of class and race threatening to call home the clucks. Of course, that last one may be less a city-wide epidemic and more sewn into the fabric of the very flag.


“Just curious…” Ezekiel started to ask and thought to stop. Thought that his answer was given in Marisa’s sad, sad smile.


“Yeah?”


“Am I the first of the twelve you came to?” He asked it slowly, trying to pick any glass from it before it reached her.


Ezekiel was one of twelve Judges of a separate but equal nature. While the Judges program was possibly the only enforcement bureau that had been fully inclusive from day one, there was inevitably an imbalance of white male officers, who were a clear majority over, well, everyone else. It should have been expected, at least Ezekiel thought as much. Women, minorities, LGBTQIA, anyone with a qualifier affixed to their name wouldn’t exactly rush in droves to the building burning brightly, that promised so many times over to light them all away.


There were also the qualifications. The psychological evaluations meant to weed out the biased, those with either an overabundance of empathy, or a signal lack thereof. There was the hope that hope could be bled out.


“You’re the first. I won’t bullshit you, Tank, one day it won’t matter who brings in assholes like this. Today? It does. We’ll laugh about this shit, but right now we don’t have the talking stick. They do. We play by their rules, for now. So, yeah, one of the reasons we need you is the press looks a hell of a lot better than if we went with Judge John Manifest Destiny Smith to take down Diet Black Revolutionary, but also you’re a Judge, and that’s what the public really needs to see.”


Truth, for any Judge, felt more a fiction than something to waste the man hours searching for. It was so dependent on the other; on some shitty, shifting negation of survival.


“You practise that?” Ezekiel finally answered, grinning at his old not-quite-friend.


“Go eat a dick, Tank.” Pellegrino looked at the last folder, the one gripped tightly in her hand as if to lose it meant napalm and worse. She sighed and handed it over to him.


“You won’t be alone. Judge Poet will be working beside you. He has some background with The Brotherhood, though if I’m being honest not much more than you.”


Ezekiel leafed through the dossier. Judge Poet, one of the first class. Though, as the same was true of Judge Fox and Judge Stein, Ezekiel didn’t count that for much.


What did count, though, was his list of accreditations, of apprehensions, of other small-print, all amounting to a record that made Ezekiel wonder how he’d never heard of the man. It wasn’t his place—or any Judge’s—to know, though. Hell, the woman who’d handed him the document was the very embodiment of secrets. It was a Judge’s place to understand, and obey. Looking through the file, Judge Jones understood that even Fargo, for all his proclamations about the truths we hide from one another, knew there was something to be said for the dark.


“He was selected… no way, he was handpicked by Fargo? I mean, I figured he’d approved most of us in the end, but this write-up was done by the Chief Judge himself?” Judge Jones looked back to Marisa, seeing the crooked brow, the crooked everything, and knew he’d sounded more pained than he’d meant.


“If I’m not mistaken, Judge Jones, you’re jealous?” she said, enjoying it more than a fistful of Ump Chocolates. She picked up her coat while Ezekiel continued to thumb through, staring at him until he returned to the world of the living again.


“No, not jealous,” he finally managed. “Just a bit… lacking, I guess.”


“You shouldn’t. I think you’ll complement each other well, he’s been working out of this precinct for about two weeks now. Just… be careful, Tank.”


“Careful?” Ezekiel asked, following Marisa out of the chief’s office. The pink, puffy-cheeked man grew even riper and stormed back into his office.


“Well, files aren’t everything, you know? I’m not trying to be coy or anything; it’s just I don’t really know how to prepare you, except to say that Judge Poet is… an interesting Judge.” She was picking her words carefully.


“Thanks, but I think I’ll be fine… I’ve had my share of problematic co-workers in the past.” He saw something pass behind her eyes, but she let it drift off before saying it. She held a hand out, and he took it to shake, leaving in the same way they had the last time he’d seen her, a year and a half ago when he was still at the Academy.


“Oh… fuck me,” Marisa said, hand still latched to Ezekiel’s, though her eyes were locked onto something behind him. She looked like a scared child. Then, she didn’t. She gripped tightly, and smiled even tighter, looking back to Ezekiel.


“Sooo… I may have forgot to mention—or, okay, that’s bullshit. I might have waited until the last minute to also let you know that your old, um, bunkmate Ocasio happens to work here and is currently approaching us now but anyway make sure to call me if you need anything, okay? Okay, buh-bye!” She snatched her hand back and darted as fast as she could from the building.


There was a moment when Ezekiel saw his former bunkmate, and something scraped across the lining of his stomach.


It was common that some cadets had slipped up, caught a case of the cold that drove them to a touch from someone near. Ezekiel had assumed he was above it, silly schoolboy shit that only detracted from the mission, robbing time better suited for studies.


Ocasio hadn’t planned on it either. When he’d met Ezekiel, he hadn’t initiated some master plan set to seduce his grumpy bunkmate that didn’t know how to keep his side of the room clean. Maybe it was the way Ocasio talked about what he was trying to gain from the Judges program, to finally have the means to bring change in his community. Maybe it was the way, after Ezekiel shared it with him, that Ocasio hadn’t offered condolences for the body in the street, the nothing that came after it, and instead discussed how he saw in Fargo’s vision a solution to the infinite fuckery of the system.


Maybe it was something like light and something like dark and something like the moments they could find each other in between.


Maybe it was a weakness that Ezekiel thought he’d bled out with the rest after that body bled out in the street. Ezekiel had never been any good with men—women either, for that matter—but with Ocasio, if he’d have taken a moment to track him down after the accident, it may have, just that once, ended with beginnings. It was all the more reason to stay away; the world had a way of giving and giving until the punchline sank in.


“You look well, Officer Ocasio,” Ezekiel finally said. Ocasio rolled his eyes and took Judge Jones’s hand.


“You working out of this precinct? Bit of a coincidence, or maybe…”


“It is. A coincidence, I mean, that I’m here, it’s just a—”


“A coincidence, got it,” Officer Ocasio said with a chuckle. Ezekiel did the same, noting that he still could. Ocasio pulled Ezekiel in for a hug that lasted a moment past comfortable and platonic, but when they stopped, they became shields all over again.


“So I’m guessing you’re here about The Brotherhood? Honestly, I’m glad to have a Judge with some sense in your damn head.” Ocasio nearly whispered it.


Judge Poet, Judge Jones thought.


“I’ll be working with Judge Poet to subdue the leader of The Brotherhood. Will he be back soon? I tried to radio him, but he hasn’t responded.”


Ocasio grinned slyly. “Yeah, he wouldn’t. A report came in about an hour ago, bank robbery downtown on State Street. Six armed, seventeen hostages.”


“How many men were you able to send with him?”


“Yeah… that’s not a thing, not for that dude. He said some weird shit like ‘A Judge doesn’t do for the people with the people,’ or something.”


Judge Jones nodded, starting out the door. He couldn’t find a fault with Judge Poet’s assessment, and as a Judge himself he couldn’t ignore the call of duty.


…In no way whatsoever could it possibly have had anything to do with escaping awkward encounters with the man he never texted back.


Judge Jones distracted himself with the information he’d requested on the robbery in progress screeching over his helmet’s radio. Judge Poet’s file indicated he’d interacted with the public rarely since arriving in Chicago, though had full autonomy to do so under the Judges program. Ezekiel found it reassuring. He found the company of heroes more tiresome than anything the Academy could throw at him. The press had tried to paint him as a hero on more than one occasion; they just couldn’t see what the Judges had strived to create. Heroes fail. Heroes would have tried to go above and beyond the mission, their mission. The Brotherhood.


They didn’t understand.


When he arrived and climbed off his Lawranger, he’d half expected a police cruiser or two defying Judge Poet’s command. But there was silence: there were half-hung doors and there was the sight of the robed white dude crawling out from the bank and down the cement landing. The man had been cursing the heavens, the sky, the earth, anything that would perhaps alleviate the new reality that was having two legs that pointed to the same side. The shiver of pain that rattled up through his body, from his unsocketed knee and shattered ankle, persuaded Judge Jones to investigate further.


Another Judge stood by the ramp as though waiting. His hair was dirty, blond and blood-splattered, but most importantly, Judge Jones could see it. He wasn’t a huge fan of the bulky helmets himself, but rules were rules. Too many punks and thugs had filled their heads with first-person-shooter games and the promise they held of headshots. The helmet, silly as it fit, mattered. It was the line between the law and the last thing most of them would ever see.


“Judge Poet?” Ezekiel called out, but it stopped nothing.


The other man in the diorama was a wall of muscle, and a face of hate. He kept pacing back and forth, back and forth, except now, with another Judge on his ass, the corner tightened, and his fists clenched at his sides. Ezekiel drew his left-holstered weapon up, training it over the pacing criminal, and finally Judge Poet took as much as a breath to acknowledge his new partner’s existence.


“Judge, respectfully, I must insist you lower your weapon, and stop interrupting.”


“Respectfully, he’s going to kick your ass,” Judge Jones said, his hand loose over his weapon to easily follow the pacing cultist, who’d not turned his gaze from Poet even after Jones had walked in with a pistol.


“Hah, maybe, but maybe that would be justice? In the scope of this building, this patch of nothing we find ourselves in—you, he and I—who is to say what is the most good for the most people right now? I’ve successfully evacuated the building, not a casualty on the side of the innocent. I’ve enforced my power of lethal execution across our friend—I’m sorry, Frost Dog was it? Right—I’ve taken out all of Frost Dog’s accomplices. Now? Just the two of us here. No offense intended there, Judge... Jones? …but you don’t really factor into this experiment. So! Where was I? Ah, most good, most people…” Judge Poet finally stopped his rambling to pull out a firearm. Well, at least he’s not doing anything—nope, no he really is, he’s doing something completely stupid. That was his gun, and now it’s across the room. Shit...


“…Dumb fuck… Goanna kill me a fuckin’ Rambo today… you think you getting out of here al—”


“Shhhh, now, Frost Dog, I don’t remember giving up the talking stick. As I was saying, Jones, I don’t know if it serves the most good to execute this overgrown cock goblet. I don’t see any immediate threat he poses, but he did blow one of his own men’s heads off about fifteen minutes ago…”


“I was aiming at you, if you wouldn’t have got out the fuckin way I—”


“Would have killed me, yes, Frost Dog, remember the talking stick? Do I need to have a literal stick for you to get that concept? So, we have a murderer, an admission of guilt to attempted murder on a Judge, also armed robbery. That was all in the past, though, all stuff of the dust. What can I say about the you of the now, this stalled fucking trolley in front of me? I mean, don’t get me wrong here, kiddo, you’ve done some very, very heinous shit, your ass is mine. But who does your death serve in the here and now? Care to weigh in?”


“I don’t think that now is the time to—”


“Judge Jones, less respectfully, still not speaking to you here. Frost Dog? Your answer?”


Frost Dog, or Theodore Groggins, wasn’t a man of words. This isn’t to say he didn’t have them; he just learned, at an early age, a lack of concern for the ones he knew. He learned that his body was more often than not the thing people cared about, and decided that he’d give them a hell of a body to deal with.


He used his body, his monstrous form, to spear into Poet, taking him down in a single tackle. Ezekiel sucked at his teeth; he may have been a good shot, but no one would take the chance of killing a fellow Judge.


Frost Dog snickered as he struggled with Poet, although he fought, to Ezekiel’s eyes, like he was stalling. Presumably he’d worked out that if he just snapped the Judge’s neck, Ezekiel would most definitely cap him.


In his caution, he’d perhaps overlooked something more important: Judge Poet, while smaller than Frost Dog, wasn’t a pushover. He found a vice grip of Groggins’ testicles, twisting them until the man winced, before latching his teeth over the criminal’s face, tearing off half his cheek. Ezekiel couldn’t ignore the sharp huff of laughter.


There was blood. There was the gasping, broken chain of a breath unhinged, there was Poet’s hand snatching at Frost Dog’s neck, there was everything but what they lied to themselves that their badge promised to protect.


When Frost Dog had finally faded away into the black, Judge Poet rolled him off, panting as he climbed to his feet. He twisted his body, driving a closed fist with everything that he could muster into Frost Dog’s chest, startling him back to the living with a few coughs. Before the behemoth could come too much to life, however, Judge Poet used the same hand to club Frost Dog on the chin and back to a between-place.


He cuffed the man and rolled to his feet before making his way to Judge Jones.


Judge Jones watched, not aware himself that he’d never lowered the weapon, even as the blood-drenched Judge hobbled his way over to him, hand outstretched, smiling ear to ear. Judge Jones felt a fire in his fingers. He wondered in that moment how Pellegrino thought—could think—matching him with this Judge Poet, this death machine, could make sense.


“As we’ve established, I am Judge Poet. Looks like we’ll be working together. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Judge Jones.”


AALIYAH


 



ALL THE BEAUTIFUL things that I’ve been a burden for came to me in a storm.


Elijah came to us two weeks early. His tiny bones and tiny hands and tiny worth in this tiny, tiny world bore a kind of magic, that somehow turned into something massive in that same breath.


The Uber driver drove us through the rain in his PT Cruiser with the bald tires that was one of three things filled with reckless abandon on the road that night. God, we were so fucking young. Young in that way that believed there was a kind of terminality to our mistakes, if only we could escape our twenties alive, if only with a few broken teeth, if only with bruised bone. The downpour was thick, clat-clatting on the car so heavily that the voice recognition app on the driver’s phone kept chirping to life with I’m sorry, I didn’t understand that.


I didn’t understand it either, none of the shit that brought me there with him that night, a week or so after he’d made his choice, and I’d told him to get the hell out of our lives. Colin was like that, maybe it was some macho shit, chasing things that didn’t want to be found all the harder. Maybe it was hope, that thing Momma said shows its head in the dark, that four-letter word we must carry but can never say aloud or give form or do anything but swallow into our bellies to flutter and lay in wait. Or maybe it was just that part of him that I always wondered was there until I couldn’t do anything but see it in rusted smiles.


We made it to the hospital. We rushed through the storm, me swatting away Colin’s hand as he tried to carry us into the hospital, as he tried to force me into a wheelchair, as he tried to take control of the situation he would later abandon, of my Elijah.


He cried, and for a moment I thought he was terrified, angry that we were so selfish to bring him into a world that would take him from us one day.


I cried too. Not so poetically, more from pushing eight pounds of just us from my vag.


Colin leaned into my ear and whispered that no matter what, no matter the cost, he would always be there with us.


There isn’t much beyond that. You were born, no twists or turns, just the story of the only thing that will ever matter to me in this eroding, cursed earth that I need to force somewhere here.


You were named Elijah, because mom loved her Bible. Because even as a heathen academic, I do too. Because we give you what armour we can. I always wanted you to go your own way, though, because what’s the point of a god without faith? What’s the point of a church you are dragged to kicking and screaming?


Regardless where you find your belief in this life, Elijah was a pretty badass dude, so you’re welcome. He was a prophet, a real one, who opposed a king, who knew what it was like to lose and to give up, who wasn’t allowed to. That… may set a pretty high bar for you, so, sorry about that.


He was blessed, and he was made a miracle worker. He went to the dead son of a widow, he brought him back to a life he’d left too soon. He did all those things we wish we could do.


I mostly just want to say here, Eli, that if this ever gets to you, I’m sorry I didn’t get to tell you these things myself.


CHAPTER FIVE


 



“SO, HAVE YOU ever seen rot, Judge Jones? True human rot, that is, not the shit you see in the movies—toilet paper and latex, usually.”


Judge Poet was… an interesting man.


Judge Jones stared blankly for a moment, content that the darkness of the visor would keep his thoughts to himself. “I—are you okay, Judge Poet?” he finally asked, with more concern than he’d expected.


“Are you? We’re going to be working closely, Judge Jones; who knows how long this will take, how many shots will get fired at our asses? I’d like to know who it is I’ll be working with. I mean, I read your file, I’m sure you read mine, but did it tell you about the time I stole Ginny Rumple’s chocolate milk in kindergarten? No? Well, point Poet,” the Judge said, smug about a contest no one else was competing in.


Judge Jones knew what he’d needed. He knew that Judge Poet dominated any given conversation. He knew that, since they’d met, there hadn’t been a moment’s hesitation, from one bloody hand to the next. He knew the Judge was nothing like he’d been expecting from his report.


Poet’s background file indicated high emotional intelligence; it mentioned a former medical career. It suggested a man who could use a colder set of hands, to do the things his own conscience couldn’t bear, but Jones revised that opinion as they carted the severely beaten men away from interrogation rooms 1 and 2.


“Is Officer Wilson back yet?” Judge Poet asked the desk worker, who never seemed quite comfortable when addressed by a Judge.


“Y—Yes, sir, told him you’d need some help with some old tech. He said he’d be in until 8,” the officer said, turning away before Judge Poet could acknowledge the reply.


Judge Poet brought Ezekiel to the back room, where Officer Wilson had returned from his forty-five-minute lunch. “My new partner here hasn’t seen the footage of Aaliyah Monroe’s interrogation yet. We need to take a look,” he said.


Officer Wilson nodded and led them to the back room. Dust filled everything, floating in the air to land in the grooves of their helmets.


“Yeah, anything that’ll help take them down,” Wilson said, digging up an honest-to-god VHS tape. “The Brotherhood needs to go down, anything I can do to help you Judges to do that, I’m happy to.” He took a moment longer staring at Judge Jones than Judge Poet. The two of them nodded in unison: it was something Judges tended to do, and more comforting than Ezekiel expected. “’Course, the real problem is his little nappy-headed hashtag-starter,” Officer Wilson added, snorting a gumball-sized lump of mucus to the back of his throat and swallowing it. Aaliyah Monroe, Ezekiel recognised, remembering Marisa’s warning: don’t get distracted.


“I think she has a name,” Judge Poet remarked, and Ezekiel felt a kind of lightness at not having to say it himself.


“Don’t get all PC on me now, you know what ah mean.”


“Yes, we do. You can play the footage now, officer,” Judge Jones said in a neutral tone. Under his composure, he was shaking, fingers trembling by way of a chemical heat. Ignorance rattled across his bones in the same tune it had years ago.


Officer Wilson leaned in, and pushed the tape in with a grunt, evidence of a lard-heavy lunch.


“Never seen one of those in person before,” Judge Jones said, staring at the black brick.


Wilson shrugged. “It’s an old piece of crap, but we haven’t got much in the way of funding since, well, you all. The interrogation room we had to use for Monroe was never updated. Maybe you boys can put in a word for us sometime?” He sounded more pleading than Ezekiel thought he intended. After a long moment of dust and silence, the officer shrugged it off. “The Judges have complete control over CLEAR, though, don’t they? You greedy bastards are just digging your nails into everything, now,” the officer said with a huff of something beneath it that Ezekiel couldn’t quite read and didn’t quite care to. He knew when he was being baited, though. The CLEAR biometrics database, and other systems like it, were held on to so tightly by those who formerly had them that they’d been too close to see what they had. When Fargo claimed the system as his own, they took it as more personal than the Chief Judge was capable of being; as a slap on the hand to put them in line. The truth of it was, as it is most times, much simpler.


It didn’t work.


A computer was only as good as the data it received, as far as Fargo was concerned, and the people entering the data were only human. The trick was to fix the humans.


“Aaliyah Monroe, now that’s a hell of a woman there. Hope you give her what’s coming to her. She oughtta rot, not trend.” Wilson laughed.


Judge Jones had seen and heard all he’d needed to know of Aaliyah Monroe. Her first act of protest, swallowing a bullet while even her fellow social justice whiners called for her to stop. That riled them up for a while.


Her true nature was revealed later, in a college arrest report. After an officer had dared to ask her for an ID, she stood, cheering, as the thug accompanying her cracked two officers’ skulls wide open and urinated over their prone bodies. Without their courage and suffering, the thug she’d been with may never have been added to the CLEAR system.


Of course, there was this latest incident, the one that had brought her under interest to the Judges in relation to Thurgood.


Officer Wilson popped in the tape and let it play.


“So, you can let me go, or we keep going on in this until you say, or maybe even do something stupid, and very indictable? The choice is—”


The video cut out for a moment, and Judge Jones fixed his eyes on the time stamp, the minute clock not skipping forward.


“I want you to bring all of them in here, I want to look them in the eye and tell them I’m not afraid of their bullshit.”


“Play that bit back,” Judge Jones asked the officer, who rolled his eyes but complied. Judge Jones called for it to rewind again, and once more before they finally let it play on.


“You’re not going to tell us? What will you say then, hm? If you’re not going to ask for a lawyer, if you’re just going to throw out slanderous accusations to distract from your own screw-ups, why waste the taxpayers’ dollar?” the detective asked, taking a sip of his coffee.


“You can go to hell,” Aaliyah said, but the resolve, the heat in her eyes from a moment earlier had faded.


“I guess we’ll just see, won’t we…?” the detective asked, turning away from Aaliyah. Before he could reach the door, though, Aaliyah opened her mouth and gave the officer exactly what he’d been looking for.


“You can’t stop him. Thurgood can’t be stopped, he… he is… he is the true voice of the underprivileged and overkilled, he is the only judge that matters in today’s world. You think you’ll stop us? You think I’d do anything to give away the whereabouts of my… love? I think you need to—oh, come on.”


“We need to what, Ms. Monroe?”


“You need to leave me and my love alone, let me go or we’ll… we’ll go straight Bonnie-and-Clyde on yo’ ass,” Aaliyah said, finally raising her head back up to the detective, who nodded slowly.


Her face crinkled. Play it back. Her face crinkled. Play it back. Her face crinkled. Okay, keep going. Her face crinkled, and then the door burst open from the hinges. The detective spilled over to the ground, clutching at his chest when a smoke bomb erupted.


Then, they came. Five hooded individuals swarmed into the interrogation room, slipping a mask over Aaliyah’s face before helping her to her feet. One of them kicked the detective and would have likely kept going if Aaliyah hadn’t shoved them off and screamed something. Play it back. She screamed, No time for that.


She somehow found time before leaving to snatch a seat, stand on it near the camera, and briefly remove her mask.


“You brought this war, pigs are going to die, if we all are going to fry. Dreams and reality are opposites. Action synthesises them,” she said, eyes teary from the gas and a cruel smile painted over her face.


“Stop it here.”


Officer Wilson obeyed, quickly hitting Stop on the tape, and watching as Judge Jones leaned in to view it.


“Might help if you don’t wear a tinted visor indoors,” the officer scoffed, and Judge Poet laughed for a moment, before leaning in to Wilson.


“Just for clarification, I’m laughing at you,” he said, in a near-whisper. “Figured I would spell that bit out for you. We aren’t wearing sunglasses, Officer Wilson; you honestly think Fargo would arm us with something that didn’t allow us to see better than you lot?”


The officer groaned, scooting up clumsily from his seat and storming out of the room.


“So, what do you see with your elven eyes, Judge Jones?”


“What?”


“Not a Tolkien fan, then, noted. What is your analysis, Judge Jones?” Judge Poet clarified, scooting into the seat beside Ezekiel.


“Well, I see why Pellegrino didn’t want us too concerned about Aaliyah,” Judge Jones started, rewinding the tape back before the glitch. “This is such sloppy work. I don’t know how she thought I’d buy it, even with that BS about old equipment.” He played the tape back.


“Good eye, Marisa wasn’t being too gracious with her praise of you I see. It took me a few more watches to catch it myself.”


“Really? Well, I guess they didn’t do too bad, but someone should teach them how long a second lasts…” Judge Jones smirked. “There’s also the quote.”


Judge Poet crossed his arms, leaning back in the chair with a raised brow. “Oh?”


“Part of what she said: it was a bit too performed, too detached from the rest. Her voice is trembling, but through it she’s trying to remain cold, stone. She’s no actress. It just… it doesn’t fit like it should.”


“Doesn’t it, though? You read the file, about her case against the CPD? She posted a video of… Well, you’ve seen it, haven’t you? Imagine you’re Aaliyah Monroe, bleeding heart and what were there, six children in that video? You don’t think there was something there that could have snapped? That made her stop hiding the fact that she was an associate of Thurgood’s? She mentions him by name, calls him her lover.”


Judge Jones leaned back with a sigh. He ejected the tape and stuffed it under his belt. It wasn’t worth much more than what he’d already seen, but it didn’t belong to the police any more. He thought of all the arrests, of all the accolades his new partner had acquired in a bullet-bolstered life, chosen by Fargo himself. Maybe he’d been digging too deep for something he hoped was there, and Aaliyah Monroe, for all her pacifist proclamations, was just as bloody as the rest of them.


“Where are you going?” Poet asked as Ezekiel started walking out the room.


“Review old reports, see if I can dig up anything on The Brotherhood, or any connection to Aaliyah Monroe.”


“You mean the gang database? Thing is a fucking maze drawn by a three-year-old, good luck.” Judge Poet waved him off.


 



 



“SO, ARE YOU going to just act like I don’t exist, or are you going to have the balls to spend more than thirty words on me?” Officer Ocasio stood at the door of Chief Chalmers’s office, where Judge Jones had decided to work. Ezekiel’s eyes tightened on the computer screen for a moment, not sure if he could answer how he’d like, but decided it was owed and detached his helmet, setting it beside him on the desk.


“I think this is the first time I’ve seen your face since you got here,” Ocasio said with a laugh, walking to one of the empty seats across the desk and settling in.


“Part of the job, remember?” Ezekiel said, immediately wincing. Like there was any chance he could forget one moment of Academy.


“Right. How else are we supposed to respect you if you’re not walking around like a BDSM biker at all times, right?” Ocasio said in mock-earnest, and Ezekiel couldn’t quite stop a laugh.


“Officer Ocasio, I don’t quite know what you’re expecting me to say here…”


“I think that has to be a first for you, Ezekiel: not knowing what to say, what to do. It’s freeing, though, no?” He spoke lightly, but not so lightly as was probably intended.


It was a first, but saying that would take Ezekiel back to what they’d burned away, he decided.


“It’s problematic, Officer Ocasio.”


Ocasio sighed low and long. “We’re not at the Academy, Ezekiel. There aren’t boogeymen monitoring your every move, this isn’t some psychological test to measure your—well, fuck, I don’t know, your inability to go above the emotional range of a robot?” He laughed, this time all by his lonesome.


Ezekiel scooted the chair back to see Ocasio better, with enough of the desk still in his line of sight to obscure his old bunkmate’s left hand.


“So, what? You want to throw insults at me, talk about what we could have had until I get all weepy?” Jones said. He thought he’d score a point, but Ocasio only gazed at Ezekiel with an unsettling chill.


“I’m sorry about your mother, Tank. I never got the chance to tell you that in person, I thought I’d see you again after I caught wind of the funeral…”


“You ‘caught wind’ of it?”


“Well, I may have kept tabs. Don’t get all Sherlock about it or anything, I was just concerned. Why weren’t you there?”


Ezekiel wanted to tell him there wasn’t any reason to be there. He wanted to tell him that if he saw her there, frozen from rot by the fluids and the makeup and the desperate ways they tried to make her corpse exquisite… that it all felt a bit grotesque.


“I was on a case,” he said thickly.


“Ah, right. Okay, well, while we’re being chatty, then, why haven’t I heard a single word from you since I left the Academy?” The question had clearly been tucked away, folded and frayed, in Ocasio’s pocket for some time. Ezekiel’s answer had the same crinkles and tears.


I was going to leave. I was going to tell them all to go to hell and find you and I was also going to make a Big. Fucking. Mistake. We BOTH were.


I was going to resent you. You were going to try and convince me, and yourself, that we’d be okay with a consolation prize that would have made for a few good nights and a few good mornings until eventually it wouldn’t. Until we realised that the only real thing we had in common was everything we lost.


I was going to choose you, until I was reminded it was never really a choice.


“I didn’t get your number,” he said weakly.


“Says the Judge with every conceivable access of public and private data to the lowly citizen.” Ocasio was void of beats or bullshit.


“Officer Ocasio, as I’m sure you’re aware, Judge Poet and I are here for a very specific reason: the leader of The Brotherhood, and his accomplice. If you don’t have anything to say regarding the matter—a case, if I’m not mistaken, you have no connection to whatsoever—I’d request you give us the appropriate space to complete our directive,” Jones said then, reaching for his helmet, sliding it on.


Ocasio didn’t break eye contact; he flashed a genial smile, heaved himself to his feet, leaned over the desk, and reached out to shake Jones goodbye with his left hand.


The Judge took the hand, shook it firmly, and turned his attention back to the computer screen, which took an alarmingly long amount of time to boot back up from sleep.


“Listen,” Ocasio said, standing near the door, “I didn’t mean anything by coming by like this. I just wanted to say, what happened was excessive; it wasn’t a part of a grand plan, or some Mr. Miyagi shit, it was just wrong. You know it was wrong, and despite whatever they scramble your brains with, I hope you know that it wasn’t on you.”


He left, and Jones continued to watch the black screen as it reluctantly lit up. He stared at it unmoving for minutes, though he was unsure how long exactly. He never expected to be so thrilled to see, reflected in his own visor, Poet standing in the doorway.


Frost Dog had folded. Unexpected, perhaps, but neither were inclined to kick a gift gang-banger in the face. Another mission, another trip on the Lawranger, another way to snuff out whatever it was Ocasio was so hell-bent on finding.


AALIYAH


 



“ARE YOU TRYING to be a superhero or something?” I asked Colin, who’d been using three chairs to do push-ups in the small living room. He laughed, slouching a bit and nearly losing the thick Textbooks stacked on his back.


“Nah, just staying prepared,” he said, easing back onto his feet.


I’d been rereading Assata for the third time. I usually ended up on his couch on Thursday nights. We were two months into dating, almost at the point of making the one thing I’ll always live for.


There would be times I read aloud, for his benefit and mine. For me, it meant practising my speech reading, while Colin, as he put it, was able to hear what weighed on me most, what gave me peace and what gave me pain, what built me.


That night, he’d spent the bulk of his time doing push-ups as I read. I kept losing my place while he grunted out his count—keeping his voice low, but not so it fooled me into thinking he didn’t want me to hear.


“So, I think I want to tell you I… I want to tell you something I’m supposed to, but I can’t without letting you know the truth.” I wasn’t ready, not to hope, not yet.


“What do you want to tell me?” I asked.


Colin opened his mouth as if I’d somehow summoned the words from his gut, leaping through his small intestines and out through his throat.


“I think I love you,” he spat out.


We sat there, blank in the silence like it we could hide from it.


“…So what are you so afraid of?” I weakly sung.


We both, as if on a sitcom, let loose on the Partridges for a few bars. It was a good moment, and I can’t take that away from us.


“I’m afraid, of—I want to show you something, Aaliyah. Can you follow me?” He was nearly pleading.


I set my book down and rolled up slowly, nodding at first like a moron who hadn’t been dating a blind man. “Yeah,” I added weakly.


When he took me to the back room, a small part of me expected a grey-shaded shitshow I’d need fifty ways to escape from.


“Just… let me explain before you leave, okay?” he said when we reached the door; his hand over the handle. I stared, unwilling even to blink.


All men, all women, all everyone had shit stored in the darkness, things they feared both to lose and to be found. In your case, Colin, this turned out to be more literal than most.


I thought of all those things I’d yet to open for you—for anyone, really. I’ll at least give you that: you turned on those things most of us don’t care to see.


“So, this is me, Pot,” you said, almost an apology, weaker than promised by the fifty or so firearms hung over the walls. The smells I’d both known too well and understood so little stagnated in the air. I didn’t expect to feel, of all things, regret; at least whips and chains would have made for a conversation with Reb over tea the next day.


“So… ” he started, and trailed off, shrunken and still.


“This is… something,” I said. I found myself laughing.


He sighed, making his way to a workbench in the middle of the room, sitting behind the only surface not covered in weapons.


“To start with… I’m not a psychopath. I know how this all must look, especially to you.”


“‘Especially to me?’ You know, then. I wondered. How long have you known?” I lifted one of the larger rifles off the wall.


“I’m only human, and the internet is still mostly free.” He chuckled and I smirked, forcing out a snort for his benefit.


“Of all the dudes in all the—I mean, what the shit?” I said, and this time didn’t have to fake the laugh, and neither did he.


“None of these are loaded, and I don’t carry, ever. I just think of all the things we’ve poured ourselves into, these… tools, they’re so primitive. All this time and we’re still just throwing stones at one another.”


I nodded, because I still slipped up from time to time.


“So, what, then? You want to make it easier? Make them kill 2.0?” I say, with less mirth this time. I just wanted to understand.


“No, not exactly…”


I sat on the other side of the workbench, and bit back the urge to wave a hand in front of his face.


“How—?”


“Does a blind man fall into this area of interest?” he finished.


“I mean—yeah. That. I know that you can, I know that being blind doesn’t prevent you from being an engineer or—well—anything really, but why?” It was invasive to ask, and I knew that even then. The thing about Colin and I, though? We both knew bullshit and the ways to read it. So, we had an unspoken agreement to not waste time on it.


“I like to understand how things work. It’s—I’ve never been good at people. Firearms make more sense. But there’s an… indifference to them. Everyone cares about what is done with them; nobody cares about the tools themselves. I want to make significant improvements on them. Non-lethal, mostly,” he added, and I appreciated it for what it was.


I toyed with the anything-but-a-toy in my hand, moving it back and forth, feeling its weight and its war.


“You’re… actually taking this rather well,” he eventually said to break the silence.


“I don’t know how I’m taking it, really.”


“That’s fair.”


“I’ve never been… afraid of them, they are bits of metal and coil and plastic and they can’t do anything we won’t do ourselves, if we don’t see a human being in front of us.”


Release the safety by pressing in the button under the hammer on its right side, as viewed with the barrel pointing forward. Pull the trigger to release the firing spring.


“… But?” Colin prodded, and I sighed.


“But… why?” Find the hinge pin, or the screw that is located where the lever enters the receiver. Unscrew the hinge pin and pull out the lever. “Why do we need yet another method to destroy one another? Why continue to separate the act of taking a life from the proximity of that life, literal and otherwise?”


“It’s a semantic point, Kettle.”


Pull out the breech bolt.


“Is it? I think not. I think it ties to our desire, our constitutionally-backed right to take a thing that liberates us from the weight of murder. I mean… swords were pretty rad, but it’s the efficiency. It’s a moral dysmorphia. Why not remove them altogether? Why not approach enforcement in a restorative sense rather than buying into this old stagnant shit?”


Colin, much as I could see him fight it at the corners, nearly cackled.


“I—no, Kettle, the consideration of self is paramount. We can’t hope to spread this idea of—of compassion if we’ve never been shown it. The why of it is the protection of self, of I am important, I matter, and there’s nothing wrong in making sure that I protect that life.” He truly believed that I had been on the opposite end of that argument, I think.


“I’m impressed, by the way,” he added, and for once wasn’t condescending. He ran a hand over the disassembled gun parts I’d laid out on the table between us. “Who taught you how to do that?”


“The internet,” I shot back, and it wasn’t untrue.


“Hm. So, my turn to ask… why?” he asked, sliding the pieces over to himself and beginning to reassemble the gun.


 



 



“YOU’RE WELCOME. NOT that you thought to thank me. You really don’t see it, do you? Of course, I know what you were working on, Kettle. You have to do everything in the light, don’t you? You can’t just, oh, I don’t know, use a little goddamned subterfuge every now and again?” He was almost yelling. I wasn’t afraid, not of him—not of you, Colin—but I was fucking confused. You’d clear that up, though, wouldn’t you?


“Where is my son, Colin?”


“Our son, and, hey, can I just finish? Elijah is fine, he is safe, and you’ll be holding him… five minutes after I’m done speaking with you. Just chill the fuck down for a moment.”


You motherfucking cocksweating taint-faced speck of shit-covered navel lint, I would have said, Colin, just so you know.


In the moment, however, I raised my hands up, tightly closing my lips, and waited while you dangled our boy out there like bait.


“Thank you. You throw the word ‘sociopath’ around a lot, Kettle. Like, I’m not the one who sat here and tried to shoot someone’s face off, jus’ sayin.”


“It wasn’t loaded.”


“Well, just not for you, but—you know what? Moving. Along. I know how kidnapping would make you look, Kettle. That was the whole point.”


“What?”


“You’ve pissed off a looot of people. People that I need to work with, for instance. They don’t know about us—not yet, anyway, though I’m sure they will soon. You posted the video on YouTube, for fucksakes, from your account!” He laughed thinly and watched me for a moment, as if waiting for me to work out what the hell he was getting at, but I only stared. Why make it easy for him?


“I didn’t ask for any of this, Kettle. I just wanted to build. I lost everything, you saw me lose everything, and you still wanted to tell yourself we could win by their rules. Or maybe you wanted to play like we’re not all running around on borrowed time. The Brotherhood I’ve created reaches further than anyone realises. It may have got a bit out of hand in the whole… black power thing.” Colin threw up a weak fist for a moment and became the only person laughing in the room.


“You’re starting a war, a literal race war, and you… you… just—just wrap this up, dude.” I shook my head all the way down into the palm of my hand.


“I’m brilliant, Kettle. I defined brilliant, and I was stripped of everything, because some list of names told the world I was a threat? I was put here, though, wasn’t I? They put me here, and now they are hurrying to work with me, to put an end to their ‘thug’ problem. The quickest way to do that, of course, is have them blow each other all to hell. That’s just a bonus, though; this is a lot more precise than that. There are targets: troublemakers, loudmouth preachers, idealistic officers, and not to mention now two Judges to add to the list. Oh, also, funny enough, a five-figure salaried civil attorney who moonlights as a political activist. You should know that it’s not smart to publicly broadcast a group of police officers, just being good ol’ boys, Kettle…”


Fuck if he wasn’t right. I knew when that video was shared to me by one of the men in it, I should have practised some level of patience. I should have taken more than a second to decide the whole world, or at least the part of the world that clicked on that YouTube vid, would be more apt to do something about what they did than I could.


When the video was released, I didn’t hide. I put it on my account for a reason, Colin, and you would have seen that, if you weren’t so busy trying to claw your way up, up and away from it all.


 



 



“EUSTACE FARGO’S JUDGE system is morally bankrupt,” I said, to no one in particular. I knew they were there of course, but the skin-searing lights of national news blinded me to everything.


I was asked by the school to join a panel on the recent, frankly blatant attempt by Fargo to strongarm his way around due process. We huddled in a room to duck and cover like the academics we were, and at least get paid for talking about things that we knew were already decided behind closed doors.


“How so?” asked the host of the panel, some forgettable famous dude whose ‘woke’ reputation was tarnished a few years before by sexual assault. His question irked me, because his existence on a panel of people who actually gave a shit irked me. It’d meant the school, like everything else Fargo could reach by way of Gurney, was compromised. I’d been there a semester and a half and already I was picking up nicknames; granted, Aaliyah ‘Clout Collector’ Monroewas a hell of a lot better than my more permanent moniker.


“It’s the same thing we’ve been fighting since the first, is why,” I said. “What’s worse? It’s our fault. We, the people who actually are affected by these policies, knew—we fucking knew. When Fargo used the death penalty as a loophole for his Judgesto become government sanctioned hitmen, to hop and skip over due process in 32 states, that’s when we should have fought harder.”


After a moment of nothing, there was applause.


As the clapping subsided, as the space between us swelled, once more, with the distance denied in epidermis, I waited for the mistake, on both sides.


“That—If I’m being honest, sounds like more rhetoric we’ve come to expect,” he said, and the room giggled. The lights lay alive across me, snatching from the crowd their individuality, bleeding them into an amalgamated terror of all things right and white.


“There’s nothing more dismissive, sir—or, frankly, lazy—than the label of anger, of rhetoric. I don’t know if you know this—or, well, anything—but as someone who has seen the families of those lost, who has sat and listened to their hurts, I can tell you confidently that more firepower, blood, and bodies of any hue, aren’t going to fix this country.”


He rolled his eyes to that, and the crowd chuckled on command. They were fewer laughs this time, though, so at least that was something.


“What is needed, then?” came a voice from the crowd. I couldn’t see you any better than I could the rest of the crowd, Colin, but I didn’t need to.


“I’m sorry, I—I’m… I’m going to go.”


Of course, I didn’t think of the consequences, the tweets and the blogs and the everything that would tell the world I was as empty as they’d thought all along. That all it’d taken was the right opinion on the right side to make me show my ass. They weren’t exactly wrong though, were they, Colin?


I jogged off the stage, up the aisle and out of the auditorium, to a place I’d expected to find something other than daylight.


 



 



“YOU MADE A deal,” I finally whispered.


“I made a deal. They still wanted their pound of flesh, but if they hoped to get any access to my weapons after this all wraps up, we had to come to an agreement regarding my child and ex-wife,” he said, trying to place a hand over mine and proving that he hadn’t been as brilliant as he imagined. I snatched it away.


“We were never married,” I shot, and he rolled his eyes.


“Yeah, I know, but calling you my baby momma in this getup feels too cliché.”


“So, is this it? We take Elijah from hideout to hideout and never give him a life?” I asked, trying to appeal to something I wasn’t sure existed any more.


“For a time. We all are making sacrifices. I’m not delusional, Kettle. I don’t expect anything from us, you and I specifically that is—not that I would mind it, of course—but when we had Elijah, we had a deal. We were in this together and would always put him before any of our shit. I can’t have you two running out there right now, not unprotected like this, and you made your choice, Kettle, and sticking it out with me for a while, until I know you’re safe, isn’t all that much to ask for.”


I go to speak, I go to tell him every way he is wrong, for every moment I’ve known him, but then he says a word, one that brings the world bursting through the door and into my arms. I fall into my boy, on the ground and twisting across the ground. In a house full of firearms and men undeserving of their cost I can’t help but forget it all, if only for a night.


CHAPTER SIX


 



“TODAY, CADETS, IS brought to you by the letter K. Anyone want to guess why?” Judge Fox shouted from the centre of the cadet circle, a large brown satchel hanging over his side. They’d been on the Marsh Pit that day, one of six ‘mini-terrains’ meant for combat training. It wasn’t half as much a pain in the ass for Ezekiel than the Sand Box or even the Sea Circle, but it didn’t come without a heavy toll on manoeuvrability.


K is for knife training, Cadet Jones thought, glancing around the circle at the other cadets. Knowledge—bartered with the senior cadets—was the only real power at the base. Barter wasn’t permitted, of course, but permission is only a consideration if you were caught. For Cadet Jones, who worked the kitchens and could sneak sugar and spices out beneath the waistband of his uniform, it was a constant stream of what to expect in the coming classes, traded for the invaluable chance to stomach bland potatoes and boiled chicken with a bottle of sriracha. Before the Academy, he’d never expected condiments to be worth their weight in gold.


“Knife training sir,” one of the cadets shouted out.


“Nice. Cadet Jordan, was it?” Fox said with a chuckle. “The scum-lickers you’ll be protecting our citizens from will sometimes be too close to get your gun out, or you’ll be caught out of ammo, or a million other things you will fuck up because, tragically, we can’t bleed out all the old failures you brought here.”


Jones and the other cadets began to unsheathe their blunted daggers from the gear belt around their waist, but stopped when Judge Fox raised a hand for them.


“No, you little turd-nuggets. Welcome to year three; time to take off those training wheels.” Judge Fox dropped the sack to the wet ground beneath his boots and kicked it open, spilling out a pile of uniform onyx blades with silvery hilts. One by one they came and selected their freshly sharpened blades, before returning to their place in the circle.


“We don’t get long with you maggots; or not now, at least. If Fargo had his way, we’d get a hold of you before the world dulled you down with its lies. As it is, we’ll work with you gash-sweats until we can hopefully weed a few of you out that won’t die your first year in the field. To do that, you’ll have to take risks! Are you sorry butt-brownies ready for that?”


“Yes, sir!”


“Are you ready to make yourselves the order of the world?”


“Yes, sir!” the cadets cried.


Considering he’d been the only cadet amongst his peers to use lethal force prior to graduating, Jones didn’t think too much of using live weapons, be it a gun or something more archaic like the blade in his hand.


The exercise was less chaotic than Ezekiel hoped. They partnered up and ran through drills meant to quickly take down a criminal beast by non-lethal means. Ezekiel and Ocasio, per the usual, deciding to work with one another. It’d been four months since they’d first found one another in the same bed, generally Ocasio’s of course, as Ezekiel had some sort of allergy to bedding sheets, or the alien concept of ‘pillows.’


Generally, in the night, after they finished falling into one another, there was something to see by in the darkness of their room. When the light lay still, there was something like illumination, of a truth that Ezekiel felt foolish for finding each time.


There was Ezekiel’s mother, and he’d shed the slate face he’d held for hour after hour in the training ground, lines breaking as he spoke about her mind wandering in a concrete coffin of a home while he gambled on Fargo. There was Ocasio’s brother, who ran with a local gang in Chicago; who died so cold, so far and so unbearably heavy that even as tightly as Ezekiel’s arms were around his fidgeting body, they felt inconsequential to anything.


Beyond the bunk though, in the sand box, or the mess hall, or the Marsh while running through drills, they were just cadets, and terrible liars.


Judge Fox strode around each of the groups, giving them direction, or something a little less kind. Cadet Jones focused on his training partner, not batting an eye at the instructor, ignoring the sound of a broken finger to his left, a sliced ear to his right. Hearing the harsh cries of his peers made knowing Fox’s alphabet of arms in advance worth every trade.


When Judge Fox passed Ezekiel and Ocasio, he’d not said a word. They relaxed, at first, but Fox’s attention returned to them again and again. He’d wander around the two, sizing them up, a kind of pleasure tucked under the ginger mustache.


The rest of the cadets had continued, but their eyes eventually drifted away from their partners and fell over Ezekiel, Ocasio, and the Judge who stared at them so intently. The trick to the Marsh was in the footing. If a cadet could properly adapt to the sinking land, how it stole speed and balance, then it became a simple dance of precision. Though Judge Fox, knowing this, and prizing hazing above orgasms, decided it was time to see what the two could really do.


Faster, he’d command, and they would obey. Faster. The two obeyed again. Faster! Again, they obeyed, and the knife grew closer and closer to Ocasio’s face as he lurched back to dodge, closer to his hand as he avoided Ezekiel’s disarm.


Faster, you turtle-dicks!


Ezekiel obeyed.


Which isn’t to say Ocasio wouldn’t, but he didn’t have the nights sneaking out in black to train. To understand.


To judge.


Ocasio fell back as Cadet Jones’s feet plucked effortlessly from the sinking bog, bringing the blade up with the same speed Cadet Ocasio fell. Ocasio raised a hand over his face, and Ezekiel couldn’t help but grin as the blade stopped centimetres from Ocasio’s fingers. The cadets cheered, the rare sound jarring Jones for a moment before he reached a hand out to help Ocasio up.


“Show-off.” Ocasio chuckled.


“I guess K was for kiss my ass,” Jones whispered, through a smile, under everything that could take them to dust.


“Stay down, cadet!” Fox screamed from five feet away. Ezekiel seemed to weigh the order for a moment, but ultimately returned to a stone stance, hands at his side and bunkmate slowly sinking into the muck.


“Cadet Jones, why did you stop your attack?” Judge Fox questioned, taking steps between them with his back to Ocasio.


“Sir?”


“Did you not hear me, cadet? I guess some of you maggots lied on your physical exams, then? Here I am thinking I’m teaching future Judges, Judges, who have no room for hereditarily unfit citizens that—”


“Sir, I hear you, sir! I finished my attack; the target has been subdued!” Jones shot back, his eyes struggling not to fall over Cadet Ocasio.


Judge Fox held a hand out flat. “Your weapon, cadet.”


Ezekiel broke through the pieces of steel and brick and harder things he thought couldn’t be blown down before glancing down at the empty hand. He complied with the order.


“Cadet Ocasio,” Judge Fox started, before turning to the muck-covered cadet. “Please, share with your classmates the brilliant strategy you used to protect yourself from an oncoming attack.” Ezekiel’s eyes spilled down, bulged and begging that through some kind of telepathy he’d never had, he’d be able to tell Ocasio No, take a reprimand, take a week in the Cube, take anything but that order.


Cadet Ocasio slowly, carefully raised a hand to cover his face. It happened so fast, blood bursting out with Ocasio’s screams before he keeled over, half his face folding into the wetness of the mud.


Judge Fox spun to meet Cadet Jones’s eyes, expecting him to make a move against him, to reach for his training partner, to do anything but be the good little cadet he was. Cadet Jones stayed solid, staring forward and pushing everything into a small brushfire in his mind.


“This is a subdued aggressor, Cadet Jones. Do you see the difference?” Judge Fox asked innocently, as if he’d only smacked a ruler to the back of Ocasio’s hand. Cadet Jones nodded eventually, unsure if he even had that much in him.


It wasn’t enough for Fox, it seemed, who leaned in to Ezekiel’s ear, dropping his voice for only the two of them to hear.


“Take your bottom to the medical wing. Your new bunkmate will be assigned within the hour.”


Spit clung to Ezekiel’s ear. Jones met the Judge’s eyes, filling them with every mistake they tried to strip away, and then nodded once more, taking one of Cadet Ocasio’s arms over his shoulder, carrying him off to the medical wing without words, only knowing that he’d be packing for more than one cadet’s departure that night.


AALIYAH


 



I’D JUST FINISHED a TED Talk when it happened. Another attempt to remind people that we were human, beneath the badges and bad associations; another thing you thought didn’t matter, Colin. They approached me, from behind, before I could unlock my car door, before I could pick up my son from my next-door neighbour, Ms. Branden.


They asked me questions about a gun, of all things, saying a tip had brought me up for questioning, and nothing at all to do with the video I’d acquired a few nights before.


“I’ve done nothing wrong. I have no idea how that weapon ended up with me. Well, I do have an idea, but it’s not one you assholes will ever admit to, is it?” I said, and the officer rolled his eyes.


“You want to get under my skin, don’t you?” he said. “You think bringing up what you’ve done to the good men who protect you and your right to protest in the streets against them… You—I’m not going to bite, lady.”


I can’t quite find the word to explain what I did next. Laugh? No, that’s not enough. Cackle? Hoot and holler like a hyena? Still too conservative a description.


I kept going for two and a half minutes.


Then I wiped my tears away, not aware the moment of joy would be stolen from me soon enough.


“You think lives spent on you is funny?” he spat. “You deserve all that’s coming to you.”


That quieted me for a moment, but not for the reason he thought. “No. I don’t think that’s funny. I just find it interesting that you can’t see it. You do know that I’ve protected officers, detectives like yourself, don’t you? Maybe you don’t. Maybe you think I’m just out to slam every cop who shows up and does their job. Yeah, you have some bad hombres, don’t you? But hey, they aren’t all bad. Some of them are rapists, some of them are—”


“Okay, laying it on a little thick now, aren’t we?” he said.


I flung my hands up, but he was kind of right. “Listen, detective, you’re only hurting yourself. I know what you’re really doing, bringing me in here on some bogus shit. I know you’re trying to threaten me, but I think we both know I didn’t do anything wrong here. The only thing I did wrong was share a video.”


“I don’t know what you’re on about, ma’am.”


“Oh! Well, that’s embarrassing. For a moment, I thought you may have me in here for putting up that clip of the Chicago PD beating the holy hell out of 12-year-old Chicago resident Presla Bonck, in front of one of your cruisers, no less. I mean, that would mean you were, yet again, abusing your power. You all wouldn’t make that mistake twice, though, so I guess we’re both just riled up for no real reason, now aren’t we?” I said evenly. The officer, who I’d recognised from a video that made its way into a friend of a friend of a friend’s inbox that eventually popped up into mine for better distribution.


“You’re an idiot. You don’t know it, but damn, you’ve really gone and fucked yourself this time.” The officer laughed, which was unexpected but didn’t much shake me. What he did next, though? Scooting from his chair, hunching over me, undoing my handcuffs? That may have thrown me a bit.


“You can cut the tape now, Encinia,” he shouted to the two-way mirror as I rubbed my wrists. Before I had a chance to respond, he’d flopped open the manila folder on the desk between us, pulling out a piece of paper and scooting it my way.


“What the hell is this?” I asked, too confused and suspicious to even touch the paper.


“Your lines, Ms. Monroe,” he said with a grin from ear to ear, before the door behind me unlocked and two other officers made their way in. They were men. They were hungry in the way men were told they had to be. There was an absence of everything that mattered in their eyes.


“Don’t worry, they ain’t gonna do nothing to you. Not the way they should, anyway. They just want to see your face for this next part.” As if on cue there was a chortle from the studio audience.


“The hell—?”


“Read, bitch,” one of them interrupted from behind me. I swung my head back, and burned as much of myself into him through my eyes as I could. He was too cold to know the heat, and I was too preoccupied with, I think, plan… 34 on how I would get the hell out of there, to care.


So, I read.


Fuck.


“Are you—you really, really don’t know who you’re fucking with do you? I’ve been ready to die, ready for whatever shit you think you can put over me, for my entire life. You think you can scare me? You think you can make me read this shit aloud to—?” One of them stopped me, pressing his fat finger against my lips. I stopped. You would have too, or at least, that’s what I tell myself. As I was surrounded by the possibility of a great many mayhems, at the fringe of everything they care about. With all my tweets, all my clout, all my class, they still held the match.


It lasts for a second, that hope, that fear, until I remember one of many lessons I’ve had to learn through corpses I’ve aligned myself to. I’ve learned that if you have the ego to call yourself a revolutionary, you have to be prepared for a revolutionary suicide.


“Fuck. You,” I said, taint of pork and things that were made to destroy me still slathered over my lips.


They laughed, one after another in a domino effect.


“Yeah, fuck us. You got some balls on you, lady… What about your son, though? Have his even dropped?” Officer With-A-Death-Wish said. I see red. I see the promise of meat lover’s pizza I forgot I made about and opted for McDonald’s again, on the way home the night before, filed away in the overstuffed folder of ‘Mother I Wanted to Be.’ I see every child’s body I’d seen in one photograph or another over the years. I see Emit. I see Eric. I see George. I see Trayvonne. I see Cameron. I see VonDerrit. I see Laquan. I see all of them that I should list with every bit of ash in every bit of tomorrow, if I wanted to fill this moleskin with things that make you close it. I see them all because I want to see everything but Elijah.


I see the paper.


“You won’t threaten—”


“We aren’t threatening anything. Not yet. Thurgood, though? He ain’t as gracious. See, we didn’t quite know what to do with you. I mean, what could we? You’re the Bullet Bitch. You have people fooled, don’t you? See, we had a few ways to get rid of you here, ways even the Judges couldn’t deal with. Thurgood though, he knew that whatever evil little cop-hating spawn you bled would be the one way to shut you up, to make you shut yourself up.”


I fought back the vomit. I fought back my free hands, ready to wrap around one of their pistols, ready to end them, then Thurgood, then everything that wasn’t Elijah. I was their Bullet Bitch.


That was, until he said my other name.


“He told us to let you know—shit, one sec…” The officer rustled in his back pocket, pulling out a piece of paper, scrawled in your shitty handwriting, and squinted to read:


“Let her know to read from the kettle, read from the pot, read from everything that will give her the black. I mean, I’m not going to sit here and say he’s not a weird fuck, but you get the point. Read the paper, and then? Thenyou might see your kid again.”


I wanted that smile of his between my teeth. I wanted to tear away all the power he held by way of his dick. I wanted everything, if it meant breaking him.


I also wanted to rewind to the point of my day before the words kettle or pot weren’t uttered. A point at which Thurgood was still just a boogyman.


“Where is he?” I demanded. To your immense surprise, I’m sure, they didn’t answer me.


“This is what’s going to happen,” the officer said, signalling for the other two to leave, now that he’d imagined I’d be a good girl.


“I’m going to clap my hands, and then the camera will start again. You will read that script, and not long after? 10 seconds or so, that door”—he pointed off, keeping his eyes on me—“will be blown to hell. You’ll follow along with the other thugs that come to get you, and you’ll never be a pain in our ass again. Oh! You’ll also see your son, maybe teach him to not make the same mistakes his momma has. You do this, you’re free, we’re free. Unless… you want to keep going? Thanks to Thurgood, we have more than enough to put your ass in orange, and honestly? It seems more fitting, if I’m being honest, but, here we are.” He looked solemn, poor guy.


I thought for a moment, but any more than that would be a betrayal to Elijah. So, I glared, tight-lipped, scanning through the paper I’d been given with my lines, nearly finding a way to laugh again when I reached the one, I knew, he’d thrown in to really piss me off.


“Something funny?” the officer said, worried—almost.


“Everything,” I said. I smiled. I clapped.


 



 



“WELL, THAT IS interesting,” Colin huffed, rolling off the other side of the bed. He listened to every click while rustling through his dresser drawers, taking his time to find the perfect outfit for random Tuesday afternoon inside.


He could spend hours choosing between a button-up and a graphic tee. That should have been a warning, if nothing else.


Colin smiled when he heard the clicks stop, when he heard a stream of swearing I can’t even piece together any more.


“You’re a sociopathic prick, Colin.”


That seemed to sting him. He raised his weary head in my direction.


“That… hurts, Aaliyah,” he said, lightly, before turning his grin up to his ears. “I thought I’d been the dropout here. ‘Sociopathy’ is such an antiquated term, it’s just the same traits of a psychopath without the fun, Hollywood vibe.”


“What happened to you, Colin?”


“Awwww, now, come on… it’s been so long since we’ve seen each other, Kettle, I needed to see if you were still in there. The you I know you can be.” He slid on a t-shirt and shuffled his legs into jeans twice the size I’d ever seen on him. He finished it off with a wave cap still in the Wal-Mart packaging, tearing it open with his teeth and stretching it over his skull before turning to face me.


“Why the hell are you doing this, Colin? Huh? I—I was… you ruined my life. I was finally, finally getting some traction with the case. I had them, I had them and you kidnap me from the fucking interrogation room? Do you know what that looks like?” I screamed, no bullets, no Muay Thai, nothing but what he’d stripped me down to. “You know, when that jackass detective slipped me that paper, your instructions? I didn’t know it was you until I reached that final bit of shitty dialogue. Oh, and by the way, having me quote Assata? Bet you thought that shit was reeeal fucking clever, didn’t you?” I said, not meaning to compliment him, but I should have realised he wasn’t capable of seeing anything I said for anything but.


“Yeah, I almost wanted to order my people to get a copy of the tape to see that bit myself. I thought you’d be happy, don’t you live on that hotep shit?” he said smugly, as if he ever understood the insult.


“Where is—?”


“—‘my son, Colin?’ Christ, you’re really repetitive with the dialogue, aren’t you?” He picked out a pack of flats from his back pocket and sparked the nothing, growing too comfortable for my liking. “You remember what happens, Kettle? When you pull the trigger? I’m just curious. I never went into academia like you, had the chance to mold the minds of the youth. Never had the chance, now did I?”


“Whose fault was that?”


“Ah, right, that again.” He laughed. “Let’s not change the subject. What happens when you pull the trigger, Kettle?”


I sighed, but also, I wasn’t going anywhere.


I guess if you got this far, neither are you.


CHAPTER SEVEN


 



CARL ‘CATASTROPHE’ PATTERSON Was A Cold Motherfucker.


When Carl commissioned to have the words etched into his headstone at twenty-three years old, the artist saw the address on his ID and rushed the order at no extra cost. Carl didn’t scrimp, even back then before Thurgood saw his potential began paying him accordingly. Black granite, double upright, plated with white gold, and at its foundation wrapped in a cloth dipped in Chameleon paint. Being the brute enforcer for a mid-level street distributor of Halcyon Daze had its advantages.


He placed it on the front lawn of his six-bedroom house that he’d inherited from his grandmother. She’d been the rock of his life and quite possibly the only person brave enough to tell the 6’6” walking-stop-and-frisk-justification where to go. Tragically, for both Carl and his neighbours on West Nuohlac Street, sweet, Catastrophe-wrangling Geneva Patterson died in her hospice bed, by way of a street-side bullet meant for her grandbaby.


I’m not afraid.


She would use the word ‘cold’ often—it was an adjective that described much of her life—so it felt right to Carl that it be adopted.


That cold muhfucka Rick James could have been your granddaddy if I ain’t git stuck with Cindy’s fucking nightshift and miseed tha’ sho.


This one cold ass beat, why they call it Capture rap again?


This ain’t how shit supposed to go for you, Carl. You tryna end up like that fucking spuhm donor that dipped on you and your momma? You smarta and betta than tha’. Now hush, and pass grandmama that cold ass kush.


She had faith that young Carl would become something more than the accumulation of the bodies he’d broken in his hands.


Granted, Thurgood had the future gunrunner surrounded. He’d graduated from strongman to hitman, which ultimately only meant more class and more corpses.


Six months prior to Judges Poet and Jones descending on his humble town, Carl would take on a job that would change the rest of his life. The newest monster was only known by the name ‘Thurgood.’ While he’d been a seller of a different kind of death than the ones Carl generally dealt with, he’d been just as detrimental for the chemical capitalism running over the streets. This Thurgood was denying access to his weapons to any drug pusher that came knocking, but with the specific set of skills Carl had to offer, well, maybe he could have been persuaded to open his marketing plan.


What he was, however, was impressed: not by the body but the breathtaking lengths he went to, to make his way into the same room as Thurgood. It wasn’t a trail of bloodied faces and chipped teeth that’d put Thurgood and Carl in an ill-lit parking garage together, Carl seemingly unfazed by the circle of guns around him. It was a correspondence. E-mail after e-mail, gratuitously praising retweets and shared status updates from the fake account of @MarketingManJohnSmith, led him after some time to the inbox of one of Thurgood’s inner circle. Once there, he’d mapped out a plan to market Thurgood’s product in a way that would yield a 300% influx of members.


Unfortunately, when this information was brought to Thurgood, he’d proven not only a genius of engineering, but of the criminal sciences. With a deft ear he’d been able to perceive that John Smith was, quite possibly, a sign of foul play. The ability—known in a better time as fact checking—that Thurgood employed was a relic in this day and age, and it wasn’t one Carl could have possibly accounted for.


Thurgood had the sense to make a meeting… and to bring the appropriate level of protection. Two armoured gunmen sourced out to ensure they knew what they were doing. Three sharpshooters, each with nocturnal introspective, grafted, gas-augmented scopes courtesy of Thurgood.


Halcyon Daze.


An unregulated street drug that sells cheap, with immeasurable worth.


A side effect of the euphoric dopamine dump was the loss of the ability to see pigmentation; the skin of other organisms took on a trippy, translucent sheen.


There was a reasonable argument for its legalisation: it reduced high blood pressure, reversed type II diabetes, even reduced intolerance to lactose. In the end, however, it proved too dangerous for the youth of middle America.


It did help catapult president Gurney in the polls, giving him an altruistic mission to rescue America’s best and brightest from those who would poison and indoctrinate them.


For Carl, the high was nice, but it proved more valuable that Halcyon Daze made him more of a businessman while using it than anything else.


It took ten years of falling in and out of love with Halcyon Daze, and other drugs more dangerous in the long term before he made the first objectively informed decision of his life. He didn’t kill Thurgood; he listened to him. Thurgood listened, too. He listened to a tired hostage, under-galvanised. He listened to the qualms, and watched the charm, of someone who had a hell of a lot more in common with the suspicious and cowardly lot of lowlifes than he’d had.


He listened to the beginning of something that would carry on for years, and hopefully fill the air with not just words, but action.


 



 



“SO, JUDGE JONES, what do you think?” Judge Poet asked from the passenger side of the 2019 junker of a car they sat parked in for cover, after releasing a colossal fart.


“Who benefits?” he continued. “Vegan chili, by the way, in case you’re wondering. I’ve expelled a Franklin, and you, being stuck in this car with me, are burdened by it. Granted, I am too, but I am rewarded in divesting myself of the chaos of beans.”


“Oh. Oh, god, that is—Who the hell is Franklin?” Judge Jones shouted, his nose filling with justice.


“Benjamin Franklin of course. He penned one of the most succinct articles on the importance of releasing gaseous waste from our body whenever we can. The man deserves his just due, and I for one will give it to him how I can.” Judge Poet looked proud, and as far as Ezekiel was concerned, was far too prepared for the speech.


“Well, we both have to deal with your rancid ass, so I can’t say any of us benefits. You’ve just nearly shat yourself and you could have held off until we’re more than a foot or so away from one another. You made a choice, and it was a shitty one at that.”


“Yes. Yes, I suppose I could have waited. Though, Tank, you haven’t really done much other than tell me that the inconvenience to you is greater value than mine. It isn’t wrong necessarily, but it makes you a bit of a hypocrite, doesn’t it? I, in my time of Franklin, have done nothing more, in making a choice to take care of my person.” Judge Poet took a long, Oscar-worthy sniff at the air.


“Your argument here, then—just to make sure I have it—is that, by asking you to not fill a very enclosed space with your… Franklin, which we are both occupying and just need to get through, that I am only considering myself in this scenario?”


“Not so much an argument as a statement of fact. You consider your pain more important than mine. Do you deny it? Do you hold, like the old guard does, to some feigned altruism? I have to say… so far, I don’t quite understand what Marisa sees in you, Judge Jones.” Judge Poet hadn’t broken eye contact with Judge Jones.


An hour, and a second Franklin, passed—in each case, faster for one man than the other.


They spoke again when running through, for the umpteenth time, the file of Carl ‘Catastrophe’ Patterson. To Judge Poet’s credit, they didn’t veer away from the clunky dialogue Judges generally used, at least as long as they were discussing facts.


Jones didn’t judge the bone-breaking brute’s selling history of Halcyon Daze. He bemoaned, like any liberal, the harsh enforcement, the ways in which the decriminalisation may have helped his mother. He made the novice mistake, the old mistake, of injecting an anecdote of experience, against the more important things. The things that mattered.


“You confound me, Judge Jones,” Poet said solemnly, and Ezekiel couldn’t do much besides survey him blankly for a moment, before a laugh leapt from his mouth and latched longer than he’d thought capable in years.


“That’s… Okay. Fuck it, I’ll bite. Why—no, how do I confound you, Judge Poet?”


Judge Poet’s features hardened behind the sad smirk.


“Because you’ve seen this, you watched a boy bleed out in the street. You, who has seen a world I won’t pretend to know, ran to the law. Yet, somehow, you still question the law’s worth.”


“It didn’t do all that much for the people, though, did it? Halcyon Daze—that did something for people, and I don’t think it’s wrong to admit that.” Jones looked back out onto the street.


“Never said I thought he was wrong; do you think something so simple as right and wrong exists, Judge Jones? Do you also collect unicorn horns to power Santa’s sleigh?”


“Believing that some things are wrong isn’t inherently ignorant, Judge Poet.”


“No, not ignorant, but… fatally optimistic.”


Two hours, three and a half Franklins, and one regurgitated debate on the importance of 2A schools passed between the two.


Judge Jones was saved from Poet’s ramblings when their prey finally arrived. Two Brotherhood members had been patrolling the area.


More importantly though, two fairly sized, one-size-fits-all-cloak-wearing Brotherhood members.


The Judges left the car in unison, tumbling out to the pavement and slowly closing their doors without a sound. For all his ramblings, Judge Poet knew how to shut the hell up when it served a greater good.


Left, left, left, right.


Right, nod, left-eye blink, right-eye blink.


The Judges had seen the benefit of sign language, but saw no use in a system anyone else could read, so they’d made their own. Ezekiel noted Poet’s nods, took out a large, black ball from his belt and tossed it to the side of the building, where it vibrated loudly.


Startled, the hooded strangers shuffled in the darkness, away from the halogen lights. Judge Poet struck first, while Jones darted to position; they made contact in the same moment; Jones striking his target’s throat with the side of his hand, stealing his sound, before cracking the top of his skull with the butt of his pistol. Poet’s approach lacked Jones’s precision, grabbing the back of his target’s head and feeding it into the side of the building, silencing his victim before the ensuing wail.


As Poet released his target’s head, Judge Jones’s heel was already en route to the back of his skull, the crunch of a patriotic boot liberating society from another Brotherhood layabout.


“Shit,” Ezekiel mouthed, as he quickly stripped one of the targets, Poet the other, hoping to get their robes off of them unbloodied.


“What is it?” Judge Poet asked, muffled by the robe he’d slid down over his uniform.


“Fatality… I was hoping to avoid—”


“Coulda been worse, coulda been two. Let’s go.”


Judge Jones nodded in reply before shifting the bodies into the shadows.


They entered the warehouse, keeping the grey hoods low. Clearly, the enigmatic Thurgood had got the word out to the lowlifes. The subterraneans, the inhuman scourge of food stamps and unearned freedoms.


In the robes it was hard to make out how many of the street gangs the crime lord had corralled together, but in the few glimpses the Judges allowed themselves—risking discovery every time they raised their faces—it seemed his reach had extended beyond the walls of the city. It didn’t line up, though; what sort of tech do you offer to competing dealers all at once? Thurgood was undercutting his own market.


Of course, the man himself was nowhere to be seen. From the whispering around them, the arms dealer had opted out of attending: according to some because he was on his third felony, to others because he was a coward. Most had no idea one way or another, beyond tales of an eight foot, two dicked Mensa member who knew kung fu.


The bulk of the similarly-garbed gang-banging trash was, as expected, the Brotherhood themselves. Even as they stood in that greyed robe from head to toe, Ezekiel read them by all the things not to be seen.


Desk worker, bad posture—Black


Female—Indian


Black—Janitor—Felon


Mother—Incel—Sugar addict


Then there was movement behind him, and he and Poet shifted to see what was happening next.


 



 



THE BROTHERHOOD SPLIT down the middle in obeisance to Carl ‘Catastrophe’ Patterson. The former enforcer was wheeled out on a podium, waving grandly as he paraded through the crowd. When the podium stopped, he straightened his tie, allowing silence to fill the warehouse, because—as he’d put it to Thurgood earlier that day—Niggas gonna put some respect on my suit, if I’m expected to drop stack on it.


“Welcome my brothas! My sistas, my cousins, my wiggas, my niggas, my bitches, my thots and my hoteps, to the last weapons sale you’ll ever need!” There were murmurs, and chuckles.


“Where is the real leader, where is Thurgood?” an 86-Scarlet gang member asked from the safety of the crowd.


“Ah, Thurgood. Y’all niggas stay on that enigmatic figurehead bull, fam. There ain’t no Thurgood. How about that? How about there is just the Brotherhood, and we ain’t got no leader, don’t need no leader. We just got the message, and the means to deliver that good news.” More murmurs, less chuckles, and the kindling within Catastrophe to show how cold a motherfucker he was.


“Let me tell you what this ain’t finna be. Y’all taking turns talking in the back of class or some shit!” Catastrophe shouted, and stopped, until someone got their mind right and remembered to bring him the mic.


“You all have a unique opportunity, a promise for the most minimal of effort on your part,” the gangster continued, and the Brotherhood members chanted the word, opportunity.


“We came here for an auction, my nigga, not some dashiki shit,” Jimmy ‘Jank-A-Motha-Fucka-From-Behind’ Frampton said from the back of the crowd. He’d led the Cheddar Chips, who’d spent their days cornering the market on academic grounds, slinging Vyvance to pre- and post-grads.


Jimmy was also known for his chronic use of said product, which at times led him to precarious situations, such as challenging a dude named Catastrophe.


Catastrophe wasn’t patient in many things, including outbursts from hopheads. He descended from the podium in a slow, slick promenade to Jimmy, and smashed the microphone into Jimmy’s mouth.


Carl didn’t pay much mind to Jimmy after that, turning his smile to the rest of the Cheddar Chips behind their tooth-alleviated leader. When he felt his point had been made, he turned to his own two-hundred moderately-trained Brotherhood members.


“Nigga, my nigga, if you do not want the talking stick, you shouldn’t have asked for it, my nigga,” he said sweetly. Judge Poet chuckled caustically for a moment, before looking around and restraining himself.


“Niggas be on some real nigga shit, but I see you niggas, I see you. I am not a prophet. I cannot tell you the way niggas on the west is gonna watch the sunset with niggas on the east, but no one can. I can tell you, though, that beyond the colours and the package and the fu’n-fu’n Godfather vendetta ish, that we all respect that all y’all just tryna survive, my niggas. Why is we just surviving, though, ya feel? Why we just okay with them corralling us against one another, my nigga? Why ain’t we just doing this our way, in our homes? You hear me, my niggas?” Catastrophe cried out, his exuberance received and reflected en masse by his niggas within this warehouse.


“Buh… buh, yo, Catastrophe…” ventured another thug. “I ain’t tryna get my face busted and shit, but that nigga Jim had a point. I’m hearing what you sayin’, nigga, but you ain’t being practical about this. Yo’ fallacy lies in the method, my nigga. Say we all, what, put down our primary revenue source, therefore losing our footing of real, tangible control, my nigga, we lose the majority of these fake-ass, halfway crook-ass weekend niggas ’cause we also lost our executory powers over these niggas. All for some Huey P. Newton ish, my nigga? Like, yo, I done heard you got a fuckin’ arsenal, but ’less you got fuckin’ tanks, and fuckin’-fuckin’ controlling interest of Ump Post, then we just throwin’ our lives away, fam.” There were murmurs sprouting, as they do, between everyone’s feet. But Catastrophe was more than just a cold motherfucker: he raised his arms, fanning down the scatter-shot conversations. When there was silence, he delivered a snapback.


“Nigga, my nigga, you speak true, my nigga. However, I must stress criticality upon letting a nigga finish, my nigga.” Catastrophe laughed, and it spread throughout the warehouse.


 



 



JUDGE JONES THOUGHT to join in the laughter, mostly hoping he’d remembered how. But he just grunted as a Brotherhood member behind him shoved a foot behind his knee. He caught himself and straightened again, but the gang-banger behind him seemed hell-bent on dicking with him. They shoved Ezekiel’s arm forward, and it hung for a moment in the air as if he’d had a question for Catastrophe.


Jones remained calm, though if he hadn’t turned for a moment to see the face beneath the hood, he may not have stayed as composed.


“Nigga, my nigga, you think of a minor portion of our retail, my nigga. A fundamental analysis of our program, of what we really offer, my nigga, will surely change your mind. Nigga, I ain’t gonna sit here and say I came prepped with an EPS, my nigga, but there isn’t even a fuckin’ margin of investment to consider, my nigga. You could argue that high volatility is something to consider, but the stability of Thurgood’s—of the Brotherhood’s—reach comes into play when you see that he also has the information to put behind the weapons. Y’all niggas, sittin’ up here scared of the police… psh… y’all ain’t even seein’ beyawnd, my nigga. Y’all ain’t on our level, that futurist ish my niggas, what if we told you it ain’t gonna stop on the streets? What if I told you we even gonna take on tha Judges, my nigga?”


“Preach that shit, Catastrophe!”


“We got the only Judge on these streets behind us,” Catastrophe shouted.“The Judge that holds the most important weapon of all, my niggas.Thurgood is that nigga’s name. Thurgood has the means of production, my niggas. We ain’t giving you no bullshit, and I got proof!” He snapped his head up to manically laugh. “See, you join us, you commit a dollar, aname on a paper, a tangible display of yo’ heart in this game, ya feel? You do that? Then you stand behind someone that knows how they work. Someone who knows about them punk-ass Judges that are even here tonight, in this room, my niggas!”


It was already too late for either Judge Poet or Judge Jones to attempt any kind of escape. The woman behind Ezekiel latched her hands over him, and he didn’t attempt to struggle.


“I see in the dark. You will lay still forever in the garden of our dismay. Sleep now, sweet boy, know the fruit will fall in time.” As Marisa uttered the words beneath her hood, she began shoving Judge Jones ahead through the crowd, pulling his hood back to show his helmet. He fought back, of all things, a pang of nostalgia as she led him to the Catastrophe ahead.


She’d said the words loudly enough for Poet to hear, who chuckled as he was pushed alongside Ezekiel by another Brotherhood member. He seemed less concerned with the strapped, sadistic criminal buttcrust than he should have been. If the vagabonds of violence had been to the Academy at all, they may have understood why.


I see in the dark, she’d said. I am with you, Judge, but must stay unseen.


Jones and Poet suffered through the wads of spit, the petty names and threats, as they were tied up beneath Catastrophe at the podium, by Marisa and the others. They were good soldiers, though, and made sure to do as they were told.


You will lay forever in the garden of our dismay. Follow my lead, play chicken, head down, eyes open.


If he’d just had a heads-up that he’d be sitting stiff and full of piss for two hours while every gang member followed Thurgood’s ritual, signing and paying a monetary pledge, he may have planned his time in the car with Poet more appropriately.


The upside, however, was the expeditious nature of the trade; the gangs excited to move along to a promised demonstration of the weapons, using a couple of Judges’ heads as targets.


There were so many choices, and it gave them time at least to consider how best to build a corpse. The dorsal and ventral rounds equipped to the weapon were engaged by four buttons above the grip: fire, bullet, poison dart and electrocution.


There was an Instagram post of the Judges with a gun aimed at each of their heads by Shaquan ‘Reverse-Bachman-in-this-bitch’ Arnold for three and a half minutes before a Brotherhood member had to force him to take it down. The spectacle, as far as Judge Jones could see, was worthy of a photo. The Brotherhood members walked the grounds with forms, collection bags and tablets affixed with credit card readers.


One dollar, Judge Jones thought while observing them sign and pay. Even in a crowd that large, there wasn’t anything that Thurgood couldn’t have achieved through a dozen other means. How did production even continue at that low price point? Judge Jones wondered, if only to keep from pissing himself.


There was a familiar obedient freedom about it all, Ezekiel considered, watching the not-so-free market. Anyone too proud, too individual, was turned away. It seemed Thurgood had no room for the non-believer.


“He got the same e-mail as everyone else,” Ezekiel overheard a Brotherhood member say to two members of ‘The Subversively Named Gang’ gang.


“Listen, bruh, he’s—we came all this way, my boy’s just new,” said the senior of the two.


“New? To… to readin’, my nigga?” The Brotherhood frowned.


When the guns were properly distributed with all-sized grey monk’s robes folded neatly beneath them, the Judges were dragged forward again.


Catastrophe waited, with his microphone in hand, raised high until his audience stopped their calls for the Judges to burn and bleed and everything else.


How the shit did they know? Ezekiel wondered as Catastrophe looked the Judges over, and after a requisite cold-motherfucker glare, flapped the flat of his palm over their helmets. After a full minute of slapping at them like they were bongos or something, he brought the microphone back to his mouth.


“Woop-ditty-woop! The law is here, my niggas! See, the thing is, the Judges? These muh-fuckas think they somethin’ speshal. They just you, though, feel? They just on some IR Roth shit while we out here—Y’all hear me out there? We. Out. Here! On some majority high-risk shit, my niggas!”


The warehouse obliged with a bull-penned, rancorous applause.


He looked them over again with a hand scratching under his thin beard, as if pondering, as if he or Ezekiel would be surprised when he ultimately decided to start by blowing away the Black dude. He tore away Judge Jones’s helmet, kicking it aside and letting it rattle and roll a few feet from them.


Well, at least there’s that, Ezekiel thought, staring at his own worn, piss-filled, sleep-deprived form in the reflection of the black visor.


“Y’all thought y’all was so slick, didn’t you? Y’all fuckin’ Rambo-ass niggas in here tryna fuck tha game up for us hard-workin’ folk ’cause Gurney signed a piece of paper, my nigga? How that paper hollin’ up now, hm? Yo people ain’t get you ready for this, did they? Ain’t get you prepped for this Viet Cong shit you done stumbled yo bitch ass into.” Catastrophe paused for the laughter, the sky-scathing gunshots, the Cheddar Chips leader finally shuffling back to his feet.


“First thing we go’n do is show you what we can do here…” With that, Marisa scooped up Judge Jones’s helmet, tucked it under her arm, and took a few steps back to let Catastrophe through. Judge Jones almost sighed in relief seeing the helmet in Marisa’s hold.


Carl’s teeth, studded with steel, glittered harshly against Jones’s eyes when he grinned. Catastrophe clasped a hand beneath Jones’s chin and spat a long, stringy clump of phlegm in his face, watching it run down his nose.


“See, you are just another nigga under siege. Their siege. You think you know that this is just an issue of order, but this shit life and def, my nigga. Your life, our life, anyone that ain’t what they want this world to be. How many of us gon’ exist if we ain’t taking care ah us, if we ain’t—?”


Carl paused for a moment, and Ezekiel saw in the flinch in his eye that the truth in black bodies had returned to him. He wasn’t just speaking to Ezekiel, but the massive swell of the Brotherhood that his Thurgood had enlisted, and those yet to be swayed. He’d excluded every non-black body in his declaration of pain, of the things that had been taken, of a fire in rise.


“You see,” Carl started after spinning to the rest of them. “By nigga, I refer to all my niggas. I refer to the nigga in you, Terry, and you, Jared, and you Kevin, and you! Yes—yes, you, Chadwick. You all are in this, with this. We Brotherhood, we brothas, we niggas are all, in the end, in some shit if we do not unify as a niggahood.”


There was silence, and then, as Ezekiel readied for Carl’s swansong to fall flat, there was an encore from the crowd.


“This nigga is soundin’ real lit!” screamed Sean Smith, a former tennis player from Ohio.


“Thank you, thank you so much, my nigga,” Carl said, before turning back to Ezekiel with a grin.


Shit, he’s good, Ezekiel conceded. Judge Jones hadn’t expected the sloppy play to work, but trading off the word nigga proved to be a hell of a play.


“So!” Carl started, taking a few steps back and pulling his gold-plated pistol, courtesy of Thurgood, from his back waist. “What do y’all want to see? Y’all wanna see him melt? Y’all wanna see him bleed out? Or y’all want to see him electrify like a cartoon in this muh’ fucka?” His adoring audience filled the room with laughter, shouting out suggestions.


Jones had never been one for ruining a good time—mostly because he didn’t know much about them to begin with—but he knew, as Marisa moved the helmet into one hand and pulled a small, round grenade out of a pocket with the other, that the show was soon to be at an end.


Sleep now, sweet boy, know the fruit will fall in time.


It’s been an honour, Judge; know your sacrifice won’t be in vain.


Before Catastrophe could fire the winning munitions, Marisa dropped the helmet and threw the grenade as hard as she could through the warehouse. The explosion roared, sending the bodies of the belligerent and brash scattering.


Carl eventually climbed to his feet, shaking off the thin sparkles of light and fuzz swimming across his eyes from the jarring spell of utter catastrophe. He cast about for Jones, hoping to find some solace in taking his life, but saw Marisa freeing both Judges. One more thing the law had taken from him that day.


The masses, armed with weapons they could barely begin to understand, began to shoot at will at the sparse targets of Poet, Jones and Marisa. The booms reverberated throughout the building, as Catastrophe hid beneath his podium from the haze of hell.


“Y’all niggas need to calm this—fuckin’—fuck!” Catastrophe couldn’t so much as finish a sentence. The podium gradually crumbled under the onslaught.


 



 



JUDGE JONES KNEW what had to be done as soon as the first fire blazed. It was messy, it was a titan of paperwork, but if it’d ever been necessary, it’d been then.


“ARE YOU FUCKING NUTS?”


Judge Poet, it’d seemed, wasn’t so keen on the idea.


“We have another plan? You know how important this is, how fucked we are if we don’t. He knew we were here, he has more information than us, his technology is more advanced than ours, this became—cover!” Judge Jones threw himself back as a bright line of fire came at them from above. They split, Marisa falling away from the two Judges.


“This became,” Judge Jones started, as he and Judge Poet crouched behind a conveyor belt in the warehouse, “more important than a couple of militant thugs as soon as that happened. We can’t risk—”


“Okay, just—just fucking do it, then!” Judge Poet spat.


“We’ll need to get to the centre of the room,” Jones grunted.


Poet spat out a string of obscenities, but finally found something inside, something insidious within to temper him back to form. “Well, let’s go show these fuckers some Rambo shit, Judge Jones.”


Poet laughed, and Ezekiel nodded back. Then Poet reached into one of his pockets, took out a smoke ball and squeezed it in his hand to activate it. He hurled it forward and began his attack, Jones following behind.


“Raven Georgia,” Poet said, reaching out to Judge Jones, who implemented the manoeuver—drilled into them in the Academy—without so much as a blink. They clasped wrists and fell backwards, catching themselves before they hit the ground, guns drawn and ready. The bullets meant for their heads missed, even as they dispatched the targets behind each other’s backs.


They pulled each other to their feet, and threw themselves back into the battle.


His hands grew weary of the pull of the trigger, of the hammer, of the things that broke through skulls while he fought through the smoke. He and Poet kept tossing them out, as they worked towards the centre of the room. When they arrived, Judge Jones at least was relieved to see Marisa jogging up to meet them.


“Initiate the LBRAD!” Marisa shouted, only a few feet away but pressed by the ongoing rage of fire and bullets and everything the maggots of mire and street life threw against peaceful justice.


The LBRAD system was developed a year or so after the Judges program was founded. It was one of a few crowd-control tools the Judges had at their disposal, an enhancement on the previous LRAD system, which weaponised sound to halt unruly protesters, now shrunk to pocket-size and heightened from annoying to paralysing.


“Initiating,” Judge Jones screamed, waiting for death. He knew the risks without his helmet, but it was necessary.


He and Poet pulled palm-sized disks from their belts, slapped them on the ground and dived as far away as they could before the machines began their culling song.


Screams echoed through the warehouse. Judge Jones sprawled on his back, trying to wrap his hands over his ears but feeling the sticky blood popping out of it, seeing Pellegrino doing the same. He watched, in the distance, as some began to hemorrhage blood from every available orifice, as if trying to escape their own bodies.


Judge Poet lasted a little longer thanks to his helmet, but as close as he was to the devices, the noise pierced even him.


Ezekiel’s eyes, while waiting for sweet death to arrive, finally fell over Catastrophe, who seemed more resistant than some of his cohorts. The gangster was still on one knee, with what little wits the death noise left him. He tore the shirt off, ripping one of the sleeves free and wrapping it around his ears, knotted at his forehead to keep his line of sight clear. A few others tried, like Catastrophe to fight back, though with less thought, still firing their weapons indiscriminately. It didn’t take long for a stream of flame to reach Catastrophe’s podium, igniting the hastily applied varnish. The fire roared and raged, leaping through the dusty air to the stacked boxes littered throughout, tickling against everything, licking its lips and hungry to sate itself.


In the heat and the haze, Jones felt his body breaking down in the sound, until, suddenly, it wasn’t any longer. The first thing he heard that wasn’t from a vortex of eldritch terror was the crunch of Catastrophe’s foot over the shattered LBRAD tools.


Catastrophe clutched Ezekiel by the throat, dragging him around to meet his gaze.


“You niggas think you winnin’ this shit, my nigga? You think we ain’t already won? You ain’t fuckin ready for what about to happen, for us to take this shit over! Hm? Oh, you can’t breathe, muh’fucka? The fuckin law can’t breathe, ain’t that jus—”


Catastrophe, with at least two paragraphs left of monotonous grandstanding, suddenly stopped short. He dropped Judge Jones and turned, looking down to see the slim, serrated glee over Jimmy ‘Shank-A-Nigga-In-Tha-Back’ Brown’s face.


“You… shady-ass nigga,” Catastrophe spat, scrabbling for the knife wedged deep into his back.


“Talkin’ stick, bitch!” Jimmy shouted, darting as fast as he could to the exit.


Judge Jones struggled to stand, throat raw from the smoke and the strangle. Pellegrino shoved him to his feet from behind.


“Ma’am,” Judge Jones croaked as Poet helped from the other side.


“Judge Jones,” she returned.


Ezekiel eventually took his arms as he found his own strength to move again. The gauntlet of gang-banging vermin proved harder to cut through amongst an engulfing flame. However many were foolhardy enough to delay their escape found the Judges were just as tenacious. They pushed, they fought, they judged.


Poet stumbled as a bullet clacked into his helmet, but he rolled and sprawled himself out, weapon aimed, and fired a single shot at one of the hooded figures towering over him.


The twenty-one-year-old pit bull shelter worker’s head exploded. The splatter distracted the surrounding thugs long enough for Poet to steal the sawed-off from the fallen corpse, spinning upwards from the ground. He made quick work of the thirty-two-year-old mother of two, and the local mailman who once found your dog when you left the door open.


“We have to get the hell out of here, Poet!” screamed Jones, grabbing the older man and shoving him through the door ahead of him.


It was nearly the last thing he said, as a burning slab collapsed towards him. But before it made impact, Jones was shoved forward by Pellegrino. He stumbled and turned to the suddenly flame-filled doorway.


“She’s gone! Go! GO! FUCKING GO!” Poet hollered, yanking Judge Jones away. Jones followed him out the building. But before they reached the night, a wayward explosive detonated in the hall behind them, launching them through one of the frosted glass panels lining the entrance.


 



 



AS THE FIRE fell, Carl ‘Catastrophe’ Patterson contemplated the potential oversight in not keeping a tighter eye on Jimmy ‘Shank-A-Nigga-In-Tha-Back’ Brown. He crawled in search of life, coughing and screaming “Nigga!” as loud as he could, nearly two thousand times, one for every time they’d reduced him or his brethren to that word in the place he’d been born, year by year. It was fitting though, and his laughter filled ever corner, echoing across every corpse the proud were no longer burdened with.


The truth of life and death, those things, the only things he’d ever seen truly separate-but-equal, had style to them. Maybe it was that Old Testament, that part he should have feared, but damn if it wasn’t poetry. As the last of the fire washed over his prone body, melting away the sin to leave the beauty, Carl ‘Catastrophe’ Patterson left this mortal coil as anything but a cold motherfucker.


AALIYAH


 



A HOUSE FILLED to its tits by mayhem—and the means to produce it—is not a home. It’s what we had, though.


Thurgood made good on his promise. He let me hold my boy, our boy, as if it was a gift for him to give. I wasn’t sure which one of us was the child as I held Elijah. I told him I loved him. I gave him kisses and I gave him lies.


I ate the food they brought to the room they promised I wouldn’t stay in forever; eventually they realised I skipped on the bullshit that’d come on the side. Elijah did what Elijah does, and made everyone fall in love with him. I wanted to forget their humanity, though, to bleed them of it, but as is probably evident from most of the things I’ve touched on, I will ultimately fail.


I held out for a decent amount of time. The first week, I would snatch Elijah away by the arm, dragging him off if one of Colin’s hooded ‘Brotherhood’ members so much as breathed in his direction. This was, admittedly, ill-conceived; the preoccupation of pre-teens is to find all the ways their mothers are monsters. I eventually relented, slightly, knowing if one of them so much as spoke about Thurgood’s weapons, his quote-un-fucking-quote ‘mission,’ that I would show them the terror of a mother loaded up on a lifetime of punk music and three free Jiu-Jutsu classes.


They—Thurgood’s in-and-out associates—seemed to get the message. It was another week before I ventured past monosyllabic responses to their questions. While I stewed in a petty piss mood, Elijah was making new friends. The closest was Feng, who I minded the least as she rarely bothered with that ridiculous monkish robe. She wore a smock most days, when I’d watch out the window of my room in the garden out front of the house.


I’d forgotten the light for a time. I would wilt away in a room not my own, glad for the reprieve when Elijah insisted on helping Feng outside. In the moments he spent away I could stop pretending, if only for a while, to have any idea how I could protect him from the world.


Colin would come by, but his visits slowed around the second molar I relieved him of. His lackeys would try to play sweet, butter me up, to no avail. I decided if they wanted me here, they’d have me on my terms or not at all.


That was, until I heard Elijah screaming from the garden.


I bolted out the room, down the stairs, unaware of the footsoldiers trailing me for fear I was attempting my fifth escape. I didn’t even realise they were behind me until I reached the garden.


Feng had been letting a caterpillar scoot along her palm while Elijah watched in disgust. She’d smiled, but that soon faded as she saw me standing there with a knife in my hand I must have snatched on the way out from the kitchen.


“I see you’re awake, Professor Monroe,” she said, lightly dropping the caterpillar as Elijah came over to hug me tight. I watched Feng give a nod to the men who’d chased me out the house, signalling them to leave. Elijah leaned back, told me I stunk like Billy ‘Pee Pants’ Jordan, bringing one of those moments of truth when a laugh is hard to bite back.


I let my gaze weigh on her for a moment as she approached us, as if it had any power in that place.


No one had called me professor since I taught two semesters at Harlond Washington as an adjunct. More than one student commented on the vanity hire of the famed Bullet Bitch. Of course, the little shits could have been right; I fucked up too early on to say one way or another, though.


“Professor… so he has you aspiring youths doing your research on us, I see,” I said sweetly as Elijah tore away from me, remembering someone else was around to see him hugging his mom.


“Yes, although we’ve met before, professor,” she said, with a smile for a friend I wasn’t interested in being. “I took your class once—well, for two weeks. Realised it wouldn’t count towards my history credit, so I dropped.” As she mentioned it, I did remember her face, the crescent-shaped birthmark over her right eyebrow. I felt crummy for staring at it for a few seconds too long, the first day she popped into my class.


“Fei…?” I asked.


“Well, Feng, but I’m surprised you remembered me at all, ma’am.”


“I’m good for remembering faces. Comes in handy for attendance during lectures, police line-ups, not much else,” I returned with a diabetic sweetness.


She only smiled and nodded, looking back to her garden.


“We are growing one of our research projects here in the garden—one of mine anyway. Elijah was helping me until we came across our little friend.” She laughed, and glanced in ’Lijah’s direction. She knelt down then, to a group of lumpy tomatoes, gingerly snapping one free from the vine and bringing it to me. She dug her nails into it, red pulp staining her fingers as she bit off one half and handed me the other.


I looked down to the pulpy mess and raised a brow at her way, and she urged me on with a flutter of her eyebrows.


“You all unearthed the 23,000-year-old art of food production. What the hell was someone like you doing at a community college, Feng?” I asked, less innocently than my tone suggested as I rolled the vegetable in my hand for a moment. She smirked, waiting in silence as I took a bite. I felt everything tighten in my throat for a moment before it went down; I hadn’t eaten much since I’d arrived, just enough to stay strong, just enough to not tempt Elijah to starve himself.


It settled down through my stomach and I felt everything inside snatch at it in wanting. It only took a couple of moments to feel the effects: I felt calm, but not in a way that robbed me of myself, just the clarity of dopamine.


Feng recognised the wonder on my face and chuckled a bit.


“I haven’t got the flavour sorted yet, but someday, sooner than I could have without Thurgood’s resources and capital, we can use produce to alleviate chemical imbalance, rejuvenate niacin receptors in nicotine addicts, stimulate appetite. A world of hurts, fixed by a tomato.” She was clearly impressed with herself. I was too, but I wasn’t inclined to show it.


“Neat,” I mouthed, dropping the rest of it to the ground.


We’d reached the end of the adolescent boy’s attention; Elijah left us to find another cult member’s brain to pick. I watched him run off and turned back to Feng.


“If you fill my boy’s head with your Brotherhood bullshit, I will kill you,” I said, half expecting some form of retribution. More than her polite nod, anyway.


“I understand your concern, truly,” Feng said. “The others… they don’t want to cause you any harm, professor, not the ones Thurgood posts here, at least. To tell you the truth, we couldn’t use these weapons against you, or your son, even if we wanted.”


She saw my expression, spun her gun out and aimed it at the ground. I’d never thought they could be so silent as they were in the movies, even with the bulky silencer on the end. She slowly raised it my way, other hand raised as though to reassure me. My fists tightened at my side, but I wouldn’t give her my fear. I waited for whatever she thought she had to deliver my way.


Click!


The gun stuttered and fell silent, and she refastened it to her side.


“Pretty nifty, right? You and your son are safe here, professor. The chamber utilises a biometric—”


“I’m not safe anywhere. I was working towards safe, my fucking life was working towards safe. Now what? Now, as far as the public is concerned, I’ve aligned myself with some fucking Black Panther Party wannabes. I’m this close to really, really bein’ the Bullet Bitch, and worst of all? I think I hate hot Cheetos now. So, fuck you, and fuck safe,” I said.


Feng recoiled at this, but big ups to her for keeping that sweetly condescending smile.


“Ma’am, we aren’t the monsters you think. We’re just people. Did you know that most of us here are college educated? Even the men. I’d say at least twice as many as have been incarcerated. Did you know that 52 percent of us here are women? That we have a voice here?”


“Talking points, seriously?” I laughed. “You have done your research.”


“I’m just trying to illustrate that maybe, if you took the time to stop hating him, you’ll begin to see us as people, trying to prove that we’re just that, fucking people,”she said. It was the first thing she said that didn’t sound rehearsed.


She asked me to follow her through the house, to listen, and see her cohorts.


She was wrong, of course. I did, and will forever see them as human, tragically so, which was all the more reason to hate them for being so wilfully blind.


No pun intended.


Eventually, she took me to the basement of the house, where other members of the Brotherhood were floating about. They would pop in and out of half-made rooms separated by tarps.


There were smells, some familiar, some not so much. There was dank weed, there was gasoline, there was baked bread, they were as contradictory as their leader.


“This is what we’re really about, doctor. Thurgood hasn’t just given us some frail promise of tomorrow; he’s backing us with the means to pursue it. We are all misfit toys, broken by a system that neglected us in one way or another. Stu over there? He’s working on a drone that can scan public record information instantly to avoid disasters,” she said, as a death less scattershot was somehow worth more.


“McMahon, there? He is working to isolate the effect of Halcyon Daze that alters pigmentation perception. He hopes to weaponise it against the Judges and officers. Officers like the ones you yourself have been battling in a… more passive way.” She watched me for a reaction.


“And… what? This is the wow moment that Thurgood cooked up to sway me?” I asked, breaking through the moment she’d no doubt thought she’d had. “You’ve ruined my career, you’ve ruinedthe credibility I’d built up, trying to stop this shit. You’ve done nothing but fall for someone’s shit about wanting to ‘fight back.’”


There was the sigh, there was the smile, for a moment the empty, frilly, unbound things fell from her eyes.


“And… I don’t know,” she said. “I’m trying here, ma’am, I’m trying, but I don’t think I can get you to see beyond your shit.”


It jarred me a bit, even if I’d felt just as relieved to hit something real in her.


“My shit is something that matters, Feng. My shit just wasn’t as flashy, as punk as yours. You know, Blacks made up—”


“Talking points? Seriousl—?”


“Blacks made up 34% of all people incarcerated in 2014. Did you know that? Do you know what the rate was after that?” I asked, and paused. Feng tried to wait me out, but if I was expected to play Thurgood’s games, she’d give me my fucking turn.


“No,” she eventually said.


“No? I don’t either. No one does. Back in the teens, they slashed funding to collect data like that. Shit like that is what renders us unseen, things like that are what skew our pain. Patriarchal, racial, socioeconomical, any fucking ‘al’ you want to pick, are bit by bit laying still. Thing is, while you all are out here playing college philosophy majors who shoot people in the fucking face, they are winning. There is a reason flash dance anarchy won’t work, Feng: it’s because the powers that be, are the powers that be. That power has to be redistributed before you could ever hope for something new.” I was monologuing, but I didn’t give a shit.


“That’s just… No, professor. I’m sorry, I wanted you to see the truth of it all, more than Thurgood, I think. Our revolution isn’t opposed to yours.” She gave a nod to two cloaked crassholes, who made their way towards us.


“Doctor Monroe is tired,” Feng said. “Please escort her to her room.” She tore her eyes away from us before I could look into them with my own any longer.


Two men came up behind me, clutching me under the arms, but I darted forward before they could get a firm grip. Feng tried to spin round, whipping out the gun that she’d promised could do nothing to me, but she was too slow, or I wanted it more. I landed on top of her, clawing at her and seething obscenities through spit.


“Crazy ass—!”


My hand across her face cut her off. I thought of Elijah. Slap. I thought of everything they wanted me to be in that house of blood and bullets, and all the things I thought I was above. Slap, slap! I thought of a lot of things as they tore me away.


I was tossed into my room and locked tight like a hog in a pen.


While, in my humble opinion, the display lacked the subtlety of my Bullet Bitch days, it worked well enough. To believe in a peace, a world uncursed in the tomorrow, in all those punk albums, doesn’t mean sitting still and turning cheeks. It means fighting—sometimes, in times like this, more literally than others.


I waited until the night fell before reaching to my backside to take out the phone I’d pilfered from Feng.


I made a call.


CHAPTER EIGHT


 



“HE WOULD HAVE had a birthday next Thursday.”


When Cadet Jones heard Marisa’s voice behind him, a small, unseared part of him was impressed. Had she been in the room the whole time?


Ezekiel considered her for a moment, the increasingly tattered trench coat, the increasingly tattered eyes, and then forced himself to continue packing his scant belongings.


“Why are you here, ma’am?” Ezekiel asked, done with games and arguments and anything that wouldn’t put him in a plane to the first city he saw on the departure screen when he went to the airport.


It hadn’t been a full hour since Jones had dumped his former bunkmate in the medical ward, bloody hand wrapped in a paper towel.


“His mother and father have divorced, they sold the house. Can’t blame them, seeing what he could have been if some dumbass hadn’t killed their son.”


“Stop it.”


“The asking price is pretty shit, might be worth renting out, so, if this whole most-important-thing-of-your-life doesn’t work out, you can get into real estate maybe.” Marisa shrugged.


“Did you know this would happen? Is this another test, ma’am?” Jones demanded, tossing the last T-shirt into the duffle bag.


“Officer Williams is getting a Merit Award for excellent arrest. Your old drinking buddies are proud of her too. Guess you may not have got the invite to the celebration tomorrow at your old station.”


Marisa was unfazed as Ezekiel’s eyes bored into her own. He walked to her, to Ocasio’s bed, close enough to taste her.


“Why. The fuck. Are you here, ma’am?”


“What the fuck are you doing here, cadet?” Marisa said, startling Ezekiel with her sharpness. “You were my first recommendation for this program, did you know that? No, of course you didn’t, and you don’t know why that is a big enough deal for me to occasionally check in on you, either. You think, what? This shit was going to be boot camp? Police academy? You think you just get straight As, put on a bitch face and boom, you’re a Judge? You think there wouldn’t be sacrifice, little boy?” Her laugh did nothing to betray the lightning building behind her eyes.


“So, what? You telling me that Fox’s or Stein’s homo-murderous bullshit is something new? It was more gratuitous, more—”


“Oh, for chrissakes, Tank, do you think we give two craps who you’re banging? You think we don’t know, in more detail than I like, which of you entitled emo rabbits are screwing each other over here? Getting laid doesn’t stop you becoming a Judge, Cadet Jones. What does, however, is Valentine’s Day shit. That will compromise you.


“Tell me, how is Cadet Ocasio’s brother? We have video surveillance, Tank. We have the goddamned search history, so don’t tell me you haven’t accessed private record data under the guise of a superior—which, while impressive, is a gross misuse of access you shouldn’t have had.”


It was Ezekiel’s turn to hold back a flinch.


“You’re saying, what, then? That this was for me? You’re saying that I was your choice, and this gives you the right to—”


“What we’re saying, Ezekiel, is that Cadet Ocasio was shown to have too much baggage, too much held over from the old guard. He was never going to make it. We saw a cadet break reg for said space waste, and thought it important to evaluate their resolve—”


“‘Resolve’? What the shit does that even mean? He cut his hand open.”


“That… wasn’t what was discussed. Fox will be removed from that post, I swear, and I’m sorry, Ezekiel. But only for that.” She was honest, she was vulnerable, but she wasn’t at any point ready to concede that all of it was, as Ezekiel saw it, fucked.


“So, what? You here to ask me to stay?” he said, nearing the door of the room.


“I’m here to remind you that you were always going to stay. That… that’s okay. I’m here to remind you not to let this moment obscure what you are doing here, Cadet.”


“Wooowww, you really—I’m not an idiot, ma’am. I’m not—”


“—anything, Cadet Jones. You. Are. Nothing. Okay, you were gifted, that’s not—you were and are barely a citizen, Ezekiel. What did you do? What was it you were fighting for? You lived in an empty canvas, you didn’t have so much as a TubeFlix account for us to measure interests by. You just had the night. When the day went dead, you became something, the only thing that meant you were here, alive.”


He wanted to laugh. He wanted to do anything but acknowledge that his hand had left the doorknob.


“How do you create a new guard, Cadet Jones? Better yet, how do you create a new guard from the scraps of the old? We can’t enlist children—not yet anyway—and we can only work with what we have. Most of them come with baggage, including the ones who have a shot in hell of making it. Brass tacks, though? You’re different, Jones. You are a single, highly accredited officer who at most could pretend to be one of them, who could play in a softball league or grab a beer or talk at a fucking school career day, for their trust. For them to leave you alone and complete your directive.”


“Fuck you.”


“Fuck me?” She smirked. “Well, never said you were a wordsmith; but more importantly, why are you pretending right now, Cadet Jones? We both know why you’re still here, and we both know how this ends. Because you need someone else who sees, like you did back when you took down a tank with a single bullet. You didn’t care about the protesters when you jumped in front of it, did you? You cared that there was an inconsistency, that order was being grossly ignored.”


“They always say it was a tank, it was just an armoured truck—”


“You’re right, that completely counters my point,” Marisa said drily. She rose from the bed with a groan. “Truth is, Tank: if you leave? This all continues. Truth is, Ocasio is going to go home, a little light in the digits, but alive. And you are going to stay, because you’re done with them, you’re done trying to reason and empathise with them, and you know what they really need is for us to take control.”


Cadet Jones, somehow, grew more solemn.


“The riot was destroying the city, and you didn’t quite know if that was a bad thing, did you? You didn’t need to, though. You knew that what was happening was chaos. The protesters, the police, they were all afraid. They had power, and they had bad intel, but they also had the full authority to use what force they needed to stop a group of dumbasses from tagging their building.”


“Stop it… ”


“They called you a hero, a goddamn genius. You had, what? A 9mm? You told them to stop too, right? You forgot about protocol and fired a single shot, one impossible shot that through the grace of leprechauns or whatever, to make it fall apart.


“You only cared about the law, Jones. You only cared about doing something to make you matter. That cold? That blind adherence to what is right over what is easy? That is what makes you what this country needs. We don’t need any more Ocasios—or, if I’m being honest, any Foxes, either. You know that, don’t you? The truth is, if you leave, it continues, and we’re stuck with schmucks like Fox who are still afraid. He’ll be dealt with. Trust that. Don’t let a hookup ruin everything you are here for, everything we need.”


Cadet Jones waited for the time to come where the hand would move, and let him fall from the high ground he’d lived in his whole life and into the pit with the rest of the citizens. It didn’t. He walked back and sat on the bed, slumping down and burying his head into his hands.


“What do I do, ma’am?” he said, after a time he couldn’t measure.


Pellegrino sat lightly on Cadet Jones’s bed beside him. She placed a hand over his back, rubbing slow circles over it and letting a smile strain out.


“You do what you’re told, cadet,” she said sweetly, and, looking up, Judge Jones nodded.


CHAPTER NINE


 



WHEN POET TOOK his first life, he had, only moments before, wrapped up the final edit of his high school valedictorian speech.


He heard the cries for help, for something as silly as justice, Poet made his way to his mother’s bedroom in the hopes that for once it would prove to be a mistaken case of carnal cries.


It wasn’t. It was the same thing that sent his sister away to boarding school in escape. It was the same thing his mother told him to not pay any mind to. It was his mother’s face, cratered swelling.


His father, whose last breath bore that clichéd stench of weakness and whiskey, had seemed surprised when Young Poet came in with death in his hands. He held the gun lightly, more carrot than stick, before passing the ultimate judgement on his father.


When his mother decided to defend the dead man rather than her son in court, Young Poet had the composure of a man who’d never had a free meal ticket. The more surprising development, however, was his choice to defend himself; the papers called him insane.


Tragic as it’d been to lose the opportunity to give a listless valedictorian speech, there was some victory in what he gained.


He learned that the only thing that really mattered, at the end of the day, were the words; pretty words in pretty books to defend his less-than-pretty soul from conviction. If not for that, scouring night after night through texts on law, on philosophy, on an asphyxiated understanding of life, he may never have become the man that dragged Ezekiel Jones from the wreckage of the warehouse.


He would have never been approached by a former classmate, some scrawny whelp who’d taken up the school honour of valedictorian after the whole ‘murder’ thing disqualified Young Poet. The young man had made good use of his life, more than Poet had—or at least, that was his thought meeting the Harvard Law student who changed the course of his life forever.


“Why did you do it?” he asked, sat across from Poet in the diner. “You know—that doesn’t matter. Do you think it was right? Do you ever wonder if you should have done time for taking a life?” It wasn’t a question you would ask someone you’ve only shared one class with. Asked it he did though, and Community College Student Poet mulled it over without so much as a frown.


“I suppose I could understand that, but no. No, I don’t. The law is a blankie. It’s—”


“Trivial?” the law student asked, or demanded. Poet only smiled, if with something a bit more magnetic than was there before.


“No. Shit, no. It’s the most terrifying, powerful bit of nothing. It’s only trivial, like any story, when there are too many inconsistencies. I was told time and time again that what I did was incredible, defending myself with no prior experience; that I’d earned people’s respect. That’s where I find my why, and how, at night. I saw something wrong, I made it right. Justice isn’t just words, it’s what we do with it.” He wasn’t sure why he needed the man to hear him.


The law student smirked. “I think that’s very poetic, apologies for the pun. Granted… it’s a bit of a mixed metaphor there, is it a story or a tool?”


“Oh, well, I don’t know about that. What is any story if not a tool of one kind or another?”


Both men assumed the meeting would be their last. But one story led to another, that led to another, that led to Judge Poet pulling Judge Jones from the firelit warehouse, burning more brilliantly than could ever be expected by daylight.


It also may be why all the new weapons to account for, the death of Pellegrino, and the ash and debris finding its way into Judge Poet’s ass-crack led him to suggest a coffee after his partner awoke.


 



 



“DESTINY HEAD. WE were… utter fucking garbage. I didn’t know how to play my bass, but I did know how to look really into it. If I look back at it, though? I just had a bit too much college at that point, and was sure that anything I vomited would be important to the world,” Poet said, twenty-five minutes and a bad coffee later.


“The hell does that even mean? Destiny Head?” Ezekiel laughed.


“Hell if I know. If you were to ask me then, I’d of probably freestyled something about us being at the head of a change that was necessary for the world to survive, that we were ultimately the one thing that can be the start of a new destiny, a reprise that would finally bring balance. All bullshit, of course; honestly, I joined three weeks after they’d started jamming together and was too excited that someone would let me play to even ask.”


Judge Jones laughed again, watching across the diner table as Poet sprinkled his fifth pack of sugar into his cup.


“Well, maybe you can go back to it after we send in this report,” Ezekiel said, sighing into his coffee. “Here’s to ‘Destiny Head,’” he added, raising his coffee ironically. “And to Marisa Pellegrino, who gave her life for—holy jelly bombers.”


When Marisa, still sporting singed garments from the night before, slid her butt into the stall next to Poet, their glasses stayed raised high. She took a long sigh that ran down the back of her throat, not stopping until it hit the seat beneath her.


She grabbed a cup of water from the table while the Judges’ eyes were too occupied to remember their coffee, searing their palms as they gaped.


Her hood was hanging by a thread; Ezekiel stared at it, trying to work out how in every multiple-choice hell she wasn’t burned from head to toe.


“Well, that was a fucking show, now, wasn’t it, gentlemen?” she said, slamming the water back down to the table.


“Ma’am…?” Judge Jones prompted, peeling his skin away from the ceramic and returning the cup to the table. She eyed him, and would have more than likely responded, if not for Poet’s sudden cheer.


“Rein it in,” she said with a huff, sliding her hand across the table to grab at Ezekiel’s coffee, taking it down with the same endless swig as she’d done the water.


“Yes, ma’am,” Poet said, sliding his helmet on and clipping it tight.


“I’m glad to see you made it out, ma’am,” Ezekiel said. “We—I thought something may have happened.” He turned his eyes down to the flat of the table. It’d been a long few hours without his visor, without the protection it gave from the rest of the world, but knowing Marisa, Ezekiel figured his relief wouldn’t have gone unseen either way.


“Yeah, I’m okay. I mean, you know, waking up to the sound of thirty sirens while a partially burned skull stares lifelessly into your eyes wasn’t, existentially speaking, a great start. Oh! At least I had the pleasure of speaking for two hours with Officer Dennison, who married a woman named Denise! It was such a fascinating story to hear fully seven times while they fixed the Wi-Fi to confirm my credentials.”


“Well, at least we have the weapons. I’m sure there’s a lot to sift through, but hopefully they lead back to—”


“We got shit, Poet. Thurgood is clever. The weapons that were seized melted in a soppy mess of hot steel by the time we reached the station. I’m not sure how he—well, how he anything, but it seemed in the handling, either the fingerprint locks, or something else, activated a failsafe.” Marisa leaned her head back and closed her eyes.


Judge Jones remembered the heat of the flamethrower, the seared flesh, imagining the sight of that same heat turned inward.


“Well, at least we have our lives, right?” said Poet. “At least we have—apologies, ma’am, but Judge Jones and I were having a rather productive lunch before you returned from the dead to remind us we’ve got nowhere.”


Marisa brought her head back from the ceiling.


“Well, it’s good that I have actually brought something more to the table than shitty jokes and an allergy to wearing my goddamned helmet like a Judge is supposed to,” she said with another sigh.


“What do we have, ma’am?” Judge Jones asked, dropping his voice. Marisa leaned in, a flash of a smirk passing by at the sound of Poet’s helmet clicking.


“Not here,” she said. “Clubhouse, gentlemen.”


The Judges nodded, standing up and following their superior out of the room.


During Fargo’s first hundred days of appointment, the Judges had had to move fast and steadily, sometimes ignoring the proper processes of government. Conversations caught on body cameras had been leaked, leading the new Chief Judge to make a public vow to never again bypass consultation with the Senate.


Sometimes however, time was not on his, or their, side. To avoid the possibility of Washington ears connected to Washington mouths from picking up on anything too sensitive for comfort, all discussions deemed classified were to be handled within codename ‘Clubhouse.’


It was archaic, but held unfortunately true for Washington, or for anywhere in the country where men held power and diners were sort of shitty, that statistically a women’s restroom was the safest place from eavesdropping.


They entered the restroom, Judge Poet leaning against the door after they scanned it for lingerers.


“The truth is, gentlemen, that our numbers aren’t strong enough. Not by half. A tip was received that you’d been set up, but no Judge in proximity to aid. Unlucky for me, I was still in Illinois, out in Elgin on business. I’d infiltrated the meeting by force, and that brings us up to speed.”


“Why couldn’t you communicate all of that to us with, you know, a phone? Or do anything else that would have helped us before we arrived?” Judge Poet asked, and Marisa shot him a glare from beneath slightly singed eyebrows.


“I had every means of communicating this information to you, I also had the means to withdraw you from the mission, but—”


“The mission mattered,” said Jones mechanically. “The mission is the only thing that matters. If we were aware, we could have compromised the acquisition of Carl Patterson, and the largest black-market distribution of arms in Chicago’s history.”


Marisa smirked proudly. “Precisely.”


“Well, lot of good that did, ma’am,” parried Poet. “We have none of Thurgood’s connections, the Brotherhood members who didn’t die escaped, and quite possibly the largest militia in history is gathering while we sit in this shitter.”


“We have what we’vealways had, gentlemen. We have the Law.”


Judge Poet sucked his teeth. “But do we have anything else, ma’am?”


Marisa rolled her eyes before making her way to one of the stalls, opening it and standing on the toilet seat. She pushed up the flimsy ceiling tile, allowing the thick briefcase she’d previously stored there to fall into her hands.


She heaved it to the sink countertop.


“Whew. Well, Judge Entitled, I do have a new helmet for Judge Jones, and a bit of fun for you boys,” she said, unlatching the combination lock with a pair of 20s.


She first tossed the helmet to Ezekiel, who wasted no time in stuffing it over his head. What was left in the black briefcase were two weapons, not so different from their own weapons, slightly larger, augmented somehow from within.


“We’re no Thurgood, but our boys in R&D do what they can. A disclaimer? Don’t break these, please. They are prototypes. They come equipped with a doubled capacity on your standard issue weapons, as well as”—she paused, taking one out and flipping it upside down for a moment to read a serial code etched on the bottom of the handle—“two additional munition options. Two buttons. One initiates a strobe light—”


“A strobe light?” Judge Poet interrupted, picking up the other weapon.


“Yes. A fucking strobe light. The other, which is activated with the second button, is a grenade launcher.” She lazily handed the weapon over to Ezekiel, who checked the scope and measured the weight in his hands.


“What grenade, ma’am?” he asked, setting the weapon down, pulling out his old one and emptying what was left in his clip.


“That’s a question for the nerds, but I’m told it makes the Milkor look like a little bitch.” She chuckled.


“Well, this is all good and admittedly cool, but what are you aiming us at, ma’am?” Judge Poet asked.


“We storm Thurgood and his annoying-as-shit street monks,” Pellegrino replied. “We take them out, we do the hero thing.”


She noticed the rally hadn’t fired them up as expected, so she changed tack. “He has them strapped to the tits. You know what order isn’t? This shit. This is that other thing.” She clacked the suitcase closed. “Someone got caught slippin’ up. The call was made from a cell phone. GPS puts it in a local house in the name of one Mrs. Patterson. Who was the grandmother of—”


“Catastrophe,” Jones finished.


“Precisely. The call was short, Aaliyah Monroe has been abducted; at least, that’s what was said. The call included the address, not that we needed it, but she couldn’t have known that.”


“Well, now what? Why are we sitting here, ma’am?” asked Poet. “Shouldn’t we be mobilising all Judges active in the Illinois area and ending this crap once and for all?”


Ezekiel nodded in agreement.


“Well, that would be protocol, but I don’t know what the hell we’re walking into there,” Marisa said with shoulders slumped and nearly burned body ready to shut down.


“What do you mean, ma’am?”


“The information wasn’t given freely. Protocol is for local law enforcement to surrender any pertinent information about ongoing cases to us. The location of one person of interest in the largest technological revolt is pretty fucking pertinent, don’t you think? The old guard kept it from us. They are still sitting on it. I thought that, at first, they wanted to be heroes, swoop in and make us eat crow.”


“But?” Poet asked.


“But we’re still sitting in a bathroom trying to figure out what to do about this,” Jones said.


Pellegrino smiled wide, with one finger on her nose and the other pointed at him. “Two for two.”


“Why the hell would they do that?” Poet asked, and she shrugged.


“All I know is that they’re not moving, at all. My theory? They want Thurgood to win, whatever he’s doing; they’re compromised. Maybe not all of them, though,” she amended, as she saw Jones flinch.


The thought of Ocasio being part of something like that hurt him more than he’d expected.


“So, what’s the move, ma’am?” Judge Jones asked, composing himself.


“We fight. We take this right to them, and we do it alone,” Marisa said, and this time it was Judge Poet who flinched.


“Well, that worked out so well for us last time.”


“You think you came here to live, Judge? Get your shit together, we have a job to do.”


 



 



THE JUDGES ARRIVED on Nuohlac Street to find it silent and peaceful. The door was cracked, sweltering a heat out into the world beneath the light.


Judge Jones was first. A thug in grey robe started reaching for something that looked enough like a gun, enough like a reason, and Judge Jones answered in kind. Ezekiel stepped over his body from the door to the corner of the den. Poet followed.


The next room was filled by one couch, a zebra-print throw rug, a TV affixed to a hastily-fastened wall mount, and not a single Brotherhood member.


“They know—” Judge Jones started to whisper, but he stopped at a footstep from above. He pointed to Judge Poet, and then at the steps at the end of the room leading to the basement. Judge Poet nodded, making his way to clear it out.


Judge Jones made his way to the flight of stairs leading up, before tapping the commlink at the base of his helmet.


“Justice blind, ma’am,” he whispered, and after a moment heard a quick “Affirmative” from Marisa crackle through the comm.


Three seconds later, the lights throughout the house—and the entire street—were shut down. Jones tapped the side of his helmet to initiate the dual night vision and body heat sensors through his visor.


When he reached the top of the flight of stairs he paused, unclipped a rattler from his belt, and slung it down the hallway.


There were the expected shots of gunfire in response. The flashes of fire, the boom of bullets, told Judge Jones of five firearms waiting through the hall for him.


“Come on, you pussy!” he heard one scream, and being a civil servant, Judge Jones obliged.


Tumbling forward, he sprang upwards, wrapping an open hand over the closest cultist’s face and twisting his head round with a snap. As the body began to fall, Jones tapped the button at the side of his new weapon, directing the strobe light at the rest of the cloaked trash.


As they blinked in the staccato light, Jones fired true. Nothing in the world seemed as fair or consistent as a centre-mass shot, and it didn’t disappoint as Ezekiel fired round after round, stopping only at the faint click.


“You murdering sonofa—” A man lunged at him from the darkness. Jones snatched a weapon from a corpse and hurled it as best he could at the voice.


When it connected, and the body toppled back with a wince, the rest of them opened fire again: a line of flame, the thack of bullets against the walls, and the familiar tic-tic-tic of a taser.


Ezekiel fell flat to the ground, smacking visor-first against it and losing the augmented sight.


The light from the fire was more than enough to see, so he popped back to his feet, snatched the wall-hanging mirror next to him from the wall and hurled it at the ceiling down the hall.


It impacted, and the glass shattered in jagged pieces over the remaining cultists, and they looked up.


Their screams blossomed in Jones’s ears, but there was still work to be done. He reloaded, weighed their crimes and granted them their due, one bullet at a time.


“Judge Poet, rooms scanned upstairs, seven down, report,”he said through the communicator.


 



 



POET, WHO’D BEEN indisposed by the Brotherhood members filling the basement, decided to apologise for not answering late, if he made it out alive. The Brotherhood members down here were less panic-prone than those his partner dealt with; one of them had thought enough to use her weapon’s flame mode to give her fellow cultists a fighting chance.


Poet deactivated the night vision mechanism in his visor, regaining clear sight as a robed gangster darted towards him, and quickly dropped a smoke bomb.


The Judge crouched low as an arm swung to lop off his head, then popped upwards, letting his helmet crunch the thug’s nose into his face. The lowlife sprawled out flat, and Poet shoved the heel of his boot through his throat.


He took off his helmet and hurled it at another thug’s head. The cultist ducked low, evading the helmet, but not the butt of Poet’s pistol, cracking into the waste’s jaw.


He flipped the gun back around before the remaining thug could respond. His aim was never anything special, but thankfully, the crescent-shaped birthmark on her face was target enough, and he laid out the probable drug addict and dropout with a merciful bullet to her face.


 



 



JUDGE JONES, STILL waiting for his partner to respond, continued dispatching the Brotherhood in the rooms along the hallway. They were easy enough game, and he’d judged them each within two seconds flat; just as the old guard would a pellet gun in a Cleveland park.


Clearing them out, one by one, bullet by bullet by bullet, was taxing. He wasn’t sure, as he reached the final room, that even the upgrades Marisa had provided could keep up; by his count, he had at best five rounds left, at worst three. It was immediately academic, though, as he was tossed across the room by a robed thug that tested their tailor’s one-size-fits-all strategy to the limit.


Jones had dealt with bigger, badder, and less breakable, but he was tired. The demon lumbered at him, and he tossed his weapon aside and rushed the thug, tackling him to the ground. It had little impact, as he plucked Jones off him with a grunt and slammed him against the ceiling.


“Fuck what you think,” Judge Jones wheezed, as he scrambled to his feet, closed in and swung a knee under the beast’s chin. It wailed and fell to its knees, gripping at its mangled, mandingo chin.


As Judge Jones leaned in, trying to grasp at the thick wrist, he felt like a five-year-old taking on Hulk Hogan.


“What the hell are you…?” he asked as the thing snatched its arm back, dripping thick, foamy spit, like a streetwalking waste who couldn’t be bothered with a sidewalk.


It drove its foot into Jones’s jugular, sending him sprawling.


The beast heaved itself to its feet again, and Judge Jones reached for his pistol, only then realising it had fallen to the floor when he’d come in. He resigned himself to a hopefully swift death.


“Martin?” A woman’s voice, an incantation that made the creature turn. Before it could reply, something smashed into the behemoth’s face with a heavy thwack, rendering it unconscious even as it fell to the ground.


“Marisa, showtime,”Jones said into his communicator, and as planned, the power came back on throughout the house.


Judge Jones turned off the night vision of his visor to see the person of ever-growing interest, Aaliyah Monroe.


He looked to the weapon across the room, and then to the woman once more. She dropped the pistol in her own hand and reached down to him.


“Could have shot him with that, you know,” Jones said as he climbed to his feet.


Aaliyah looked at the prone hulk for a moment, nudging him with a foot to confirm he was out. “No, I couldn’t. These weapons, only specific people could use them. Also, not much of a murderer, Judge.”


“Not what I hear.”


“You heard fucking wrong. I’m—I was set up, I haven’t done anything wrong, not the way you all wish I did, anyway. My son was taken, I gave testimony under duress… your honour.”


Jones retrieved his weapon and checked the room for any remaining danger. “Where is your son?”


“Not here. I don’t know what Thurgood did with him; if he’s been hurt, I swear—”


Judge Jones stopped her before she could finish, clapping a hand over her mouth and shoving her back to the room’s closet. He watched her slump to the ground.


“We intercepted your call to the Chicago PD, Dr. Monroe,” he said. “We are here to end this. Keep yourself hidden.” He tossed her his old pistol, with half a clip.


He slammed the door before she could respond, muffling her parting words, and made his way to the now-illuminated hall, seeing his partner waiting with Pellegrino at the end of it.


As he ran to meet them, he wondered about the quality of his new helmet, most importantly the sound input settings. While it was able to pick up Aaliyah’s fleeting words, it made them into nonsense.


I never called the cops…


He couldn’t see how such a blatant lie could serve her.


“Status, Judge Jones?” Poet asked.


Jones tapped the bottom of his gun, prompting Poet to produce a spare clip.


“Fine,” he said as he loaded. “Last room. You ready to meet Thurgood?”


“Drokk, yeah.” Marisa laughed.


The two stopped.


“The hell?” Judge Poet asked.


She shrugged. “I heard a kid at the precinct say it the other day.”


Jones shook his head and stepped back to thrust a foot at the door, smashing it open.


After the mass murder, nightmarish night terrors, and poor grammar, Jones was open to endless possibilities: a monster, a robot, a living god… he was almost disappointed at what he saw. A sunglass-wearing, quivering minority on his knees, with his hands stretched up in the sky.


“Who are you? Where is Thurgood?” Judge Jones demanded, marching in with his weapon. He noticed the man didn’t flinch. Pellegrino and Poet surveyed the room, finding nothing but the simpering man in front of them.


“I—I’m just—oh, god, don’t hurt me!” the man whined.


“Answer. Him,” Judge Poet added, pushing the lip of his weapon against the shivering man’s head.


“I—oh, oh, god, I’m—I’m Colin Jobee. I am a-a-a-a engineer. I was brought here by Thu-Thu-Thurgood, I crafted his weapons for the Brotherhood,” Colin wailed.


Judge Poet took a step back, lowering his weapon slightly before giving Judge Jones a shrug.


Judge Jones looked him over, and raised his own pistol. He caught the twist of Marisa’s face and held out an open palm to reassure her.


He turned the strobe light function on, and, after a moment, shut it down.


“He’s blind,” Judge Jones said, holstering his weapon, and continuing to search the room.


“Yuh-yes… is that… is that against the law, or—?”


“Shut. It,” Judge Poet spat, aiming his weapon at Jobee. He kept it there for a moment, registered Pellegrino’s grimace, and awkwardly shuffled the weapon against Jobee’s head for him to feel it. Pellegrino gave a condescending smile and flashed a thumbs-up, then continued her search of the room.


“Seventeen down in total, ma’am,” Jones reported. “Aaliyah Monroe is armed in a closet next door. She isn’t here of her own volition.”


Marisa glanced back to the door, to the suddenly stilled blind man, and back to Judge Jones. “What did she tell you…?” she asked, meeting Jones’s eyes and nodding back to Jobee. Ezekiel nodded back.


“Everything,” Judge Jones said, hand over his holstered weapon.


Colin Jobee’s shaking fully stopped at the word everything. He began towards the door, but was stopped by Judge Poet’s forearm.


“She… she told you lies,” Colin said, writhing on the ground for a moment before composing himself, on his knees.


Jones nodded thoughtfully, but stayed silent. He waited, and waited, and as Judge Poet rolled his eyes, waited for a bit longer.


“She told me that you’d say that, Thurgood,” he eventually bluffed.


Colin, keeping his hands raised, sighed, long and low, and slipped into a smile. “Whatever you think she said is circumstantial at best. Yes, though, let’s take time to mull over the rantings of a confessed consort of Thurgood. More importantly, I’d like to speak with your superior about your brutal methods, officers.”


“Yeah, I’ll call HR in the morning. Get the fuck up,” Pellegrino commanded.


“Well, thank you. I have to say though, there is a more pressing matter to attend to, Marisa, was it? Excuse my impertinence, but if I may explain, lives hang in the balance!” Jobee wailed.


Jones noticed Marisa eyeing him and turned to meet her gaze for a moment, before turning back to Thurgood.


“Talk.”


“The weapons. I—as disclosed in the contract I’ve distributed to my customers, the weapons have a… a kind of kill switch, excuse the pun. As they were, and still are in production, it was only ethically sound of me to do so, in case they were found ill-suited to private use.”


“Of course,” Judge Poet huffed.


“Thurgood, from what I’ve overheard, is a kind of prophet to these people. Meanwhile, even as this ‘Brotherhood’ marches as one on every police precinct in Illinois, I remain but a humble entrepreneur and a concerned citizen,” Colin said, letting tears spill. “I am also, a—a friend to all human kind. And what you do for friends is… you cherish your friends, look out for your friends, lift up your friends, love your friends.” He was sobbing now, and for a moment, Jones wondered if Colin Jobee really wasn’t Thurgood. Anyone who would carry the name of a Judge with such entitlement couldn’t possibly blubber like this.


“For cock’s sakes man, stop with the bullshit and say your words,” Judge Poet groaned.


Jobee winced. “What… what time is it?”


“Quarter after eight, why?” Pellegrino said, glancing at her watch but keeping her gun aimed tightly over Colin.


“Oh! Oh, no! It’s already started… the TV, please, it has to be on some local station.”


Marisa glanced over to Judge Jones again, jerking her head towards the TV. Jones obliged.


Jobee had fortuitously left the TV last on a news station. ‘It’ had, as promised, happened.


“What is this?” Judge Jones asked, heavily.


Jobee grinned for a moment, unable to see the broadcast, but listened along with the rest of them, his hands still stretched to the sky.


They heard the description of the Brotherhood members surrounding multiple police stations throughout the city, each armed with the weapons he’d built for the cruel ‘criminal mastermind,’ Thurgood.


“They were ordered by—by Thurgood to take… retributive justice for all the wrongs made against them, by blood. God forgive me, they can do it too, with my weapons, with my—listen. I can stop them. I can—”


Judge Jones stepped out of line, his body filling with a rage, threatening to drown. He felt pushed the cold steel of his weapon against Jobee’s head, against what could only be Thurgood’s head, and felt no hope at all.


“Judge Jones!” Pellegrino shouted, but he didn’t respond.


“Well, I don’t know how that is going to help anyon—”


“How can we stop this?” Judge Jones snapped before Colin could finish.


The blind, black, bent man shrugged, slowly lowering his arms from a surrender he’d never intended to give, and carefully climbed to his feet.


“As I mentioned before, I have integrated a kill switch—oh, what’s that sound? Are the officers on their way out? Not long now… ” Jobee cooed.


He was right. Judge Jones turned briefly to the TV, watching as the helicopters recorded the officers emptying out from the back of the building, strapped in the weapons of old, weapons that held no hold over the future.


“I—and excuse any implication here—I don’t quite know how to trust this won’t result in yet another false accusation from the Justice Department on my character? Now, if I had assurance that I would be free from any unconstitutional handling of my person…”


“What do you want, Jobee?” Jones demanded.


“Well, I want to be wanted, like any rational businessman of the century. You see, I was unjustly made into this… beggar you see before you, when I was catapulted from a budding future and—”


Judge Poet fired a round into the ceiling, putting a halt on Jobee’s speech. “Not the time for the whole ‘Sympathy for the Devil’ speech, citizen. Answer my partner’s question.”


“Yes, well, I don’t want—or, I don’t want to givethis Thurgood control over anything. I am a proud taxpayer, I don’t even deduct for political donations, so, you know, good guy here. I admire, and want to play my part in continuing this tradition of protection, of service. What I want most, though, is a form of income. So, I leave the choice here to you…” Jobee seemed almost pained, almost human.


Pellegrino lowered her weapon, and ordered the other two to follow suit.


“What choice?” Jones asked.


“Well, speaking in hypotheticals here, of course, but… this is not going to end well,” Colin said slyly. “People won’t walk away from this… But I wonder who you would want to remain? We have the intrepid, tenacious police force of Illinois. They aren’t all that bad, are they? But they aren’t going to go without a fight. What if you don’t have to fight? What if, by way of an unpressed button, the fight was finished for you?”


“And door number 2?” Marisa questioned, paying no mind to Jones’s incredulous look.


“The weapons are deactivated at the opportune moment, after a shot or two, and two-thirds of those contributing to the murder capital of the country are taken out in a heartbeat. There is the start of, if not justice, at least order,” Colin said, mouthing the last word slow and sticky.


Judge Jones looked back to the TV: the gangs were there, some sporting the robes and some not; not that it seemed this Thurgood, this invisible man, cared much for their unity.


The officers did just as Colin said they would, emptying out and readying themselves for a death they couldn’t begin to comprehend.


“What would you require, citizen, to give us the tech?” Marisa asked.


“Ma’am?” Jones prompted, without reply.


“Well, skimming over the whole trust-but-verify speech I had planned,” Jobee replied, “I’ve… prepared for such a possibility. If one of your dogs wouldn’t mind—the dresser over there? Top drawer.”


Marisa nodded to Judge Jones, who went to the dresser and pulled out a single black folder. When he opened it, there was a contract, filled with the familiar legalese he’d always hated dealing with.


He couldn’t help looking at the letterhead, though: a company logo that only read G. A. Manufacturing and nothing more.


He took it over to Marisa, who glanced it over and laughed hollowly.


“You. Assholes. I can’t believe I didn’t see it earlier…”


“What is it?” Poet asked, but Pellegrino didn’t acknowledge the Judge’s question, instead glancing at the TV for a few moments before turning back to Colin Jobee.


“So, Mr. Jobee, I don’t expect the CEO of General Arms Manufacturing will be joining us as well today, will she?” Marisa asked, and treason danced across Jobee’s face like a child proud of his trickery.


“No, unfortunately, you just have me. Though I do speak for her. We trust each other entirely. You, though—tsk—you haven’t been so trustworthy, have you? We know, for instance, that you’ve been flirting with Metal Storm about their weaponry developments behind our back. For shame, Pellegrino, for shame. You should know that we aren’t angry, but saw it only as an opportunity to show you our developments. While Thurgood, wherever and whoever he may be, hasn’t been the best business partner, he has done everything legally.”


“One dollar…” Jones said.


“Oh, you’re familiar with our price point? Well, if you don’t spend you don’t win, bit of a business 101 tip for you there. I digress, call this a signing bonus, in one sweep Fargo gets whatever he values more, or call it Operation Revelations, we know how much you love your code names. Call it whatever you want, frankly, but make your choice fast, we don’t have much time.” Colin Jobee seemed to relax, lowering his hands and leaning back on them.


Marisa grinned, looking at the papers, looking at the insignia of her future business partners. She looked back to the TV, withdrew her weapon, and sent a round through its centre, letting it flash to nothing but wires and darkness.


“Judge Jones,” Marisa started.


“Yes, ma’am?” Jones said, staring still to the television.


“A pen, please.”


Jones and Poet holstered their weapons, and Ezekiel withdrew with a pen from his belt, clicking it to wake and handing it to her. She worked her way around Jones and used his back as a surface to sign on.


“Well! That’s that. Thank you for your patronage. So! Moving along, what would you like to do?” Jobee said as the scratching of the pen stopped. He reached to his back pocket and pulled out an inch-long, circular device with a button fixed in its centre.


“I’ll have that, Mr. Jobee,” Marisa said. Jobee tossed it underhand towards her voice, and she caught it. She looked over to Ezekiel and Judge Poet.


“What happens, exactly? If I press the button?” Marisa asked.


“Hit the button, the signal goes out. It takes roughly two minutes, unfortunately,” Jobee said.


“Ma’am, you can’t… you know, you know what will happen. It won’t be mercy.”


Judge Jones, Ezekiel, was the cadet on his bed again.


“No, it won’t, Jones, but it will be order.”


Marisa tapped the button.


They heard a sizzle from within the weapons littering the room, and the hallways. They didn’t hear, of course, the last breaths of the men and women in the street.


“Judge Jones, make sure to—”


“You… you—”


“Judge Jones. Judge Poet. Please escort Mr. Jobee out of the house. He’ll need medical attention for that shoulder.”


Judge Poet gave a quick nod and helped Jobee to his feet, while Judge Jones kept his eyes on Marisa.


“Judge Jones?” she asked, mildly.


“Affirmative, ma’am,” he eventually replied.


As they walked the halls, Judge Jones was careful to avoid the bodies. Judge Poet seemed too weighted by Ezekiel’s gaze to try and nudge him back to the man he’d met at the diner earlier that day. They stayed silent until the end of the hall, until a sound in one of the rooms drew their attention.


Aaliyah, Judge Jones thought, but then realised it’d come from a different room.


Poet rushed towards the room, leaving Jones holding Jobee.


He heard Poet screaming in the distance, but nothing returning to him, only words he’d heard so many nights, the catalyst of so many mistakes.


“Put the weapon down, I won’t ask twice, kid.”


It was the first time Colin seemed truly rattled. “No!” he screamed, attempting to rush to the room, until Jones kicked him in the sternum, knocking him to the ground.


Jones jogged past the wheezing engineer, his weapon out, entering the room to see a young boy holding one of Jobee’s weapons.


“Judge Poet! Weapon down. This isn’t—the weapons have been deactivated.”


“We can’t know that, not for all of them. Kid, let’s not do this, let’s not—”


Given more time, Poet could have explained why pointing a gun at him wasn’t a great idea. He could have talked the little black boy out of killing himself through a Judge’s gun. He could have done many more things, if not for the sound from across the hall. If not for Aaliyah Monroe, gun still smoking and still in her hands; if not for the bullet that split Judge Poet’s eye socket, leaving him in darkness.


CHAPTER TEN


 



AS POET LAY there, at the end of everything the Judges’ severance package promised, Ezekiel’s eyes watched Elijah. Another boy dead, in one way or another. The boy hadn’t breathed, standing so still for so long Ezekiel wondered if he’d been drowning in the air, stale with death and lingering between them all.


“Judge down, Judge down!” Pellegrino called out over her wrist comm. She darted to Judge Poet’s side.


Ezekiel’s arm shot up, dead-aimed at Aaliyah Monroe’s head. Aaliyah had, true to form for a militant, readied her weapon at Judge Jones in kind.


“I—I didn’t… I—”


“I hereby sentence you, Aaliyah Monroe, for murder in the second-degree—”


“Ouch. I’d say manslaughter in the second at best, if we’re—”


“Colin Jobee, you are wilfully impeding an arrest.” Judge Jones said without looking Jobee’s way. The engineer shrugged with his arms still raised high in the air.


“Ezekiel…” Judge Jones heard Marisa call from below him, but he didn’t take his eyes off the murderess who had shattered a man’s life. “Ma’am?” he prompted.


“Will—Judge Poet is breathing,” she said. Ezekiel didn’t remove his aim from Aaliyah’s centre mass, but his finger slackened on the trigger.


“What are we doing, Judge?” he heard Colin say. He didn’t have an answer. He could only wait. Wait for Poet’s last breath, wait for an ambulance, wait for something, anything, that could lead to judgement.


“Cuff her. And the kid,” he finally spat, not taking his aim away from Aaliyah Monroe, or the child that made his way to her, tightly clutching his mother’s waist.


Marisa fumbled the cuffs as she pulled them from her trench coat, and did as directed.


When the first cars arrived, Poet was rushed away. While Chicago offered many adequate options, the Judges would see that Poet got the very best care possible. He might not be very pretty, but none of them were getting out of Operation Revelations unscarred.


Judge Jones made it out in a fairer condition than most of the others in the house, but he still felt a loss. There was an imbalance, in that hate burrowing into the hollow of the boy Elijah’s eyes as he’d watched his mother, in a separate car, torn from his life. In that child being sent home with his remaining parent, Citizen Colin Jobee.


Aaliyah’s aunt, the family lawyer she’d called before the Judges’ arrived, met her niece at the precinct.


Officer Wilson was thrilled to have his perp back in custody, and the chance to protect the American public from her hysterical, abrasive rhetoric.


The law had persevered. The judgement had protected all of us. A father reunited with his son, a radical threat neutralised. There was peace.


But Jones had difficulty seeing it as earned.


Was it the bodies a button-press had broken? Was it a partner that had saved his life, seen something of worth in him, and paid a price for that humanity? Did it have something to do with the tattered moleskin he’d found that night in Aaliyah’s room?


It was most likely that first thing.


Regardless of what it was, after the nigh endless paperwork, Judge Jones would seek refuge in something that mattered.


In favours he hadn’t earned from boys he never took the time to love at police stations he hoped to never see again.


As he sat in that post office, sending his third letter to Officer Ocasio, dancing around what mattered and asking about the… refugee he’d agreed to harbour after their escape, he knew the choice he made was the right one.


That even where the darkness lay, he could be worth something; could be human.


EPILOGUE


 



“WE’RE CLOSED,” THE waitress called back, as the bell on the door jangled. B&W’s was a good place to find diner coffee in the pot that had sat around less than three hours, an award-winning tuna melt sandwich, and the rampant swell of bar-hopped bros and bastards that didn’t always agree to the 3 a.m. closing time. What B&W’s wasn’t known for, however, was genial customer service.


“No, you’re not,” Judge Poet said, letting the door fall closed and twisting the lock. The waitress yelped at the sight of the Judge, or at the crinkled skin substitute, and the way it peeled at the edges around the eye.


“Holy shi—sir, your associates are waiting in the back.” The waitress spoke as fast as her feet moved, as she lunged for her coat and purse behind the bar. She nearly fell over her feet as she passed the Judge, who was fortunately alert enough to catch her.


“Th—Thank you, sir, Judge, sir,” she said, carefully looking away from the string of bloody puss he hadn’t wiped away from his newly-robotic eye.


“The keys, Tanya?” Judge Poet said genially, before letting the woman go. She shuffled the jangled mess of keys to Poet and ducked out.


He watched her leave, or at least he meant to. The mess in the reflection of the door caught his attention, and he winced.


Judge Poet had one eye, something he found himself forgetting at times. There were things he didn’t overlook, of course—the way the wind hit the synthetic nerves sewn into his grated face. His new distaste at his helmet, where it rubbed at his unreal skin. The truth of his mission, of what had always been his mission.


He eventually dragged his forty-five-minute-late ass to the women’s restroom. When he opened it, the two associates he’d been expecting were just as much a gaggle of chattering dicks as he’d left them months prior.


“—not going to go that way. You can’t trust the Ump Brothers, I don’t care if we stay in the red for fucking ever, there isn’t a world where we align ourselves with the immoral. We don’t need a lobbyist, we need more taxation.” Judge Stein, ginger-haired and ruddy-faced, leaned against the bathroom sink as he spoke. When he noticed Judge Poet enter, a grin flashed over his face, and the other two turned as well, if looking less pleased.


“You are late… again, Judge Poet,” the other man said, leaning against the closed bathroom stall.


“How’s the gardening, Morty?” Judge Poet asked, taking a piss in the stall next to him.


“It’s Judge Mortimer, Poet.”


“Right, well, I’m late, apologies. Where are we, gentlemen?” Poet asked, shaking and zipping.


“We’ve already been updated on your report; we received it last night from Fargo. It was peculiarly slim regarding your primary mission, Judge Poet.” Stein watched Poet hop on the sink counter and pull out a pack of cigarettes.


“Well, I figured you lovers of repetition would only ask me about it again,” Judge Poet said, drawing from his cigarette to feel full of something other than shit and sore nerves.


“Well, I suppose we should begin. Judge Poet, we’d like to know your findings in your reconnaissance mission,” Stein said, officially and obtusely and probably less offensively than Judge Morty would have preferred.


“As believed, Colin Jobee was using the alias ‘Thurgood’ in establishing the now-defunct Brotherhood. Ultimately, his aim wasn’t to incite a racially-motivated rebellion. He wanted us to see him,” Poet said, stopping when Judge Stein chuckled.


“Clever fuck,” Stein mouthed, and Judge Poet shrugged.


“Clever, and useful. Pellegrino—”


“Bitch,” Judge Morty spat, prompting a brief, awkward silence for the rest of the Judges.


“Eh, some days more than others,” Poet eventually responded. “But she’s Fargo’s right hand, and you will respect her accordingly.” His eyes tightened and bored into Mortimer’s.


“Please, go on, Poet,” the other Judge eventually replied, weakly.


“Thank you. As I was saying, thanks to Pellegrino we were successful in acquiring a vital resource that will, I propose, fully assuage Gurney’s concerns.”


The other Judges nodded and murmured. Judge Poet waited, patting the puss accumulated below his eye socket.


“Judge Poet, we haven’t much time. Please, what of your primary directive?” Morty eventually said, winding his hand to hurry things up.


“Right. In observation of the candidate, Judge Ezekiel Jones, I found much of Judges Fox and Stein’s report… fairly accurate,” Poet began, taking a moment to pat his eye with a napkin. “Jones met all physical assessments. To be completely honest, I’ve seen stronger Judges, and… weaker. Rarely as many with his precision in aim, but they are around, and with less baggage.”


Judge Morty smirked. “Yes, we’re aware of Jones’s… history. Would you consider him viable, though? You seem less than impressed with your field assessment, it contradicts your report.”


It was Poet’s turn to chuckle. “Never said that, now, did I? What I was getting at, in my assessment, was something far more valuable. I know the ins and outs of… what I do likely bores you, gentlemen, but please, if you would entertain me for a moment?”


Judge Stein stuck a thumb up, and Morty followed.


“Splendid. On first contact, I tested Judge Jones’s resilience. He’d arrived immediately prior to my execution of a Brotherhood member. He observed, and as I’d not broken protocol, did not intervene, regardless of my eccentric performance. He never submitted a report of my behaviour at any point, as long as I operated within the confines of the Law.”


“So? He’s a good boy, we’ve got plenty of those,” Judge Morty said.


“Yes. Yes, wedo, Morty.What we don’t have are those who not only revere the Law, but see that it isthe only way to save this country, this world. Judge Jones never acted recklessly. I tried to… connect to Judge Jones. I gave him personal anecdotes; I waxed philosophic. I gave him an enemy.”


“An… enemy?” Judge Stein echoed with a frown.


“Yes. As Officer Jones quite infamously turned against his own men in court, I needed to find a way, somehow, to ascertain if that stemmed from something so silly as racial politics, or from something more useful.” Judge Poet paused as if in anticipation of a fanfare, and when none was forthcoming rolled his eye and hopped down from the counter. “Do you know much about psychopathy, gentlemen?”


“This is going to take forev—”


“Psychopathy, in brief, is most commonly marked by a lack of empathy, heightened aggression, recklessness. Back in the beginning of the millennium, there was research that showed that in the mind of an average tax evader, it was common for the amygdala to light up when shown certain… disturbing images.”


“Pussies,” Judge Morty said, a verbal high five no one wanted to receive.


“Genitalia aside… in psychopaths, we see something different. We see that their amygdalae is where the light lay still. Empathy—specifically the way it constrains—the psychopath is free from that. Judge Jones showed these patterns, in the scans we’ve conducted whenever he’s been in hospital.”


“So, he’s a psychopath. Huh. If anything, then, that makes him more unfit than before. How the hell did he even pass the psych eval to get in?” Judge Stein asked.


“Psychopathy isn’t necessarily genetic, and is inherently variable. Also, the psychopath doesn’t necessarily lack a conscience, they just have a weak response to its call. Some can mimic empathy well when needed; others… not so much.”


“Fascinating. This bathroom reeks. Get on with it, Poet,” Morty said.


“Yes, well, as I’d been saying, Jones exhibited these traits, not that he’s the first officer or Judge to do so. It took losing my eye to really get what I really needed for my assessment. Granted, could have done with keeping the eye; maybe a leg wound…? Or, you know, anything else. I digress. When Pellegrino ordered Judge Jones to stand down, there was no sign of conflict whatsoever. When he nearly killed Aaliyah Monroe, there was no conflict until after I showed signs of life.”


“Okay…”


“The Law, gentlemen. It’s the only thing that mattered. It’s what will save them. All of them,” Poet finished solemnly.


“It’s settled, then. We fast-track him, use him as a model for the next round of training.” Judge Stein glanced towards Judge Morty. “You’ve done well, Poet.”


Poet laughed, thin and reedy. “Yeah? Let’s hope.”


They ended as they always had, with a show of kinship, forming a circle.


A thing of no end, and of no beginning.


Of forever.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR


 



Charlie J Eskew is a writer from Columbus, OH. He a professional comic book shop lurker, and tenured Black dude in America. He is the author of Tales of the Astonishing Black Spark, and enjoys movies, long walks on the beach, and punching Nazis in the shnoz.


 



Twitter: @CJEskew


Instagram: @Author_CJEskew


www.askeweskew.com



[image: 'The Third Law' cover]

  


You know about me. I’m Rico Dredd, Joe Dredd's big brother.

  


I'm the clone that went bad, that brought shame on Judge Fargo's legacy.

I was a Judge, the best the Academy of Law ever turned out. The very best. But after less than a year on the streets of Mega-City One, I was brought down, taken in. It was Little Joe who caught me; second-best Judge there’s been.

Broken, sentenced, stripped of office, I was shipped out to the brutal moon Titan, to do my twenty years' hard labour. Yeah, you know about Rico Dredd.

  


But do you know what really happened? Why I did it? What it was like, out there on the edge of space, doing time in the Bronze?

Truth is, mister, you know stomm about me.
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JUDGE DREDD: YEAR ONE

  


Mega-City One, 2080. Judge Joe Dredd’s first year on the streets as a full-eagle Judge. Bred for justice, trained in law, Dredd’s no helpless rookie, but he’s not the seasoned veteran we know either. Three tales follow the first adventures of the future city’s greatest lawman. With an introduction by the Mighty Tharg!

  


CITY FATHERS

The brutal murder of a Justice Department-sanctioned spy uncovers something new and dangerous in the sector’s murky black market. Unless Dredd can stop it, chaos will be unleashed.

  


COLD LIGHT OF DAY

A savage killing spree results in the deaths of two highly-regarded Judges, and many consider Dredd to be responsible: a decision he made five years earlier – while he was still a cadet – has come back to haunt him.

  


WEAR IRON

“Wear iron, that’s the rule.” Paul Strader is a stick-up man, and a stone cold professional. But when he gets in over his head, he has to risk everything on the word of a corrupt lawman and break every rule he has. Every rule but one
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“YOU READY, ROOKIE?”

  


In years to come, Cassandra Anderson will be a living legend, Psi-Division’s most famous Judge. But for now it’s 2100, and a young Judge Anderson is fresh out of the Academy, the Eagle still gleaming on her shoulder. It’s time to put her training—and her judgement—to the test.

  


Tackling a love-obsessed telepathic killer at a Valentine’s Day parade, plunging into the depths of madness in a huge new psychiatric prison, and probing the boundaries of reality itself as she hunts a psychic virus to its roots, Cass will be forged in the fires of Justice, emerging as something extraordinary.

  


“Exactly what you’d want: smart, fast-moving sci-fi that’s filled with pulpy thrill power.”

Wait, What? Podcast

  


[image: ABADDON BOOKS]

www.abaddonbooks.com


OEBPS/Images/Ad_Judge_Anderson_Year_One.jpg
@7 JUDGE
ANDERSON





OEBPS/Images/titles.jpg
WHEN THE LIGHT
LAY STILL

CHARLES J ESKEW

l





OEBPS/Images/Ad_Judge_Dredd_Year_One.jpg
g |

sJUDGE DREBD
EAR ONE





OEBPS/Images/AbaddonLogo_100.gif





OEBPS/Images/Ad_The_Third_Law.jpg
THETHIRD LA

g’f
g





OEBPS/Images/When_The_Light_Lay_Still_120k.jpg
ERT HE LIGHT
AYSTILL

" CHARLES . ESHEW






