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Written by

Steven J.C Bedenham

This is dedicated to all the friends & family

Who stood by me when I needed them! 

a special note to one person in particular:

Inspiration is hard to come by; 

Finding a person that can 

Inspire you is even harder!
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 The ‘Cast’

   As you may or may not know, I have a definite idea of what these characters look like, and this list is so that you can do the same; a little weird but effective in my opinion!

Seren Rose : Jennifer Garner (Daredevil)

Michael Rose : Orlando Bloom (Lord of the Rings)

Tucker : Henry Rollins (Johnny Mnemonic)

Hog :Meatloaf (Fight Club; Rocky Horror Picture Show)

Jim-Bug : Matt Frewer (The Stand; Lawnmower Man II)

Honky Tonk : Glenn Danzig (Prophecy II)

6 Pack : Phil Anselmo (Lead Singer from ‘Pantera’)

Mary-Lou : Gigi Egeley (Farscape)

Lady Grey : Kristanna Lokken (Terminator 3)

Bone-Yard (AKA Tin-Tin) : Laurence Mason (The Crow) 

The Chase Twins : The Twins in ‘Matrix : Reloaded’

Club Owner : Jonathan Davis (Lead Singer from ‘Korn’)

Chad : Mick Foley (AKA ‘Mankind’ from WWF)

Jeremy Redbear : UNSURE!

James Redbear : Mark Dacascus (Brotherhood of the Wolf)

This is just a guideline as to how the characters look and sound, and as I listened to a lot of music while writing this as well as being a big fan of both Sci-Fi and Fantasy films, I couldn’t help the bulk of these selections – they are great artists and have helped inspire me to write this story that you are about to read!

And now the story begins!

The Crow : Wings Of Rage

Prologue
   Since the beginning, the spirit of the Crow has watched over man, and has guided the souls of men and women to the world beyond this one. Its black wings have never ceased beating in its endless quest to guide the spirits of the dead to their final resting place. The Crow has also watched as men have killed one another; its eyes having seen countless wars and guiding the fallen away from the world that killed them before their time. Most spirits are willing to embrace the afterlife, but then sometimes, just sometimes, a spirit is so heavily burdened by its sorrow and pain that it cannot let go, and cannot rest.

   The Crow also has the power to bring these restless spirits back to avenge their injustice and set the wrong things right. Once their quests are complete, these restless spirits, having avenged their injustice, and shed the burdens of a heavy heart, take flight with the Crow once more.

   This is the way it has been for all time; one tortured soul being brought back to bring dark justice to the world and shine vengeful light into the shadows. Before, only one has ever been sent back to balance the scales of justice…

   But then sometimes, just sometimes….
One isn’t enough!
The Crow

‘Wings of Rage’
   A year is a long time for anyone. People grow, and people change. People live and people pass into death, yet life still finds a way to carry on. But what happens when one of these fleeting and fragile lives ends and the immortal soul becomes consumed by not only its untimely demise, but by a great burden of sadness that is carried with it to the land of the dead?

   The spirit of the Crow has guided many such souls back from the great beyond to stand against the evil that destroyed them and renew the balance to not only themselves but also the scales of justice. When their task is complete, such warrior’s return, and life carries on as it always has, and always will until the Sun finally sets for the last time. Until then, the Crow will keep flying in its unending flight towards the pale twilight of the sunset, and waits for the final days as it guides the souls of the dead to the great world that lies beyond this one.

   A year is certainly a long time to come to terms with a tragedy, but while the wounds of the body may heal, the scars it leaves behind only serve to remind the afflicted with the sting of memory and loss. Whether this loss is of innocence or of someone close to you, they only serve to remind you of the pain that happened at that unexpected turn on the great road of life, and the perils of the sharpest corners that forever alter your life’s course into new and sometimes terrifying territory.

   The loss of a loved one is one of the greatest burdens that someone can bear, and to have them torn away from you before your very eyes make it so much harder to deal with; while life seems limitless in its possibilities with its many twists, turns and junctions, death can lurk around every corner. The only strength that can come from this lies in the solace that those you have loved and lost have moved on to a better place where they can no longer feel pain, and wait for you patiently, timelessly for you to finally join them.

   For a year, Samuel Rose has been wondering why the events of that night took place and stole his loving parents away from him. His mother Serenity (Seren for short) was a shining, wondrous light to her son; although definitely a beautiful woman, Sam saw the true beauty that lay behind her eyes, and loved her all the more for it. Her happiness and joy belied such strength that sometimes Sam didn’t even know when she was happy or sad; her spirit in the face of adversity and pain could weather any storm. Her smile would light the room, and her eyes would ease any pain with their dark brown pools of tranquillity. Sam wishes she was still here to help him now, but she was taken from him last year on Sam’s birthday when the sweet innocence of a child was sent hurtling towards the floor to forever shatter and scatter to the four winds.

   Sam also misses his father Michael; the man Sam wanted to grow up to be one day, but will never see him become the proud father watching silently as his son grew up strong of both body and spirit into his father’s image. Michael was Sam’s strength of will, as Seren was to Sam’s spirit, and now he had neither. While the bullet wound that nearly killed him had healed up after only a few short months, that was when the true pain had begun; he had to visit the graves of his parent’s. While young, Sam was certainly no stranger to losing people he loved. His gentle and caring Grandfather Terry had passed away some years ago now, and while Sam only really understood how important that beautiful wooden box that was lowered into the ground was after a few years, at least his father and mother had been there for him.

   But those days now seemed only a distant memory to the silent and sullen young boy staring silently and despondently through his bedroom window with the torrential rain pouring down from the Heaven’s mere inches away from his face, yet his eyes show that it is the furthest thing from his mind. His, thoughts, however, were elsewhere, and it still was struggling with the question that had haunted him, even though he knew he would never be able to get an answer that could lift the gravity of its source.

   ‘Why did you have to leave?’ A knock at his dark, unlit bedroom door pulls his attention away from his silent vigil for the elusive truth. Sam turns and calls back to the door ‘come in!’

   The door opens, and an elderly man comes through with a smile that is obviously aimed at raising Sam’s spirits. Even though it hadn’t worked that well for the past year, Grandpa Rose wasn’t about to give up; he owed his son and grandson and Michael that much. His low, gentle voice asks the polite yet often repeated question ‘everything alright, Sammy?’ Even though he had heard the question more times than he could count, Sam felt that today of all days warranted an answer.

   ‘I miss them, Grandpa!’ Grandpa Rose walks as fast as his arthritic legs can carry him to join his grandson on the small pine children’s bed; it’s bright covers, like everything else had failed to raise Sam out of his silent vigil, but Grandpa Rose knew that secretly, little Sammy appreciated everything that both he and his wife Betsy had done for him since…since he came to join them on their farm.

   Grandpa Rose puts a comforting arm around his Grandson, and knows why today of all days that the same question wasn’t met with a sad silence and downward gaze. He keeps smiling as he speaks low and softly to Sam as he asks gently ‘I miss them to, Sammy. Come on, why don’t you come downstairs – Grandma’s baked a cake for you?!’ Sammy always appreciated his grandparents for their endless patience, and regrets his response that would ask for a little more ‘No thanks Grandpa – I’m not hungry!’

   Grandpa Rose could read between the lines easily enough and nods silently to indicate the silent request for Sam to be left alone for a little longer. He tells Sam ‘just come down when you’re ready, Sammy – Grandma’s starting to wonder what you look like!’ Sam appreciates the gentle humour, and forces a smile ‘O.K – I’ll be down in a minute!’

   This is certainly more than he could have hoped for, and Grandpa Rose leaves silently and closes the door behind him to leave his troubled grandson in peace. He holds the solid oak banister as he braces himself for the painful journey down the carpeted stairs to let his comforting façade fade into a heavy frown of concern that answers his wife’s question before she can ask it, but she asks it anyway ‘he’s not coming down, is he?’ Betsy Rose was the best thing that ever happened to her husband; even after 45 years of marriage, he still considered her the most beautiful woman in the world, and no amount of grey hairs and wrinkles would ever change that, as her bright and loving nature could outshine a dozen woman 30 years her junior.

   Michael Rose senior sits down slowly and shakes his head slowly before letting out his weary reply ‘no – he said he’ll be down in a minute!’ Betsy immediately goes over and wraps her arms around her husband as she tries to ease his troubled mind. She speaks to him gently ‘no child should have to lose his parents like poor Sammy did!’ Michael sighs as he tells her the crux of why this day that should have been one of celebration had become one of remembrance ‘not ever, and definitely not on his birthday! Not like that!’ Betsy gently starts to gently rock her husband to try and ease the grief that is rising in his eyes as he remembers the loss of his son and daughter a year before. She speaks gently as she echoes his sentiment ‘I know; Sammy knows we’re here for him, and that’s all we can do!’ Michael raises a smile at his loving wife’s endless strength of spirit ‘I couldn’t have done this without you, Betsy, and neither could Sammy!’ Betsy straightens up and lays her hands on his shoulders as she leaves him be with her parting words ‘he’ll come around Michael, we just need to be there when he does!’ Michael smiles wider as her words of comfort ease his troubled mind a little and he pats her hand in thanks, and he fights back the emotion in his voice to tell her ‘I know, I’m just worried that we can’t be here forever!’

   Betsy nods and leaves to finish the cake she is in the middle of icing so that her husband can return to his own solitude. Michael Rose Senior leans forward to lean on his clasped hands held up by his elbows on the table, and whispers to himself ‘dammit, Michael, I wish you and Seren were here now!’

   Sam has returned to his silent, sad vigil as he tries to find the elusive answer to his one question by asking another. He whispers to himself ‘why couldn’t I just say goodbye?’ Unknown to him, Sam’s words have been heard by a small, dark shape perched on the guttering of the roof above his room; its dark brown eyes showing a strange sign of recognition, and its jerky head movements even seem to indicate it’s listening to Sam’s whispered prayer. The crow swoops down and takes flight through the rain, and catches Sam’s attention for some inexplicable reason as it begins to fade into the gloom of the storm; it’s flight seemingly with purpose and strength. Although he had seen many crow’s on the farm before perched in the trees, and bobbing along the ground as they search for scraps of food, this one seemed…different to the others; this one seemed to have heard his private wish, and he watches as this dark messenger disappears from view.

   Another such innocuous sentinel is watching as an old, battered Ford Bronco skids to an unsteady halt outside a bar in a town only a mile or so away. It watches as the driver stumbles out from the driver’s side, and half walks and half staggers to the bar door, it’s only half illuminated neon sign blinking in a slow, mechanical rhythm and a slight buzz accompanies the ionisation of the air as it lights again in it’s rhythmic pulse. The drunk swats the long fringe from his eyes and he looks through his beer fuelled blur to recognise its dilapidated welcome. He growls to himself in a low southern growl ‘you in trouble now, Jim-Bug!’

   Through the warm intoxication, this dishevelled, unwashed figure feels the hairs on the back of his neck stand up as some unexplained sense kicks in to warn him of an unseen pair of eyes watching him. He spins around so fast that he has to prop himself up on his vehicle’s bonnet as he looks quickly left and right to see no-one there, yet the feeling doesn’t go away. He shouts in a slurred challenge ‘who’s there?’ He then instinctively looks upwards to see the big, black bird looking at him impassively from on top of a street light; it’s colourless vision seeing him perfectly, and it’s hearing picking up every syllable of his threat ‘fuck off, you feathery sumbitch! Stop looking at me!’

   The drunk sees the big, black bird taking no notice of his words, and decides to take action. He reaches slowly behind while keeping his eyes on the target as he pulls the chrome revolver from his stained and ripped jeans. He levels it to the bird, and prepares to fire, but is saved the trouble when the bird seems to understand what it is that he is holding, and takes flight down the street. This fills the drunk with a false bravado that is mainly to cover his own unexplained feeling of unease at his winged voyeur. He yells after the bird that has since disappeared into the night ‘yeah, you better run!’ He allows himself a drunken sneer and he tucks the gun back into the seat of his jeans before entering the bar.

   He yells out ‘where the fuck are you, Jim-Bug?’ A scrawny, equally unkempt man dressed in faded blue jeans, a red padded shirt, and a grotty baseball cap hops off his bar stool, and runs to the bathroom. The drunk chases after him and ignores the barkeepers plea ‘hey, there’ll be fighting in here Tucker!’ Tucker crashes through the door, and sees Jim-Bug backed against the wall, knowing there is no place to hide since the last cubicle was smashed up last time Tucker lost his temper.

   Jim-Bug is obviously scared, but Tucker still thinks the gun will add to his terror, and so pulls the chrome revolver back out and takes aim before drawling ‘what you running for Jim-Bug?’ Jim-Bug pleads with a stupidity that can only come from abject terror, and his voice is almost stammering as he blurts out ‘nothing; I just saw you come flyin’ through the door like a bull on heat, and bolted, man – I’m sorry!’

   Tucker’s lip curls into a snarling sneer as he knows that Jim-Bug is at his mercy, and he slurs quietly ‘you got the money?’ Jim-Bug quickly ruffles through his back pocket and pulls out a small wad of notes before telling Tucker ‘eight hunred bucks, Tucker; that’s all I got!’ Tucker uses his thumb to pull back the hammer and he drawls ‘Lady wants a cool grand, Buggy boy!’ Jim-Bug starts shaking his head frantically, mainly because he has seen Tucker like this before, and the results were far from amicable. Jim-Bug’s face drains of blood almost immediately, and he starts sweating beads of frostily cold sweat as he pleads one last time ‘come on, man; you know I’m good for the rest!’

   Tucker draws closer and revels in Jim-Bug’s fear as he places the barrel against his target’s forehead. Tucker whispers ‘not good enough, li’l man!’ Jim-Bug closes his eyes as he waits for the inevitable. Tucker grins broadly before suddenly yelling ‘BANG’ as his joke finishes its usefulness. Jim-Bug’s eyes snap open to see Tucker smiling at him. Jim-Bug then breaks into a smile of his own, but this is mostly through relief, and he whispers ‘you’re one evil motherfucker, man!’ Tucker puts the revolver back into the seat of his jeans, and snatches the wad of notes out of Jim-Bug’s hand before sinking back into his drunken stupor before telling Jim-Bug ‘don’t you fuckin’ forget it; come on, drink’s are on me!’

   As the pair leave the toilet, Jim-Bug asks nervously ‘what about the Lady; she’s gonna hit the fucking roof!’ Tucker shrugs in a casual fashion ‘we’ll work some shit out; we’ve done it before!’ Jim-Bug isn’t so sure ‘we’re playin’ with fire here, Tuck; remember what happened last year?’ Tucker carries on to the bar and drawls back ‘so what? You wanna live forever?’

* * * *

   Jeremy Redbear had seen a lot of things in his years, and many of these were things that no-one else could ever see for themselves, much less believe. He had previously conformed to the white man’s world as best he could. He even wore white man clothing, ate white man food, and yes, even watched the white mans box of tricks called a television; even enjoying it at times. His people’s ways were dying, with many rites and traditions already lost to the sorry remains of the great nations.

   In his youth, Jeremy Redbear had wanted so hard to be a part of the great artificial world of the new America, and disobeyed his staunch father on many occasions when he used to sneak into the town into which he was now a reluctant part of. His father’s teachings had bored the young and restless spirit to a point that Jeremy had fled to strike out on his own. He forgot the ways of his people and replaced the old ways of the Great Spirit with the new god’s of the white man’s world; even taking up the habit of smoking cigarettes made of the sacred tobacco herb that his people had revered and used for ages past.

   This renegade soon realised that he was even more at odds with the world of the white man when he saw how these white skins had rejected their new convert at almost every turn. He had been subject to both ridicule and abuse through his 50 years on the Turtle Island that these invaders had renamed America. Just when thoughts of reuniting with his father were starting to permeate his young, brash and bull-headed attitude, he received the news that would change him forever; his stoic and previously indestructible father had died.

   It was with both a heavy heart and with his tail between his legs that Jeremy Redbear returned home to oversee his fathers’ funeral pyre, and it was while keeping a silent and repentant vigil over this solemn event that he had what the white man refers to as an epiphany. He saw the symbol of his tribe come in a tremendous black cloud to receive the latest of the Redbear Shaman’s into their number; the Crow spirit had sent its messengers as a mark of respect for this great man, and Jeremy felt the shame of the ignorance that had steered him away from the ways his late father had tried to instil within him. He was to receive his father’s teachings and carry on the tradition that had died with him, but at that time, his father’s secrets seemed to have died with him.

   Just as the flock settled in the nearby tree, the fates stepped in to intervene. One of the great black birds left his fellows and landed next to the tear stricken Jeremy, and he heard its words in his confused young mind. Jeremy had heard of the spirits speaking to the Shaman’s of old, but had long thought it a myth or fable more akin to the angel’s of the Christian faith. It was the words that he heard that would change his life forever.

   The crow bobbed over to Jeremy, and it was when Jeremy looked into its small, dark eyes that he heard it speak to him ‘Jeremy Redbear; your father was not the last! You have inherited his calling if not his teachings. You are to be the next of the Redbear Shaman’s; while you have not adhered to the ways of your people, he still wishes you to continue the legacy of your family!’

   In equal parts of being stunned and scared by this myth becoming reality, Jeremy at first scrabbled backwards at hearing this unexpected messenger of the Crow spirit. The crow bobs closer, and tries to placate his fear ‘do not be afraid of your destiny, Redbear; embrace it!’ Jeremy takes a look at the raging funeral pyre and then back at the crow before answering ‘How? My father tried to teach me, but I did not listen!’ The crow tells him gently ‘do not worry, young one. We will teach you the ways of your people and their connection to the Great Spirit – if you will let us!’

   It was a junction in Jeremy’s life that would change him forever. Should he give in to this ‘madness’ or return to the harsh, uncaring world of the new America? He chose to make his father proud, and nodded to the messenger slowly before telling it ‘I will learn the old ways of my ancestors; when you speak, I will listen!’ The crow then ends the conversation with a gentle confirmation of it’s faith in Jeremy to do the right thing ‘we will teach you all we can, but in return we need you to spread our messages to what remains of your people; the old ways must survive, and the spirits of the Crow tribe must take flight as they have done for time immemorial!’

   It was from this tragic event that the brash and rebellious Jeremy Redbear left to be replaced by the insightful and kind young man that would guide his people through the years and protect what little land they still had from the soulless machines of America’s ‘progress’. Through the years, although they wore the white man’s clothing and built homes with the white man’s materials, the Crow tribe continued the last fragments of their tradition as best as they could; all under the guidance of both their  chief Wind Runner, and their link to the spirits, Shaman Redbear.

   The years, while not kind, had strengthened the last remnants of the Crow tribe into a community that stood alone, and while not conforming to the white invaders ways where possible, showed no malice unless showed such ill feeling in return. Through all these years Jeremy Redbear had strengthened his bond with the great Crow spirit that watched over and guided them through the bad times, and nurtured them through the good.

   After 25 years, the people of his tribe looked on Jeremy Redbear with respect and reverence; his own son and grandchildren being no exception. The smiling faces of little Janie and her younger brother Thomas were usually the first thing that their grandfather saw when he returned from the town on the other side of the valley in his old Dodge pickup. He would stop and greet each with a smile and outstretched arms, as he is doing now. This time, however, he sees that his attention is needed elsewhere when he sees the familiar symbol of his people sitting on the sill of his small brick house.

   Jeremy observes this silent and patient visitor almost grimly, and nods to it so that it knows its presence is known and accepted. He turns back to his grandchildren, and puts a gentle hand on each of their heads before telling them with a warm smile ‘go back inside, my little braves; Grandpa Redbear will be around to see you later, O.K?’ Their wide smiles and shining eyes always lightened the burden that Shaman Redbear bore with such silent strength, but strangely it does little to lift the oppressive feeling of the unknown he now seems to be feeling. Little Janie almost sings happily ‘O.K Grandpa; don’t be long – mom’s nearly done cooking dinner!’ With this, the siblings run back to their larger house with the limitless energy of youth, and close the door behind them as they tell their mother and father of his arrival.

   Jeremy approaches the large bird silently, and with more than a little reverence. He silently raises his arm to serve as a perch for his guest, which the bird quickly obliges before they both disappear into his house. As soon as they are indoors, the great black bird flutters over to perch on the back of Jeremy’s old and battered sofa as he makes a beeline for the kitchen. He tells the bird gently ‘I’ll be back in a minute!’ He proceeds to brew himself a traditional herbal tea, and then takes a seat in his favourite old armchair to hear his visitor’s words.

   Jeremy puts the cup down on his small pine coffee table next to his seat, and greets his familiar friend ‘I welcome you, great spirit; to what do I owe this honour?’ The bird speaks to Jeremy through the familiar avenue of his mind ‘I am not a messenger for your tribe, great Redbear; I am a messenger of vengeance!’ Jeremy had heard of such things, and knows of the great Crow warriors of legends that had gone beyond death, but were returned to redress the balance that his people held sacred and the various people’s of America had all but destroyed.

   Jeremy seems slightly perplexed, and asks the question as humbly as he can ‘but why come to me, spirit of justice; I am just an elderly man trying to keep your teachings and memory alive as best he can - I am not as strong as I used to be!’ The crow speaks to him again, feeling the need to correct his impression of its intentions ‘I do not wish you to act on our behalf, Redbear, we merely wish that you act as a guide when the time comes!’

   Jeremy hasn’t been quite so perplexed than when the Crow spirit first spoke to him, but it is not for one of the living to question the wisdom of the Great Spirit. Jeremy nods slowly before giving his answer ‘I will do what I can; when your warrior comes to me, I will help in any way that I can!’

   The crow closes the conversation with a definite air of thanks as it tells him ‘thank you, great Shaman; the warrior will return soon – be ready!’ With this, Jeremy gets up and walks over to the window, and opens it wide for the bird to fly back out into the night; observing that another was sat on old man Sleeping Rain’s house across the way, and also takes flight onto its own flight path as both messenger’s take flight into the dark, clouded night that only the bright, full moon illuminates through the rain cloud’s. Redbear can only guess at the relevance of this, and to a normal man, it would seem as mere coincidence, but then Redbear’s ‘normality’ isn’t quite the same as that of other people. He can’t help but think that this second crow would have its own part to play, but then, time as always will reveal its secrets when it deems fit, and not before.

   Redbear ponders this for but a moment, but the enticing smell coming from his son’s house across the way pulls him in, and he enters to see that dinner is indeed prepared. He instantly lets the relevance and revelation of his mysterious guest and its silent counterpart fall from his mind as his grandchildren run up to him.

   James Redbear is so unlike his father in the fact that he has embraced his father’s teachings that it almost seems improbable that they are related, but he looks so much like his father that the similarity is almost unnerving. One thing that James Redbear knows is when something is bothering his father, and now seems to be one of those times. He has that familiar look of concern, and tells his children ‘go and help your mother in the kitchen, kids; I just want to speak to gramps for a moment!’ The children run into the kitchen and allow father and son to speak in private for a moment.

   James smiles at their hyper-active voices joyously singing from the kitchen for a moment, but then turns back to his father and asks him in a quiet voice so they are not overheard ‘everything alright, dad?’ Redbear sr. sighs and shakes his head ‘it’s nothing; just another visitation, that’s all!’ James knows his father only too well, and knows only too well there’s more to it ‘come on; it takes a lot more than a herald to rattle you – what’s got you spooked you so bad?’ Jeremy should have known not to try and play his expression down – his son can read him like a book, as he can read his son just as accurately. Jeremy also knows his son’s expression, and knows he won’t give up until he draws out the source of his concern. Redbear sr. finally drops the façade and confesses ‘it wasn’t a messenger of knowledge; it was a messenger of vengeance!’

   James knows the legends only too well, and knows his father, like himself, is very unsure on how this is supposed to be taken. He just mutters ‘what did it say?’ Redbear tells him ‘the crow told me that a warrior was going to arrive and wanted me to help them!’ This is unusual, but not unheard of, and James knows his father has more he isn’t going to share with him, as he doesn’t fully know the root of his fears himself. James just puts a hand on his father’s shoulder and smiles ‘time will tell, like it always does; come on – let’s have some dinner!’ Just being able to tell his son just a portion of his trepidation has certainly made him feel better, and Jeremy joins the family at the table; his fears and worries would have to wait until later when he seeks this warrior out himself!

* * * *

   Redbear’s visitor continues to fly onwards until it reaches the town church and graveyard. It lands on the steeple, and looks over the drenched burial grounds from its lofty vantage point and locates its destination. It swoops downwards, and only pulls up just at the last minute; skimming the large, stone gravestones as it searches for the plot it has been looking for. Towards the back of the burial grounds, the large crow glides effortlessly onwards towards a tree that looks more like it is offering its branches up to the heaven’s to call for the answer to an unknown question. The Crow pitches itself upwards and beats it’s wings a few times to slow down enough to allow it to land in one of these bare branches as it looks over a pair of relatively new gravestones, and it waits for it’s charge to rise into the world once more. One of the stones reads ‘Serenity Patricia Rose; mother and wife who left this world before her time – 1977 – 2004’ It seems to be this gravestone that interests this morbidly curious aviator of the night sky.

   The ground in front of Seren Rose’s gravestone slowly heaves up slightly, and then recedes once more. It suddenly heaves up even more and much more urgency, and a faint groan of wood giving way can be heard. Once again this fluctuating mound of soil recedes back. The crow looks on, and almost seems disappointed by this apparent anticlimax. It’s ‘disappointment’ is soon alleviated when the ground erupts like a violent geyser of earth that disgorges its human antagonist into the air.

   The human figure is slicked with cold rain which has also matted the long lengths of hair. Her hands are caked in mud, but her face and arms show her skin is pale and also shivers as it’s nervous system tries to recover from it’s incredible physical and mental trauma. It is clothed in the same aesthetic clothing as a casket bound corpse is clothed before burial. The figure lands awkwardly and slumps to it’s knees, it’s heavy breathing indicating both exhaustion and panic as it pulls air into it’s lungs heavily and unsteadily, along with the deep, quivering breaths that can be seen as faint cones of steam as the hot air hits the heavy, cold air of this autumn night. The figure is obviously that of a young woman, and the crow responds by flying down to perch on her gravestone.

   The figure hears the hoarse cry of the crow as it rests on the stone and flaps its wings to gain her attention. She raises her head, and looks about to see where this sound is coming from. She is obviously extremely disorientated and confused, and the sight of the big black bird stood on the heavy grey gravestone deepens this feeling. She furrows her brow from this strange bird’s apparent interest in her, and slowly and unsteadily approaches it; her unknown fear making her hesitant to reach out to this focus of her living nightmare.

   What happens next shocks her even more; the bird speaks! The words do not come from its beak, but rather from within her mind, and she hears the words ‘read the stone!’ The woman simply complies, but recoils in horror at her discovery; slipping backwards into the mud and wet. Her breathing becomes even more erratic and quickened by her fear, but the words come again nonetheless ‘read the stone, and remember!’ She looks at this formerly innocuous bird, and begins to trust its ‘words’. She slowly draws up to the gravestone, and reads the words out loud in a hushed tone that indicates that she hasn’t taken in the full implications of the crow’s instructions.

   She reads it slowly ‘Serenity Patricia Rose, loving mother and wife, died in 2004. Who is this?’ Her question to her strange and passive company brings an answer that she both dreads, but also that she knows deep in her heart to be true ‘its you – you were killed a year ago to the day, as was your husband!’ Seren’s eyes widen in recognition and realisation at this answer, and immediately look across to the adjacent and identical gravestone.

   She reads this gravestone with more urgency as her memory starts to try and unravel the dark and tangled knot that seems to have been tied there by some unknown hands. She traces the words with her fingertips, and tears well in her eyes as she realises this to indeed be her husband’s grave. Her voice quivers as she reads the gravestone of Michael James Rose, father and husband, 1975 – 2004. She then whimpers quietly as she looks the stone over again, the knot seeming to loosen within her mind ‘Michael…’

   With great strength and a sense of urgency, Seren starts pushing the earth of Michael’s grave aside in great plumes of wet earth with her bare hands and with tremendous speed and strength. The crow tries warning her from her frantic digging by telling her ‘he’s not in there Seren – his body was never found!’ Seren ignores this, and plunges her arm straight down into the earth, and with tremendous effort and incredible strength that is beyond that of a normal human, wrenches the coffin 3 feet below the surface open, and sends the earth covering it flying from its lid. Seren looks down, and sees nothing but some buried personal affects.

   Seren finds herself even more confused by this strange time capsule in place of the body of her half-remembered husband. She turns to her only source of information, and demands an answer ‘where is he – where’s Michael?’ The crow is undisturbed by her hostility, and coolly answers ‘they never found his body, so his parents decided to bury some of his personal affects in it’s place – they thought that he should be given rest even though his body wasn’t!’ Seren switches her attention back to the soil covered items in the casket, and hops down to look them over. She brushes soil from a picture, and she holds it up to look at its battered and slightly faded image closely.

   The picture is obviously of much happier times, and shows Seren in a white peasant style top grinning with pure happiness while the man next to her does likewise. Except one strange twist is added in that Seren’s vision of his ‘face’ is nothing but a shifting and contorted blur of colour. She tries to look closer and narrows her eyes to focus, but to no avail – his features remain a mystery to her! She whispers to herself ‘Michael?’ as she traces the photograph, but still cannot pull any images from her turbulent and frothing memory. A solitary tear wells up and travels down her pale cheek as she almost hisses in frustration ‘I…I can’t remember him?!’ For some unknown reason or just plain instinct, she folds and pockets the bright and happy portrayal of herself next to her unknown husband.

   Seren turns back to the rest of the memorabilia buried in the place of her husband, and sees a worn and sorry looking teddy bear by her foot, and she bends down and picks it up. Immediately, a force hits her head so hard that she must lean against the earth as a distant memory hits her so suddenly; it causes her such intense pain that she holds her free hand to her head, as if she fears that an unseen bullet has struck her unawares. The intense vision she has is actually a memory, but it is seen very much in the third person, almost as a spectator to her own past. The memory is that of Seren dressed in a large, white bathrobe reading to a young boy who is clutching the very same toy (albeit in much better condition) from a storybook. He is sitting up in his small bed, all tucked in as Seren reads gently to him a story about…about some green eggs and ham? The little boy is taking in every word, and the pleasant smile on his face suggests not only happiness, but also…familiarity!

   Seren drops the bear, and the pain-ridden recollection stops instantly. Something in her eyes reveals that this vision has unlocked some previously forgotten memory and liberated it from the tangled knot of her memory to bring it into crystal clarity. Seren whispers ‘my son…his name was…Sam!’ Seren climbs out of the grave, and demands another answer from her feathered link to her memories. She growls ‘where is my son…is he…?’ She almost chokes as the thought crosses her mind, and another memory surfaces of it’s own accord; this time it is almost in slow motion as she sees the same boy slightly older running away, and she hears own voice now as she did then crying out ‘RUN, SAMMY, RUN!’ A sudden sound like that of a crack of thunder is heard, and the little boy is flung forward by the impact of the gunshot. Seren then ‘looks’ over and sees the barrel of a gun pointed straight at her. The figure bearing this firearm is shrouded in shadow, but she hears him speak in a southern drawl ‘‘how’s this for a big bang, sweetheart?’ Seren’s head suddenly snaps back as she hears the gunshot, and snaps straight out of her vision.

   The intensity of the vision has brought another question to her fragmented mind ‘what’s happening to me?’ The crow’s voice gentle voice is heard from within her mind again, and it answers both of her questions, the most immediate first ‘you need to remember your pain, Seren; it will be your strength for what lies ahead!’ Seren’s mood has changed from despair to anger in the blink of an eye, and even with the tracks of the tears she had just cried still wet; she growls ‘I want the bastards who did this!’ The crow speaks again ‘That is why you have come back. Take what you will, but then we have to go – I have a friend waiting that can help you!’ Seren is definitely confused by her circumstances as anybody would be; a few minutes before, she didn’t even know her own name, and now this ‘bird’ wants her to find out more about the pain that not only sent her away from this world but also apparently brought her back. She is obviously hesitant; if all her memories were going to be so painful, could she bear them, and more importantly, did she want to? Deep down, however, Seren knows that she must, and silently nods to her guide. She looks down into the casket and sees a lovingly folded pair of leather trousers and a black V-necked top topped by a picture of her sat on the hood of someone’s car; her pose shows that she is obviously playing the model and knew the photographer. She recalls a brief memory in which she is dressed in exactly the same clothes as she sees before her; the ‘eyes’ she is watching this memory through seems to be that of the camera itself. Aman’s voice is heard speaking to her in playful and happy tones ‘how about a picture?’ The pose Seren takes is exactly the same smiling pose she saw in the picture and the camera’s flash ends the vision as suddenly as it began. Seren dons the two pieces of clothing, but no more memories come back to trouble her mind, and although barefoot, she turns to her guide and tells it ‘I’m ready!’ The crow hops a couple of times to turn around on the stone to face the way it had come, and readies itself for flight before telling her ‘follow me!’ The crow takes flight, and Seren follows it as quickly as she can.

   Although she was quite active and fit while alive, now Seren can feel a great strength within her, and no matter how fast she runs, she never tires. The pursuit of her guide takes her to the rooftops so she can keep track of its flight. The strength she feels, while incredible, doesn’t feel unnatural to Seren, and the grim expression on her face as she streaks with effortless agility across the rooftops and leaping the incredible distances over the streets without so much as a blink of her eyes to wash the torrential rain from her eyes.

* * * *

   Redbear is driving in his pick up through the quiet, empty streets and can’t help but think about what his mysterious and cryptic messenger had told him. Against his common sense, he tries as many humans do to try and make sense out of something that is by its very nature beyond human understanding – still, although he knows it to be a pointless exercise, he will try nonetheless; to just accept it at face value and not try to at least grasp an understanding of his meeting with the Crow Spirit’s herald would be denying man’s curious nature. He can’t even quite understand what he is doing driving through town at this time of night. He has simply followed another facet of human nature – gut instinct. He mutters a prayer, mainly to himself ‘by the spirits, what am I doing out here?’

   Following his gut instinct is something that has always served him well in the past, such as when the food ran out on the reservation due to a prolonged drought and he told his people against his own better judgement to wait for the guidance of the Great Spirit, and not pay the extortionate prices of the city folk nearby. Sure enough, the rain’s came, and the crops lived once more; the instincts of a Shaman is his most valuable tool, and true to his word, it had happened just as he had ‘foreseen’, although, truth be told, towards the end, even Redbear himself had started to doubt his own wisdom. This was his other asset; stubbornness. It was this quality that had seen off every property developer that wanted to turn what was left of their land into those same soulless and shiny constructs that would further hurt the Great Spirit and force the last of the Crow tribe to be absorbed into the fold of the newcomers of Turtle Island.

   Just as he is starting to doubt his instincts, the answer comes to him. While looking around the clear streets for some kind of sign of what he is meant to achieve by this outwardly pointless exercise, he is suddenly forced to slam his feet on the brake and clutch of his pick-up so hard that it raises him out of his threadbare leather seat. His eyes bulge, and he braces for the expected impact with the human figure stood in his vehicles path. His mind races at a hundred miles an hour, and he thinks many things in that so very few seconds of his truck skidding to a screeching halt, but the most prominent of these is that this woman, whoever she may be, isn’t even trying to get out of the way! The second thought about this woman as the pick-up fights its own inertia with its squealing brakes is that she must be crazy; does she have a death wish or something? What could send a person so insane that they would look so calm and indifferent to 2 tons of speeding metal howling towards them? Maybe she's high on something? Redbear doesn’t think so, as her eyes, although carrying a slight glimmer of madness, were as clear as a starry night – and they were coming rapidly closer and closer into view. He observes the strange clothing she is wearing with clothes that seem to fasten at the back, although there is aesthetic buttons and hems to the front; what a strange sight for any night, yet it seemed fitting for the supernatural twist that Redbear’s day had taken as the truck’s nose continues to pitch forward as the brakes bite still deeper.

   Seren watches impassively as the truck hurtles ever closer in it’s quest to either stop or run her down; right now, she didn’t care! She watches as those brilliant headlights come ever closer and the brakes squeal like some unknown creature howling in incredible pain and the combination of dust and smoke spill out of the front wheels. Even with the blinding light and the seemingly imminent impact, her gaze is unflinching and unblinking as she stands there. The crow had guided her to this dilapidated automobile for a reason, and she is sure that it is the occupant that she is here for and not simply to be brought back to be knocked down by a passing truck – although she seems to retain so few of her memories and kept so much of her pain and trauma that she doesn’t care if this devil-bird was only aiming to put her back in the ground as some kind of cosmic practical joke. Well, if this was the case, Seren certainly wasn’t laughing, and only sees the two outcomes as being just another flavour of irony to commit to her bitter and bored pallet.

   The truck stops not an inch short from Seren and Redbear pauses for a moment, but then relaxes slightly at the thankfully absent sound of a sickening thud on his front fender. His arms relax from their panicked and adrenaline fuelled push against the wheel, and he sinks back into his seat, just thankful that no harm has come to either of himself or the woman; a fact that allows him to expel the hot, stagnant breath he had held for way too long, and rapidly draws fresh air into his system with quick and greedy gulps as his body starts to try to recover from it’s instant yet extremely intense reaction to surprise.

   Redbear leans forward to rest his head on the steering wheel for a second as he sighs slowly in an effort to calm his still racing pulse. He then replaces his feeling of immense relief and gratitude to the Great Spirit with a feeling of concern for this humanoid rabbit that stood so close to being just another piece of ruined meat on the side of the road. He quickly gets out of the cab, and is wet through by the torrential rain within seconds, with only his faded brown wide brimmed hat allowing his eyes to focus in such terrible weather. He calls to this strange, black clothed, and seemingly insane young woman ‘hey, are you O.K?’

   Seren doesn’t shift her gaze to Redbear’s voice, but rather to the sound of the slow rhythmic beating of the crow’s wings as it swoops down to land on the wing of Redbear’s truck. Redbear has also shifted his attention to this new addition to this series of events, and immediately knows who this mysterious woman must be. He looks with both a mixture of awe and fear at the great black bird, and shows the same almost speechless expression as he looks at the silent statue of a woman still stood there at the front of his truck. She looks at Redbear, and he replies with a slow, silent nod as he realises the chain of events the crow had cryptically told him to prepare for were beginning to unfold. He calls to her ‘get in; it looks like you’re the one I was looking for!’ Seren calmly walks around the other side of the truck, and the crow just simply watches on as she almost autonomously climbs into the cab and closes the door behind her.

   The crow takes flight down the road, and already knowing Redbear’s destination, flies on ahead. Redbear gets back underway, and looks at this strange woman carefully, hoping this isn’t going to be the first time his gut instincts were going to fail him and he had just picked up one of those crazy hitchhikers where their passengers get a posthumous mention in the papers. He then sees that she is soaked through, and reaches behind his seat to pull out a traditional wool blanket that his daughter in law had made for him. He offers it over ‘you must be freezing; put this around you!’ Seren doesn’t even register the kind gesture, but replies as civil as her confused and addled mind can handle, but can’t help the monotone she replies in ‘I don’t feel the cold, but thanks anyway!’

   Redbear doesn’t push the offer, and drops it back behind his seat, his tone indicating that he should have known better – why should the dead feel the cold anyway? He simply mutters ‘O.K then; how about an introduction – I’m Jeremy Redbear, and you are?’ Seren is unsure whether to engage in conversation or not, but this mysterious man seemed nice enough, and was considerate enough to offer her warmth, let alone not flatten her into the road. She shows no emotion, but decides to give Redbear his answer ‘my name was Serenity Rose; I died on November 23rd 2004!’ Redbear picks up on this accuracy, and asks her ‘that’s pretty accurate; I was always told that people like you don’t usually come back with their memories intact!’

   Seren answers with a hint of the upset of remembering how she recalls such accurate information ‘November 23rd was my son’s birthday!’ Redbear is speechless for a moment, but his gentle consideration still comes to the fore as he apologizes ‘I’m Sorry Ms. Rose; I didn’t know!’ Seren then breaks her stoic stare into the blackness of the night, and turns to Redbear before correcting him ‘call me Seren; I seem to remember everyone else used to!’ Redbear smiles at this improvement in the familiarity between them, and tells her gently ‘Seren it is; just call me Bear – I seem to remember everyone else does!’

   Seren smiles slightly at his gentle humour, but soon asks a question that is certainly far from small talk and polite conversation. She looks at Redbear and asks him ‘what am I?’ Redbear nods, and answers ‘legend has it that when a soul can’t rest because of a great injustice, the spirit of the crow can send them back to set the wrong things right and claim vengeance; I am from the Crow tribe, and it’s my job to talk to the great Crow Spirit that guides our tribe and brought you back!’ Seren then asks her next question; Redbear’s straight talking and succinct answers being a welcome change from the enigmatic riddles the crow ‘speaks’ in. She asks ‘that big black bird that guided me to you – can you hear it too?’ Redbear shrugs ‘sometimes – depends if it’s me it wants to speak to!’ Seren then asks her next question ‘why did it guide me to you?’ Redbear shrugs ‘as far as I can make out, your guide wants me to help you on the path of revenge and that’s why I’m here!’

   Seren takes this in; she is now much more at ease talking to someone who at least has a little insight on the circumstances that has led to this. She then asks her question, trying to phrase it carefully so that it would warrant a much more understandable answer ‘am I…dead?’ Redbear sighs ‘I’m sorry to tell you Miss. Rose that you are dead, but your spirit can’t find peace and fly free until you can shed the burden that is tying you to this world!’ Although enigmatic on the outside, the answer has been given in a way that Seren is beginning to understand, and allows her to formulate her next question ‘what happens now?’ Redbear answers her with his welcome and gentle honesty ‘all I can do is prepare you for the road ahead; it is the crow that will guide you along it!’ Seren arches an inquisitive eyebrow ‘prepare me for what?’ Redbear sighs ‘that’s what we need to find out, isn’t it?’

   Redbear starts to feel the pressure of time, and accelerates down the dark and lonely highway, all the while under the watchful and far reaching gaze of Seren’s crow guide as it soars effortlessly overhead and onward to the reservation outside of town.

* * * *

   Just as Seren is meeting Redbear for the first time, the second crow that had arrived at the Indian reservation before veering off onto its own flight path seems to be nearing its own destination. It is following the course of the meandering river as it follows the downward current and uses the refracted reflection of the moon to follow the twinkling water course to its own charge.

   The great bird settles on a large, rusty outlet pipe from the man made sewers that flow beneath the town, and seems intent on finding an unseen object; to the casual onlooker, this great bird known for it’s habit of seeking out carrion to feed it’s gullet may be trying to find some poor unfortunate water dweller to hunt and consume – the carrion in question, however, is definitely not for consumption, and even now is preparing to begin it’s own cathartic rebirth into this painful world that it left a long and agonising year ago. As the bird watches, the water beneath the outlet ripples and churns as if by its own free will.

   The disturbance reaches the bank, and pale arm thrusts free of the waters surface, and disappears back beneath as the second Crow Warrior foreseen by Redbear’s visitor begins its first painful and terrifying few minutes back in the land of the living.

   The man that crawls out of the water is obviously scared and confused, but his natural urge for survival has carried him quickly out of the sediment that had settled over the past year and back onto land. He crawls through the sodden mud of the bank, gasping for air as he scrabbles clear of the rivers cold and unforgiving embrace with great strength and stamina. He is covered in reeds and dead plant matter as he allows himself to fall into the soft earth. He only lifts his head when he hears the harsh cry of the crow that has sought him out, and looks at it with a look that indicates that he knows why it is there, yet somehow, he shouldn’t!

   As with Seren’s guide, the great bird speaks to him through his mind, but his reaction is more of confusion than fear as he hears it’s words in his mind ‘welcome back; I’ve been waiting for you!’ The man looks around to see if his ears were playing tricks on him, and that some unseen passer by was addressing him. When he sees that there isn’t anyone (or anything) that could have possibly ‘spoken’ to him, he does what Seren was unable to do the first time she heard her guide speak – he accepts it!

   The man stands slowly; his strength slowly returning to his mud and silt caked body. He approaches the great bird with a look more of curiosity than confusion, and addresses his only company ‘did you just…speak to me?’ The bird looks at him with it’s round, beady eyes, and he hears the voice again ‘I did – I have come to show you the way!’ The man checks around briefly again, just to make sure, but within a second accepts his apparent madness as just plain fact; much as a child would, which in essence, this fully grown man has suddenly become – innocent and unknowing of the world. He then asks his next question ‘the way to what?’ The bird speaks through his mind again, and with more than a hint of relish ‘vengeance!’

   Before he can ask his next obvious question of ‘for what?’ the vision hits this confused and scared resurrected spirit with all the subtlety of a hurtling freight train. He is knocked to the ground by it’s intensity as he looks down at the closed bullet wounds, but feels the three sharp impacts of bullets entering through his back and out of his front; the whole scene both a blur, and in the slow motion of shock as the body and mind momentarily try to catch back up with each other. The man slumps to his knees, and looks up to see the sneering face of the man he would soon remember as Tucker watching with folded arms, one man holding down a woman to the floor by the shoulders; his victim has tears of despair pouring down her face, while another heaves and falls between her struggling legs as he continues to violate her. A small, pretty woman struts unsteadily in front of him obviously on some kind of narcotic, and taunts him with her demur slur ‘should have taken me up on my offer, big boy!’ She then struts off to breeze past a large man propped against the wall; exchanging a sultry look between them as they all look on with evil expectant grins at their victim’s death. Another man comes around from behind, and besides the lack of clothing flair, he could easily be the worst wannabe Elvis Presley impersonator he could ever have wished to see. The man speaks with the same baritone southern drawl as ‘the King’, and still holds the smoking gun that had just fired three angry pieces of hot metal through him.

   ‘Elvis’ speaks through the smirk on his face ‘time to give the devil his due!’ He lifts the gun so that his victim focuses on his chrome pistol, and one last shot rings out – and then darkness engulfs once more as this painful vision ends. The man slumps back into the mud, but soon suddenly rears back as he lifts his head to the heaven’s to let out a guttural roar of both primal rage and unearthly pain as he realises he is dead, and these unknown villains were responsible!
* * * *

   A little later, the newly reborn victim is stumbling through the sewers as he follows his mysterious feathered ally in this world of agony. He is still caked in mud and reeds, and although he cannot feel the cold, instinctively clutches his sides as he carries onwards down the dark tunnels. Although his human eyes cannot see anything, the crow on his shoulder can see all. Using the apparent link to this strange bird’s darkness sensitive eye to navigate as best he can, he carries onwards until he hears the enigmatic voice again. ‘Stop here a moment and clean yourself up!’ The bird takes flight from his shoulder, and he notices that the claws had dug into his shoulder all the while, and he hadn’t felt anything. His amazement grows as he sees the little scarlet puncture wounds draw the minimal blood back and seal themselves before his eyes. He touches the fresh little scars, and then touches the harsh craters that the healed bullet wounds had left; knowing that while these are the wounds that killed him, he has passed beyond such mortal vulnerability.
   After this little revelation has run it’s course through his mind, the man stops by a torrent of water pouring from a small channel that runs into the storm drain, and stands underneath it as he washes himself down; pausing to take in his face and features as he searches for any memory that he may receive and any clues to his past he may be able to divine from it. The bird knows this, and speaks to him once again ‘you’ll get your answers soon enough, but first you must remember why you came back and what you must do!’ The man emerges from the waterfall, and cocks his head to one side inquisitively as he asks ‘how?’ The bird ‘speaks’ again ‘follow me!’

   The man does as he is asked; no longer clutching his sides, and with a greater stride and sense of urgency as well as confusion and even a little fear. He sees that the bird has settled next to an old set of stairs that leads to manhole cover above. Without a word needing to be uttered by either party, the crow settles on his shoulder once more as he ascends the ladder carefully.

   The street above is quiet save for the torrential rain spattering on the tarmac and the gurgle and swirl as the channels do their job and let gravity feed the storm drain’s seemingly unending amounts of water into the sewers below. The manhole cover in the middle of the street suddenly flies up into the air with a dull thud to clatter back down a few seconds later, and the sewer travelling newborn emerges back onto the surface world. He stands there and looks around for a second, and remarks hesitantly ‘where are we?!’ The bird perched on his shoulder ‘tells’ him why he has brought him here ‘you used to live here!’

   The man takes a few tentative steps forward; his expression being that of both confusion and wonderment as he begins to seemingly pluck random memories out of the clouded mire of his mind that this seemingly familiar place seems to bring to the surface. He sees flashes of a fine summer day with the sun shining, and a wonderful feeling of idyllic peace that brings a slight smile of reminiscence as he sees the children cycling happily by, men out mowing their lawns, and in all this tranquillity and happiness, there seemed to be one house that stood out from all the others, and he seems compelled to walk towards it, as if in a trance.

   The crow speaks to him again, and urges him onwards ‘that’s it; remember!’ He walks up to the house, and as soon as he reaches the garden gate, the vision abruptly ends, and his confusion at its current condition is only too visible on his face. He looks at the previously well-kept and tidy garden with its white picket fence, and sees only the overgrown tufts of a lawn that has surrendered itself back to Mother Nature. The picket fence is all but destroyed, with most of it either missing or broken; it’s brilliant white paint cracked and peeling on whatever sections are left visible by the untamed lawn. The house has a large sign that previously advertised ‘for sale’ but has now been covered up by the sign ‘condemned’.

   The man whispers in disbelief in the difference between the house of his memory and its current state ‘what happened here?’ The crow tells him ‘after you left, it became a squat and several less than considerate people used it for whatever purpose they wished! A month ago, it was surveyed, and the place had been gutted to the extent that it was condemned for demolition!’ The man walks over the fallen gate and walks up to the door; a flash of memory telling him where the key is, and he lifts the remains of a garden plant trough and uses the key in the lock. He whispers ‘at least the key still fits!’ The crow comments dryly ‘with the amount of squatters that have used this place, the estate agents didn’t see any point changing the locks!’

   The man pushes the door open, which it does with an eerie creek. He stands there for a minute, and takes in the dark dilapidation that has well and irreversibly set into his previously happy home. He walks in, and hears an urgent shuffling upstairs, and he begins to ascend the rickety and creaking stairs, and the crow takes flight up to the second floor to scout around. It settles on a window sill down the corridor, and the man steps onto the landing, and, as before, sees flashes of this house a mere year previously before the graffiti and gutting had occurred. The floorboards were polished and perfectly complimented the light hallway, unlike now where some boards had been ripped up for firewood, as had some of the wood doors that now open into ruined shells of the rooms that used to be here.

   Suddenly, a dishevelled, middle-aged man wrapped up in various layers of clothing bursts out from one of the rooms behind the house’s previous owner, and tries to hit him across the back of the head with a piece of scavenged wood he is obviously using to protect himself. The intended victim is not unprepared, however, as the flash from the perspective of the crow’s eyes shows him his assailant just in time. He instinctively ducks and the piece of wood sails overhead. He turns to see his red faced and only partially toothed attacker who, despite his lifestyle, is far from weak.

   The squatter swings again while yelling ‘get outa here!’ This swing connects heavily with the intended target’s head, but while it impacts with a tremendous blow, it merely flicks his head to one side, as if slapped with nothing more than a wad of cloth. The squatter is unperturbed, and swings again with a cry of fury as he puts all his weight behind the blow. This time, the improvised weapon is caught mid-flight from the previous occupiers head. He tugs with incredible strength that doesn’t even seem to require even minimal effort. The threat may be calm and quietly spoken, but it certainly speaks in no uncertain terms ‘I don’t want to have to hurt you!’

   The squatter is obviously drunk on some kind of alcohol, and slurs ‘get outa my house!’ He swings with a massive fist about the size of a small melon, but the blow is caught by his free hand easily, and again the strength he possesses is nothing short of incredible. The piece of wood is dropped, and the squatter is only able to open his mouth to cry out in pain for a second before he is snatched off the floor and thrust against the wall by this intruder, that while almost half of his body weight had him suspended by one outstretched arm against the wall. The squatter now feels the dull sense that this is no average Joe looking for a place to crash for the night, and he gasps fearfully ‘who the hell are you?’

   This mysterious interloper’s expression seems to have a boiling rage inside he can barely contain, but is somehow able to keep it down. He ignores the question, and speaks low and threateningly at his suspended and subdued attacker ‘you try that again and you’ll find out it’s a long way down from that window!’ The squatter holds his hands up in surrender, and speaks with a much calmer tone as he addresses this much superior opponent ‘yeah, O.K; I get the idea!’ He is then lowered slowly back to the floor, but the intense stare is still upon him as it watches for any more foolish moves on his part.

   The squatter decides that it would be much better to get on the good side of this obviously mentally disturbed new arrival, especially one that can’t be chased away like he had to a good many before. He nurses his throat as he asks his scrutinising replacement ‘my names Chad; what’s yours?’ The man replies flatly with no hint of irony ‘that’s what I’m here to find out; how long have you been here, Chad?’ Chad tells him ‘about 4 months; this place was a wreck before I even got here – guess the local junkies stripped what they could and moved on…’ he pauses for a moment before the strangeness of this strange humanoid brings another question from him ‘…hey, do you have name by the way?’ The man shrugs ‘my memory isn’t what it used to be!’ Chad tries to relate to this, and knows similar people with amnesia. He smiles gently, and indicates his understanding of this mysterious man’s predicament by saying ‘got a touch of amnesia, huh? Woke up somewhere, and don’t know how you got there?’

   The man remains expressionless but replies ‘kind of!’ It is then his turn to ask a question ‘do you know if anybodies been in the attic?’ Chad shrugs ‘didn’t even know this place had one – I just kind of inherited this place after the last guy got carted away for vagrancy; just the right place at the right time!’ The man only half hears this, and nods politely in answer, but his attention is now towards the ceiling. He walks down the hallway, and examines the ceiling closely as he walks into another room. Chad follows him, and tries to tell him ‘look man, if there was an attic here, I think I would have found it by now…’

   He falls silent when one of those deadly hands is held up for quiet, to which Chad is only too happy to oblige. Chad shrinks away slightly, as he’s seen many a person snap like a dry twig when their obsession is challenged. He lets out an involuntary yelp of fright as the big black crow flies past him and lands on a tipped over dresser. The search seems to be over, but the ceiling in this room is little less than 10 feet high, and Chad can tell what the guy must be thinking. Chad tells him quietly ‘look man, even if there IS an attic up there, there’s no way…’

   The next thing Chad knows, this creature that looks like a man has leaped with all the ease of jumping a skipping rope well clear of the 10 feet of the ceiling, and crashed through the concealed attic door within an instant. Chad is speechless at having witnessed this, and has to hold his hands up to fend off the small pieces of debris that are falling down. His jaw is agape, and the only response he can offer is an exasperated ‘I’ll be damned!’ The man’s deep voice is heard calling from within the dark confines of the attic, and it cautions him half jokingly ‘careful what you wish for!’ He then tells him ‘you might want to get out of the way!’ Chad backs up quickly, and awaits the falling junk.
   A series of large wooden trunks are sent unceremoniously through the hole, and crash both into the floor and each other. The bipedal grasshopper descends through the hole to land lightly on his feet back on the houses second floor, and Chad joins his side as they look over the ‘booty’. Chad comments ‘shit, why do you think all that stuff was up there in the first place?’ His companion just receives a quick vision of Grandma and Grandpa Rose packing the stuff into the boxes, and a couple of burly men helping to put it into the concealed attic, and then hide it behind a façade that blended it into the ceiling. He then tells Chad without meaning any darkness to his tone ‘posterity!’ The tone isn’t because of his present company in the form of the amiable bagman Chad, but he can feel the emotional turmoil about to begin within him as the trepidation over what he will discover increases exponentially.

   Chad then looks to the various chests for a moment, and then realises one important point ‘didn’t you say that you owned this place once?’ The man doesn’t even turn around as he quietly asks Chad while ignoring the question ‘I need to be alone for a while; you can stay here as long as you want, but I need you to stay out of here’ Chad nods as he realises he is going to be spared quite a different side to his new friend; whether about to be gripped by his personal madness once more or not, at least he was civil enough to ask first, and Chad is both thankful and respectful of this.

   Chad tells him quietly ‘thanks man; I’ll just be down the hall!’ He receives a quick and short ‘thanks’ before he leaves and closes the door behind him. Alone now, he looks at the crow, and the advice he is offered is ‘you need to remember who you are before you remember what you need to do, understand?’ He nods to his feathered guide, and takes a deep breath before whispering ‘here goes!’ He straightens one of the chests back onto its base, and wrenches the padlocked latch open as easily as tearing paper.

   Inside the trunk, he looks through the bric-a-brac until he finds a picture of him stood next to an ‘unknown’ woman – on their wedding day! He recalls various bright and happy images that only add to the frustration as he strains for an answer, until he remarks ‘I had a wife?’ He turns to his feathered guide to his past and asks it as it looks at him expecting the question ‘why can’t I remember her?’ The bird’s answer is typically cryptic and frustrating ‘you will when the time comes; keep going and find what you need!’ He turns back to the photograph and decides to pocket it for some inexplicable reason, even though it has only served to annoy his curiosity and irritate his clouded memory even further.

   The next thing he comes across is an old edition of T.V Guide, and sees a photograph of the painted wrestler Sting on the cover. As soon as he touches this outwardly out of place item, he receives what he was looking for; a link to his past. The vision is more gentle, as it is one of happiness, but the sadness it brings with it brings a tear to his eye as he remembers holding his young son up over the barrier at a wrestling match to meet the almighty Stinger. He sees clearly the way that Sting shakes his son’s hand, and then signs the very same copy of T.V Guide that he now holds in his hand. The crowd drowns out the brief but polite conversation, but it is obvious that both he and his son are very happy with what their hero had just written inside.

   The vision ends, and he opens the now tattered pages to look in the front cover to see what it is that the famous wrestler had written. It reads:

   ‘To little Stinger Sammy and Michael - all the best; Sting!’

   Although the message is short and generic, but it seems to strike a chord with the amnesiac mind of this questing spirit. He mutters the name to himself, and as soon as the name parts his lips, it heralds another vision as he whispers the name of his son. As soon as the word ‘Sammy’ leaves his lips, he recalls how both himself and little Sammy had sat and watched their painted hero in action versus some unknown opponent, but each is lapping up every blow, suplex and throw as much as the last, and loving every minute of it. A familiar female voice is heard, yet her face isn’t shown as he hears the joking condescension ‘won’t you ever grow up?’ He merely turns his head to grin widely at this unseen woman, and jokes ‘give him a chance, honey – he’s gonna grow up big and strong, aren’t you, Sammy?’ Sammy calls back with great confidence ‘yeah! I’m gonna be big and strong like the Stinger and my dad!’ He then jokes around, and calls back while adopting a mock fighting guard ‘hard right!’ Sammy waves his limp little arm in a mock punch, and this apparently ‘floors’ his dad, who promptly calls out ‘elbow drop!’ Sam drops onto his father’s broad chest, and Sammy proceeds to pin his dad who also slaps his hand down 3 times to signify the pin count. He then shouts out ‘the new champion of the world: Big Sam Rose! YEAH!’ Sam adopts a typical muscle pose, and the two hug as father and son. The next thing he hears is Sam whisper ‘I love you, daddy!’

   The smile that has crept onto his lips at the thought of this is soon wiped away just as the tears of joy become the tears of despair as he sees his own son shot in a blurred and rapidly fading picture of slow motion as the scene shifts to the point where Sam is shot in the back by some unknown gunman. Michael howls in pain, and curls up into a ball as he weeps into his hands. He then recalls the vision from before, and this time it is when the destroyers of Michael and Sam’s lives first break into their happy home, and it is that very same Elvis impersonator grinning as the door is opened, and this seems to have been the catalyst for the horror that had happened in this formerly happy home, as the visions whirl by like subliminal images of pain and torture.
   Michael straightens up and hisses the name of his first target ‘Honky Tonk!’ Michael then sifts through the rest of the contents of the chest to find something, even though even he doesn’t know what it is exactly. He digs out two dishes of children’s make-up: one white and one black. Sam’s words echo through his mind as he hears them once more ‘I’m gonna be big and strong like the Stinger and my dad!’ Michael then knows what it is that he must do, and even recalls a portion of some of the trash talking that wrestlers traditionally make before a big match, and pulls out one phrase in particular as he starts rubbing the white onto his face; using a broken antique silver handled mirror as he does so. He hears the words over and over in his mind ‘you wanna know why I wear this make up, Mean Gene? They’re tears of pain…’ He picks out the three words and focuses on them as he starts to apply the black to the white ‘…tears of pain…’

   Eventually, Michael is done applying a derivative of Sting’s famous face paint, but the visions are coming thick and fast, and even though some are of extremely happy times, they are accompanied swiftly by those of pain that batter and pummel his already pained mind so much that he reels about the room with his hands clapped to his head as he fights to regain control. He finally lashes out at the nearest thing, which so happens to be a wall. The fury and strength combine to punch through the brickwork with ease, and the absence of physical pain that only true mental agony can induce. The crow is seeing that the process is beginning, and encourages it from Michael, telling him ‘that’s it Michael; focus on the pain. Focus on your tormentors faces – it’s nearly time to face them again!’
   Michael then rips open another chest, and sees a long leather duster coat that he remembers quickly he dressed up in so he and Sam could go trick or treating in as their mutual hero – Sting! He puts the coat on, and in a fit of rage scoops up one of the heavily laden chests with one hand and flings it through one of the partially broken windows with such force that it smashes through both the frame and surrounding brickwork before it falls 2 floors down into the wild and untamed back garden.

   Michael then hears a frantic knocking on the door as he hears Chad’s voice yelling frantically ‘hey, man, you alright in there?’ Michael speaks low and with subdued rage as he tells his unexpected friend ‘the doors open!’ Chad bursts in and sees the chaos that has hit the room since he was in it only minutes before, and he cannot help but exclaim ‘Jesus Christ!’ Michael remarks dryly at this comment with one of his own ‘not quite; he could forgive!’ Chad picks up on this change in attitude, and asks pensively ‘you alright, man?’ This appears to be a silent cue for the crow to take flight through the gaping hole in the wall past Michael, who is doing nothing but staring out and with his back turned to his squatting buddy. Michael tells him quietly ‘I’m going out for a while!’ He doesn’t wait for an answer, and turns to show Chad his new face of pain on a side profile before telling him gently ‘don’t wait up!’

   With this, Michael leaps through the gap and disappears into the night. Chad dashes over and sees that his nameless friend has disappeared from view, and observes the gaping hole he left where the window used to be, commenting almost fearfully ‘man, someone’s about to find themselves a world of hurt!’
* * * *

   Redbear and his oddball passenger arrive outside his house and as Redbear and Seren get out, the great black crow lands on the hood. Redbear tells Seren with a disarming smile ‘home sweet home!’ Seren doesn’t say a word, and is joined by her crow as it flies to her shoulder. Redbear opens the door and let’s his guests enter before closing it quietly behind himself.

   Redbear walks straight for the kitchen, and calls back ‘do you want something to drink?’ Even though she doesn’t strictly need sustenance, there is one liquid Seren feels she could definitely do with right now; alcohol! She calls back as she looks around to take in her surroundings lit by the dying wood fire in the rough brick fireplace ‘have you got any beer?’ Redbear calls back ‘afraid not; we don’t use refrigerators that much around here – well, I don’t anyway!’

   Redbear walks back in carrying a square based bottle of deep amber liquid as he offers it to her first ‘whiskey – best moonshine you’ll find on the reservation!’ Seren takes the bottle gently, and she smiles in gratitude as she tells him ‘thanks – this’ll do fine!’ Redbear is surprised by the amount Seren slugs back as if she is drinking nothing but water. Redbear raises his eyebrows and mutters in surprise ‘never thought someone back from the dead would be so thirsty!’ Seren hands him the bottle back, and wipes the excess from her lips before telling him ‘I wasn’t, but I really needed that!’

   Redbear takes a slug of the whiskey himself, and nods in understanding ‘not like it’s going to kill you!’ Seren’s crow flies from her shoulder and lands next to a sandy patch in a small room off from the main sitting room; a small ring of stones and kindling already in place for some kind of Shamanistic ritual. Redbear takes this as a sign, and shrugs ‘guess we should get started!’ Seren follows him into the small room, and sits down cross-legged beside Redbear. He takes off his jacket, and begins applying ritualistic paint to his face and body in preparation as he asks Seren to help by asking her ‘could you start the flame for me?’

   Seren takes a lighter passed over by Redbear and also grabs the bottle of moonshine liquor, and does something that takes even the gentle and wise Redbear by surprise. Seren takes a large mouthful of the moonshine ‘firewater’ and holds the lighter up in front of her mouth before spitting it out as massive ball of flame at the kindling – lighting the fire within only a matter of seconds. Redbear doesn’t quite appreciate this, but is still respectful ‘hey, some of us have to live here, you know?!’ Seren bows her head slightly as she apologizes ‘sorry, but the clocks ticking!’

   Redbear finishes applying his ritualistic paint and asks Seren in all seriousness ‘are you ready?’ Seren then seems slightly apprehensive, and asks with good reason ‘ready for what?’ Redbear tells her ‘I’m going to channel the great Crow Spirit so it can show you the ones who burdened you with your pain!’ Seren is obviously a little more intrigued by this prospect of being able to deal with this chaos that seems to have nested within her mind and was tearing her apart without knowing how or why. She asks her next question after a second of consideration ‘what then?’ Redbear is solemn and serious now he has applied the ritual markings of his station, and answers with equal seriousness, yet it also still has the hallmarks of his straightforward honesty as he tells her ‘after you find them, it is for you to decide what punishment they deserve – only you can decide this; the Crow Spirit has sent you back to bring balance to the scales of justice, but it is your decision on how! Do you understand?’ Seren nods slowly, and Redbear gives her a gentle smile as he tells her ‘good; now close your eyes and try to remember – I will do the rest!’

   Seren does so, and Redbear throws some herbs from a series of small papoose pouches and a series of different vapours rise as the preparations reach completion. Redbear finally settles himself and closes his own eyes. His eyes suddenly snap open to reveal them to be pitch black as the Crow Spirit channels itself through him. He reaches forwards to gently turn her head; something she doesn’t resist due to the deep meditation that she seems to be in. Redbear gently puts one hand either side of Seren’s head, and places his thumbs gently over her eyes as he joins her in the trance.

* * * *

   Inside her mind, Seren is standing in darkness with a hundred strange noises and faint, unintelligible whispers echo around her. She then sees Redbear stood there with his eyes still the same shiny black pools as they are back at his house. She sees something different about him, and cocks her head to one side as she enquires a little hesitantly ‘Redbear?’

   The reply is more of an echo than made with a voice, and it is strange in that ‘Redbear’s’ lips do not move – much like her crow guide communicates with her. The voice is gentle yet stern as it tells her ‘no; it is just the form I have taken to speak to you, Serenity Rose!’ Seren has already worked out who this strange apparition is and points at it gently as she realises with whom she is speaking ‘you’re the Crow spirit, right?’

   The Crow spirit smiles at her intuition, and tells her ‘it is good that you trust your instincts; trust in them and they will aid you!’ Without another word, the spirit extends its hand for Seren to take so their journey can begin. Seren looks from the hand to the gentle smile of Redbear’s familiar face, and then takes the hand without another seconds thought, and they promptly disappear from the dark recesses of Seren’s mind into the surreal and disturbing world of her repressed memories of the fateful night that tore her happy life apart and took her family away from her.

   The scene starts with a typical family night in with Seren, her son Sam and the distorted image of the man that Seren instinctively knows to be her husband sat on their large sofa watching television. Michael tells Seren ‘I’ll get it honey; you go and get Sammy ready for bed, O.K?’ Sam looks at his father with big cow eyes as he pines ‘but I don’t wanna go to bed now; Sting’s coming on in a minute!’ Michael squats down and tells him gently ‘don’t worry, l’il Stinger, I’m taping it for you – we’ll watch it tomorrow!’ Sam smiles and nods as he gives in; watching Sting with his dad was always the highlight of his week. Seren stands up and tells him ‘O.K, Sammy; go upstairs and brush your teeth and I’ll be in to read to you in a minute!’ Sammy hops down off the sofa and hugs his dad with a bright and cheerful ‘good night daddy!’ Michael returns the hug and tells him gently ‘good night Sammy; see you tomorrow!’

   As Seren and Michael watch their son jog up the stairs to get ready for bed, Michael comes behind her and holds her close as he whispers in her ear with a tone of sheer pride and bliss ‘he’s something else, isn’t he?’ Seren smiles warmly as she replies ‘he sure is; just as much a kid as his old man!’ Michael chuckles ‘hey, there’s only 4 years between us you know, l’il lady!’ Seren laughs and asks him gently ‘do you want some coffee before I go up to read to him?’ Michael lets her go and turns her round and ignores the question as he gently strokes her face to move her long dark hair away from the face that enchants him so much. He tells her lovingly ‘how’d I get so lucky?’ Seren smiles and jokes ‘black magic I reckon!’ Michael gently taps her on the nose with his index finger and returns the comment equally in jest ‘we’ll have less of that talk, young lady!’ Seren kisses him and repeats her question ‘coffee?’ Michael ‘nods’ ‘yeah – why not?’ Seren turns and goes off to the kitchen with Michael watching her with the same look of wedded bliss he has had ever since that day 5 years ago when he married the one and only love of his life.

   His blissful thoughts are interrupted by a knock at the door, and he whispers ‘who could that be?’ He goes to the door and opens it to see a grungy version of the King of Rock and Roll stood there – still wearing silver rimmed sunglasses even at night. He stands there leaning on the doorframe with a matchstick in the corner of his mouth as he speaks in a low southern drawl ‘hey there; my truck’s broken down, and I wondered if you could give me hand?’ Michael hears Seren call back ‘who is it?’ Michael calls back his reply ‘just some guy needing a hand with his truck – I’m just going to have a look see!’

   As Michael goes past him to look at the banged up Bronco sat in front of his house, the Elvis look-a-like peers around Michael and catches sight of Seren as she makes the coffee; she turns with a pleasant smile as she asks ‘would you like a coffee?’ The low southern drawl replies politely enough ‘no thank you, ma’am; I’ll just get my Bronco up and running and get out of your hair!’

   ‘Elvis’ closes the door and smiles slyly as he whispers quietly to himself of his thoughts on Michael’s beautiful wife ‘hot damn!’ Michael lifts the bonnet and has a look at the engine asking his apparent friend in need ‘did you hear anything strange coming down the street?’ What Michael doesn’t realise is that this man isn’t alone, and he is caught unawares by the man behind him as he is clubbed unconscious by the butt of a gun. Tucker is stood there with his usual arrogant smirk as ‘Elvis’ smirks before answering ‘sleep tight, buddy boy!’

   Seren is watching all this with the Crow Spirit, and knows what happens next only too well, but is forced to merely stand there as a spectator as the Crow Spirit puts an arm across her while cautioning her ‘you are here to remember; this is the past, and cannot be changed – it can only be acted upon!’ Seren watches as two of the five men drag Michael back towards the house by his shoulders; something that the Seren that was making the coffee catches sight of this, and drops the mugs of coffee as she whispers fearfully ‘oh my god!’ She immediately bolts and chain’s the door as fast as she can, and hears Sam from the top of the stairs calling down at the sound of something breaking ‘mommy, what is it?’ Seren calls back to him as calmly as her fear will allow ‘everything’s alright, Sammy; go upstairs and hide – I’ll come find you in a minute, O.K?’ Sam is innocent to the adult nightmare that is beginning to unfold, and grins at the prospect of playing a game of hide and seek before bedtime, and calls back with glee ‘O.K, but you’ll never find me!’ He charges back up the stairs, and out of sight.

   Seren then frantically tries to dial the Police but only gets a dead line. Looking up, she sees ‘Elvis’ stood there with a pair of wire clippers to signify why. She begins to feel the creeping sweat of fear as the door rocks from the impact of the man she would later know as Hog kicking it strongly. Tucker calls to her through the door ‘open the door bitch, or Mr. Rose here will be pushing up daisy’s, ya hear?’ Tucker then whispers to one of his other cronies ‘Jim-Bug; go around back and see if that stupid bitch left it open!’ Jim-Bug runs around back while Tucker keeps Seren’s attention fixed on the front door by calling yet more threats through the door ‘open the fucking door or we’ll be posting sleeping beauty here through piece by l’il piece!’

   The butt of Jim-Bug’s gun from behind suddenly catches Seren as the back door wasn’t locked, and that’s when the real pain began! Seren watches everything as if it was a blur; firstly, they waited for Michael to wake up and held him there as the men had their ‘fun’ with her, remembering each of their leering faces as she is violated by them one after the other. Michael being forced to watch until Mary-Lou, the only woman in their party tries ‘diverting’ his attention by asking ‘is it true that when a man gets mad, his dick gets hard?’ It’s when Michael growls back that she should ‘just pull the fucking trigger’ that tempers began to fray even further.

   The large man who it seems was called Hog takes offence to her ‘kind’ offer being rejected that he starts pounding Michael repeatedly, but finds it even more incensing when Michael doesn’t give up, even with his face bloody mess he is still enraged enough to slur back ‘you hit like a girl!’ This is when Mary-Lou, who is obviously high on something, whips out her gun and shoots him in the gut with nothing but a mocking grin and a snicker as she taunts him ‘how’d that feel, Little John?’

   Even with a bullet in his belly, Michael’s only thought is to get his beloved wife away from this horror story that had come very much alive in their own home. Somehow, Michael is able to pull one of his arms free and brings it back violently into the face of ‘Elvis’ and push the one called Jim-Bug away so he can make a break across the room to his wife who is currently receiving ‘attention’ by Hog. Michael yells at him ‘get away from…’ His heroic yet futile effort is cut short by 3 crimson rose shaped wounds that suddenly appear one after the other on his chest – all in full view of Seren as the loud cracks of the shots ring out around the room. ‘Elvis’ has just shot Seren’s beloved in front of her; apparently dead. The impacts stop Michael in his tracks and he can do nothing more than look at them in bemusement before slumping to his knees and then topple to the floor, waiting for the darkness to embrace him.

   Its then that Sammy comes down the stairs into this charnel house and screams out loud ‘DADDY!’ This stuns the assembled throng of the Rose family’s torturers, and all eyes are suddenly on him, causing little Sammy to freeze in terror. Tucker breaks the silence with a yell ‘get that kid!’ Jim-Bug runs for Sam, but he is too quick as he grabs him and elbows Jim Big right in the most vulnerable spot of the male anatomy. Jim-Bug’s eyes bulge in pain and his face immediately flushes red as he doubles over with a strained grunt. Seren screams at Sam frantically ‘GET OUT OF HERE SAMMY; RUN!!’ Sam follows his mother’s instructions to the letter, and bolts for the door.

   It is then that the scene blurs and slows down as another muffled crack of thunder is heard as a deadly piece of metal is spewed forth from another gun. The bullet strikes Sam in the back, and his small body is sent jarring forward by its impact until gravity brings Sam’s unconscious form skidding to a halt on the floorboards. All eyes are now on the shooter; the literal loose cannon, 6 Pack. He blows the blue smoke rising from the barrel, and adopts a crooked smile ‘no witnesses!’
   Even Hog has stopped ‘enjoying’ his time with Seren, and withdraws to zip himself back up from the new depths their gang had just reached. Jim-Bug is the first to say what the others are thinking ‘Jesus Christ, 6 Pack, you just shot a kid; you shot him dead!’ 6 Pack turns to this apparent challenge to his judgement, and pulls Jim-Bug close with one arm while placing the gun to his temple. The look of anger at this out of turn speech on morality is obvious as 6 Pack’s eyes are wide and blazing with fury, and his mouth spits venom as he hisses ‘don’t you EVER tell me what the fuck to do Jim-Bug; EVER!’ Jim-Bug relents, and stammers ‘O…O.K, Pack; whatever you say!’

   Tucker snaps angrily ‘calm the fuck down 6 Pack, or you’ll be riding one of my bullets straight to hell, ya hear?’ 6 Pack recovers his composure a little and releases Jim-Bug while Tucker turns to Hog ‘Hog; tie up the loose end, will ya?’ Hog smiles and looks down at Seren who is still sprawled and partially dressed on the floor before drawing his pistol and aims for her. He seems to relish the words as he speaks them, and obviously takes a perverse pleasure in telling her the last words she will hear ‘how’s this for a big bang, sweetheart?’

   Hog shoots Seren 4 times with his 9mm Beretta pistol, and puts it back down the front of his jeans and pulls his T-shirt back over to cover it up. He turns back to Tucker and tells him ‘that’s us about done, boss; what we got?’ Tucker looks to Mary-Lou who had the honour of calling the shots on the loot from this robbery. She holds up a cloth bag, and grins ‘well boys, we got ourselves a shit load of jewellery for starters, and then I found this!’ She then reaches into her pocket and pulls out the wad of notes that she had taken from Seren’s nightstand.

   Seren whispers in anger to the Crow Spirit ‘they did this for MONEY?!’ The Crow Spirit speaks with unintentional coldness as it has seen this kind of thing too often ‘nothing poisons the hearts of men more than money, and their lust for more of it!’ Insult is then added to further injury as Mary-Lou now wears the familiar leather ¾ length coat that she now proudly twirls in before Hog as she smiles widely ‘waddya think, Hog?’ Hog nods in approval as he tells her with a smile ‘at least these unlucky bastards had some taste!’ Mary-Lou then goes to Tucker ‘can I keep this, Tuck?’ Tucker shrugs ‘whatever; we’ve got what we want, anything else is fair game, but we move in 2 minutes, O.K fuckers?’ This last part was raised as instruction to the rest of his gang, but Mary-Lou is happy enough with her new coat, and scampers out after Hog.

   Seren looks on with an obviously growing anger as she watches Tucker coordinate the operation as he tells them ‘take the stiff; a dead family and a missing husband will take the heat off of us for a while! We’ll dump him in the river, and get this haul to the Lady A.S.A.P; got it?’ The rest of them nod in unison and silently tidy up the scene as best they can. Jim-Bug cleans the doorknob and anything else they might have touched, and then has the grim task of tidying up after the spent condoms from the men’s ‘enjoyment’. With everything under control and running smooth, Tucker just looks at Seren’s body (who apparently isn’t quite dead yet) and tips his finger from his forehead in a mock farewell as he smirks a crooked smile. He croons cruelly ‘thanks for the hospitality, ma’am; much appreciated!’ This is when Seren finally faded away into oblivion; all the while reaching for the hand of her son! Thus the memory held down by the pain that accompanies it is unleashed, and both Seren and the Crow Spirit return to the black void from where this vision quest had begun.

   The Crow Spirit looks at Seren, who has her back to him, and asks her calmly ‘now you know what you must do, and who you have returned for; are you prepared?’ Seren’s shoulders are rising and sinking slowly while her breath seems to have reduced to an almost animalistic growl. She whirls around, and her face is that of a Crow Warrior; white paint adorned with the black design of the Crow over the eyes and nose. She growls back through her anger ‘yes!’

* * * *

   The vision quest is ended and Seren snaps out of it, as does Redbear. Seren’s demeanour has certainly changed with the knowledge she now has, and Redbear can see that just by the look in her eyes. He nods at this observation, and tells her quietly ‘you are ready to become a Crow Warrior, Serenity Rose; come with me!’ The two leave the small room and go into Redbear’s bedroom where he mixes up the paint he is about to adorn Seren with from 2 papoose pouches and mixes them with water into two earthenware bowls that have ancient symbols chasing around them.

   Redbear tells her gently as he applies the make-up ‘this is the mark of the Crow Warrior’s of old; this will be the last thing your enemies will ever see, and they will know the meaning of fear!’

   After the design is complete, Redbear ties two black crow feathers into Seren’s hair, and gives her a black died Indian shirt made from animal hide that requires a lot of lacing at the sides to make it fit properly over her long sleeved top; almost as if it had been made only for Seren to wear, although it had been worn by many Crow Warrior’s before her. She also dons a pair of equally black boots that have lengths of leather running around them that serve both to secure them but also that they fit like they were made for her.
   The crow guide flies in and sees Seren staring out of the window. The crow communicates with her mind, and asks her ‘are you ready?’ Seren turns to show her new visage as a Crow Warrior, and she whispers ‘show me where Jim-Bug is – he can lead me to the others!’ The crow flies out the window, and Seren dashes out of Redbear’s house to follow it into the night as it show her the way. Redbear wasn’t expecting any thanks, and gives her a quiet prayer ‘take care of yourself Serenity Rose; may the wings of justice let you fly straight and true!’

* * * *

   In one of the more questionable areas of the town’s downtown district, a dishevelled man comes stumbling out from a local bar; it’s none other than ‘Elvis’ and he stumbles down the street under the watchful eye of the crow watching him from it’s roost on a rooftop.

   Honky Tonk, as he is known, suddenly feels the all too common feeling of drinking too much beer, and answers his call of nature as soon as he can. He turns down an alley and props up against the wall with one hand, and unzips his flies with the other. He groans in relief as he begins to let the waste fluid flow in a steady stream against the alley wall. He then hears the slow and steady footfall of someone approaching, and glances to his right to see no one there. He mutters to himself ‘get a hold o’ yourself; just the beer playing tricks!’

   His response is much more intense when he hears a low whistle calling for his attention to his left; again he looks, but no one is there to challenge. Honky Tonk hurries himself along, and eggs his bladder onwards by whispering to himself with low drawl ‘c’mon for fucks sake; ya gotta run out sometime!’ He is relieved by the ceasing of fluid being expelled, and hurriedly zips himself up.

   He turns to hurry out of the alley when he bumps literally into Michael, which surprises him so much that his already challenged balance gives way, and he falls straight onto his rear end. Honky Tonk almost growls with his low southern drawl that has now almost been reduced to a slur by his intoxicated state ‘what the fuck you doing, asshole; can’t a guy take a piss in peace?!’ Michael just stands there mute as he glowers at Honky Tonk with a lowered forehead and unblinking eyes. Honky Tonk unsteadily gets to his feet, and tells him ‘get the fuck out of my way!’ Michael breaks his silence, and his voice is almost a harsh rasp as he spits through his gritted teeth ‘I think we need to have a talk, Tonka truck!’

   Honky Tonk certainly doesn’t appreciate his handle being made fun of, especially by some painted crazy! He pulls his chrome revolver out from the back of his jeans, and points it unsteadily at Michael; although unsteadily held, it would certainly hit him at this range. Honky Tonk growls back at him as he sways to and fro to keep his balance ‘not in the mood, looney toon!’ He shoots Michael, who reels back slightly from the shot and doubles over, but still stays standing!

   Honky Tonk stumbles forward slightly to make sure he doesn’t miss, and also to check that his blurred vision isn’t playing tricks on him as he sees this monochrome clown from hell straighten up without a hint of blood where the bullet ripped through his long black coat. Honky Tonk exclaims quietly ‘fuck me!’ Michael smirks before retorting ‘you’re not my type!’ Honky Tonk certainly doesn’t like to be made a fool of, especially in his current state! He wrinkles his nose in anger, and draws his top lip back to reveal his gritted teeth as he shoots Michael 4 more times until he finally drops to the floor – even then, Honky Tonk shoots him straight in his heart as he lies there.

   Honky Tonk then stumbles out of the alley as soon as he can to his old Ford Sedan, and jumps in knowing to make a break for it before the cops turn up. He pulls out with a squeal of tyre rubber, and clips the car in front; not that he would care if he had noticed that anyway, as he has more pressing things on his mind!

   Back in the alley, a local barfly comes running out of the bar and yells at Honky Tonk for hitting his car, and shakes his fist as he yells ‘Honky Tonk, you son of a bitch!’ He then suddenly sees Michael come striding out of the alley, and silently get into the car. The man tries to stop him closing the door, and yells at him ‘get out of my car, asshole!’ Michael winds the window down silently, and asks innocently ‘excuse me?’ The man leans in slightly, and Michael grabs him by his T-Shirt, and pulls him further in so he can grab the keys out of the man’s pocket, and hurl him back out again before he can react. Michael tells him ‘I hope you’ve got insurance!’ He then starts the car and spins off with so much torque that the wheels spew smoke from the wheel spin that Michael uses to swing the nose around enough to get out of the space, and the pursuit begins.

   Honky Tonk is tearing down the street when he catches sight of Michael easily making up the distance between them in the supercharged car he was lucky enough to be able to acquire. Honky Tonk can’t believe who is seeing in his rear view mirror; especially when Michael smiles and waves at him in greeting! Honky Tonk is now a lot more spooked by this freak who’s taken an unhealthy interest in him, and his panic picks his drawl up into almost a high pitched whine as he mutters ‘who the fuck is this guy?’

   Honky Tonk is then relieved when the car suddenly turns off, and leaves the road to just his car. He breathes a sigh of relief, but just as suddenly as Michael had disappeared, the muscle car takes off from down an alley, and flies straight over Honky Tonks’ car. Honky Tonk hears a heavy thump, and knows exactly what that signifies!

   Honky Tonk tries to shoot through the roof at Michael who is hanging on with his superhuman strength. The dull click of the hammer without the resounding gunshot signifies only one thing; the pistol is out of bullets! Michael knew this, but yells so that his gun happy driver can hear him ‘out of bullets huh? Too bad, buddy boy!’

   Honky Tonk tries swerving the car to shake Michael; even clipping parked cars, but to no avail – Michael isn’t going anywhere just yet! Michael yells to him ‘where’d you learn to drive, anyway?!’ He then raises his right hand up, and sends it crashing through the metal roof to grab the steering wheel, and calls to the stunned Honky Tonk ‘mind if I drive?’ Honky Tonk can’t make any sense of what is happening, and can only gabber on ‘holy shit; what are you doing, you crazy motherfucker?’ Michael calls back ‘just testing a few laws of physics, bucko; you’d better buckle up – this is where it gets a little bumpy!’

   Honky Tonk looks down the road, and knows exactly what’s about to happen; the T-Junction ahead runs straight to a brick wall! Honky Tonk slams on the brakes, and finds nothing! Michael’s free hand holds the brake hoses in front of his windshield, and calls down ‘looking for these?’ Honky Tonk does the only things he can; struggle the seatbelt on, raise his arms to protect his face, and scream like a little baby!

   The car hits the sidewalk and bounces up to crash through the brick wall and takes a good part of the neighbouring building with it. Michael is thrown from the roof and sent hurtling and spinning down the alley the car now comes to rest in. Honky Tonk comes around, and quickly snaps to attention as he realises he is alive, and looks around quickly to see where his painted tormentor has gone; the fact he sees him struggling to his feet down the alley raises a gloating smirk on his chubby face, and he begins loading the pistol as he drawls ‘let’s see you walk away from this, motherfucker!’

   Laying the pistol down in the passenger seat, he revs the engine, which although spewing steam from the shattered radiator, is still running; they certainly don’t make them like they used to! Michael regains his senses, and turns to see Honky Tonk revving the engine of his car. He slips the overcoat from his shoulders, and holds it out like some kind of mime imitating a matador!

   Honky Tonk snarls ‘have it your way; let’s play asshole!’ Honky Tonk screeches the car rapidly down the alley and gains a lot of speed to mow Michael down with, which it most certainly would have if Michael didn’t leap over the car at the last second and throw his large coat onto the windscreen and blinding Honky Tonk to the cars parked at the other end of the alley!

   Michael sails over the car, and he angles himself so he rolls on landing to face the way he had come from. He sees Honky Tonk’s now thoroughly ruined car, and upon hearing the monotonous sound of the car’s horn, smiles to himself ‘Elvis has left the building!’ He strides down the alley to the car, and rips the crumpled and otherwise unusable driver’s side door clean off, and throws it to one side. He is greeted by the barrel of a chrome pistol and a bloodied and battered Honky Tonk snarling at him ‘why won’t you fucking die?’

   Michael is too quick, and knocks the pistol out of Honky Tonk’s hand, and catches it in mid-air before looking it over and replying ‘been there…done that!’ Honky Tonk then squints as he starts to recognise the face, and points at Michael while almost whispering as his reeling mind tries to piece together a fragmented memory ‘hey, don’t I know you?’ Michael pulls Honky Tonk out of the car with one hand after releasing the seat belt and lefts him to a standing position. Michael reaches for Honky Tonk, who instinctively flinches, but only has his crumpled pack of cigarettes and lighter in mind. He takes them without a word, and Michael takes out the gun and hands it back to Honky Tonk; who, to say the least, is both stunned, and also a bit nervous!

   Michael walks away a short distance, and while he has his back turned, calls back ‘maybe you recognise me better from this angle?’ Honky Tonk’s memory flickers and remembers the man he shot 4 times in the back a year earlier, and he gasps ‘it can’t be…we shot you dead – we put you in the god damn river!’ Michael holds his arms out, and challenges him ‘care to try again?’ Honky Tonk looks at his gun, and then thinks ‘why not?’ By the time he has levelled it down the street, Michael is gone!

   Honky Tonk is definitely scared now, and looks around frantically before Michael grabs him from his position on the car roof and lifts him off the floor one handed; Honky Tonk fires point blank into Michael’s chest, but it doesn’t even make him flinch! This is too much for Honky Tonk, and he blubbers pitifully ‘please don’t kill me, man; Tucker’s the one who put me up to it!’ Michael pulls him closer, and looks him dead in the eye as he speaks low and threateningly ‘Tucker wasn’t the one who shot me in the back – last cigarette?’ Honky Tonk looks at his own pack of cigarettes almost fearfully, but eventually pulls one out with his trembling fingers and puts it into his equally quivering mouth as Michael continues ‘I won’t lie to you; you took my life Honky Tonk, and now I’m going to take yours, but it’s your choice between going quick or going slow!’

   Honky Tonk seems resigned to his fate now, and tells him with a slight recovery of his dignity ‘make it quick!’ Michael nods slowly, and tells him ‘quick it is – you deserve a choice, because you didn’t rape my wife, and you made it quick for me, but first I need to know what happened after that!’ Without saying a word, Michael spins Honky Tonk around on the car’s roof and drops him while clapping his hands quickly either side of his head, and then putting his thumbs over his eyes as he closes his eyes to draw those painful yet necessary memories from his soon-to-be victim.

   Michael sees himself go down, and then sees 6 Pack shoot Sammy in the back. His next comes in a flash when he sees Hog almost in slow motion as he grins at Seren ‘how’s this for a big bang, sweetheart?’ Michael drops Honky Tonk, and claps a hand to his head in pain, but quickly recovers enough to demand with a harsh growl of fury ‘where’s Hog?’ Honky Tonk tells him, as he can see that Michael’s sanity is even more tenuous than before ‘he lives in an apartment down Madison; lives there with Mary-Lou!’

   Michael then recovers a little of his sanity, and asks him ‘need a light?’ He flicks open the windproof lighter, and lights Honky Tonk’s cigarette, and then one for himself. Just as Honky Tonk is taking a long drag on the cigarette, Michael tells him softly ‘happy trails!’ Before Honky Tonk can react, Michael has dropped the still flaming lighter into the large pool of petrol that surrounds the car. The effect is immediate, and the pool catches, and the car explodes as the trail of flame finds its way into the petrol tank.

   Out of this inferno, Michael strides unscathed, and putting his long leather overcoat back on; the flames not even bothering him in the slightest. Michael looks through the eyes of his crow guide for a moment as he observes the destruction he has just wrought, and the flaming pool of petrol that has become that of a crow itself! With but a look, the crow knows it is time to move on and takes off, while Michael jumps from the ground, bounces off the roof of a car, and swings from a lamp post to land on a roof top as he makes his way to pay 6 Pack a little visit; pausing only for a moment to look at Honky Tonk’s carbon scarred windproof lighter that he recovered from the blaze and pockets it before moving off.

* * * *

   Meanwhile, across town, Jim-Bug is sat in his living room, and slugging back a beer while watching television as he indulges in his 2 favourite past-times; drinking beer and watching tacky late night pornography! He watches almost transfixed to the screen as the naked bodies seem to flow and contort their limber bodies into almost impossible positions for his viewing pleasure, and he mutters to himself ‘that’s it baby; that’s the spot!’ Unaware that he is not the only voyeur, the black bird on the window sill watches him intently and silently without Jim-Bug even realising it.

   On top of the roof to Jim-Bug’s apartment block, Seren waits and watches through the eyes of her guide as she remembers his face with a low snarl ‘Jim-Bug!’ This is accompanied and brought sharply into focus as she remembers the real life ‘fun’ he had at her expense as she briefly relives their shared past as she sees his leering face as the Jim-Bug of her nightmare history leers at her with a wide drooling grin ‘you’re one hot bitch, you know that?’

   Oblivious to this, Jim-Bug smiles to himself as he feels the hardness increasing from within his jeans as he watches them increase in pace almost within time with the rising volume of their fake moans. He looks across and sees what he is desperately looking for; his best friend, captain Kleenex!

   Just as he pulls over the box of white tissues, his viewing is disrupted by the screen going on the frizz, and he yells angrily at the usually obedient piece of technology ‘aw for fucks sake!’ he gets off the sofa and starts banging the box with frustrated bangs to the top and side; each measured and placed to bring back the damned reception so he can see Candy Kane stick it to Moaning Milly one more time! He doesn’t care how bad the names are; just what their bare and naked bodies can do together, and right now they were lost in a snowstorm of static!

   He grumbles to himself ‘fucking Japanese piece of shit; now I’ll have to steal another one!’ He storms out of his apartment and strides up to the roof to look at his illegally hooked up cable T.V connection. He reaches the box, and finds the cables have been pulled out to expose ruined and frayed ends with the connections still lodged in their screwed in fixings. He holds up the cables, and his forehead frowns as he mutters ‘what the fuck?’

   He hears a lilting female voice from behind, as it asks him with the mock innocence of his favourite naked actresses ‘is that all I meant to you, little Jimmy?’ Jim-Bug is startled, and whirls around to see Seren stood there leaning against the fire escape casually with her arms folded and a sarcastic smirk on her face. Jim-Bug cocks his head to one side at the sight of this freakish apparition, and he calls out to her ‘who the hell are you?’ Seren walks with slow, deliberately sensual steps as she walks up to him while softly asking him with malevolent sarcasm ‘you mean you couldn’t remember little old me?’ Jim-Bug ignores her strange advances, and holds his hand up to ask her to stop as he asks her with a modicum of civility ‘come on lady; all I want to do is get my cable back, and get back indoors!’ Seren still keeps her seductive gaze on him as she huskily asks him ‘come on, little Jimmy – too scared to let your dreams come true?’

   Jim-Bug is a little disturbed by this strange woman, and raises his voice ‘I don’t know what your problem is lady, but I’m trying to be civil here; get the fuck out of my face!’ Seren’s smile changes to a slight curling of her top lip as she lowers her head slightly as she snarls ‘all take and no give, huh? I just wanted to return the favour!’ Jim-Bug then pulls a switchblade out of his pocket, and presses the button that releases the blade into position before telling her with growing hostility as she comes ever closer ‘don’t make me cut you up, bitch!’ Seren then growls at him with growing rage ‘too late for too little; come on – once more with feeling!!’

   Jim-Bug can’t fight the intimidation he is feeling from this fearless and obviously insane woman who seems intent on closing the distance between them; he however has other ideas, and starts to back up slowly in the face of her apparent psychosis. Jim-Bug can’t hide the quiver in his voice, but is still defiant in his choice of words as he yells at her ‘I don’t know you, and I don’t fucking want to; I’m warning you…’ Seren puts her hands behind her back as she smiles ‘you can tie me up if you want, Jimmy; I won’t cause a fuss – that’s how you’d like me, isn’t it?’

   This is the last straw, and challenging Jim-Bug’s fantasy world of naked women was definitely not a way to get on his good side; little knowing that she’s taunting him with intent! He waits a moment, and even gulps as he is embarrassed to say that her seduction is starting to work as well as his electronic box of voyeurism ever did; the hardness was beginning to return again! He puts this out of his head as she draws ever closer, and makes his decision; this twisted bitch was going down!

   He waits for her to come into range, and then thrusts fast and mercilessly into her gut. It is her reaction that is definitely the catalyst to his next one; Seren looks down, and then back to him calmly before she breaks into a wide smile, which is then followed by the gentle taunting of ‘now that’s no way to treat a lady!’ She then gives him a cheeky wink that makes him recoil in horror as he realises that she wasn’t worried about the knife because she didn’t need to!

   Jim-Bug’s blood suddenly runs from hot to cold as the colour drains from his face and he relies on man’s oldest instinct; to run! He runs for the stairs, but Seren is too fast for him, and cuts him off by closing the door and leaning on it as she smiles ‘don’t you believe in the pull out method?’ She then swiftly pulls out the knife with a minimum of pain; something that for some strange reason raises a slight smile and a small moan of pleasure as she continues to look at him with insane glee glinting deep within her deep brown eyes.

   Jim-Bug’s jaw drops when he looks at the wound he had just caused, and watches in horror as it closes within a second now the knife has removed; not even a hint of blood remaining. He immediately turns tail and makes a break for it over to the fire escape. Seren lets him run a little, and seems unhurried and relaxed as she throws the knife over in her hand to ready it, and then lets it fly to sink into the back of Jim-Bug’s thigh.

   Jim-Bug cries out in pain, and Seren casually walks over as he tries to pick himself up and hobble to the fire escape. Seren catches hold of the collar of his sleeveless denim jacket easily, pulls him off the floor with one hand, and throws him a good few feet behind her as casually as a screwed up piece of paper. Jim-Bug can’t believe her strength, and whimpers through his pain as he tries to stem the flow of blood from his leg by grabbing at the knife wound ‘who are you?’ Seren sighs to herself ‘it’s a little late for introductions, asshole!’

   She walks up to Jim-Bug, and swiftly, yet painfully, pulls the knife out of Jim-Bug’s leg before throwing it away off the roof. Jim-Bug howls in pain, and tears begin streaming down his cheeks from the pain as he pleads ‘what do you want from me?’ Seren puts her boot against his chest and pushes him into the gravel of the roof as she stands over him as she tells him ‘a few things, little Jimmy…’ she then leans over and grins widely as she holds her thumb and forefinger an inch apart as she huskily whispers ‘…and I do mean little!’

   Jim-Bug’s mind is racing, and hostility is definitely going to come out on top next to the gargantuan fear that is pounding its way through both his veins and his head; his heart hammering like a bass drum in his ears. He stays silent as Seren straddles his chest so she is kneeling on the roof with Jim-Bug trapped underneath. She gently lifts his averted face with her thumb and forefinger as she leans closer to look him in the eye as she tells him ‘the first thing I want is your memory, and for you to remember where our paths crossed before. Don’t worry; this will hurt me as much it does you!’

   Without another word, she places her hands either side of his head and her thumbs over his eyes, so that Jim-Bug will feel her pain first hand! The leering faces flash one after the other as Jim-Bug feels the pain of violation; all 4, all at once! Jim-Bug roars in pain, and squirms under Seren in agony as he feels it again and again. Seren’s look is that of fury, and she growls harshly ‘come on baby; is that all you’ve got?’

   Jim-Bug can’t escape the pain as Seren removes her hands, and stands; the visions won’t leave him either as she drags him by one leg to the edge of the roof and to the fire escape. She swiftly whips his belt off, and picks him off the floor as she hisses to him ‘now why don’t we try something a little more to your liking, hmm?’ She whips the belt around his neck, and her lip curls as she tells the oblivious, howling Jim-Bug ‘how about we do something a bit more…’ she pauses to pull the belt tight around his throat, and growls with a hint of pleasure before finishing ‘…kinky!’

   Before Jim-Bug knows what is happening, Seren pushes him off the roof while holding the loose end of the belt and holds his full weight with one arm as the leather strap tightens its grip around his neck. He fumbles furiously at the leather noose and his eyes bulge along with the shade of red his face is taking as his legs kick around futilely beneath him in the open air. Seren then smiles to herself as she mockingly considers ‘now, what was that safety word again?’ After a few more seconds, she puts her free hand to her ear as she feigns hearing something from Jim-Bug ‘what was that? O.K; if you say so!’ She then opens her hand to watch Jim-Bug plummet to the cold, hard alley floor below; the vagrant below is stunned and shaken by the sudden corpse that falls into his small fire, and he looks upward as he sees Seren joined by her crow guide as it perches on her shoulder. Instinctively, he crosses himself in silent prayer, at which point she disappears from view back across the rooftop.

   Seren stands before the descending stairwell’s brick housing and opens the door so that her guide can take flight down into the building as she seeks Jim-Bug’s apartment. She descends the stairs, and finds the bird on the floor facing an apartment door. Seren kicks the door down and enters; followed quickly by the crow guide. She looks around and only gives Jim-Bug’s extensive soft-porn video collection a passing glance as she passes it by to enter his untidy and unruly bedroom that is adorned by pictures of women in various states of undress. The crow guide flutters onto one of the nightstands, and Seren opens the top draw to start searching for some kind of connection that may tell her where to go next.

   She soon finds what she is looking for, and it is a business card for a scrap yard across town, and looks on the back to see scrawled in biro ‘6 Pack; 998675’ Seren thinks back and remembers the slow motion replay of Michael, her unknown and faceless husband, was shot 3 times in front of her. It’s when she hears a child’s voice yell ‘DADDY!’ that Seren sees Sam stood there; unsure what to do now that all eyes were on him. Seren yells ‘RUN, SAMMY; RUN!’ She then remembers the slowing down of time once more as a thunderous crack is heard as a gun goes off, and little 7 year-old Sam is flung across the room to come to a rest against the front door; Seren yells ‘NOOO!’ before seeing the face of the shooter; 6 Pack!

   Seren holds the card up for the crow to see, and remarks with the hint of a hiss in her voice as the venom surfaces closer to the surface ‘bingo!’ The bird speaks to her ‘first; leave your mark so they know that death is coming for them!’ Seren gets up and finds a can of used black car paint, and proceeds to spray a large crow motif around Jim-Bug’s hallowed pornography filled bookcase. Seren nods in both silent request and instruction to which the bird takes flight through the open window. Seren follows by diving out, and using the momentum as she grabs the rail of the fire escape to adjust her trajectory so she flies upwards onto the roof from where she follows her crow guide through the night once more.

* * * *

   Bombing down the street is Tucker in his old battered pick-up, and is heading for Jim-Bug’s place when he receives a call on his mobile phone. He answers it with a stern ‘yeah?’ The voice on the other end, however, puts the fear of God into him when he hears it’s low, calm English tones ‘I take it you are about to reclaim the rest of my money from your associate, Mr. Tucker?’ Tucker has to collect his confidence back; if there’s anything this woman despised, it was weakness. He replies ‘I’m just on my way now – you’ll have your money by the end of the night, Miss. Grey!’

   The voice is that of an attractive, slim and well-dressed woman reclined in a large black swivel chair. She is flanked by two black-suit wearing associates that stand motionless by her side at all times; they are equally smart and clean cut in appearance, as their employer demands from all members of her inner sanctum. She smiles slightly as she speaks with customary calm and her distinctive English accent ‘excellent; I need not remind you that you are the guarantor for Mr. Donnelly’s debt, do I?’

   Tucker doesn’t like being pushed around, but this woman was not a person to mess with, as she demands respect and manners at all times by her employees; on pain of death! He bites his tongue, and replies with restraint ‘of course not; the money is as good as yours!’

   Lady Grey tells him ‘very good, so the rumours of Mr. Donnelly and yourself spending my money in Shakey’s bar earlier tonight were unfounded?’ Tucker should have known better, but he couldn’t resist the thought of free booze at the time; he should have known it would come back to bite him (which is ironic, as the unofficial nickname of this English Rose happened to be Lady Pit-Bull). He replies with calm, and he effectively hides his fear with surprise as he tells her ‘he has the money, and if he doesn’t, I’ll make sure you get something valuable as collateral!’

   Lady Grey knows Tucker only too well, and shares her little private joke with him ‘just please make sure the collateral is untraceable please, Mr. Tucker; we will speak again later!’ At this she hangs up the phone, and gently picks up the glass of red wine waiting for her, and proceeds to swirl it as she takes a slow, gratifying intake of it’s bouquet before softly remarking ‘an excellent choice Devlin; my compliments!’

   Devlin Chase and his brother Mark are identical twins in almost every way, and the fact both are as cold blooded and ruthless as the underground criminal gangs that Lady Grey had liberated them both from back in London’s East End only strengthened their bond. It is Devlin, however, tended to be the mouthpiece for this deadly duo while Mark supplied the force to back up the words.

   Devlin replies simply and respectfully ‘thank you, my lady!’ She smiles slightly and has a sip of her wine before setting it back down and commenting ‘if only these brash American’s could appreciate such things for their full worth! Take Mr. Tucker for example; he will probably panic and take his little friend Mr. Donnelly on some foolhardy expedition to bring some form of antique back for our collection, and little know it’s worth!’ Devlin smiles at this astute yet brutal assessment of Tucker’s ‘usefulness’ and comments ‘I must say, that arrangement suits both me and my brother just fine!’
   Lady Grey stands slowly, and turns to speak to him while holding her glass of wine ‘as it does for me; now gentlemen, shall we?’ She walks towards her elaborate bedchamber, and both Devlin and Mark open each of the doors open for her to pass, enter the room themselves, and then close the great ornate doors behind them.

* * * *

   Tucker is incensed by his conversation with his boss, and is muttering to himself ‘fucking bitch; Jim-Bug, you’d better be ready to roll when I…’ Tucker cuts himself short, and sees the crowd of vehicles assembled outside Jim-Bug’s apartment block. He carries on slowly as he sees a black body bag being photographed by the coroner. He pulls around the corner and gets out, checking out the scene for himself. He walks up casually, and is recognised by one of the police officers who is obviously much less than pleased to see him as he asks him sarcastically ‘evening Tucker; come to admire your handiwork?’ Tucker is genuinely in the dark, of course, and asks him ‘what the fuck are you talking about, Baker?’

   Baker raises his voice as he reminds him ‘that’s OFFICER Baker, Mr. Tucker; I think you’ll find that stiff in the bag to be your friend James Donnelly, or Jim-Bug as you called him!’ Tucker lights a cigarette, and looks up the building before asking ‘what’s the deal; dumb shit thought he could fly or something?’ Baker decides to let Tucker off the hook, knowing that he won’t be able to entrap him anyway, but lets out a slight sigh before filling him in on what he knows ‘seems some woman dressed in black and wearing white and black face paint decided to treat your friend to a little gasper party! It looks like she literally dropped him after she had had her fun!’

   Tucker is surprised ‘you telling me a chick did this?’ Baker nods ‘looks like it; we got a description from an old bum that was keeping warm with his fire before Jim-Bug made Smokey the Bear proud, but we haven’t a clue who it is!’ He then turns back to Tucker ‘made any enemies recently?’ Tucker shrugs with a sardonic grin ‘no more than usual; can I go?’ Baker nods ‘it looks like you’re in the clear for now, but we’ll probably want to run you downtown for the once over in a couple of hours!’

   Tucker shrugs ‘same shit, different day!’ Tucker then goes around the back of the block, and checks around before hopping up on the garbage dumpster as he had done a dozen times before and goes up the fire escape to get a look in Jim-Bug’s apartment. He crouches by the window as he listens in on what the detectives are talking about. He hears one saying ‘what the fuck is that on the wall, Dempsey?’ The other detective is obviously not friendly with the other, and so the sarcasm doesn’t go down well, but at least it feels good ‘looks like a big bird to me; what the fuck did you think it was?’ Garrett threatens him ‘look, I don’t care what the fuck it is, but we’ve got a goddamn vigilante killer out there, and she doesn’t look like she’s going to slow down any time soon; bring in any past associates of Jim-Bug Donnelly and Honky Tonk Hank McAndrew, and do it 5 minutes ago!’ Tucker takes this as his cue, and slides down the fire escape to slip away from the cops and get back to his pick-up before Dempsey reaches Officer Baker.

   He slips along the alley without being seen, and gets into his pick-up before Baker and Dempsey are able to stop him careering off down the street, and catch him frantically calling Hog on his mobile. Hog picks up straight away, and seems distracted ‘yeah; what is it?’ Tucker can’t hide the fear in his voice and he tells him ‘we’ve got trouble Hog; looks like the Lady wasn’t going to wait for Jim-Bug to pay and paid him a visit, and it wasn’t for a few beers and shoot some pool!’ Hog shrugs ‘who cares? That little pervert was more trouble than he was worth!’ Tucker knows Hog doesn’t know the extent this trouble seems to be going to, and tells him ‘she took out Honky Tonk as well – she might be looking to ‘terminate our contract’, if you know what I’m saying?!’

   This does get Hog’s attention, and he covers the phone while he tells Mary-Lou ‘we’ll finish this later; looks like we’ve got some shit about to hit the fan!’ Mary-Lou releases Hog’s manhood from her mouth, and even zips him back up so he can finish talking. Hog asks him ‘does it look like she’s doing this up close and personal, Tuck?’

   Tucker tells him ‘yeah right; she’d break a fucking nail if she did that, but whoever it is, it’s a woman dressed in black and painted up…not like Bo-Bo the fucking clown…well, could be, I don’t fucking know, but there can’t be too many bitches hanging out in all black with black on white face paint can there?’ He receives Hogs response and nods ‘cool; you hold the fort there, and I’ll be round in 10 minutes, then we go and grab 6 Pack – safety in numbers all the way! Mary Lou there..? She is – keep her there, she might be on the list!’

   Hog hangs up the phone, and Mary-Lou was obviously listening. He puts the phone down, and smiles at her ‘you heard the man; don’t go anywhere!’ Mary-Lou grins at his sense of humour, and knows how to pass the time – going back down to unzip Hog and pick up where she left off while Hog puts his hands behind his head and closes his eyes as she starts all over again!

* * * *

   Michael returns to his old house preceded by his crow guide as it flies through the hole in the wall Michael created, and is closely followed by Michael himself. He obviously has something on his mind and immediately goes to the tipped over sideboard. He lifts it easily, and stands it back up. He takes out the photograph he has of himself and the still distorted vision of Seren and himself on their wedding day, and looks around before finding a suitable frame to put it into. He puts the picture up in pride of place, and then puts Honky Tonk’s lighter next to it. He sets up some of the scattered and partially used candles around it, and lights them with a box of matches he finds strewn around the floor from the previous ‘tenants’. He looks at the photo, and remembers the day in which it was taken.

   The day was bright and sunny, and at the height of summer, but with a nice and cool breeze to take the edge off the heat; perfects picnic weather for the seemingly perfect family. Michael then takes out a camera, and offers it up so that Seren and Sam can take up position; at the last minute, he enters the picture himself and the camera clicks to take the picture…

   Michael hears the crunch of broken glass behind him and turns onto his unknown stalker in the blink of an eye; finding that he has Chad held up over his head with one hand, and ready to punch with the other! Chad holds his hands up to hopefully get Michael to stop, but also blurts out a swift call for restraint ‘HOLD IT, MAN; IT’S ME – CHAD!’ Michael lets out a long sigh of relief, and quietly apologizes simply ‘sorry!’ Chad smiles ‘hey no problem - um…Mike?’ Michael asks simply ‘yeah?’ Chad seems almost embarrassed to ask, but has to anyway ‘could you put me down now?’ Michael smiles thinly and nods before setting Chad back onto his feet.

   Chad gets his breath back, and can’t help but look at the apparent shrine to Michael’s family. Chad looks closely; Seren being blurred out makes her unrecognisable, but Chad looks closely at Sam asking ‘hey, is this your son?’ Michael sighs and replies in almost a hushed whisper ‘yes; he…he was shot…’ Chad unexpectedly finishes his sentence ‘a year ago to the day?’ Michael is definitely taken aback by this incredible insight, and the answer is a question in itself ‘how did you know that?’ Chad heaves a sigh as he tries to figure out how to tell Michael what he knows, but gives Michael a little more insight into his history.

   He begins ‘I didn’t always live in this town; 10 years ago I lived in Detroit! Well, when you move around as much as I have, you start to hear things; weird things. There was this myth I heard from some crazy Indian fella while I was down there in Motor City, and I thought it was just an old wives tale being spun by some half crazy, half drunk lunatic; that was until I saw one of your kind for the first time! He came out of the night like he was part of it; dressed like he was ready for a funeral, and painted up like a clown gone crazy! When I say crazy, it’s because that was the look he had in his eyes; pure pain and rage boiling away like a cauldron. He followed this big, black bird around like it was guiding him somewhere, and then I saw what it was showing him! I found out later that this guy had died a year before when a gang of local assholes broke into his apartment, raped his girlfriend and sent him through the window 50 feet up! That was when the bodies started to pile up; T-Bird's crew were turning up dead all over town, and then he tracked the last of them back to the local big shot that went by the name of Top Dollar. Top Dollar tried to stop this guy with a whole fucking army, and he went through them like a hurricane blows through a wood shed; lets just say, Top Dollar and his boys weren’t seen again!’

   Michael seems to see how Chad has now had so much insight, but the greatest revelation is yet to come. Chad tells him ‘now this is the weirdest part for me; I know it might sound like some kind of soap opera plot or great Greek tragedy, but please just hear me out, O.K?’ Michael tells him ‘Chad – let me see through your eyes. I need to know as much as I can about…well, what the hell I am!’ Michael’s crow guide tells him from behind (something that Chad cannot hear, of course) ‘time’s passing us by; you have a mission, and you only have two nights to find the rest of them!’ Michael hears the words, but ignores them as he gently puts his hands either side of Chad’s head before telling him ‘it’s O.K; this won’t hurt!’ Chad then asks ‘what about you?’ Michael smiles ‘I’m getting used to it!’

* * * *

   Michael puts his thumbs over Chad’s eyes and taps into his memories and sees the times when Chad caught sight of Eric Draven during his own crusade for justice 10 years previously; once in the alley when he fought Tin-Tin, another time when he blew up Gideon’s pawn shop, and finally when Chad caught sight of Eric fighting Top Dollar on top of the church before he returned to the land of the dead.

   Chad hears Michael’s voice gently asking him ‘I need to see what happened a year ago; OK?’ Chad tells him ‘go ahead!’ Michael tells him gently ‘thanks; I owe you!’ Michael suddenly looks through Chad’s eyes while he is shuffling through a very familiar street with his battered kit bag over his shoulder and as many layers on as he can wear.

   Chad suddenly hears a series of gunshots from nearby, and instinctively dives behind some hedges as some familiar characters emerge from a similarly familiar house. Two of the men are dragging a man seemingly either unconscious or dead from the house – the red staining on his shirt showing that he’s been shot dead and is dumped in the back of a pick-up and covered in tarpaulin. The gang (which includes one woman wearing a black coat she is particularly proud of) pile into the truck and speed away. Chad then slowly emerges from the hedge and makes sure the gang doesn’t see him as he ducks into the house. Chad sees a woman shot to death by a series of bullets – her glazed over eyes showing that she is dead, and her current pose and lower clothing suggesting that this gang certainly didn’t just kill her. Its then that Chad checks her pulse, and closes her eyes while whispering ‘rest in peace; god speed!’

   Chad then sees another much smaller and unmoving heap on the floor, and goes over to roll the small child over onto his side into the recovery position before checking his breathing. Chad hears the shallow, quick breaths, and quickly tells the small boy ‘hang in there, kid; you’re going to make it!’ Chad quickly takes his coat off, and presses it against the bullet wound in his back. Chad then looks around and sees the phone.

   5 minutes later, the boy is on a gurney and various vehicles are milling about; police included! Chad is answering their questions as openly as he is able to when he tells police officer Baker ‘look man, I heard shots, saw 4 guys and 1 girl come running out of the house dragging some guy to their pick-up and threw him in the back. It looked like he had been shot, so I didn’t want to get in the way, if you know what I mean!’ The policeman nods in an understanding manner, and tells him ‘that was very wise Mr…’ Chad holds his hands up and tells him ‘look man; I know you could book me on vagrancy or some shit like that, but I don’t want those crazy bastards on my case – winter’s coming and things are going to get rough enough for me as it is!’

   Baker pulls him to one side and quietly tells him ‘the truck you described belongs to a local leg-breaker called John Tucker; we’ve been trying to nail his ass for years – you could be the one who puts the nail in his coffin!’ Chad shakes his head slowly with regret ‘sorry man; I did what I could, and the last thing I need is a bull’s-eye on my chest!’ Baker understands and tells him ‘I understand; we might get a little out of that poor kid when he pulls through!’ Chad seems to brighten when he hears this and asks ‘he’s going to be O.K?’ Baker smiles as he nods ‘yeah; he’s beat up pretty bad, but he’s a strong kid – shame about his folks though!’

   Chad then asks ‘who is that poor kid, anyway?’ Baker sighs and looks at his notebook and tells him ‘Samuel Philip Rose; that guy that gang were hauling away was his dad Michael Rose, and his mom was Serenity Patricia Rose – good, decent folk from what we can make out!’ Chad sighs as he watches the ambulance with little Sammy in speeds away in a crescendo of bright red light and wailing sirens before commenting despondently ‘only the good die young!’ Baker nods in agreement ‘you got that right…’ Baker sees that Chad is getting a little uneasy with detectives pulling up, and tells him quietly ‘get out of here before the ball-busters haul you in on a technicality, O.K? Let’s just call it professional courtesy; that kid would have died if you hadn’t been there!’ Chad shakes him by the hand ‘thanks man!’ Baker returns the shake with a smile and parts with ‘see you around!’ Chad grins ‘damn well hope not!’ before slinking off as the two detectives turn up to take charge…

* * * *

   Michael snaps out of the vision and looks at Chad with a lot of mixed emotion, but one of the foremost of these are gratitude. Chad snaps out of the vision, and is fighting for breath at the intensity of his memory’s recall. Chad gasps ‘shit; that was intense!’ Michael is used to this intensity, however, and can only whisper his thanks ‘you…you saved my son!’ Chad can’t look him in the eye, but weakly explains his reasons ‘when this house was abandoned, I kicked out the junkies that turned it into a squat; don’t ask me why, but I almost felt like it was my…calling or something, and I had to look after this place. I didn’t see who you were until I saw that photograph of you with your son…’ Michael glances over at the crow that has taken a perch on the sideboard as he realises he was always meant to meet Chad; Chad was a good man and this mysterious crow had somehow made sure he would both be looked after by living in the house, and also be here to provide a link to Michael’s past.

   Michael looks Chad in the eye and tells him humbly ‘thank you for everything Chad; you’ve given me more than I could ever have hoped for!’ Chad knows what Michael’s mind is reeling from and tells him gently ‘nobody knows where your son is, Mike, but if anybody can find him, you can!’ Michael smiles ‘not me!’ He looks over at the crow guide that without a further word takes flight once more out of the hole in the wall so Michael can follow him to Sam. Michael pauses for a moment, and reaches out his hand to Chad while telling him ‘it’s good to know there are still some decent people put there; thanks!’ Chad shakes his hand and asks quizzically ‘you talking like you’re not coming back?!’ Michael sighs ‘after I’ve seen my son, I’ve got some…business to finish, and then…’ Michael pauses, but Chad knows what he is talking about ‘you’ll have to go back; give them Hell, Mike!’ Michael smiles with a slight glint in his eye and a hint of a smile ‘I intend to!’

   Michael immediately turns and dives through the hole to reach out and pulls himself up onto the top of a street light as he gets his bearings and sees his crow guide on a roof top across the street. The crow sees that Michael has caught sight and takes flight again to lead the way. Michael can’t help but smile at the prospect of seeing his son again, but cannot escape the painfully happy memories that tear through his mind as he follows his guide.

   Michael hears Sammy’s laughter, his boisterous cries as he play wrestles with his father, and his quiet whisper of ‘I love you daddy!’ This brings a tear to Michael’s eye, but his home’s sentinel giving him the news that, after a year of believing otherwise, his son was alive and well, and above all safe has lifted his heart. His mind is already racing as he considers the consequences of his actions, and considers that seeing his dead father after a year trying to move on may do a lot more harm than good. He also considers that Sammy may not have accepted his loss, and that he has been waiting for him for all those long, painful months. All Michael does know is that he wants to see Sam again; one last time before he…leaves for good!

* * * *

   6 Pack is grabbing himself a beer while he sits down to a football game in his shack on the scrap yard when the phone rings. He grumbles to himself ‘this had better be fucking important!’ Before he can reach the phone, he hears his 2 dogs barking at something outside, followed by a large crash of something breaking and one yelp after another that leaves the yard silent once more; all except 6 Pack who is getting his pistol out of the office draw. He pulls the draw open and pulls out the Beretta pistol, pulls the slide to load the first bullet into the chamber, and stuffs it down the front of his dirty oil stained jeans. He goes outside and yells angrily ‘O.K fucker; I know you’re out there, and you’re fucking with the wrong guy!’

   A flutter of wings startles him and catches his attention. He has instantly drawn the pistol back out from his jeans and points it at the big black crow that is now seemingly looking at him from on top of a wrecked car. 6 Pack isn’t in the mood and yells ‘get out of here, bird; go on GIT!’ He follows this threat with a shot into the air, but seems a little taken aback when the bird doesn’t seem to flinch, and so he takes aim. This seems to get the message through, and the crow takes flight towards the main gate of the scrap yard.

   6 Pack notices there has been no response from his intruder, and proceeds to ready the pistol as he cautiously descends the metal stairs into the yard. He looks around nervously as he makes his way to the entrance gate that has had 3 of its heavy solid steel bars bent out of shape to allow something at least man-sized to pass through. The sheer strength this would have taken makes 6 Pack stare at them and mutter ‘Jesus Christ!’ He then hears an echoing laugh from somewhere nearby ‘not even close!’

   To say this spooks 6 Pack is an understatement, but then 6 Pack was always very protective over his property (even if it wasn’t his in the first place), moves slowly to try and get a bearing on his trespasser, and gruffly calls out ‘come out now and I’ll let you walk out of here alive!’ He hears the same laugh, although it has a more accentuated pitch that could easily be taken as being from someone obviously the wrong side of insanity. The voice speaks again as it calls out ‘it’s a little late for that – by the way, you’re getting warmer!’

   6 Pack then calls out the next obvious question ‘what do you want?’ The voice is more immediate in response this time, and tells him ‘a quiet house in the hills, a large garden, and your ass burning in Hell!’ 6 Pack is starting to lose his patience with this upstarts impertinence, and shouts out ‘hey smart ass, you’re trespassing; I’ve got every right to kill your ass stone dead if I damn well feel like it!’

   Seren steps out from behind a scrap car and tells him coldly, and with a hint of relish ‘Jim-Bug tried that, and now he’s being scraping him off the alley floor as we speak!’ 6 Pack levels the gun at Seren, and creases his forehead in anger as he asks her ‘what the fuck you on about?’ Seren paces around a little and tells him casually ‘lets just say he tried to fly without wings!’ Seren then gets much more deadly serious as she points at 6 Pack and tells him in no uncertain terms ‘you’re about to join him!’

   6 Pack grins mockingly as he retorts sarcastically ‘yeah right!’ He then shoots Seren square in the chest, but is more than a little disturbed by Seren merely stumbling a few steps before recovering her balance, and looking at the wound as it closes comments ‘health insurance for the dead; you’ve gotta love it!’ 6 Pack thinks of the most obvious explanation and smirks ‘so you got a fucking vest; ain’t gonna help you!’ He then lets fly a shot that hits Seren square in the forehead, which does indeed knock her head back with a jolt and sends her flat onto her back.

   6 Pack chuckles to himself ‘chew on that wise ass!’ He walks up to Seren’s prone body, and kicks it once to make sure she’s dead; although he hit her between the eyes as it were, this freakish intruder had disturbed him a little - if he would ever admit to such a thing, anyway!

   It’s then that 6 Pack walks away with a sigh, muttering ‘looks like I’ll have to get some new dogs tomorrow!’ He doesn’t realise that Seren has stood back up, and makes her presence known by calling back to him ‘dogs have always been good judges of character; they’re just resting!’

   6 Pack spins around and his face is instantly different at seeing Seren stood there in front of him; his face draws pale, while his eyes goggle from their sockets, and his mouth tries to work what seems to be a huge tongue as he stands there flabbergasted. Seren smiles knowingly as she holds up a small metal object between her thumb and index finger, then tosses it over to 6 Pack, who dumbly catches it and opens his palm to see the unmistakeable shape of a bullet, namely the one that was previously lodged in Seren’s head.

   Before 6 Pack looks back up, and well before he can react, Seren catches him in the throat with a rapid blow that cuts off his air supply, and forces him to drop the pistol. 6 Pack sinks to his knees and grasps at his throat as he fights for air. Seren squats down in front of him and asks him simple question ‘I want you to cast your mind back a year; nice house in the suburbs, a man, a woman, and a little boy called Sammy – any thoughts?’

   6 Pack is still fighting for air, and Seren stands and paces around him slowly as he decides to fill him in a little more to his motivations ‘well let’s see; my memory isn’t what it used to be, you understand! You raped the woman; taking turns with 3 of your friends, while another shot her husband in the back right in front of her eyes and you…’ He then squats down in front of 6 Pack, who by now is recovering his breathing again, and his voice drops low and threatening to match the contained rage his eyes now display as he tells him ‘…you shot the little boy; now what kind of man would shoot a helpless 7 year old boy in cold blood?’

   6 Pack hasn’t fully recovered the power of speech, but strains to gurgle out the words ‘we couldn’t leave any witnesses; Tucker said so!’ Seren seems to accept this at face value, but reminds him ‘it wasn’t Tucker who shot my son in the BACK, 6 Pack; YOU did!’ 6 Pack squints and looks closely at Seren’s painted face before drawing back in disbelief and whispering ‘it can’t be you…’ Seren lifts his hand and sardonically finishes his sentence for him ‘Hog shot me 4 times in the chest, yada, yada, yada?’ She then sighs ‘I’ve already heard this song and dance from Jim-Bug; he’s probably a little lonely in Hell right now – it’s time he had some company!’

   Unknown to Seren, 6 Pack still has a lot of fight left in him, and is caught by surprise by the crowbar that 6 Pack has found next to him. He catches Seren on side of her head, and springs back up as he sees to his satisfaction that it has sent Seren sprawling into the dirt. 6 Pack hits her twice more across the back, but each time, Seren is already getting back up, although it looks like the blows are taking their toll. 6 Pack levels his crowbar weapon, and drawls ‘you’re going back in the ground where you belong, bitch!’ Seren laughs at this prospect, and tells his enemy ‘two wrongs do not a right make!’ 6 Pack kicks her heavily in the ribs, and Seren is brought over onto her back, still laughing!

   6 Pack tells him ‘you’re going back to Hell where you belong, freak!’ Seren catches 6 Pack’s next blow with the crowbar, and growls ‘age before beauty!’ Seren suddenly seems to fly off the ground, and catches 6 Pack in the side of the head with a powerful kick; seemingly defying the laws of physics with her landing, just as she had taking off from the ground in the first place. 

   Seren watches intently as 6 Pack reels back, but regains his strength and composure enough to charge at her full tilt and yelling a hoarse battle cry. Seren waits for the right moment, and flips backwards into the air to catch 6 Pack under the chin with both feet; landing lightly back on her feet.

   6 Pack is bowled over by the blow, and is obviously aware he can’t defeat his opponent this way. Seren sees this fear in his eyes; not that she cares as her expression is now that of a woman on the verge of an explosion of pure rage as she growls ‘how does it feel 6 Pack; is the fear pounding it’s way through your mind like it did Sammy’s when he felt your bullet tear into his back?’ 6 Pack then does the only thing he can think of; run for it!

   Seren taunts him as he runs seemingly aimlessly through the scrap yard; all under the watchful eye of the crow flying overhead, and letting Seren know where 6 Pack is every step of the way. 6 Pack then suddenly seems to give up when he reaches the foot of the crusher, and bends over to catch his breath; Seren meanwhile rounds the corner, and is definitely not looking to parley with him (verbally anyway)

   Seren shouts over as she strides over ‘giving up?! I was looking for a bit more from a big strong man like you!’ 6 Pack then turns with a triumphant look on his face, and a yellow box with a switch and a thick, yellow lead running off from it up to the magnetic crane he is next to. Seren pauses, and cocks his head to one side at this sudden change in character; his face filled with stunned puzzlement at this change. 6 Pack then coolly replies to his question ‘not by a long shot, bitch; try this on for size!’

   The crow can see what the switch leads to, and calls a quick warning of ‘above you!’ to Seren, although it is already too late as the magnetic disc is deactivated, and the scrap car plummets downwards with Seren standing below. What there IS time for is a whispered curse of ‘aw, shit!’
   The car impacts heavily, and its suspension gives on the one side, and if Seren was human, she would have been squashed flatter than a pancake. 6 Pack, however, knows this woman is far from normal and runs as fast as he can to his office; chased by the big black crow that he is finding every bit as frightening as Seren himself. He just gets into the office and slams the door behind him, which fends off the angry bird outside as it flaps frantically, and caws in obvious anger at its evasive quarry.

   6 Pack takes one look at this crazy feathered menace, and mumbles ‘from Night Of The Living Dead to the fucking Bird’s!’ He then dashes for the phone, and begins to dial a number. The car that 6 Pack dropped on Seren lies still as the dust settles around it until a sound of groaning metal can be heard briefly as the side that still has its suspension intact lifts slightly, but then falls back to earth. It doesn’t stay still for long; it suddenly gets almost catapulted off to the side as Seren heaves it off with one gargantuan feat of strength. She is less than impressed as she hisses ‘Hell hath no fury!’

   Back in his office, 6 Pack is speaking frantically into the phone ‘hello…Tucker? Listen; there’s a crazy whacked-out Bitch that broke into my yard! She says I shot her kid a year ago…’ 6 Pack pauses as Tucker asks his question ‘…who gives a fuck?! All I know is she’s here and it ain’t no god-damn social call!’
* * * *

   Tucker is speaking from the strip club with both Hog and Mary-Lou in attendance as he speaks to the frantic 6 Pack on the other end. He asks him ‘listen Pack; you sure this ain’t a guy…’ Tucker pauses for a moment while 6 Pack blusters something down the phone before answering ‘Jesus, it’s not like I asked you to cop a feel or something?!’ He then pauses as 6 Pack gabbers on, and then tries to calm him down ‘what’s that noise…a big fucking bird? Well shoot the damn thing if it’s bugging you – fuck’s sake, Pack, just get your beer-swilling ass down here as soon as…’ Tucker pauses as he hears a sudden crash of glass and an indistinguishable struggle that also has the distinct sound of a crow call in the background that makes him yell down the phone ‘Pack…hey, Pack…you still there?’

   The gentle female voice that Tucker hears runs shivers down his spine ‘6 Pack can’t come to the phone right now, but I think it’s about time we had a little talk, don’t you?’ Tucker knows this to be the one that has caused 6 Pack’s problems, and yells down the phone ‘who the fuck is this?’ The answer is calm and teasing ‘does it matter?’ Tucker yells back ‘fucking right it does; it’s gonna be on your tomb stone!’ The answer comes back in the same dark and threatening tone ‘thanks all the same, but I’m happy with the one I’ve got; I think the real question you should be asking is what you want on yours?’ Tucker shouts back down ‘go fuck yourself! Where’s 6 Pack?’ The voice laughs and sarcastic as ever, replies ‘not much of an epitaph you’ve got there, and 6 Pack? He’s alive…well he will be for the next five minutes, anyway! He’s…a little tied up right now! We’ll talk later!’ Tucker growls back ‘count on it!’

   Tucker turns to Hog, who just shrugs as he is none the wiser, and Tucker sighs before filling him in ‘6 Pack’s gone; looks like this hit-man’s a chick after all!’ Hog asks ‘any idea who, Tuck?’ Tucker shrugs ‘6 Pack told me it was the bitch we rode like a rodeo and filled with lead – before you ask, the one with the guy and kid down in the ‘burbs!’ Hog seems confused ‘I thought we…’ Tucker nods to silently answer his question, and he adjusts the question ‘but you said 6 Pack…’ Tucker cuts him off by telling him coolly ‘has got about 3 minutes left; he’s toast, Hog – we’ve got to take care of ourselves first!’

   Mary-Lou tries to help out with a suggestion ‘what about Lady Grey; ain’t she gonna be mad that someone’s out there icing her boys?’ Tucker shrugs ‘depends if this is one of her little girlfriends or not, don’t it?’ Hog pitches in ‘if this bitch queen’s as nasty as she seems to be, it’d be worth a kick in the pants to keep our skins fitting nice and tight all round!’

   Tucker gets the feeling of the general consensus of what’s left of his crew, and starts dialling while muttering ‘this’ll either save us or fuck us in the ass real quick!’

* * * *

   6 Pack wakes up suspended about 50 feet off the ground. His fogged and clouded memory starts to clear as he looks around, although he breaks the first rule about heights before he realises his position; he looks down! He then hears a familiar mocking female voice ask him mockingly ‘hey there!’ 6 Pack straightens his head to see Seren upside down so that she is looking right at him. While a length of rope around his ankles suspends 6 Pack, Seren is holding herself up with the poise and calm of a circus acrobat via a crane chain. Her leg is relaxed as it is coiled in the metal links with the other crossed almost casually, but she is either crazy or supremely confident as she calmly hangs there oblivious to the height as she casually keeps her arms folded; little does 6 Pack know that she firstly would need have to fear of the impending drop, and the fact that she isn’t crazy or fearless – she’s both!

   6 Pack immediately recalls everything that has happened, and panics as he yells impertinently ‘get me down from here!’ Seren smiles as she answers with deceptive calm ‘all good things come to those that wait, 6 Pack!’ 6 Pack decides to call her bluff and growls ‘if you were going to kill me, you already would have!’ Seren reaches out gently with a hand and pulls him slightly closer by his collar before snarling at him ‘that’s like the pot calling the kettle black; you didn’t let me die until you had finished having torturing and brutalising me and forcing Michael to watch you do it!’

   6 Pack then banishes all false attempts at convincing himself this woman was just a doppelganger as he whispers in bewilderment ‘it’s really you isn’t it?’ Seren hisses ‘you’d better believe it, 6 Pack; I came back for you and your friends – now you’re going to tell me where they are before I let you die!’ 6 Pack huffs with stubbornness ‘not fucking likely, lady!’ Seren then smiles ‘little birdy had better have a song for me, or he’s going to see if he can fly!’ Seren’s intention is clear, and 6 Pack looks to the ground so far below that suddenly seems so much closer as he mutters ‘oh fuck!’ Seren puts a hand to her ear as she mocks deafness ‘I’m sorry, what was that?’ 6 Pack closes his eyes as his fear and his anger fight a mental battle for supremacy.

   This couple of seconds seems like an age for 6 Pack as he grits his teeth as fear becomes the victor; hands down, but at least he won’t give this spectre the satisfaction of stripping away all semblance of what dignity he has left. 6 Pack barks ‘they’ll be at the Pole Pussy strip-club downtown; that’s where Hog and Mary-Lou hang out. It’s nearly 2 am, and the gang’ll be getting together for work!’ Seren thinks about this, and recalls instantly the names and their associated images; Hog when he both leered while heaving his bulk around on top of her followed by her execution at his hands, while with Mary-Lou, she recalls her mocking smile as she shows Seren her ‘new’ coat ‘I like your taste in clothes, lady…’ Mary-Lou having donned Seren’s leather coat then decides to add insult to injury by strutting over to Michael and strokes his face in full view of her while purring ‘I like your taste in men too; I’ll break him in real slow!’

   Seren snaps out of this after what seems like an age to her, but only a few seconds to the rest of the world. Her expression changes from calm and self-assured to a mixture of rage and insanity as she excitedly smiles while almost singing joyously ‘gotta fly!’ 6 Pack hears these words, and seems a little disappointed by not seeing his life flash before his eyes as he closes them…

   He opens his eyes to see while he is still in the same predicament, it is Seren who has dropped down the 50 feet of unkind air between themselves and the cold, unforgiving earth below. She drops down headfirst, and only alters her position just before impact; landing with an almighty impact that kicks up an expanding ring of dust around her, but her poise is comparable to that of a delicate ballet dancer, and is perfectly fine and in one piece; something that 6 Pack can’t believe, but he is now finding the prospect of being left upside down almost as daunting as the prospect of falling down to meet Seren once more.

   Seren looks up with a smile, and yells ‘how’s it coming up there?’ 6 Pack recovers his anger from amongst the receding fear, and shouts with fury ‘GET ME DOWN FROM HERE, YOU FREAK!’ Seren adjusts her look slightly to look at 6 Pack, and calls back with great relish ‘your wish is my command!’ She emphasises her insane glee rising by a courteous bow that makes 6 Pack suddenly realise that it isn’t her he should be interested in. He hears a sound that would normally be background if it wasn’t for the circumstances; the sound of a bird picking at something. 6 Pack looks up in growing horror as he sees Seren’s crow guide using it’s large and powerful beak to break the last of the rope keeping 6 Pack suspended, and thus does indeed grant his wish…

   Seren almost comically sidesteps at the last instant as 6 Pack’s screaming form hits the ground with a sickening crunch; causing not only an almighty dust cloud to be kicked up, but to Seren’s relief, his screaming like a little bitch has also ended. Seren is joined by her guide as it perches on her shoulder as they look over 6 Pack, but have their thoughts elsewhere. The guide asks Seren ‘I take it we’re paying Tucker and his friends a little visit?’ Seren smiles ‘there’s no time like the present!’ The great black wings beat once more as it takes flight for Seren to follow and leave 6 Pack’s body for the police to discover in a few hours time.

   6 Pack seems to almost have a slight smile on his face as he lies there; he was relieved that his life certainly did flash before his eyes – namely remembering his football team winning their trophy back when he was a teenager, and he received his first kiss from a bubbly and exultant girl from his class! Not that it mattered any more, but that was the one moment in his life that had ever meant anything in his pathetic and disgruntled life; what there was of it! And so 6 Pack is left there; laying dead in the scrap yard his dear old wife-beating dad had left him in his will! He won’t feel it, but his dog’s will soon come looking for their former master and show his corpse not only what he meant to them, but also relieve the pressure on their bladders at the same time; they may even somehow take in the fact that he is lying in a ‘dust angel’ carved out by his impact, and that it has settled into the form of a crow!

* * * *

   The elegant phone of Lady Grey rings in her boardroom, and she comes out of her bedroom still tying her silk bathrobe as she makes a beeline for the offending article. She picks it up and speaks flatly ‘Grey!’ She hears Tucker on the other end, and it brings a slight smile to her lips as she asks him ‘ah Mr. Tucker, were you able to get my money from Mr. Donnelly?’

   The slight smile soon fades as soon as Tucker starts giving her the details; she seems genuinely interested, and simply comments ‘I see; please carry on!’ As Tucker does so, she flips open a silver cigarette holder, and removes one. She deftly lights the cigarette with her engraved matching lighter, takes a long drag, and then exhales the smoke before answering ‘you say that some unknown person is killing your crew Mr. Tucker? Please tell me why this is any of my concern?’

   Tucker tells her with all the restraint he can muster ‘if she is coming after us, then her next target could be your organisation; working her way up the food chain, if you catch my meaning!’ He then listens to her for a moment, and nods once or twice while the other two look on nervously for the outcome.

   Tucker then breaks into a smile, and winks at his friends before telling her ‘yeah; the rest of us are holed up in the Pole Pussy. We’ll sit tight and wait for the cavalry…thanks, Lady Grey; you won’t regret this!’

   Back in her office, Lady Grey closes the conversation with a cold ‘I had better not Mr. Tucker, or I will finish what this woman has started; is that clear? Good; I’ll be in touch!’ She then turns to her bedchambers and tells the twins lay in her huge bed ‘get up; Mr. Tucker seems to have attracted some unwanted attention – I want both of you to verify that Mr. Donnelly and Mr. McAndrew are no longer breathing due to some unknown element; if this turns out to be a ruse of some kind, bring me Tucker’s head on a silver platter!

   The twins both get up without a word and get dressed as Lady Grey thinks for a moment. She remembers her benefactor Top Dollar before she broke away to strike out on her own over 10 years ago with his blessing. When she had received word of his demise at the hands of some mysterious man dressed in black, she had initially dismissed this as mere wild storytelling to cover up a professional hit; until she found a classified Police Report from a certain Officer Albrecht which proved most…interesting to say the least.

   The thought of giving her mysterious recipient of her call the news, she smiles at the prospect of seeing him again – after all, he was the reason she became who was today, and in more ways than one! As she picks up the phone, a large boa meanders slowly past Lady Grey who, far from fearful of the powerful and deadly constrictor, strokes it lovingly as it glides slowly past. She looks at her reptilian companion for a long moment as it seems to take an interest in her telephone call; as well it should, as the calls recipient is a mutual acquaintance of both of them. 
* * * *

   In an unknown and dimly lit apartment, a large-built man walks over to the coffee table where his mobile phone is ringing. He is carrying a bottle of Jack Daniels in one hand, and a cigarette in the other; propping the mobile phone between his shoulder and the side of his head so he can partake of both as he speaks plainly ‘that you, Lady Grey?’ He stares out of the window for a moment as he hears her out before answering with a low chuckle ‘let’s just say I’ve already set up shop; nice town you’ve got here – think I’ll stay a while, if you know what I mean!’

   Lady Grey always liked his cocky attitude, and true to form, it raises a smile as she asks him with considerable familiarity ‘it looks like our little investment has paid off – I should have known to call you earlier, but it seems our friend is a little more efficient than usual!’

   Bone Yard remarks ‘different strokes for different folks; any idea who’s come knocking?’ Lady Grey shrugs ‘does it matter?’ Bone Yard lets out that menacing laugh again as he remarks with sadistic glee ‘let’s just call it professional courtesy!’ Lady Grey tells him ‘her name is Seren Rose; I had Tucker and his friends pay her a visit last year. It seems the pieces are moving into place as we speak; when do you think you will be ready?’

   Bone Yard gulps down a mouthful of whiskey and tells her coolly ‘what’s the rush? You don’t need to go out busting your ass looking for something that’ll come to you! Just make sure you grab yourself some bait before it runs out; know what I’m saying?’ Lady Grey smiles at his like-minded coldness and remarks almost with a purr of satisfaction ‘I have just the man for the job; when can we expect you?’

   Bone Yard tells her almost cryptically ‘as soon as I leave a little something to remember me by; all work and no play makes little old me a dull boy – besides, call it a gut feeling, but I reckon there’s another one out there somewhere, and I have a feeling he’s gonna lead me to an old friend o’ mine! I’ll come knocking in a couple of hours – just make sure you have your man standing by when I get there!’ Lady Grey hangs up, and this mysterious man turns and speaks to some unknown audience ‘nice place you’ve got here!’ Bone Yard then looks down to look at the body of the apartments previous owner, and steps over him to approach the focus of the only lights in the room that is provided by a number of low burning candles that are assembled on a large table amongst a crop of 10 human skulls that all have a silver symbol resembling something between a twisted S and a snake. He continues his private joke ‘hope you don’t mind if me and a few friends crash for a couple of days; not that your wrinkly dead ass has got a fucking say in it, pops, but it’s always polite to ask!’ Resting on a large metal stand that raises it above the skulls is a strange sword; its blade more like the forms of two snakes coiled around one another and flattened into a sinuous and deadly blade. The man sets down the whiskey and lifts the sword from its stand. He looks it over, and speaks softly as he looks over the blade in reverence of its fine if twisted craftsmanship ‘looks like it’s time to go to work, ol’ buddy!’

   Almost in reply, a large python flows lazily amongst the skulls and towards its only company. The man stubs out the cigarette in an ashtray and offers his hand to his serpentine friend. The snake coils up his arm and nestles around his shoulders; its bulk tracing over the complex ink designs of snakes coiling around both this strangers arms and his chest as it rests its head next to his. He strokes the snakes chin and walks over to the window so they can look out over the town in which their prey now stalks prey of its own. The man speaks to the thick and powerful snake gently ‘first we’ll have a little fun, then we’ve got us a crow to catch; that’s when the party really gets started!’

* * * *

   Back at the Rose homestead, his Grandpa, who has just finished reading him a bedtime story, is tucking in Sam for the night. Sam is still distant and indifferent, but loves his grandfather all the same, and hopes he can answer one question that has been dogging him for such a long time ‘what happens when they don’t live happily ever after Grandpa?’ His grandfather is a wonderfully patient man, and just smiles warmly ‘life isn’t always nice or kind, but it’s what we do with our time here that counts!’ Sam seems to understand and asks him his next question ‘so even when somebody dies, the things you did when you are alive can stay with the people you left behind?’

   Although a pretty morbid thing to talk about before trying to sleep (as Sam seldom did anyway), his endlessly smiling and patient grandfather always answered as honestly to Sam as he could. In this case he answers ‘that’s right; it’s your memories of someone that are important, not the fact they have gone away!’ Sam didn’t mind his Grandpa’s ways, and mostly loved him for it, but he still couldn’t get through the fact he was 8 years old – he could say the ‘D’ word without upsetting him, and his expression reflects this, while Grandpa Rose sticks to his guns over talking about it directly to his precious little Sammy.

   Grandpa Rose decides this is a good enough time, if any, to leave Sam to his own devices. He used to try to enforce a curfew on his bedtime, but soon found it much better to let him decide when he wanted to sleep. He decides to ask Sam a question, and although asked in a very pleasant way, it is pretty serious ‘Sammy, could I ask you a favour?’ Sam nods ‘sure; what is it?’ Grandpa Rose sighs and can’t admit the irony of an old man asking such a young boy for any form of favour, especially one such as this ‘could you give some thought about going back to school? It’s just your Grammy and I think you need some kind of a routine; going to sleep this late in the day isn’t right in our minds – just humour an old man and think about it, O.K?’ Sam had actually thought about this, and is even inclined to agree, just not right now. He just nods sweetly and smiles ‘O.K Grandpa; I’ll see you in the morning!’

   Grandpa Rose chuckles ‘hey, that’s my line!’ Sam always liked his Grandpa’s light-hearted take on life and just shrugs as he pipes up ‘I said it first!’ Grandpa Rose ruffles his grandsons hair playfully before giving him a quick wink and telling him ‘goodnight Sammy; sleep well!’ Sam returns ‘you too Grandpa!’ Grandpa Rose then leaves and closes the door before the smile disappears from his face and he allows himself to feel his age once more as his legs creak and groan their way to his room where his wife lies already settled in.

   He goes in as quietly as possible, and he whispers ‘are you awake Betsy?’ Betsy whispers back ‘you ask that every night, Michael; after 45 years, I still can’t sleep without you next to me!’ This brings a little smile to the pained face of Michael Rose senior, still believing that he is the luckiest man alive. He climbs slowly into the bed after removing his dressing gown, and cuddles up to his wife as he always did.

   That was when the customary sharing of troubles would occur, and tonight was no exception. Betsy sighs ‘so you asked him about going back to school?’ Michael nods with a sigh ‘yes, I did; I think he might have already thought about it himself – I keep forgetting how grown up he’s become over the last year!’ Betsy reads between the lines and puts her own observations up, yet knows that Michael shares them anyway ‘I know what you mean; a boy of that age needs to be with other children; laughing and playing, not hanging out here with a pair of 60 year old lovebirds!’ Michael loved his wife for her romantic airs and graces, and squeezes her gently for saying such a thing before telling her gently ‘we’ll just have to wait and see, won’t we?’ Betsy finds it her turn to sigh a little and answer ‘it’s all we can do; goodnight sweetheart!’ Michael gives her a quick kiss on the cheek before whispering ‘goodnight, sweetheart!’

   Little does either Betsy or Michael senior realise is that their son is crouched out of sight in the cradling branches of a tree outside as he watches Sam’s room silently in wait; as silent and immovable as the ancient tree he is using as his watchtower, almost as the crow that sits on his shoulder would use it as a roost as it awaits the unknown signal for action.

   Sam lies down to go to sleep, but it is plain to see that he won’t be able to for some time yet, as his eyes are open and his mind is heralding back to that junction in his life where he lost the 2 people that meant the world to him. He then hears a sound that is so faint and indistinguishable that it could just pass as just raindrops, but it seems to play on Sam’s mind because he sits up in bed and looks out the window to see a big black bird sat outside his window and looking him straight in the eye.

   Sam is used to crow’s, but this seemed to be the same one that had listened to his solitary prayer earlier that night, and he whispers partially to the bird but mainly to himself ‘you’ve come back to tell me something, haven’t you?’ The bird stays still as Sam moves slowly as not to scare it, but opens his vertically opening window to the world outside. The bird is indeed looking to come in, and flies in and rests on Sammy’s desk. Sammy approaches the bird cautiously and speaks quietly to this creature that is a lot more intelligent than it is letting on – something that only children and very few adults attribute to animals, but in this case, is a lot more than just truth. He tells it ‘hey there; I’m Sam – Sam Rose!’ The crow doesn’t respond, but it doesn’t startle either as Sam comes ever so slowly closer.

   Sam then painfully slowly sits on his small hand-made wooden chair that Grandpa Rose had made for him before he had even come to live here. He then feels it prudent to state for the case of the defence ‘Grandpa Rose says to stay clear of crow’s; he saw one go for a dog once it was that hungry!’ Sam then has the proverbial light bulb over his head as he forgets himself and dashes over to get a small crumpled white paper bag of candy his Grandma had bought for him at the local store; even with this sudden movement, the bird stays still and seems intrigued. Sam pulls out a small fizzy cola bottle and offers it to his guest, asking ‘do you want some, Mr. Bird?’

   A gentle but familiar voice is heard from behind ‘that’s not a good idea Sammy; bird’s stomachs are very different from little boys!’ Sam spins around, and his heart has jumped into his mouth; a fear he hasn’t felt for a year has gripped him, and his face has gone as white as a sheet as he backs against his bookcase upon seeing the man in black on one knee across the room. 

   The bird seems to want to stay Sam’s fears, and asks him to trust this mysterious figure by flying over to land on his shoulder. Sam always saw animals as good judges of character; especially wild animals that still have their instincts honed. Sam calms down slightly, but still feels the compulsion to cry out to his Grandpa and Grandma, yet doesn’t; while this intruder is in shadow, there is definitely a sense that Sam should know him – but how?

   The figure rises slowly, and speaks gently in that strangely familiar voice ‘let me get that!’ The great black crow flies back to the desk and the figure switches the light on, and his face covered in familiar make-up is visible. Sam calms down straight away, and even feels like his intelligence is being insulted as he grumbles ‘you’re not Sting; my dad and I met him, and he doesn’t look anything like you!’

   Michael grins widely, and cannot even suppress the little chuckle he lets out as he goes back down on one knee so he can look Sammy in the eye as he nods in approval ‘that’s my little Stinger!’ Sam is struck dumb and his mouth drops as a dozen thoughts speed through his head, all asking for one question to be asked a simple, one worded yet impossible question ‘daddy?’

   Michael can’t keep the tears in as his son recognizes him for who he is behind the war paint that his memory had inspired. His words almost choke in his throat, but don’t have the chance to say anything before Sam has flung himself into his father’s arms for a hug that doesn’t ever want to let go. Michael strokes his son’s head lovingly as he returns the hug he had only thought would ever happen in some distant, fractured memory. His words cannot hide the tidal wave of emotion that Michael is feeling right now, and his voice reverberates with its force as he hoarsely whispers ‘Sammy!’

   It’s after he says this one innocent word that it hits him like a dormant volcano in his mind blowing it’s top high into the stratosphere of his consciousness, and is by far, much less subtle in it’s intensity; the vision of Sam being shot, only this time, through Sam’s eyes and the endless hours of surgery it took to remove the deadly shard of metal from his small and immobile body. The vision ends, and Michael almost seems to be flung backwards by its force, and the vision ends. Sam is almost distraught to see the pain in his father’s eyes as he sits there awkwardly almost gasping for air.

   Sam tries to move to embrace him again to try and comfort his own father as he himself had done so many times for his son. Michael holds his hand up to ask Sammy to stop, and gasps ‘please Sammy; just let me get my breath for a minute!’ Michael had never shied away from his son before, and Sam knows something isn’t right, and needs to know why ‘what’s wrong daddy?’ Michael recovers himself, and does his best to explain ‘I’m…I’m not quite the same, Sammy; I’m…I’m only going to be able to see you this one time before…’ Michael pauses because he, like his father, doesn’t know how to tell his son the dreaded and taboo ‘D’ word, but Sam finishes his sentence for him ‘before you go back with the crow, right?’

   Michael can’t believe this incredible insight and needs to ask ‘how do you know about the crow?’ Sam just shrugs and with typical childish honesty tells him ‘I spoke to the school’s caretaker Mr. Redbear a few months ago, and he told me the crow carries people to the next world after they’re finished living in this one!’ Michael can’t believe how much he owes this stranger for explaining it to his son in such a way that he could understand. Michael arches an eyebrow and almost smiles as he teases a bit more information from his son ‘Mr. Redbear?’ Sam nods and tells him ‘yeah; he came to see me in hospital after…’ Sam clams up and stares at the floor before looking back to his father ‘you’re still dead aren’t you?’ Michael never wanted to lie to his son, and tempted though he is, can’t bring himself to do now – better he know the truth now than have his dad leave him again within a space of a few days. Michael can’t answer with words, because he is using every ounce of his strength to be strong, just as Sam is doing for him right now, and simply nods gravely.

   Sam sighs ‘all I wanted was to say goodbye to you and mommy, and when I saw the two crows’…’ Michael butts in at this slip of information ‘you saw TWO crows?’ Sam doesn’t know that his father now thinks of himself (correctly) as a crow himself, and points to his feathered escort before finishing ‘that one flew off with another one earlier on tonight!’ Michael is obviously very intrigued by this, although his rational mind tells him one thing; his gut instinct tells him that another such bird is a significant event.

   The crow speaks to Michael, telling him ‘there is another, although I do not know who it is, they are out there as we speak – I know someone who can help you if you wish it!’ Michael contains this colossal piece of conveniently avoided information, and turns his attention back to his son as he tells him gently ‘I just needed to see you were O.K before I…went away again!’ Sam nods eagerly ‘yeah; Grandpa and Grandma Rose have been really nice, and I’m thinking of going back to school…’ he trails off again, and asks the question he dreads ‘will I…see you again before you go back?’ Michael smiles warmly and nods ‘try and stop me!’ Michael then looks at Sammy’s chest, and slowly points with a look of concern on his face; Sam falls for the oldest trick in the book, and looks down (mainly to amuse his father) and Michael promptly tips his index finger up to softly catch Sam’s nose.

   Sam dives to his dad with a wide smile and hugs him strongly while telling his father softly ‘I love you daddy!’ This time Michael bears the pain of the visions so he can hold his son that for all he knows may even be the last time. Sam overlooks the hint of anger in Michael’s voice, as he knows full well it isn’t aimed at him as Michael whispers ‘I love you too, little Stinger!’

   Michael then opens the window for the crow that he gives a fleeting glance of pure anger out of Sam’s view as it passes out into the night. Michael then turns and winks as he tells his son quietly ‘our little secret, huh?’ Sam smiles widely as he nods in acknowledgement before his father leaps through the window himself.

   Michael is roosted within the tree once more as he watches Sam both close the window and his curtains before turning his light off to a good night’s sleep of sweet dreams; his father having drawn his memory of pain out into himself. Michael is looking onwards, but the grating voice he addresses his guide is far from pleasant ‘what else haven’t you told me?’ The crow tells him simply ‘crow’s fight alone – this is your mission, as the other has theirs!’ Michael knows that something is being kept from him, and knows full well his guide will not divulge anymore, but maybe his mysterious source can ‘take me to this man you say can help me!’ Without a word, the crow takes flight and Michael follows as he is guided across country to the Indian reservation – Redbear is about to meet the second warrior!

* * * *

   Seren, meanwhile, is standing on a rooftop overlooking the street with the Pole Pussy strip club opposite. The crow guide asks her ‘they are all in one room on the second floor; do you want me to find a back door?’ Seren has other ideas, and her eyes have a mischievous glint, as does her smile as she thinks about exactly how she’s going to make her presence known – in other words, she wants her prey to know she is coming, and to fear her! She tells the crow ‘no – I plan to make an entrance they won’t forget; just be ready at the back to keep track of them once they make a break for it!’ The bird takes flight across the street and settles on a trashcan by the parking lot at the back of the club.

   Seren then starts looking around and sees her opportunity. She croons to herself in satisfaction at seeing the small group of bikers down the street with their Harley Davidson’s parked up ‘perfect!’ One of the bikers is reminiscing with his fellow riders as he enthusiastically states ‘man, that strip club ruled!’ One of the others adds ‘yeah – that kinky bitch with the sweet ass; didn’t appreciate that man of hers waving his piece in my fucking face, though!’ The third laughs ‘count yourself lucky it was just his pistol, dude!’ The second pipes up again with a slight hint of ruffled feathers as he growls ‘I think we should teach that motherfucker a lesson in hospitality; you guys with me?’ He extends his fist for an invitation to knock down on it in a street handshake. The first nods ‘you can always count on me, bro’; we bikers gotta stick together!’ He knocks the fist down, and his is knocked in turn. The mischief maker then turns to the third and asks him ‘you in, new blood?’ The rookie smirks ‘shit yeah; might even get a taste o’ that booty he’s keeping to himself!’

   They then hear Seren call from behind ‘excuse me; I need to borrow one of your cycles for a few minutes!’ They turn and see Seren, and almost fall about laughing at her stern audacity, one of them remarking ‘damn, this bitch has got BALLS!’ They then saunter up to Seren and circle her as they check her out; almost like sharks circling before striking. The troublemaker looks her up and down, and makes his opinion known ‘shit, she’s a little freaky, but I bet she likes to party hard!’ Seren isn’t either intimidated or impressed, and just calls their attention back to her original proposition ‘I asked you nicely; I want to borrow one of your bikes – yes or no!’ This strength certainly doesn’t go down well, and their faces collectively drop their hungry smirks and innuendo fuelled looks into narrowing eyes and curl lipped scowls.

   Seren looks at each in turn slowly and impassively before asking ‘well?’ One of the bikers growls ‘bitch, you’ve gotta learn some manners!’ He takes a large switchblade out of his pocket and triggers the blade release. Seren turns slowly to face him and answers in her unconcerned nonchalance ‘I’ll take that as a no!’ This enrages the biker who makes to close on Seren and hopes to put the fear of god into this discourteous upstart, not expecting the reverse to happen within a couple of seconds.

   Seren’s movements are so fast that the only reaction that the bikers can make is the stunned dropping of jaws as she goes on an offensive so swift, efficient and powerful that it defies belief. Her left hand darts out and grabs the knife hand and swiftly twists the wrist against its limit to not only drop the knife, but break it in one blurred moment of skilful pre-emptive action. The biker has but a second to yell in pain before Seren has snapped her right arm out to strike his windpipe with incredible speed; the next strike being a quick and powerful one two combination of hook punches who’s incredible power can be heard in dull thuds that would make any normal person wince at the very sound.

   The first biker is knocked clean out, and Seren picks her next opponent when he snaps out of his trance of seeing the impossible and starts to draw a gun from inside his leather jacket. She whips her leg out with brutal timing as the front kick breaks his hand against the gun before he can draw it free from its side holster. Seren follows up with a mighty spinning motion in which she whips her leg out in a brutal kick that knocks the opponent clean out and sends reeling back to slump down into an unconscious heap.

   The third biker has already drawn his switchblade, but sees the deadly calm in Seren’s eyes, and thinks better of it and holds his hands up in surrender while dropping the knife. He just tells her frantically ‘fuck me; what are you?’ Seren answers plainly ‘someone who wants to use your motorcycle either with or without your permission; it’s your choice!’ He looks at the two hulking men this she-demon has knocked out cold within seconds, and slowly reaches into his jacket to toss his keys over to Seren before pleading ‘take the damn thing; it ain’t worth the hospital bills!’ Seren catches the keys and nods ‘good choice; now get out of here and call an ambulance – make sure you and your friends aren’t here when I come back!’ The biker just nods quickly in agreement, and leaves Seren to her own devices.

   Seren calmly picks up the pistol dropped by the biker after she broke his fingers and proceeds to equally calmly walk over to the bike in question and swing her leg over to mount her freshly acquired transportation. She starts the engine with a mighty roar; revving it to make sure it’s running well and true. She drops it off its kickstand, and engages the first gear before wheel spinning to face down the street as she rapidly accelerates to the Pole Pussy just down the road. She changes gears quickly and efficiently as she builds more and more speed, as if she aims to crash straight into the cars parked out front; the fact of the matter is that is exactly what she intends to do, but she won’t be on the bike when it does come to it’s sudden, chrome mangling stop.

   As the club draws closer and closer, Seren hops up into a squatted position with her feet on the bike’s saddle; ready to pounce when the moment comes – and then it does! The people outside the club can only watch in dumbstruck at the black clad figure streak towards them on a hurtling ton of immaculate chrome and steel before she leaps from the saddle and uses the momentum to send her crashing headlong through the second floor window. 

   Seren dips her body downwards in mid-flight and the seemingly suicidal leap turns into a fast and graceful roll along the floor, which immediately ends with her on her feet once more and striding with furious intent in her search for her quarry.

   This floor of the club is ‘reserved’ for the clients ‘extra attention’ and Seren emerges to see a large bouncer charging towards her yelling ‘hey you..’ He is cut short when Seren uses one foot to propel off the wall and send the other whipping across the burly man’s head, and sending him flying through one of the doors with a wood splintering crash. Seren strides into the room, and momentarily checks to see if the heavily stunned and incoherent bouncer will be any more trouble. She sees that he will obviously be seeing stars for quite a while and takes a moment to see just who the occupants of the room are.
   She sees the pale and stunned faces of one of the ‘exotic dancers’ ‘servicing’ one of the clients a little more intimately from one of the cheap pine beds. Seren then hears a familiar voice gruffly yelling ‘come on – we’re getting the fuck out of here!’ The voice belongs to Tucker and he is telling a shocked and disorientated Hog and Mary-Lou this simple plan with his chrome pistol at the ready, and braced against the doorframe as he peeks through a slightly ajar door on the look-out for extremely violent company. Hog and Mary-Lou get up, and Hog pulls out his own firearm in readiness for any potential targets that get in his way. He keeps Mary-Lou behind him as they move up to where Tucker has taken up point.

   Seren then comes crashing through the wood partition wall, and looks straight at the trio with pure hatred. Mary-Lou screams ‘HOLY SHIT!’ Hog barks to the others ‘go; I’ll keep her busy!’ Tucker and Mary-Lou take him up on this offer very quickly, and make a break for it. Seren smirks ‘and just how are you planning to do that?’ Seren holds her arms out in invitation, and Hog growls ‘how do you think?!’ He fires repeatedly at Seren, but doesn’t get the result he was so hoping for; sure enough she is sent staggering back by the sheer ferociousness of the rapid volley, but she’s laughing! Hog’s clip runs dry, and Seren lets out an insane laugh of amusement as she watches the multiple bullet holes close and heal as if they didn’t even exist. She then looks back at Hog with an insane smile and an equally psychotic look in her eyes as she hisses ‘my turn!’

   Mary-Lou and Tucker come out of the side door, and are being watched by Seren’s winged sentinel as Mary-Lou seems to forget the matter at hand and pulls Tucker back as she pleads ‘shit; I forgot my coat!’ Tucker pulls her with adrenaline fuelled strength as he growls ‘I’ll buy you another one – now let’s MOVE!’ They round the alley corner to the back lot where Tucker’s pick-up is parked, and they scrabble in. Mary-Lou yells to Tucker ‘we’ve gotta go back for Hog, Tucker; we can’t leave him here!’

   Like a prayer being answered, Hog comes crashing through the second floor window and lands heavily in the back of the pick-up’s flatbed. Tucker gruffly remarks ‘happy now?’ He then pumps the pedal to spin the wheel’s around the corner, and just about keeps control enough to straighten it out as the pick-up speeds down the alley and forces the gathering crowd around the bike and car wreck that Seren had caused minutes earlier to scatter like startled geese to avoid the speeding pick-up’s bumpy rejoining with the road; the sheer velocity causes the front to dip and a gout of bright sparks comes flying from the chassis as it scrapes the tarmac before the suspension does it’s best to correct itself.

   The truck hurtles away into the distance as if racing the devil itself, but Seren’s plan is working perfectly as the crow follows it effortlessly being able to glide over the buildings the pick-up has to navigate around, and keeps a close eye on its destination, wherever it may be.

   Seren is looking around the room that the last three objects of her retribution were hiding in. She then notices the ¾ length leather coat draped over one of the seats casually, and remembers Mary-Lou’s proud ownership claim a year previously; right when her ‘boyfriend’ was forcing his way into it’s previous owner! She decides that it is about time it is to be reclaimed, and puts it on; not expecting the vision that it imparts as soon as she dons it’s smooth black leather with red lining, and having to steady herself on the ragged edge of the wrecked masonry that she had sent Hog flying through earlier.

* * * *

   The vision is of when she apparently had a birthday, and she remembers the wonderful evening that both she and the mysterious Michael had with a small cake half eaten still sat there on the coffee table alongside the champagne bottle before little Sammy had made their lives complete. Michael then passes the box topped with a bright red rosette and wishes her gently ‘happy birthday, Seren!’ She opens the box carefully, removes the tissue paper protecting the present, and then sees the immaculately folded leather coat which she gently lifts out and tells him with obvious hushed gratitude ‘it’s beautiful; thank you!’ She leans over slightly and gives him a gentle kiss before Michael urges her to the next step in his secret plan ‘go ahead; try it on!’ Seren does so, and it fits her perfectly, and she is smiling broadly as she checks one side and then the other in the mirror.

   It is then that she puts her hands in her pockets and feels something is in the left hand hip pocket. She pulls out the mystery gift, and it is a ring box holding a beautiful gold ring with a rosette of small diamonds around an amethyst gem. She is stunned, and turns to Michael who out of sight has sunk to one knee. Although Seren cannot see his distorted face, Seren knows he is staring at her with nervous tears threatening his eyes and an equally nervous smile as he asks the question he had wanted to ask her since the day they met all those long years ago, this being ‘will you marry me?’

* * * *

   Seren snaps herself out of the vision just as she lets a single tear trickle down her cheek as she hears the joyous echo of ‘yes!’ coming from her almost singing voice – she even thinks to herself briefly about how fate can make something so right turn so terribly wrong, but banishes it from her mind as she will not sully what memory of her faceless husband she has left.

   She is disturbed by a gruff and angry voice from behind ‘you’ve got a lot of talking to do, bitch!’ She turns slowly and sees a middle-aged man with thinning, slicked back hair and a neat little moustache; in fact, he looks as much a client as the club’s owner (and the two did indeed intersect on many occasions). Seren does a simple, casual salute as she smiles crookedly before telling the owner ‘gotta fly!’ She then suddenly grips the side of the hole and with incredible strength and speed pulls herself out the hole and upwards to the roof. She sees that Tucker and his literal partners in crime have pulled over next to an apartment block, and she quietly croons ‘I see you!’ Seren then resumes the chase and navigates her way across roof tops and even across the gaping chasms of highways to meet up with her crow guide once more, little suspecting she would soon find more than she bargained for!

* * * *

   Michael is making his way across town and then through the scrubland that terminates into desert, not suspecting that he is being followed by a mysterious figure that, although barely possible, can keep up with his tireless and powerful progress with ease. Michael follows his crow guide over a canyon with a sheer drop; Michael leaps across the divide with ease, as does his unknown and unseen shadow.

   Michael reaches the top of a spire of rock and looks down to see the Crow reservation before dropping off the spire to continue onwards. Seconds later, a large rock python weaves its way onto the spire as if looking out after Michael’s progress. A dark skinned man wearing a pair of black combat trousers and a tight fitting black sleeveless top then joins the snake on its perch. The tattoos that coil down this dark clothed tracker denote him as being the one known as Bone Yard who speaks to his reptilian company with a voice tinged with a New York accent as he speaks gently ‘it looks like our friend down there has some business with old man Redbear, doesn’t it?’ The python then climbs up the man’s back and coils its way around his body gently and settles so that its head is looking over his shoulder as they both intently watch Michael’s approach to the settlement. Bone Yard watches on as Michael makes his way to Redbear’s house, and chuckles low and dangerously ‘you’d better watch your back, bird boy – Bone Yard is back in action!’

* * * *

   At the aftermath of the club, an elegant black BMW pulls up with equally blacked out windows. The vehicle pulls up, and the twins get out and wait passively by the car. The club owner finishes talking to the police and sees them; a look somewhat similar to a dog after it knows it has done something bad comes over his face. He quickly goes over to them and Mark opens the rear passenger door for him. Devlin gives him the simple command ‘get in; Lady Grey wants to speak with you!’ The club owner takes a deep breath and does simply as he is told – he knows better than to disobey these two understated hit men and even better than that to know never to do anything Lady Grey wouldn’t want him to.
* * * *

   In the car, the club owner tries to raise a nervous conversation that starts at a point very much in his own interest ‘any idea what Lady Grey wants to talk to me about?’ Mark simply stays silent, but Devlin tells him what little he can be bothered to ‘Lady Grey wants to know everything that happened here in detail and in person; she wants to deal with this matter personally!’

   This scares the wits out of the club owner, and he shuts up for a moment before fumbling in his side pocket and asking ‘hey; is it alright if I have a cigarette?’ Devlin calls back simply with authority ‘no!’ The club owner grumbles to himself ‘fuck!’ His shaking hands are able to work the cigarette back into the packet and place it back in his pocket. His profuse sweating is now his main worry at what this meeting with the previously name-only relationship he had regarding Lady Grey. He needs something to do with his hands, and seeing as none of his employees are to hand (so to speak), he’ll settle for wiping the steady stream of cold sweat his forehead seems to have an endless supply of.

   He asks politely ‘have…have either of you guys got a handkerchief?’ Devlin and Mark exchange a cold, emotionless glance with each other and Devlin relents, and hands him a plain, white cloth so their passenger can wipe the sweat from his face. The club owner simply smiles as best he can and offers a weak ‘thanks!’

   Devlin decides to break character for a moment and even smiles thinly as he tells him ‘no problem mate; wouldn’t want to have to clean the car again so soon!’ The club owner seems glad to have the chance for a conversation, and looks around the immaculate interior before remarking ‘you just had this car detailed; nice work!’ Devlin nods slowly ‘cheers; blood is known to stain!’

   The club owner soon notices the sadistic streak of these two coming to the fore, and hopes to god up above that he is joking, but Mark decides to join in by telling him ‘I thought I did a particularly good job on the carpets myself!’ The club owner is now looking nervously at the carpet, and asks with a nervous smile as he stammers ‘you…you’re kidding right?’ Mark smiles ‘of course I am!’

   Mark’s smile disappears and he finishes ‘I had someone else do it for me!’

* * * *

   Redbear is sleeping when he hears a slight rapping at his window, and he groggily wakes up to see a crow sat on his window sill – being a shaman and the medium between both his people and the crow spirit, he has had this many times, but still seems a little thrown by it’s appearance, as he thinks he recognizes this one as the silent visitor that had flown off without a word earlier. He is almost hesitant to let the great bird in, but opens the window regardless so the bird can fly in and perch on the back of the old wooden chair Redbear has thrown his clothes onto. Redbear keeps his sense of humour, and mutters ‘you’d better not drop some little messages on those clothes there!’ He then wakes up fully as the bird’s voice is in his head as it retorts ‘very funny – you have a visitor at the front door Redbear; go let him in will you?’ Redbear remarks ‘another guide on the same night; what’s the deal here?!’ The bird looks at him, and he holds his hands up in surrender as he grumbles ‘alright, alright; I’m going!’

   Redbear puts on his dressing gown and almost stumbles to the door before being joined in the front room by his impromptu visitor. He opens the door and sees Michael standing there, and with all the civility he can muster at this time of night invites him in ‘good evening; please come in!’ Michael does so, and looks around the place as he simply smiles politely and gently tells him ‘thank you; my friend over there said you could help me!’

   Redbear closes the door, and cannot help but yawn as he motions Michael to a chair before offering ‘can I get you anything to drink?’ Michael settles into one of the old seats, and his guide settles on the back of it as he asks ‘I’ll have a beer please!’ Redbear shuffles off into the kitchen to get a couple from the crate lay there in the darkness, and calls back ‘I don’t have a refrigerator, so you’ll have to drink it the way nature intended!’ Michael calls back ‘whatever you got is fine with me!’ Redbear comes back in and casually tosses the beer over to Michael who pops the top off with his hand before tipping the bottle back for a few, long mouthfuls and allows Redbear to settle in a seat of his own.

   Redbear then shrugs at the silence and asks ‘so what can I do for you, warrior?’ Michael leans forward and sighs ‘my friend here said you could help answer a few questions for me, and let me tell you, there’s more than a few on my mind right now!’ Redbear understands and nods quietly as he takes it in and is ready for anything Michael can throw at him. Michael’s first question is ‘I know I died a year ago to the day, but I need to know what happened to my wife!’ Redbear arches an inquisitive eyebrow ‘wife? That’s a coincidence…’ Redbear pauses to allow his guest the chance to introduce himself ‘Michael Rose; formerly dead and looking for some payback!’ Redbear appreciates the sense of humour to his guest, and smiles warmly as he reaches forwards to shake his hand before telling him ‘Jeremy Redbear; last shaman of the Crow tribe, and link to the great Crow Spirit!’ Michael remarks ‘it looks like I’ve come to the right place then; I heard you can help me with some kind of ritual?’ Redbear understands what Michael is asking and corrects him accordingly ‘the vision quest I think you’ll find it’s called. To answer your question, though, yes; I can induce a vision quest to help you understand who you were and who you are, but you look pretty much on the right track as it is – I’m not sure the vision quest would help you. You’ve already adopted a war paint and your messenger has guided you well from what he is telling me!’ Michael seems surprised and looks at the great bird sat over his shoulder before asking ‘you can hear him too; I thought I was just going mad!’ Redbear tries to ease Michael and jokes ‘well, that would make two of us…’

   Redbear pauses and averts his eyes to the floor before Michael picks up on the fact that something has just occurred to his amiable host. Michael asks ‘what is it?’ Redbear sighs and then decides he must tell Michael. Redbear is cut off for a minute, and in an apparently hostile conversation with his guide, Redbear shoots back ‘he has a right to know; they were both brought back for a reason, and they need to find out why!’ Michael is obviously in the dark as his guide’s attack on Redbear was unheard, and he is obviously keen to know what Redbear is getting at. He almost demands ‘what is it; tell me!’ Redbear relents and tells him simply ‘you are not the only Crow Warrior who came back tonight; there was another!’ Michael can already see a thread in the connection and says one word that does indeed bring it all together ‘Seren!’

   It is then his guide who speaks to him, and its angry tone is apparent as it shoots at Michael ‘you can’t go to her; Crow Warriors must always face their demons alone – they may not take a roost with another!’ Michael just replies with considerable sarcasm ‘what the FUCK are you talking about; Seren’s my wife, not my Canary – she’s out there and doesn’t even know her son’s still alive!’ Redbear then interjects ‘did you say that your son is still alive?’ Michael turns his attention back and tells him ‘yes; I went to see him not half an hour ago!’ Redbear is obviously disturbed by a steadily rising and very disturbing theory. Redbear gets up; his nervousness spilling over into Michael, as he has no idea what has spooked his knowledgeable host so badly.

   Redbear almost rushes over to the shaman meditation room, and waves his guest to enter, calling back ‘I was wrong; we need to talk to the Crow Spirit right away – your guide too!’ His crow joins Michael as it floats up onto his shoulders as they both enter the sand floored room. Redbear grabs a bottle of the moonshine whiskey and pours it on the renewed kindling before having a large mouthful himself. Michael arches an eyebrow ‘take it easy; just tell me what the hell is going on!’ Redbear is obviously on the verge of out-and-out terror as he splutters ‘hell could be exactly what is going on; when I heard there were two warriors, it didn’t worry me because…well…it happens, but…’ Redbear’s trailing off prompts Michael to urge him to reveal whatever terrible secret he is loathe to admit with an irritable ‘but what?!’ Redbear decides to tell him ‘there’s only one reason that two warriors would be given the same mission, and I pray to the Great Spirit that I’m wrong; we need to find out either way – please; kneel down and your guide had better go with you!’

   Michael follows Redbear’s instructions while Michael’s guide perches on his shoulder. Both stay silent as Redbear grabs a box of matches from next to the fire and strikes one into life so he may ignite the vodka and expedite the ritual. Redbear then takes a deep breath, and closes his eyes as he begins to chant softly to himself. After a few seconds, he opens his eyes, and almost seems completely different from the almost fear ridden Redbear from just seconds earlier. Redbear calmly tells Michael ‘close your eyes and focus on the fire; your guide will show you to the great Crow Spirit, and then you shall have your audience!’

* * * *

   Michael does as he is instructed as Redbear throws the very same herbs and trappings into the fire as he had done for Seren, and as before, Michael closes his eyes to appear within his own mind’s eye, except this time it is back at his old, run-down house. An traditionally dressed crow brave is stood next to him, and just turns his head with a cheeky smile; speaking with a familiar voice it just quips ‘hey there; watch yourself – it can get a little rough in here!’ Michael recognizes the voice and leans closer, but the brave just tells him ‘before you say anything, yes, I am the bird, I was a warrior of the crow, and yes I did come back like you did; is that about it?’ Michael just straightens up and doesn’t quite know what to say; his guide had indeed answered all his questions – obviously because he’s heard them all before!

   It is then that Michael’s guide calls out ‘great crow spirit; protector of our nation and guardian of justice – one of your warrior’s of burden wishes to speak with you!’ It is then that a gentle but mighty voice calls out ‘as I do with him!’ A familiar figure walks into the room from the ‘hallway’. It is the crow spirit in the form of Redbear, as he had spoken to Seren, it has assumed a familiar visage for it’s visitation to Michael. Michael, however, seems to grasp this fact and asks ‘you’re not Redbear, are you?’ The crow spirit smiles gently and shakes its head ‘no; I am merely using his likeness through which to speak to you – what is it you wish of me, Michael Rose?’ Michael swallows his mixture of pride, confusion, and fear as he asks as humbly as he can ‘am I the only…crow warrior?’ The crow spirit nods at his double question ‘you are indeed a warrior of the crow spirit, but no, you are not the only one that has returned!’ Michael then sees that the crow spirit is much more approachable than he thought it would be, and relaxes a little before asking his next question ‘did you send my wife Serenity back as well?’

   The crow spirit is indeed very open regarding its actions, and answers ‘yes; Serenity Rose was the first to visit the Shaman Redbear, and also bears my mark!’ The crow spirit then asks a question of its own; obviously knowing how curious Michael is about its actions ‘You wish to know why both of you have been brought back?’ Michael nods ‘yes; from what I can work out, only one of us should have been…resurrected!’ The crow spirit sees that Michael isn’t completely in the dark regarding his new existence, and congratulates him ‘you see as much with your heart as you do with your eyes; it is time for you to know of the coming battle!’

   Michael arches a nervous eyebrow; still new to the mystical and supernatural world of the crow spirit, he still trusts his instincts, and his instincts tell him that he is going to hear something that could well make his mission a lot more difficult if not deadly! He voices his trepidation with a simple ‘coming battle?’ The spirit nods gravely and turns his attention to Michael’s guide as he tells him ‘Chinook; it is time for you to know what lies ahead so you may guide more wisely!’ Chinook bows his head slowly and replies obediently ‘I am ready, Great Spirit!’ The crow spirit takes a few steps forward and asks him for affirmation ‘are you sure, Chinook; your eyes tell me that you know what lies ahead!’ Chinook nods and takes a deep breath to try and steady the growing feeling of fear growing within before asking ‘I have felt a presence growing near, great spirit; I fear it to be that of the snake!’

   The crow spirit puts a gentle hand on his shoulder to try and steady his herald’s nerve as he tells him with soft tones ‘your instincts serve you well, Chinook, but the snake has always proved more deadly when it betrays its presence, because it is preparing to strike!’ Chinook is definitely shaken by these grave and serious words from his patron.

   Michael is in the dark about this new state of play and inquires ‘could someone please tell me what this ‘snake’ is?’ The crow spirit backs away, and allows Chinook to impart this knowledge, as he has had first hand experience regarding these malevolent creatures. Chinook tells him ‘the snake is the enemy of the crow. While the crow takes flight to watch over the lands of the dead, the snake stalks the long grass to wait for the chance to strike. The snake is the antithesis of our kind, Michael; it brings back warriors whose only goal is to kill people like you so that the Snake Spirit will reward them with one more year of life!’ Michael is starting to get a grasp on the situation at hand, but urges Chinook to carry on ‘so these snakes are like me; they’re already dead?’ Chinook nods slowly; the fact that the snake is moving to strike again having clouded his mind with doubt and fear.

   The Crow Spirit then decides to complete this exchange of knowledge as it tells him ‘warriors of the snake have all the strength and speed of the crow warrior, and also have guide’s of their own to guide them to their quarry – serpents formed from the snake warriors of the past!’ Michael gets the idea ‘equal and opposite; I’ve got that part, but how are they chosen?’ The Crow Spirit sighs ‘a snake warrior can only be chosen after he has died at the hands of a crow warrior!’

   Michael seems to see the size of this new and deadly revelation and his tone is that of annoyance at this coming to light now of all times ‘so you’re telling me Honky Tonk could come after us?’ The crow spirit shakes his head ‘no; like it’s animal namesake, the snake lies in wait for a crow to return – they hunt your kind, and they only return as you have; after a year has passed!’ Michael arches an eyebrow ‘so there’s one of these snake warriors out there now hunting us?’

   Michael then thinks to himself, as knowing the face of his enemy would have been a lot easier, but as he is being imparted with such knowledge, he seems the next obvious question is ‘so who is it?’ The crow spirit then knows it cannot escape the painful gravity of the situation and has to tell the pair ‘one of them was responsible for what happened to your family on that night; you must defeat the one known as Lady Grey to be able to complete your quest for your spirit’s to rest!’ As per usual, Michael has picked up on one operative word within this sentence that can’t help but bother him, and with just cause ‘one of them? There’s more?!’

   Chinook can’t believe this either, and is beginning to see why two warriors were returned to exact their vengeance this time, and it is he who asks the next question ‘that is why you have sent both Serenity and Michael Rose to challenge the Snake Spirit; there are two Snake Warrior’s waiting for them, but who is the other?’ The crow spirit then asks a question of his own, as he knows Chinook’s fears are more than justified ‘I think you know, Chinook; it is his spirit that you have felt from so far away!’ Chinook’s eyes widen as he gasps ‘Bone Yard!’

   Michael shrugs ‘who? Fill me in here; I’m kind of new to this!’ Chinook sighs before telling him ‘Bone Yard is a Snake Warrior that has survived for over 10 years; he is the most deadly snake warrior that has ever been in existence!’ Michael sees what this means and asks almost as exposition to make sure he has the significance of this in its correct context ‘are you telling me he’s killed over 10 crow’s?!’ Chinook nods with both remembrance and regret as his eye lets a solitary tear roll down his cheek as he recalls his previous encounter with this sinister figure ‘one of the warrior’s he killed was under my guidance, and he struck before I could warn my charge of his presence – he took his head as a trophy, as he does with all his victories!’

   Michael is obviously more than a little fearful of the ominous prospect of facing such a twisted and dangerous opponent, but asks the one question that is most poignant at this stage ‘how do you kill a snake; I’ve been pumped full of so much lead I feel like a walking pencil, but it barely even hurt; I went through a wall at 60 miles per hour, and all I had to worry about was getting the dust off my coat! If these snakes are as strong as we are, then how can we kill them?’ The crow spirit smiles at his insight and his sharp observations on the situation at hand, and he tells him ‘a snake, like a crow, can only be killed by an appropriate weapon. All snakes are gifted with such weapons. Although each weapon is unique, they all have one thing in common; they are as deadly to themselves as they are to their quarry!’

   Michael can’t believe how bad this is turning out, and yet the crow spirit is remaining calm and collected as both Chinook and himself are lining up to take on these monstrous new foes. His exasperation is expected as he blurts out ‘you’re telling me that I have to get one of their weapons off them first, and 10 others have tried before; this isn’t exactly working out in our favour!’ The crow spirit takes a few steps forward and lays his hand on his shoulder as he reassures him ‘the weakness of the snake is his arrogance, and he believes himself invincible; do not forget why you came back, Michael Rose – the pain you felt and the justice you seek are both as powerful as any blade, and this will guide you to victory. Trust your heart and that of your wife; while she carries our mark, you carry our hopes and prayers!’

   Michael appreciates the vote of support and tries to allow these sage words to sink in before he suddenly thinks of a request for his benefactor ‘I can’t even remember what Seren looks like; if I’m going to face these snake’s, I’d at least ask for that much from you!’ The crow spirit understands completely, and knows of his plan ‘very well; they are yours once more, Michael Rose. Your love will give both of you a powerful weapon in the coming battle. The enemy draws closer, and you must prepare – farewell!’

* * * *

   Michael comes out of his vision quest instantly and is hit by multiple visions, as Seren’s face becomes the beautiful and happy memories he had wanted to remember, along with the painful and brutal memories of her distraught and tortured face on that fateful night. Michael writhes on the floor from the intensity of his memories flooding back in such quick and relentless succession, and yells in pain as he grabs his head with both hands as if to stop it splitting in two.

   Redbear looks on helplessly until Michael’s pain recedes and he slowly gets to his feet. Redbear stands also and looks hopefully at the groggy and disorientated crow warrior as he asks him ‘what happened?’ Michael is breathing heavily but tells him ‘it looks like there are a couple of snakes in the grass; that’s why there are two of us! You’d better watch yourself, Redbear – Snake’s are going to be none to fond of a Crow Shaman; especially one that’s helped us get this far!’

   Redbear puts his hand on Michael’s shoulder in reassurance as he tells him warmly ‘it was a pleasure, Michael Rose; give Serenity my best!’ Michael nods in thanks and realises the size of the task at hand as he sighs ‘that’s if she doesn’t take my head off before she can remember what I look like; we’ll come back to see you after we’ve finished this – thanks again!’ Michael then leaves through the door, as does his guide Chinook (now more than a little happy to be back in the air!)

* * * *

   At Lady Grey’s headquarters, the Chase twins are expressionless as usual as they take up their stations on either side of the large double door entrance; making the club owner unsure as to what happens next. A female voice calls gently for an audience with her new company ‘please have a seat Mr. Travis!’ Travis looks and sees the beautiful young woman who must be the one known as Lady Grey sitting at the head of the table. Her smile is both pleasant and disarming as she motions him to take a seat next to her. Travis shuffles uncomfortably towards his employer; although half way up he turns back to check if the twins were still standing and not following – to his relief they haven’t moved.

   Travis takes a seat next to this seemingly amiable and comely hostess, and she immediately asks him with the same disarming smile ‘would you like a drink to relax you a little?’ Travis smiles and graciously asks with the same nervous stammer ‘whi…whiskey sour please!’ Lady Grey turns to the twins and calls to one ‘Devlin; please get our guest a whiskey sour!’ Devlin remains emotionless but does what he is told both quickly and efficiently from the antique drinks cabinet mounted on castors. He promptly mixes the drink and gives it to Travis, who almost thinks that Devlin is about to shove the tumbler into his face; he does, after all, have a reputation for spontaneous violence, as does his brother.

   Travis waits for Devlin to leave before turning his attention back to Lady Grey, who seems completely different from the company she keeps; indeed she seems most charming. She opens her gold cigarette holder and offers one to Travis and asks simply ‘would you like a cigarette?’ Travis seems unsure, and looks at the twins after their past ‘conversation’ that seemed brought on by asking for such a thing, but their statuesque demeanours suggest he is now allowed to do so. Travis takes a cigarette and takes a lighter from his pocket to light it with. Lady Grey lights her own with her matching lighter, and she reclines back in her seat and casually crosses her legs as the meeting seems ready to get under way.

   Lady Grey asks Turner casually ‘Mr. Travis, it is my understanding that you had some trouble in one of my premises earlier tonight; I was hoping you could enlighten me as to what actually happened – our source within the police tells me you held your own against their questioning!’ Travis takes an unsteady sip from his drink and nods quickly ‘yes; yes that’s right!’ Lady Grey’s coldness is legendary, and it now comes to the fore with what through someone else’s lips would seem a threat ‘that is good; otherwise you would not be breathing right now!’ Of course, Travis knows a deadly promise when he hears one, but seeing that he is indeed breathing, it can only mean good things.

   Travis then offers ‘I’ll tell you what I can about the woman…thing…whatever she was, but I only saw her for a few seconds before she…’ Travis isn’t sure how to word it, and is a little shocked when Lady Grey takes those crazy words out of his mouth and makes them sound acceptable ‘flew out of the window?’ Travis shrugs ‘well, what was left of it yeah!’

   Lady Grey then asks the question she is most interested in ‘do you have any idea who she could have been; a disgruntled employee, perhaps?’ Travis shakes his head ‘I’ve never seen her before in my life, not until she, well, flew away that is!’ Lady Grey seems quietly satisfied with his responses so far, and Travis hopes, once more, to god that it stays that way! Her next question is one he can answer, and thanks his lucky stars he can keep up his good track record with his dangerous hostess.

   The question is one that he thus answers with relish as Lady Grey asks him ‘do you know why she was there at all?’ Travis does his best guess, and it is more than just a little close to the mark when he shrugs before answering ‘from what I saw she seemed dead set on tussling with Tucker and his crew; she sent Hog through the window so hard it took half the wall with him!’

   Lady Grey nods at this satisfactory answer and asks him one question that seems more than a little strange ‘did this woman have any distinguishing features; face paint for example?’ Travis seems a little surprised by this, not the question itself, but rather the example. Lady Grey’s polite smile widens to try and coax an answer from him as she tells him warmly ‘come now Mr. Travis; it is my business to know such things!’ Travis then tells her ‘well, yeah she did; she had her face painted all white except over her eyes – they had some kind of big black bird symbol painted over them!’ Lady Grey arches an inquisitive eyebrow as she asks ‘like a crow for example?’ Travis creases his forehead for a moment at her increasing answering of his own questions and replies simply ‘yeah; she seemed pretty interested in Mary-Lou’s leather coat too – she was wearing it before she disappeared through what was left of the window!’

   Lady Grey nods in appreciation and tells him gently ‘thank you, Mr. Travis; that is most helpful. Please follow Mark & Devlin – he will take you to where you wish to go!’ Travis seems more than a little relieved that he has been able to speak to the infamous Lady Grey and live to tell the tale. He stands and puts the drink down, and stubs out the cigarette in the ashtray before bowing quickly almost like a stereotype of Japanese politeness. He then tells her quickly ‘thank you Lady Grey; I’ll get back to the club as soon as I can!’ Lady Grey nods slowly and tells him ‘your enthusiasm is appreciated; goodbye!’

   Travis walks more settled towards the twins and even has a slight smile of relief as he leaves through the door that Devlin opens for him, followed by Mark, and then by Devlin himself. Travis follows Devlin and Mark for a few moments, and that is when Devlin draws his pistol and turns around to put it against Travis’s head; the cold sweat returning instantly as his eyes widen in fear. Travis’s mouth is like a goldfish as it opens and closes slowly, but he finally pleads ‘you’re not going to shoot me are you? I told you everything – I swear!’ Devlin smiles and tells him quietly ‘you’re right; I’m not going to shoot you!’ Devlin puts the pistol away back inside his smart jacket, but still keeps that unnerving smile as he waits a few seconds for Travis to calm down

   ‘Mark took dibs on that!’ Travis turns just soon enough to see the black carbon finish of Mark’s gun before it goes off in Travis’ face; the last thing he ever saw!

* * * *

   With Michael gone, Redbear decides its time to prepare for an unwelcome guest and dresses in traditional crow soft black leather clothing and applies war paint before grabbing his rifle and a pair of traditionally made and adorned tomahawks. His facial design is that of one black wing over an eye, and having met Michael, a series of black sinuous lines from the other eye. Redbear loads the rifle and goes back into his meditation room before praying to the spirit of his tribe. He kneels and closes his eyes as he begins to sing an ancient song of war; its gentle and lilting tones meant to sooth his fear and eliminate the evil that all men hold in their hearts so that he may fly with his beloved Crow Spirit to join his ancestors. It is then that a mocking voice is heard as it makes its intrusive presence known ‘well, well, well; if it ain’t the l’il old medicine man, I’ve just been dying to meet you – no pun intended!’ Redbear snaps out of his trance, and cranks down the trigger of his rifle to load the first round into its breech.

   Redbear stands; rifle in one hand, while the other hovers over one of the tomahawks held in his belt; each adorned with a couple of crow feathers. He walks cautiously into his front room from where he heard his unknown intruder’s voice. He looks around, but there is apparently nobody there. It is then that Redbear hears the voice again from behind, and he spins around; rifle held one handed to his intruders face in one smooth motion.

   Bone Yard is now fully lit, and his demeanour is that of quite a fit and athletic African American that stands around 6 feet in height, and has a wide, wolf-like grin that displays his perfect white teeth. Just as strong as his other muscles, his neck is thick and strong and decorated with the twin snake head tattoos that flow down behind the tightly fitting black vest top he is wearing, and re-emerge on his powerful shoulders as the tattoos coil around his arms to his wrists. His head is crowned by lengths of braids that have been grown to such a length that they are now tied back behind his head.

   Redbear growls to his uninvited guest ‘get out, Snake; you are not here!’ Bone Yard is certainly far from intimidated, and in a blur, his right hand has pulled the rifle out of Redbear’s hand, and without shifting his gaze from his host, tells him with deadly calm ‘what’s the rush, pops? I thought we’d get to know each other a little better first!’ Redbear reacts by drawing the tomahawks from his belt, as he stands ready. Bone Yard just props the rifle over his shoulder with one hand and puts the other on his hip as his appraisal of Redbear’s efforts seems more to amuse than intimidate him ‘have it your way, old timer; come get some!’

   Redbear uses the tomahawks similar to the hand held scythes of Okinawa martial arts tradition, and it is apparent that Redbear is more than proficient in their use as he attacks Bone Yard with a mixture of slashing attacks and kicks; none of which connect as Redbear may be fast for even a man half his age, but his supernatural opponent is much faster and uses both his speed and the rifle to fend off the attacks.

   Redbear tries a double overhead strike with the tomahawks, and both are buried into the wooden underside of the rifle as Bone Yard drops and raises it the weapon to block the strike. Bone Yard whips the rifle to one side with the traditional weapons buried in the wood, and tosses it across the room and leaving Redbear disarmed. He then gives Redbear a spinning back kick that sends the hapless warrior heavily into his own wall.

   Bone Yard grins before holding out his arms and gloating ‘that all you got?’ Redbear stands, and decides that he should try and wait for an opening before attacking – the Snake always chose arrogant and evil men for its warriors, and he will now try to exploit what little weakness he can to his advantage. Bone Yard stands there with his arms folded, and an arched eyebrow before asking ‘well?’ Redbear heaves a sigh ‘well, what; are you going to kill me, or bore me to death?’ Bone Yard laughs deeply as he always liked his targets to have a fire about them before he struck the fatal blow. Bone Yard gives him some kudos with ‘you’ve got guts, old man, I’ll give you that. I think I’ll let you take a look at them before you die – wadya think?’ Redbear knows the nature of the Snake only too well, and this one was no different. Redbear even smiles slightly at his foolhardy and reckless plan coming to fruition more quickly than he had hoped.

   Bone Yard’s confident smile fades as he soon as he sees Redbear’s own smile, and he rasps ‘what the fuck you smiling at?’ Redbear knows this will hurt him a lot more physically than it will Bone Yard mentally, but says it anyway in pure defiance ‘I have met your kind before, and you always believe yourselves invincible; it is your weakness!’ Bone Yard explodes in rage as he lashes out and yells out loud with mocking sarcasm ‘if you got it, flaunt it…’ He pauses as he pulls Redbear back off the floor and takes in the fact that his head is busted wide open, and blood is flowing from the heavy scalp wound and covering the war paint before hissing his continuation of his sentence ‘…and you just made one big ass mistake; you made me mad!’ 

   Bone Yard throws him across the room in a fit of rage. Redbear hits the opposite wall upside down; obviously expecting the move, he had done his best to make sure he absorbed as much of the impact as possible because he needed to be ready for his next move; to reclaim his sacred tomahawks! Redbear sees the rifle with the blades still in its stock, and puts one foot on the rifle so he can pull the tomahawks free once more. Redbear’s sixth sense is sent buzzing, and he instinctively rolls forward to avoid Bone Yard’s strike, which now slams into the concrete floor so hard that it sends cracks spreading outward like ripples in a stone pond.

   Redbear is back on his feet, and Bone Yard curls his lip as he snarls ‘you’re gonna wish you’d never been born, old man!’ Redbear has a crooked smile as he readies one of the tomahawks for throwing, and with his focus completely on his opponent, fails to notice the python gliding unnaturally fast along one of Redbear’s beams that make up the roof. Before Redbear can throw the weapon, the python has coiled around the arm, and rapidly moves around his throat and crushes his throat with ease, letting only a slight gurgle of despair come from the shocked and now very dead face of Redbear.

   Bone Yard growls at his serpent friend ‘what the fuck did you do that for’ The snake speaks to him in a deep and menacing tone ‘those tomahawks could have killed you just as easily as your sword – you are strong but your arrogance almost got you killed!’ Bone Yard relents at this unknown fact – he had never met a crow shaman before, and had never needed to be told of their own mystical weapons.

   Bone Yard then picks up the tomahawks and looks them over as he snorts ‘you telling me these little camp wood choppers can take me out?’ The snake guide tells him ‘the Crow may be righteous but it isn’t stupid – like all worthy prey, they have their defences!’ Bone Yard shrugs ‘in that case, let’s just say I owe you one!’ 

* * * *

     Bone Yard sets about carving with one of the tomahawks some kind of symbol into Redbear’s wall as he speaks to his guide with a strange kind of relish as the pride he takes in his dark and deadly art comes through ‘you know, mama always told me to find what you’re best at and work at it – if killing was an art form…’ Bone Yard pauses as he backs away a little to admire his own handiwork of the twisted S motif of the snake before continuing with a wide smile and a low purr of pleasure ‘…then I’d be a god damned master!’

   Bone Yard’s snake guide slithers along the floor and up his body to coil back around his torso. Bone Yard looks one more time at Redbear before telling him ‘see you in hell, pops!’ Before leaving Bone Yard smashes the Tomahawk blades like glass against the cold, concrete floor. He calmly goes over and opens the back window to jump through as he knows that there will be someone who has heard the ruckus of the fight. Indeed, as Bone Yard makes his rapid yet silent departure, there is a hammering on Redbear’s door by his son who is yelling for him to be let in.

   Redbear’s son James breaks the door down with his shoulder, and sees his father lying motionless on the ground. Redbear’s son looks tearful, but stops his wife from rushing to his aid; telling her ‘it’s no good, Jeanie – look!’ His wife looks at the wall, and sees the snake symbol; shaking her head in disbelief as she fights through the tears ‘the snake has taken away our shaman; what do we do now?’

   James sighs quietly before putting a comforting arm around her shoulder before telling her ‘as my father gained his calling from my grandfather, he will be passing his on to me; If a snake has struck here, then it must be stalking the crows my father was guiding, and now that mantle has passed on to me!’

   Jeanie fears the snake may come back, and confesses her fears ‘what if the snake returns?’ James, however, is resolute in the face of such a possibility and tells her with conviction ‘if he does, we won’t be able to stop him, but I know someone who can!’

* * * *
 Seren is carrying on her observation of Tucker as he nervously paces his room; his rattled nerve transferring to both Hog and Mary-Lou who are also hiding out with him. Tucker’s customary confidence is fast disappearing, and his speech is fast and with more than a hint of worry ‘look; we’ve got to figure this shit out. Whoever that bitch is, she’s got one king sized beef with us! We’re going to need some major league help on this!’

   Hog is also feeling the pressure, but is more at a loss of what to do next than fearful; his approach has always been to deal with a problem, and not let it consume you – however, this time he hasn’t got a clue on how to even know where to begin with the walking talking ghost that is stalking them! He tries to talk some sense into Tucker by telling him ‘look; just go to Lady Grey, and see what she says about this – I think she knows a helluva lot more about this than she’s letting on!’ Tucker sighs and appreciates his counsel; Hog always seemed to find the fast track out of most situations that Tucker had gotten both himself and his friends into in the past. Tucker nods and tells him ‘O.K; you guys sit tight here while I go talk to her!’ Mary-Lou is the most rattled out of the three, as she suspects some terrible truth behind this strange woman who came crashing through the wall and threw her sizeable boyfriend around like a rag doll.

   Although not the right time, it is a question that, if the others had been honest, would have already admitted to thinking themselves. She asks the question anyway, and the muted silence that follows means that it has obviously struck a chord; ‘that psycho bitch that busted up Hog; did she seem…familiar to you guys?’ Hog nods and takes a long drag on his cigarette before admitting the same feeling of dread and familiarity as when he faced her in that room ‘yeah; I don’t know about you guys, but I got Déjà vu like a motherfucker!’ Tucker snorts in indication that he thinks they may be drifting from the point a little ‘ah, who gives a shit anyway; all that matters is that she’s out there, she’s after us, and she’s sure as hell not going to give up!’

   Mary-Lou pipes up ‘why can’t we come with you?’ Tucker tells her with an intentional tone of patronisation ‘because if anybody goes to Lady Grey with me, she’ll shoot us dead on the spot!’ Mary-Lou thinks this is a ruse to let Tucker bolt and leave them there as Judas Goats to lure out this gothic tiger and she almost whines ‘c’mon Tucker; you go out there by yourself, you’re going to end up like the rest of them – she wants us to split the hell up; shit, this may as well be Camp fucking Crystal Lake!’ Tucker immediately gets more serious and points at her to let her know how out of line she is.

   When he then tells her with the hint of a low growl ‘sit the fuck down, Lou!’ she does so, and he tells her a little story that is just so extreme it had to be believable ‘I heard that 2 years ago, Lady Grey set up shop in Texas, and busted a fuck load of skulls to claim her piece of the pie! She only meets one person from the crew and that person only; the rest won’t even know her if they see her, and that’s the way she keeps it!’ Mary-Lou isn’t exactly the best versed in the criminal mind, especially one as complex and intuitive as Lady Grey’s. She follows Tucker’s lead, and asks ‘why’s that?’ Tucker hoped that she would have guessed, but fills in her lack of understanding ‘because if the crew get pulled in by the cops or another big-shot, she’s only gotta kill one person to keep herself safe!’ Mary-Lou now sees the gravity of the situation; trapped between a huge rock and a very hard place indeed!

   The silence indicates that Mary-Lou’s protest has been silenced, and Tucker switches his attention to Hog as he tells him ‘take care Hog; if I’m not back in an hour, get the fuck out and take Mary-Lou with you – don’t stop for no motherfucker but me!’ Hog nods gravely ‘you got it!’ Tucker then just says a simple farewell of ‘keep your heaters handy; you might just need them!’

   With this, Tucker leaves and goes down to his truck. Hog watches out the window to see that Tucker gets to his truck without incident, and sees that he does. Mary-Lou then sighs and draws closer to Hog who puts an arm around her to try and give her some measure of comfort. She can just see by the look in his eyes that something is on his mind, and she wants to know what ‘what’s up Hog?’ Hog sighs ‘I can’t get that bitch outa my head, Lou; I know I’ve seen her somewhere before, but I can’t remember where!’ Mary-Lou deals with this the way that she always does; namely, by occupying their minds with something else!

   Mary-Lou pulls his head down a little and whispers in his ear ‘you think too much!’ She then slips her hand down his jeans and feels the fact that she definitely has his undivided attention as she pulls him over to Tuckers bed; the whole episode being watched by Seren’s guide as it watches them, leaving Seren to track Tucker over the roof tops.

* * * *

   At that moment, Lady Grey is looking out over the town she draws her wealth and power from, almost as if looking for something in particular in her steady stare. A voice is heard behind her as it tells her as both a casual call to his presence, but also as advice ‘trust me – you never see them coming!’ Lady Grey turns around and sees Bone Yard with his serpent around his shoulders crouched on the top of her table. Lady Grey gives him a slight smile as she counters ‘what do you mean ‘they’?’ Bone Yard laughs ‘you did one hell of a job on that little Brady Bunch a year ago; Mommy and Daddy are bouncing your little baby boys all over town!’ Lady Grey is taken aback by this and turns her full attention to Bone Yard as she walks towards him; her curiosity obviously aroused by this fact, but also a certain feeling that she has had some good fortune also.

   Bone Yard allows his serpent to flow down his arm and onto the table. He then hops down lightly off the table and takes a seat at the large board room table. He motions her to sit, and tells her ‘don’t matter one little bit to me – the only thing that matters is that both of them are after your boy Tucker. Husband and wife; beating the odds for just two more nights together!’ Bone Yard then adds sarcastically ‘doesn’t it make you feel all warm and fuzzy inside?!’ Lady Grey is as unconcerned as ever, and lights a cigarette deftly removed from her engraved holder. She then offers one to Bone Yard, who bows his head with a smile of gratitude allowing Lady Grey to be the one who asks the questions, but first she makes a cold statement at his information ‘not really! It just means there’s enough crow blood out there for both of us.’

   Bone Yard nods ‘lucky for you!’ Lady Grey raises an eyebrow in typical understatement and remarks ‘and how is that, Tin Tin?’ Bone Yard shoots forward and growls ‘Tin Tin’s dead, Eleanor!’ Lady Grey smiles in satisfaction at his reaction, and out of character, remarks with humour ‘I believe I just struck a nerve; is the infamous Bone Yard losing his cool?’ Bone Yard smiles broadly and winks at her ‘I knew there was something about you the moment I saw you that night 2 years ago!’ He then grabs the back of Lady Grey’s head and gives her a kiss fuelled by pure animalistic lust.

   Lady Grey pulls herself away, and pushes him with unnatural strength back into the black leather swivel chair with a crooked smile, and the same primal urge in her eyes as she tells him with words dripping with animalistic intent ‘you saw a kindred spirit; the assassin Eleanor Marquees – brought back by the Snake to kill once more!’ Bone Yard’s chair has stopped rolling back, and he leaps with supernatural strength; his intention even more obvious as his leap carries both Lady Grey and himself hard into the wall.

   Lady Grey always liked it like this with Bone Yard; the struggle for dominance was not only something she found familiar, it was something she revelled in! Bone Yard kisses her hard again, and he hisses ‘man oh man; tomorrow night is gonna be SO MUCH FUN!’ Lady Grey’s wrists may be bound, but she is by no means helpless. She almost purrs back ‘the crow’s…’ She then pulls down sharply to free her hands, and then grabs Bone Yard as she sends them high into the air to land on the board room table; her legs straddling Bone Yard, who now just lets her have her way. She grins with expectation as she finishes her sentence ‘…or me?’

   Lady Grey slips her silk robe from her firm and athletic body as the Bone Yard caresses her thighs. Lady Grey literally rips his tight fitting shirt from his torso as she leans over him and the pair rises up into a seated position as they couple together; an event watched intently by Bone Yard’s deadly python and Lady Grey’s sly rattlesnake.
* * * *

   Tucker arrives at Lady Grey’s headquarters and sees that he is accepted inside, while his silent nemesis decides to watch as he goes in. Seren recalls the memory of Tucker’s grinning face as he took his turn in destroying her life and violating her body. His whispered threats of ‘enjoy it while you can, bitch!’ makes Seren’s rage surface and her gaze is nothing but filled with psychotic rage as she whispers hatefully ‘I’m going to kill you last, Tucker; just to see you squirm some more!’

   She is then joined on the roof top by her guide perching itself on her shoulder before telling it ‘I think its about time Hog and his little girlfriend had a little encore!’ The great crow takes flight and makes for the apartment block that Hog and Mary-Lou are hiding out unaware that their whereabouts are known; Seren’s rage being fuelled further by each of the gangs mocking and leering faces flashing before her eyes and their mocking laughter echoing through her mind as she presses onwards.

* * * *

   Michael has arrived at the very same roof top vantage point that his wife had taken not 10 minutes before with Chinook perched on his shoulder. Without a word, Chinook takes flight across the street to look in the window to Tucker’s apartment. Hog is in the process of heaving away on top of his girlfriend Mary-Lou as he nears the point of climax. He opens his eyes for some inexplicable reason and sees Chinook looking straight back at him from the window sill. His expression is one of bemusement at this feathered pervert, and his lips adopt a crooked smile as he whispers ‘having fun up there, Tweety Pie?’

   Hog and Mary-Lou are startled into parting by the apartment’s door crashing off its hinges and being sent skidding along the floor as Michael hisses with dangerous satire ‘room service!’ Hog dives for his coat, but Michael is too quick, and rolls forward to grab Hog’s gun before he can reach it; Hog stays frozen with the barrel of his own gun pressed against his forehead.

   Michael doesn’t take his eyes off Hog, and has a smirk on his face, mainly at the stunned and pale face that Hog is wearing like a death mask as he makes a very good impression of a rabbit caught in headlights. Mary-Lou has quickly readjusted her clothing and now reaches for her own pistol, but Hog warns her off with ‘forget about me, Lou; make a break for it!’ Mary-Lou is caught between two driving forces; to help Hog, or to run like hell. Michael tries to expedite her decision as he tells her menacingly ‘don’t worry; you’ll get your turn!’ Hog knows he needs to get through to her and yells ‘get out of here; this ain’t the time to fucking argue!’

   Torn in two different directions, she finally feels compelled to obey and runs for it; her fleeting and tearful last look at Hog met only with a muttered twitch of his head that tells her what to do. Mary-Lou runs for it down the hallway, and leaves Hog and Michael alone together.

   Hog then tries to bargain with this unknown assailant, and gabbers ‘look, man, I don’t know what you want with me, but leave Mary-Lou out of this!’ Michael just hisses ‘she’s as much a part of this as you are – just like Honky Tonk before he crashed and burned!’ Hog makes a connection between both this mysterious and obviously psychotic new threat and the darkly clothed woman who had smashed her way through the strip club to get to them. His tone is filled with fear as he finally realises ‘you’re with that psycho bitch from the strip club!’

   Michael top lip curls back as he grabs Hog by the lapel of the jacket he is still wearing as he insanely leers ‘nothing like being raped and murdered to get someone on your bad side, is there?’ Hog then smiles unexpectedly ‘if you liked that – you’re gonna LOVE this!’ All this time, Hog had been reaching for his knife held in a sheathe on the back of his belt, and now makes his move; with not only his life but Mary-Lou’s at stake, he may as well give this the best effort he can, and now this painted hit man has dropped the gun away from his forehead, now was the best time to try!

   Hog swipes the gun to one side, and swiftly stabs Michael with the large Bowie knife up to the handle right in his heart. Hog then punches Michael for good measure, and gets up and grabs his pistol once more. Hog sees Michael grabbing at the deeply embedded knife and sneers ‘see you around, asshole!’ He then runs out of the room just before Michael pulls the blood soaked knife out of his chest; while the pain is minimal compared to what he has already felt, it still brings a muted growl of pain as it is pulled free. Michael keeps his hand on the knife, and growls ‘now you’ve really pissed me off!’

   Michael stands with an enraged look in his eyes, and his breathing betrays the pure hatred he is feeling, even as the knife wound closes up once more.

* * * *

   Mary-Lou comes tearing out of the apartment block, and sees a man getting into his car. He sees her distress, and runs up to her yelling ‘are you O.K?’ Mary-Lou isn’t in the mood to stop for anybody, and shoots him twice so she can steal his car. She stamps on his arm so he drops the keys, and she runs over to the average and bog standard Ford, and jumps in before speeding away as fast as she can; laying her pistol on the seat next to her. She is running on adrenaline so hard that she doesn’t even see Hog come running out of the apartment block waving his arms in vain as he yells ‘MARY-LOU; YOU FUCKING BITCH!’

   He then hears an impact behind him as Michael lands from his leap out of Tuckers apartment block. Michael growls ‘never quite grasped the concept of charm did you?’ Hog turns but still can’t believe what he is seeing with his own two eyes. Hog doesn’t have time to react, plead or otherwise as Michael has hoisted him off his feet and thrown him with incredible strength down an alley and into a metal dumpster. He strides up to Hog with an insane look in his eyes as he comes closer crooning ‘here piggy, piggy!’ Hog scrabbles over to where his pistol has fallen free from its holster, but Michael is already on top of him, and pulls him clear off the floor to send him flying backwards into the alley wall.

   Michael is now in a fit of sadistic rage, and Hog is helpless to stop him as he is showered with powerful blows and thrown around like a plastic bag in a strong breeze. Michael finally stops and holds Hog up by his lapels as he growls at Hog with pure hatred ‘it’s just not your day, is it?’ Hog is fighting for breath and has a trail of blood down one side of his head, but he is still able to fly defiantly in the face of his enemy as he laughs hoarsely Michael with ‘I haven’t had this much fun since I did your screwball wife!’ Michael’s rage gets the better of him and he tries to keep the violent recall of his vivid and painful memories down; giving Hog his chance!

   Hog twists his wrist to produce a hidden spring loaded blade that he then plunges it into Michael’s gut. He follows this up by head butting him strongly, and then shoulder charging him into a pile of steel pipe scaffolding. Hog had scouted his move with great skill, and Michael is left stunned as he looks down to see the hollow metal pipe protruding through his chest as he hangs there suspended by the steel he has been brutally impaled upon. Hog looks on as Michael starts a low, menacing laugh before yelping in deranged amusement at his predicament ‘that’ll leave a mark!’

   Hog takes fresh bout of insanity as a cue, and shakes his head in disbelief as he mutters in bewilderment and fear ‘what the fuck is going on here?’ Hog runs off in a panic as Michael grabs the front of the pole and heaves powerfully and propels himself off the end of the bloodied steel tube to land clumsily as he tries to regain his strength. The wound closes and this allows Michael to get back to his feet, and he puts on a mock newscaster voice as Chinook lands on the dumpster ‘and this just in; Hog can run but he can’t hide; and now for the weather!’ Chinook knows what to do and takes flight after Hog as he careers down the maze of alleys in a desperate bid to escape. Michael strides down the alley and continues to amuse himself well within Hog’s earshot as Chinook keeps a literal bird’s eye view on his movements ‘well, Tom; it looks like a strong south easterly breeze will be bringing a slight case of death to the downtown area with scattered showers!’

* * * *

   Mary-Lou is speeding down the street when she catches sight of a figure standing in front of her, and she stops the car with a skidding halt. The figure is that of Seren stood there with her legs astride, head bowed and her hands behind her back in wait for Mary-Lou. Even though she can’t see her face, she can feel the hatred of Seren’s eyes burning into her own, and it makes her panic.

   Mary-Lou shifts the gears quickly and gratingly into reverse and rapidly sends the car back the way it came. Seren breaks into a stride, and then into a charging run straight at the panic-stricken Mary-Lou as she skids the car part of the way around an impromptu 3-point turn, and then into a squealing, rubber burning departure back the way she came. Mary-Lou looks in the rear view mirror, and sees no sign of Seren, and this brings back a sense of bravado as she yells ‘I beat you; I fucking beat you!’ She even extends a middle finger salute in celebration of her triumph.
   Her cries of victory are muted by a sudden impact on the cars roof as Seren makes her landing. Mary-Lou doesn’t have time to react as Seren draws the pistol she commandeered from one of the unlucky bikers who crossed her path earlier. Seren promptly shoots through the roof into the dashboard and the driver’s legs. Mary-Lou screams in pain and swerves out of control as she fights the pain. Seren sees where the car is heading and jumps nimbly off before Mary-Lou crashes into a lamp-post.

   Seren pulls the door open and drags the stunned and bleeding Mary-Lou from the wreck. She then looks at Mary-Lou for a moment as she pleads ‘please; don’t kill me?!’ Seren thinks better of it and pulls Mary-Lou onto her shoulder and strides away as the car’s electrical fire catches light into a large explosion. Seren makes her way to an alley and unceremoniously tosses Mary-Lou into a pile of garbage bags with as much care as if she were a bag of garbage herself; in Seren’s disintegrating sanity, this is not far from the truth.

   Seren goes to one knee as she stares straight at her wounded captive, who is coming around, and though she is alive, dreads what will come next as she whimpers weakly ‘why are you doing this to me?’ Seren’s answer is simple and delivered with a simple, cold monotone ‘because you did this to my family – you and your friends made us suffer before you destroyed our lives!’ Mary-Lou looks closer at Seren, almost recognising her, and asks ‘it can’t be you; Hog shot you dead!’ Seren is still cold and deadly in her response ‘it’s me alright, and I’ve come back with a little present for you!’ Mary-Lou is bewildered ‘what are you talking about?’ Seren tells her the answer with even a little relish ‘all the pain your friends caused is up here!’ She taps the side of her head to indicate her mind, and then tells her with even more relish at the thought of this more poetic justice ‘your friends took it in turns to rape me while you forced my husband to watch. One of them shot him dead in front of my eyes, and then my son – and then me!’

   Mary-Lou’s tear-filled eyes open wide as although she dreads whatever it is that her psychotic captor has in store for her, it won’t be pleasant by any means. Mary-Lou begs ‘please don’t kill me; please – I’m begging you!’ Seren finishes the sentence for her ‘after this, you’ll wish I had!’

   Seren’s movement is too fast for Mary-Lou as her hands reach out for her head and the thumbs both close and sit over her eyes as the process begins. Seren’s tone is now almost completely feral as she snarls ‘you remember your friends, don’t you?’ Each name that Seren comes out with fills the helpless woman with fresh pain as she absorbs the violation and pain they had given to her a year previously; seeing it through Seren’s eyes like a surreal waking dream. Seren spits the names out with hatred in turn ‘Jim-Bug; 6-Pack; Tucker; Hog – you remember them, don’t you?’ Mary-Lou screams in agony as she feels the pain of violation again and again as each happens over and over. Seren then adds with a hiss ‘hope you enjoy the show!’

   This is far too much for Mary-Lou, and she feels the pain of every rape, every bullet, and every time it starts again, it gets faster and more painful! Seren releases the wreathing and screaming Mary-Lou, and leaves her there covered in her own blood, tears streaming down her face, and her long, immaculate nails tearing into her own hands with their intense and pain-borne grip.

   Seren then gets a flash of vision from her crow as she sees Hog running down an alley underneath; pursued still by Michael, but then Seren neither knows of Michael’s own resurrection nor his face even if her guide would indeed show it to her. Seren purrs to herself with a crooked smile ‘perfect!’

* * * *

   Hog tries to rest up for a moment against an alley wall, and breathes heavily as he doubles over while he fights for his body to absorb more oxygen. His adrenaline has now bottomed out, and his legs now feel like lead, but he knows he must go on, even if his legs give way, he’d crawl – all he knows is he can’t face the painted hell striding casually down the alley after him as it relishes the chase like a cat with a plump mouse within its clutches.

   Hog then hears a familiar and haunting voice mock him from afar ‘here piggy, piggy, pig, pig!’ Hog forces himself to come away from the supportive wall, and staggers down the alley; what he sees makes his heart sink so far that he sinks to his knees as if to follow its descent because coming down the alley isn’t the playful and mocking Michael, but the mentally unbalanced beauty from Hog’s worst nightmares - Seren!

   Hog just yells between deep breaths ‘WHY DON’T YOU JUST COME ON AND KILL ME!’ Seren smiles as she thinks that she had broken the mighty Hog’s spirit without even being there. She taunts him as she strides ever closer ‘don’t mind if I do!’

   Seren is stopped in her tracks by a new face, and this same arrival makes Hog feel more like a rather overweight piggy in the middle. Although she doesn’t recognise the figure that comes around the corner, his presence does seem somehow…familiar. The man in the long black coat comes around the corner looking straight at her as he does so; his eyes seeming to recognise her, but she mistakes the tears playing in his blacked eyes as those of fear as she challenges this new ‘player’ as a foe. She looks at Hog and remarks sardonically ‘and I thought you were saving yourself for me!’ She then snarls at her new opposition ‘walk away, tough guy; this is a private party. I’ll give you three seconds, and the clocks already ticking!’

   Michael expected no less, but the crazed look in Seren’s eyes certainly makes him a lot more cautious as he approaches with his hands raised in surrender. He tells her ‘just listen to me for a second…’ Seren cocks her head from one side to the other as she carries on regardless ‘tick…that’s one…’ Michael doesn’t stop his progress, and he still tries to get through to her with ‘please; just let me explain…’ Seren obviously isn’t listening as she continues ‘tock…that’s two – is Hog really worth dying for?’

    Michael’s own unbalance comes to the surface briefly as he growls ‘what makes you think I give a FUCK about that piece of shit?!’ Seren then reaches Hog and pulls him up by one hand off the floor and looks at him before hissing ‘where I come from, that’s fighting talk!!’ Seren throws him through the corrugated metal alley wall, but seems slightly confused by her insistent new arrival. She looks at him with a bit more curiosity as if trying to weigh him up better as his gaze hasn’t even flinched from her as she threw this mysterious newcomer’s assumed friend through the uncaring sheet metal of the alley wall. She certainly doesn’t like his unwavering attention, as it reminds her too much of the painful and torturous memories that led her to become what has become. Her insanity increases and seems to send some unspoken message that she seems only too happy to hear.

   Seren smiles with a certain slyness as she points at her supposed adversary while crooning ‘you’re one of those sacks of flesh that ruined my life aren’t you?’ Michael’s own rage grows at this accusation of being the same as those he has come back to this world of pain to kill. He can barely contain himself as he growls through gritted teeth ‘what?’ Seren waves her finger slowly in front of her face and shakes her head with her smile broadening as she whispers ‘the crow shows me the way to my enemy’s little man, and here I find you – coincidence?’ She swings her arms out sideways casually before hissing ‘I don’t think so; time to die, asshole!’

   Seren launches at Michael with incredible ferocity and Michael can only duck weave and block the flurry of kicks and punches. He grabs her by her shoulders and yells ‘snap out of it Seren; this isn’t who you are!’ Seren growls ‘how the fuck would you know?’ Seren grabs Michael by the lapels and knees him in the gut, which is followed by her dropping to her back and bringing Michael over with her. Seren kicks out with her feet to send Michael sailing down the alley, but unlike all the others she has faced, he flips himself over in mid-flight and lands on his feet.

   Michael pleads again ‘please; we don’t need to do this!’ Seren is already striding towards him as she growls ‘maybe you don’t…’ She then fires a feinted front kick that is easily blocked followed by a roundhouse kick to the side of Michael’s head that sends him reeling backwards. Seren grabs him by the throat as she snarls through gnashing teeth ‘…BUT I DO!’ Seren then slams him into the wall, and then spins him around once to gain the momentum to send him flying heavily through the brick wall of the abandoned building. Seren hops inside, and Michael spins on his shoulders and scissors his legs to spin and right himself back onto his feet.

    Seren congratulates him with a mocking bow as she huskily quips ‘I’m impressed – the others went down way too easy for my liking!’ Michael has had enough, and knows that while he can’t bring himself to hurt her, he needs to create an opening to try something that may bring Seren back to her senses. Michael slowly rocks his head from side to side to the sound of bones grinding and cracking back into position before adopting a crooked smile ‘I impressed you? Sorry I can’t say the same!’ This has the desired effect as Seren roars in anger and launches furious attacks that allow Michael to calmly block and dodge due to keeping a cool head.

   He quips and teases as Michael leans backwards at an impossible angle as he dodges a spinning roundhouse kick with he dodges her first attack ‘almost had me there!’ Michael straightens himself up in an instant to catch the hook punch follow up; quipping ‘so; come here often?’ Seren’s face is almost that of a wild animal as she tries for his groin. Michael blocks it quickly and fires back ‘now that’s just not cricket!’ Seren then propels herself around in the air to catch Michael on the back of the head with her other foot. This sends Michael flying, and Seren uses her supernatural agility to land gracefully as she fires in a quip of her own ‘I never was one for sports!’ Michael whispers ‘how can I forget?’

   Michael turns and his mocking grin is back in place as he leans forwards to point to his chin; teasing ‘one free shot; right here!’ Seren cracks her knuckles before saying deceptively gently ‘such a gentleman!’ The blow isn’t a punch, however, it’s a jumping roundhouse that would have taken the head off a normal man, but thankfully on this occasion, Michael is no mere mortal man!

   Michael is sent spinning in the air, but manages to put one hand down and flip himself upright once more. Seren can’t believe the smile still on his face, and remarks ‘you just don’t give up, do you?’ Michael shrugs ‘not when something’s worth fighting for!’ Seren lets her guard drop a moment which seems to indicate a flash of memory ‘you seem to remind me of someone…’ she then smiles as she fires in the insult ‘…and that’s not a good thing!’ Michael can’t help but feel a little hurt by this, but carries on his charade as he smiles mockingly before quipping ‘mind if I lead?’ Seren bows in mock courtesy and tells him ‘please; be my guest!’

   Michael knows what he must do, and his attacks are dodged and deflected with intentional ease; he is waiting for the counter-attack to his ‘uppercut’ to Seren’s ribs. Seren’s attempted punch to his head is anticipated and Michael swiftly puts Seren in a rear arm lock that she tries to use her supernatural agility to propel herself off the wall and behind; Michael, however, uses his own to catch her in mid-air, and send both down onto the floor. Michael forces Seren face down to the floor while he keeps a full nelson on her, with a knee in her spine for leverage. Seren can’t believe his strength, and yells at him ‘GET YOUR HANDS OF ME, YOU SCUM…’ Michael has to gather his thoughts together at these words that, while directed at him through error, hurt him all the same.

   Michael whispers ‘I’m sorry I had to do this!’ He rapidly takes his hands from the nape of her neck to the side of her head, and the effect is instantaneous as Michael unlocks her memories once more; the pain she feels being the same as he experienced. He holds her still as she roars in pain, and after a long and fraught moment, she recedes – her body seeming to go limp.

   Michael slowly drops his hands away, but Seren still believes him to be the enemy and slips from under him with incredible speed, and she flips into the air to bury her boots into his back and uses the momentum to flick-flack over to land on her feet. She growls at him with hatred ‘I don’t know what you did, but it didn’t work!’ Michael is getting back up as Seren grabs the back of his head and slams it into the floor as she yells ‘STAY DOWN!’ She then rolls the now unconscious Michael over to deliver a deathblow, but then her memory gives her a vision, and it is very poignant.

* * * *

   Seren’s vision is of when Michael and Sammy went trick or treating and they were both dressed up like their mutual hero; the same hero that comes out of her mouth almost as a question ‘Sting?’ A series of other memories replay themselves as she suddenly realises that the mystery husband she has been looking for has suddenly revealed his face both in the flesh and in her memories. The sheer speed that the flashes rectify themselves within her mind, and she collapses to her knees gripping the sides of her head; her face is the effigy of pain as they punch themselves into her mind with the subtlety of a herd of elephants.

   The flashes recede as each memory shows this man she had previously wished dead was indeed the very one she had been fighting so fiercely for and she had slipped into insanity for the want of seeing his face once more. Here he was; the anonymous husband – she had just tried to kill one of the two great loves of her former life. Michael’s plan seems to have dragged Seren back from the brink of insanity, and now she looks over to see her unconscious husband; improbable as it seems, they have somehow been reunited by some unseen hand of fate!
   She immediately goes over and caresses his face gently as the tears begin to flow down her cheeks. Michael’s cracked and dry voice then croaks through a faint smile ‘can I get up now?’ Seren can’t believe it; she thought that she may have killed her own husband with her bare hands, but he was merely playing possum, and still very much the clown!

   Seren can’t help the flood of emotion as she gathers him up into her arms and cries ‘Michael; you’re alive!’ Michael returns the embrace, and tears are indeed flowing down his cheeks also. He pulls away from the embrace and looks over at Chinook as he flutters into the room to land. Seren looks at the great bird confused; she just instinctively knows that this one is not her guide, and she looks at her husband as the truth starts to dawn as to the reason for him being here.

   It is when Michael stands, and Chinook flies up to perch on his shoulder that she realises the unhappy possibility is an awful reality; any room for doubt being erased by her own guide flying in to perch on her own shoulder. Seren can’t help but feel awful for what she has just done, and her tone carries both apology for her actions and also some pity also as she remarks ‘oh Michael; not you too?!’ Michael nods and wipes away one of her tears as he tells her gently ‘let’s go home; I think we’ve done enough for one night!’

   The couple pass where Seren threw Hog, and see that he is unconscious and flat out. Seren just softly says ‘we’ll get back to him later; right now, I just want to go to bed!’ Michael remarks with a little sheepishly ‘I think somebody stole it!’ Seren turns and smiles knowingly ‘after a year sleeping, I’ve got something else in mind!’ Michael would be blushing if his war paint wasn’t so absolute, and he just comments as any man taken completely by surprise can ‘ah!’ The two crow guides are perched next to one another on a telegraph pole wire and both then fly off after the reunited couple as they walk away side by side.

* * * *

   The familiar blacked out BMW pulls up by where Mary-Lou was ‘enlightened’ by Seren, and the Chase brothers climb out casually with the flames still burning furiously from the wreck of Mary-Lou’s stolen car. Devlin tells Mark ‘you search over there!’ The two split up, and Mark soon calls back ‘she’s over here!’ Devlin comes over and looks her over. Mark is still stood, and both are as characteristically cold and unfeeling as each other as they see Mary-Lou covered in blood and quivering while huddled up in a foetal position; her physical pain being nothing compared to what she is feeling right now.

   Devlin tells Mark ‘Lady Grey will want to speak to her – give me a hand!’ Mark hesitates, and Devlin’s tone becomes more abrasive as he tells him ‘what is it?’ Mark almost seems sheepish but answers ‘I’ve only just got changed!’ Devlin tells him ‘I told you to shoot Travis in the chest; but would you listen? NO! You had to go all fucking Godfather on him!’ Mark relents and helps Devlin frogmarch the trembling, gibbering wreck that used to be Mary-Lou back to their car.

   Mark dare not bring up the fact of how many times the car has had to be detailed over the past few weeks, and simply puts Mary-Lou in the back where she simply curls back up into a ball as she rocks gently backwards and forwards. The twins get back in the car and drive off quietly; the state Mary-Lou is in, they decide it should be fine to talk openly. Mark looks in the rear view mirror and remarks quietly ‘what the fuck did that to her?’ Devlin coldly answers ‘I guess our mystery woman’s got a nice little sadistic streak in her!’ Mark smiles as he adds ‘sounds like our kind of woman, aye bruv?!’ Devlin sighs ‘yeah; shame we’re gonna blow her head off – looks like she had a bit of potential from what she did to the rest of them!’

   Mary-Lou has one thing on her mind, and suddenly sees the one thing that can make it happen; now this woman driven insane by the pain of the dead bird woman seems almost rational and calculating as she waits for her moment. The twins certainly don’t expect any trouble from her, and certainly not the kind she makes when she suddenly grabs for Devlin’s gun. Before they can do anything, Mary-Lou has it in her hand. The only reaction from Devlin, who can’t do a damned thing because of his driving, is a roar of ‘FUCK!’ Mark reaches for his own gun, but before he can do anything, Mary-Lou has turned the gun on herself, and opens her mouth…

   After the muffled crack and the fountain of red has showered over the rear of the car, the lifeless corpse slumps over to the side. The stunned twins finally react – albeit after a few seconds of taking in what has happened. Their reaction isn’t one of disgust or surprise as they had seen this all before, but only one of disappointment as Devlin sighs ‘Lady Grey isn’t going to like this one bit!’

   When they reach the headquarters, the twins get out and Mark tells Devlin ‘it’s your turn to clean the car!’ Devlin asks him with professional hostility ‘why me?’ Mark just tells him one fact that he knows he will want hidden ‘because it was your gun she got a hold of!’ Devlin looks up and sees Lady Grey stood there watching them impassively; his counter is just as childish as his brothers ‘well, at least I’m not the one who’s got to tell her what happened!’ Mark leans his head to one side to crack the bones back into place and straightens his tie; something that both brothers did when they were nervous – not that this happened very often, but this was definitely one of those times! His only word sums up the frustration of a bad night perfectly in ‘bollocks!’
* * * *

   Lady Grey goes back into her boardroom and sees Tucker stood there overlooking the city while smoking a cigarette nervously. Lady Grey greets him as she enters ‘Mr. Tucker; I’m afraid your friend Mary-Lou has been added to the list of casualties. Tucker just smiles to himself before snorting ‘well, isn’t that a surprise?!’ Lady Grey stands beside him and looks out while telling him ‘I spend many hours just staring out of this window – it’s only now I finally have something to watch for!’ Tucker knows she is trying to change the subject, and thinks it is time to thank her for her help as he knows full well she usually wouldn’t bother with such generosity ‘look, I’m sorry if I seem ungrateful, Lady Grey, but there’s some psycho out there taking out my crew left and right, and she probably ain’t gonna stop with Mary-Lou; there’s just two of us left now!’

   Lady Grey then lets on that she is also a target ‘I have a feeling that this woman, whoever she is, won’t stop at you, Mr. Tucker. Having you here will draw her out, and then my men can deal with her after that. She may be strong and resourceful, but no bullet proof vest can stop 20 men armed as you would say ‘to the teeth’!’ Tucker then knows that being here just makes cold, hard, logical sense – why hunt what will come to you? Tucker still feels indebted and thanks her all the same ‘still, thanks for giving me a place to hide out!’

   Lady Grey bows her head slowly ‘that’s perfectly alright, Mr. Tucker – if you will follow Mark, he will show you to your room for the night!’ With a glance, Mark approaches and tells him flatly ‘follow me please!’ Mark wouldn’t say a word, but the fact he now has nowhere to sleep certainly doesn’t sit well with him, but if Mr. Tucker would befall an ‘accident’ then he would most certainly be the next to follow!

   After Tucker has left, Bone Yard speaks from the shadows ‘you kind of remind me of my ol’ boss!’ Lady Grey carries on looking out over the city, but a slight smile at the comparison comes to her lips. She then states ‘there is one important difference between myself and Top Dollar!’ Bone Yard plays along ‘what’s that?’ Lady Grey turns as she tells him in no uncertain terms ‘he didn’t know what true power was – I was a little surprised, however, that the Snake chose you over him!’ Bone Yard shrugs ‘just lucky I guess!’ Lady Grey opens the doors to her bed chamber and Bone Yard follows as she tells him her thoughts ‘personally, I think the Snake chose you for your…eagerness to please!’ Mark re-emerges to see the two enter the bedchamber, and is teased by Bone Yard as he closes the large doors behind him with his face sporting a huge wide grin ‘nighty night!’ Bone Yard laughs heartily as he closes the doors, leaving Mark to simply hiss ‘arsehole!’

* * * *

   Hog is on the run and looks and moves more like the Hunchback of Notre Dame due to the injuries Seren inflicted by throwing him through that corrugated metal fence, as well as through the Pole Pussy’s window/wall! He reaches a payphone and rings a number scrawled on a scrap of paper; all the while looking around anxiously while hissing ‘c’mon, c’mon, C’MON!’

   Back at Lady Grey’s boardroom, Mark answers the phone simply ‘yes?’ Hog whispers down the phone line ‘is that Lady Grey’s place?’ Mark answers flatly – not giving anything away ‘who is this?’ The answer is simple and with a tinge of agitation of being out in the open for too long ‘it’s Hog! Can I speak to Tucker?’ Mark tells him ‘I believe it is me you should be speaking to, Mr. Hog – Tucker isn’t meant to accept any phone calls, and Lady Grey is…indisposed!’

   Hog doesn’t really care if he’s talking to the Teletubbies, just as long as he finds somewhere to hide. He just blurts out ‘whatever – just tell me where I can hide out for the night; there’s two of those mother fuckers out there now, and they both want my ass on a spit roast!’

   Mark seems to be relishing this, but sees it is his duty to his employer to both get Hog off the streets and away from both the police and their ‘problem’. Mark then tells him ‘there’s a place on Rodeo Street called Crayfish Imports – tell the foreman you work for Lady Grey, and he’ll show you to the bolt hole!’ Hog’s confused response just annoys Mark as he hears ‘Ro-dee-o?!’ Mark mutters ‘fucking yanks!’ He then speaks slowly with the American pronunciation ‘Ro-day-o; got that?’

   Hog then twigs onto where Mark is talking about, and tells him ‘thanks; what should I do if they come after me again?’ Mark shrugs ‘fucking run for it; we’ll pick you up tomorrow night if you’re still there – we have Tucker here, so you might get a lucky break and they’ll come looking for him!’

   This is little help, but Hog just thanks him courteously ‘thanks, man; I’ll sit tight until tomorrow night!’ Mark puts the phone down and mutters ‘sit on your fat arse, more like!’

   Hog makes his way down the street and hails a taxi; climbing in and telling the cabbie ‘Rodeo Street; Crayfish Imports!’ The cabbie just asks him ‘you sure you don’t want the hospital, pal?’ Hog has no time for this and just booms ‘just fucking drive, dammit!’ The cabbie shrugs ‘you’re the boss!’

   Hog is looking around to see if either of the ones chasing him is out there, but doesn’t notice Chinook watching from a rooftop before taking flight to follow his cab through the streets.

* * * *

   Back at their old house, Michael and Seren arrive through what Michael refers to jokingly as ‘the tradesman’s entrance!’ Seren looks around the house and her vision starts to blur between her bright and happy memories and the current dark and ramshackle state of the house as it now stands. Seren sees the chests on the floor, and hears Michael tell her warmly ‘so, how does it feel to come back home?’ Seren continues to look around as she answers; seemingly unsure which part of her vision is real and which is memory ‘strange; I’m not sure which part is memory…’ Michael walks up to her and puts his arms around her waist as he finishes her sentence ‘…and which parts are real?’ Seren sighs in almost regret as she realises which is which ‘exactly!’

   Seren then sees a piece of delicate white linen poking out of through the partially open top of one of the chests. Seren lifts the top and can’t believe what she is looking at – her wedding dress. She gently lifts the dress to look at it closer, and that is when the memories come back with their familiar, surging force, but at least they are ones of a happier period in her life this time!

* * * *

   The vision is like watching a heavily edited wedding video, and it shows Seren stood outside the familiar church on a bright summer’s day; nervously preparing herself to get married, and is obviously looking forward to it judging by the great nervous smile on her ruby red lips. She is chatting to her father and they are laughing and joking with all their friends and family around them as the church organ can be overheard as it starts to play the music to the ‘wedding march’. Michael is stood in front of the priest and is looking somewhere between jumping for joy and bursting into tears just at the sight of his beautiful wife-to-be as she walks slowly down the aisle, escorted by her father. Seren had to admit later that she too almost broke down in tears at the altar, but then she was always a strong woman, and lent some of that strength to Michael that day; something for which he was (and still is) eternally grateful!

   Michael and Seren stand before the priest and begin to recite their vows…

* * * *

   As Seren is recovering the memories of the happiest days of her life, Michael is doing likewise; he has noticed that the photograph of the two of them in front of the church has miraculously corrected itself, and once more; the happily wed Michael is now stood next to the wife who loved and died with him a year ago.

* * * *

   Almost in time with each other, they remember their vows one by one; the most poignant being that of ‘until death do we part!’ It is then that Seren snaps out of her vision at the same time as her husband. Michael hears something, turns, and immediately goes to Seren’s side; he sees the black tears dripping onto the immaculate dress, and knows that Seren has finally cried on her wedding day!

   He goes to her and kneels down to embrace her, and she almost jumps into his arms as she lets her emotion get the better of her and is grateful that at last she has someone there she can let her pain and grief come to the surface with, and who she knows that loves her. Michael doesn’t know what to say, but knows that he doesn’t need to; just as he is there for her now, she is also there for him, and black tears also begin to roll down his own cheeks as he holds her head to his chest.

   Seren then notices an old tape player in the chest, and can’t escape the curiosity for nostalgia; Michael also following as she digs it out along with a clutch of old tapes. Seren smiles and holds the old machine as if it was a small piece of wafer thin porcelain that is threatening to fall apart at any moment. She whispers almost in child-like innocence as she says ‘take a look at this; it’s the cassette player we bought when we first moved in here!’

   Michael joins her and is equally fascinated by it’s almost mint condition as he puts his arm around her shoulder as he remembers also the memories associated with this old piece of electrical memorabilia. Michael is also smiling as he begins to remember, but not as the sporadic and painful visions that both of them have had thrust upon them, but as gently surfacing memories of past happiness.

   Although the night had been the stuff of blood and nightmares, Seren was more like what she remembers herself than ever now that the other part of her whole was back to help her shoulder the burden, allowing the happy and joyful woman of the year before to finally surface as she grins ‘hey, I wonder if it still works?’ Seren presses the button, and indeed it does; the song almost being what the pair had individually wished for – the very same song that they danced to for the first time which went on to become the song that they had made the first dance to at their wedding reception; the pleasant shared memories reawakening their past happiness within both of them.
   Michael stands up, bows courteously and extends his hand ‘may I have this dance?’ Seren gets up and they dance a gentle, slow dance together; gazing as deep into each others eyes as the first night they had met, and as happy as that first night of being husband and wife.

   The dance carries on until the memories come as visions of their first dance; relived now as they recover more of the happiness that they had both thought lost, and the kind of feeling that the world could melt away and it still wouldn’t matter to them at that moment in time – they were together again, and both realised they would indeed go through hell and back again just to have this moment together.

   As the song ends, Seren asks Michael softly ‘please, don’t stop!’ Michael doesn’t either, and even though the music has stopped, they carry on dancing. It is then that another of their songs comes on as the tape automatically switches over; and it makes them both gaze at one another as they listen to the gentle yet tragic lyrics as they both realise one thing – this could be their very last night on earth together.

   Seren cannot contain herself any longer and kisses Michael hard while jumping into his arms. Michael returns her passion with interest, and it is a good thing that they are as robust as they are strong, else each would have squeezed the life out of the other with the desperate clinch they wrap themselves into.
   Michael tears himself away for a moment and caresses Seren’s face gently as he whispers with unsteady breath ‘is this really happening?’ Seren’s breathing is equally rushed as their now familiar feelings of yearning and passion for each other quickens her breath also and she gently replies ‘I don’t know, but I don’t want to stop to find out!’

   Michael and Seren embrace again, and each sheds their coats without parting lips and the enamoured couple leave them on the floor with their attention so firmly fixed on each other, the Devil himself couldn’t tear them apart – not this time! Michael guides them over to the previously hidden attic porthole, and as a pair, they leap upwards to continue their romantic struggle anew; candles dotted around the dark and dank attic spontaneously catching light once again as if lit by the reawaken fires of passion burning so brightly that each feels they might explode at any moment. As if by providence, an old mattress is there: its dingy appearance and mould not even noticed as it is about to receive its first visitors for over a year.
* * * *

   In a room down the hall from the former master bedroom, Chad is sleeping peacefully, totally unaware of the events happening in the attic above. He is also equally unaware that he isn’t alone! Chad stirs slightly and mutters something unintelligible as he rolls over; all under the watchful gaze of Lady Grey and Bone Yard. Each has their snake guides coiled about their shoulders, and it is Lady Grey looks up as if she is seeing the intimate renewing of Seren and Michael’s bond through the flaked and dirty ceiling. Her head seems to sway slightly as she whispers to her accomplice and lover ‘so that was the happy couple we’ve been waiting for?’ Bone Yard keeps his attention on Lady Grey and whispers with relish ‘it looks like they’re making the best of what time they have left, and I was hoping for a little one on one with the lady myself before I take that pretty little head of hers!’

  Lady Grey knows that Bone Yard’s attentions have absolutely nothing to do with neither lust nor passion and was only to serve to add to Seren’s torment and humiliation before he took her power for his own. She always loved that about him; his feats of absolute sadism were what enthralled her so deeply in the first place. She gently turns her head and smiles in appreciation of his intentions as she takes hold of his chin gently with her thumb and forefinger before purring ‘you’re the one who taught me our business is pleasure at the expense of others, now I think our resurrected love birds need a little token of our affections!’
   Lady Grey unfurls her free arm slowly, and her deadly and venomous serpent companion flows down towards the unsuspecting Chad. Bone Yard smiles in expectation and nods in agreement ‘you were always one classy lady!’ Lady Grey tightens the grip on his chin as she whispers ‘you’d do well to remember that!’ She then kisses him briefly and hard before the pair turns their attention back to Chad who is still slumbering like the dead he will soon join as the serpent meanders slowly but inevitably towards its victim.

* * * *

   Michael and Seren are in the midst of making love and the strength and desperation in their eyes is unknowingly mirrored in Chad’s as the rattlesnake strikes and its venom burns its way through his veins. Their frantic and passionate grips as they hold on to each others flesh as tightly as they can is simultaneously matched by Chad’s own struggle as he claws helplessly as he feels the venom run its deadly course through his nervous system. Foam bubbles forth from his mouth and his struggle ceases; poor Chad has just become the Snake’s latest victim!
* * * *

   The sun rises on a new day, and as its amber rays of light begin to slowly arc over the landscape, Michael contemplates the last day he ever watched the sun rise with his wife – a time that seems a lifetime ago now. He remembers both of them parked on top of one of the large hills surrounding the urban sprawl of the large town they lived; both of them seated on the bonnet of Michael’s old car (one which he had long since scrapped). They have their arms around each other, and watch in wonder at this everyday miracle taking place as the sun’s rays light the sky with its wondrous orange glow as it chases away the dark of the night and heralds a new day. Michael thinks back to the conversation they had those many years ago before they were blessed by their son.

   ‘It’s beautiful!’ Seren’s first whispered words perfectly encapsulated the moment they were sharing. Michael remembers his smile as he answered ‘to think this happens every day, and we just take it for granted.’ Seren held him even tighter at this almost poetic appreciation of one of nature’s miracles. She then told him ‘I remember back in New York seeing the sun rise, and it didn’t look anywhere as wonderful as it does now!’ Michael remembers that soft sigh he let out as he returned her pull closer together before saying ‘I always loved coming up here to watch the sun rise when I was a kid after we first moved here; some mornings I’d get up while it was still dark to just wait to watch it happen!’ Seren looked at the great flaming orb of light start to reveal itself from behind the distant horizon and she agrees with his sentiment ‘I can see why!’ Michael then remembers the loving words he told her that puts all the pain and grief he has felt since tightly back into perspective ‘it’s something I always wanted to share with someone special!’ Seren turned his face gently towards her own, and smiled gently before kissing him with equal tenderness before she simply told him ‘I love you!’ Michael gently leant his head against hers and whispered back ‘I love you to!’

   These last words before the memory finally fades out once more like a flickering candle in the wind and its poignant reminder of their loss brings tears to Michael’s eyes as the orange rays bathe him in their early morning glow. He then hears a familiar voice behind him gently ask him ‘remembering the hill?’ Michael looks over as Seren comes over to sit beside him and join him now as she did then, and nods his reply as he feels almost unable to say the words without breaking down completely. Seren also has a tear rolling down her own cheek as they put their arms around each other and sit there in silence for a moment.

   Seren breaks the silence ‘that’s one of the few memories I have that isn’t…painful – it’s one of the good ones, even if it does bring a tear!’ Michael agrees ‘I know what you mean; it hurts so much to think…’ he can’t finish, but his wife does it for him ‘about why we’re here – it drove me crazy seeing the good times we had through the years taken away in an instant; it’s why…it’s why I couldn’t see you for the pain! What you gave me last night brought me back – it gave me back my family!’ She taps her head and indicates that Michael had indeed unlocked her memory as he had hoped, and he had finally brought his wife back from the cold grasp of insanity.
   Michael pulls her close, and Seren does likewise as they sit there and allow themselves a moment free of the anguish and regret so they can live in the moment for just a few minutes. Seren then looks over into the old tree that stands in their back garden; being winter time, there are no leaves to be seen on the large beech, and it is from within its many branches that she can see their two guides roosting next to each other. Seren smiles and ponders ‘I wonder if those two were like us once?’ Michael tells her ‘Chinook told me we’re not that much different from them when they came back!’ Seren creases her forehead at hearing this name for the first time ‘Chinook?’ Michael nods towards his avian companion and tells her ‘that’s his name!’

   Seren thinks this over, and looks at her own guide and whispers in question ‘what’s your name, I wonder?’ Michael decides to tell her ‘it’s Storm Crow; she was Chinook’s bride to be!’ Seren seems slightly confused and asks him ‘how do you know?’ Michael shrugs ‘I asked him – he said that they were both sent back after some bandits raided their village and killed everyone there sometime back in the 1800’s!’ Seren can see the point, and adds ‘because they came back as a pair, they were sent to guide us; the two of us coming back is like lightning striking twice – it’s nearly unheard of!’

   Michael nods in agreement and tells her ‘from what he told me, our guides were the first Crow Warriors to be sent back together; this is the second time it’s happened!’ Seren then asks the simple question to ask but not to answer with ‘why?’ Michael’s tone is definitely serious, and this worries Seren, although his words will soon worry her even more. He tells her ‘when they were sent back, they found that two of those bandits were Snakes; it took both of them to kill them!’ Seren stops him there and needs the new factor in the equation explaining a little ‘what’s a Snake?’ Michael explains ‘the Crow’s opposite; it chooses a Crow’s victim and brings them back to…return the favour!’ Seren can see where this is going, and her tone is low and cautious as she remarks ‘you’re telling me one of Tuckers crew is like us?’ Michael shakes his head slightly and corrects her ‘not this time; the Snake’s got smart, and this time, they just pulled the right strings to make this happen!’

* * * *

   Seren zones out as she suddenly gets flashes of Mary Lou’s memories as she overhears Tucker talking about her on the night in question. The flash is from Mary Lou’s point of view, but her head switches from one protagonist to the other, and she can make out Tucker’s low southern drawl begin this gang meeting ‘Lady Grey told us to hit some house in the suburbs; said she’d pay us for the job – you guys in?’ Seren then overhears Hog asking ‘what’s the catch?’ Tuckers answer is simple and honest, but Seren can’t help but feel a slight tone of relish at the thought of the job he was laying out for his posse ‘she wants us to mess these people up bad before we put them six feet under; she wants them to suffer before they go!’ Honky Tonk is the one to state his view, and with a hint of reticence ‘somebody must have pissed the boss off bad to ask for that kind of caper, Tuck; any thoughts?’ Tucker just replies ‘who cares? All I know is they’re pretty nicely set up, and there’s an added bonus for you Jim-Bug!’ Jim-Bug pipes up with enthusiasm ‘yeah?’ Tucker relishes telling him, because he knows Jim-Bug always liked this kind of thing ‘the bitch o’ the house is supposed to be mighty fine!’ This seems to seal the deal for a couple of them, and they all start putting their responses in. Jim-Bug turns to 6 Pack and remarks ‘waddya say, Pack; I get first poke?’ 6 Pack just chuckles low and menacingly ‘only so’s you can warm her up for me, minute man!’ Jim-Bug is used to this treatment, and just tells Tucker ‘looks like we’re in!’
   Honky Tonk and Hog seem hesitant as they look at each other to ask the question, and as Hog’s voice carries more weight than his compatriot, he asks the question on both their minds ‘what’s the pay-off?’ Tucker remarks with sarcasm ‘business before pleasure as ever; if 5 G’s a piece isn’t enough to let your little head have some fun, I don’t know what the fuck is!’ Hog looks to Honky Tonk for his thoughts, and it is replied with a definite nod in the positive. Hog smiles ‘we’re in!’ Tucker then asks the protagonist of this flashback ‘what about you Lou; you in our out?’ Mary Lou’s voice can be heard, and is definitely interested ‘what about the guy?’ Tucker smirks at her criminal look at equal opportunities and tells her ‘been told he’s quite the pretty boy!’ Mary Lou turns to Hog, and lets her dark fantasies spill out; much to the appreciation of her hefty boyfriend ‘looks like we’ve got ourselves a foursome, baby!’ Hog’s smile leers in appreciation of her kinky imagination, and this prompts Mary Lou to tell Tucker ‘I get first crack at her wardrobe!’ Tucker nods and then tells the throng of thugs ‘lets roll people; it’s on!’ The vision ends, and Seren comes back to the present.
* * * *

   Michael is slightly concerned, and asks his wife ‘what did you see?’ Seren is almost shaking in anger as she tries to hold back the raging fury from her voice as she confirms Michael’s information ‘it was Tucker’s boss Lady Grey; she was the one who paid them to kill us!’ Michael’s own anger is near surfacing, but at least each knows it isn’t directed at each other, but rather their stealthy and unseen quarry as he hisses ‘I thought so; the Snake bitch put them up to it!’ Seren then asks for some clarity of thought with the question ‘why did they try and make this happen in the first place?’

   Michael then tells her with a distinct hint of distaste at these deceptive yet effective methods ‘they need to kill us to live another year; its how they survive!’ Seren remarks in defiance ‘she’s playing with fire if she thinks she can take you away from me again!’ Michael then tells her the full extent of the situation ‘one is bad enough, but she’s working with another one of her kind – some super-snake called Bone Yard!’ Seren didn’t like the thought of one, but now there’s another, it raises the most important question ‘they’re just like us, and we’re not exactly easy to kill; how are these Snakes going to do any better?’ Michael tells her ‘each of them is brought back with a Snake weapon of some kind – they’re the only things that can kill us!’ Seren reasons ‘do these ‘Snake weapon’s’ have any effect on them?’ Michael nods ‘as deadly to them as they are to us!’ Seren spits with considerable venom (an irony considering her subject) ‘that’s all I needed to know!’
   Seren is the next to speak as she raises a point ‘up until you gave me your memories last night, I didn’t even know Sam was still alive!’ Michael tells her with a sigh a regret ‘I went to see him last night and…’ Seren notices his pause and asks ‘what is it?’ Michael tries to word it as best he can, but Seren has known him long enough to know what he means when he tells her ‘it’s like when we died, it’s like his spirit died with us! You should have seen him; last night was one of the first times he’s smiled for far too long!’ Seren knows what he means, and although Michael has imparted to her his memories, he needs to say what he is feeling, and she seconds his concern ‘he’s been through a lot, and some of those wounds run pretty deep; I’m not just talking about the bullet wound either!’ Michael agrees completely but is still silent and pondering the pain that he drew from his own son last night; feeling the bullet tear through him one more time, as well as the operation that saved his life. Seren then sighs ‘I need to see him Mike; I know we shouldn’t come into his life just to leave him again, but…’ Michael agrees with her ‘I think he needs to see you as much as you need to see him; we’ll go later on when it’s dark!’
* * * *

   The scene is broken by Chinook calling to Michael ‘Michael; get down here – NOW!’ Michael breaks from the embrace as he sees through Chinook’s eyes to see the monochrome view of poor Chad’s body lying contorted on his dingy mattress; his bulging dead eyes staring seemingly straight back at him. Seren asks him urgently ‘what is it?’ Michael doesn’t stop to explain and springs up to dive back through the hole in the side wall and charge down to Chad’s room; Seren urgently follows, and calls back with a similarly urgent cry ‘Michael; what’s wrong?’

   Seren catches back up with her husband, and sees the clenched fists and heaving chest of a man about to explode with anger. She switches her glance to see what he is looking at and sees Chad’s corpse lying there as if he was a puppet of flesh with its strings cut; his limbs now frozen in a bizarre array of positions that depicts his thrashing and desperate struggle against his unknown attacker. Seren looks at him closely and realises she doesn’t know this poor unfortunate man, and asks Michael ‘who is this guy; you know him?’ Michael nods slowly, and spits through gritted teeth ‘his name was Chad; he’s the one who called the ambulance for Sam after 6 Pack shot him – he’s stayed here ever since the building was abandoned!’
   Seren walks slowly forward and crouches besides him as she whispers her thanks to her son’s benefactor ‘I’m sorry, Chad; thank you!’ She slowly closes his eyelids over his dead eyes to try as best she can to pay her respects to her unknown friend. Something then catches Seren’s eye on the wall across from her out of Michael’s field of view, and she gets up while keeping her eyes fixed on this unknown omen. She bids Michael to look at her discovery by telling him with a tone of low foreboding ‘Mike; I think you should take a look at this!’
   Michael enters the room and looks at the offending wall and sees the twisted, sinuous insignia of the Snake. He growls with caged fury ‘Lady Grey!’ He sees a piece of parchment paper sealed with a drop of hardened wax stuck to the motif, and he snatches it from the wall. Michael walks over to Seren so they can both read it as he breaks the seal.

   The letter reads:

To whom it may concern,

                                         As you can see, we decided to pay you a little visit last night, but found both of you to be…indisposed. We cordially inviting both of the reunited lovebirds to a little soirée we are holding in your honour tonight; I believe you already know where. Please feel free to locate my employee Mr. Tuckers acquaintance Hog at your leisure – let’s just call it a gift to your good selves!

R.S.V.P
Lady Grey & Bone Yard

P.S: I wouldn’t bother paying your respects to those you’ve lost; you’ll see them again soon enough!
   Michael’s anger boils over instantly, and he emits a low growl of contained rage as he screws up the sinister invitation with one hand, before yelling a cry of absolute, maddening rage and letting his fist fly to the wall; the great fury and strength proving far too much for mundane brick and mortar as he punches a large hole straight through to the next room. Michael draws his fist back out without even a scratch or a hint of pain. Michael just stands there with his chest heaving up and down as he struggles to calm himself as Seren’s attention to detail leads her to look over to Storm Crow who is now stood next to Chinook on the windowless sill. Her fears are obvious as she calls out urgently ‘check the Crow reservation, Storm Crow; now!’ Storm Crow doesn’t ‘utter’ a word and immediately takes flight across the town with a sense of urgency to her rapid wing beats. Michael turns to Chinook and tells him ‘fly on ahead!’ Chinook knows exactly what Michael is thinking, and similarly takes flight without a response. Seren turns to Michael and asks with urgency ‘if they found us here…’ Michael catches on ‘…they could have followed me there!’ Seren’s eyes are blazing with anger as she strides out of the room ‘may god help them if they’ve hurt him!’
* * * *

   Sam is walking around one of his Grandfather’s last remaining fields with an almost weary and troubled expression on his young face more akin to that of someone over 4 times his age. It is then that Sam is woken from his dark daydream by the harsh call of a bird behind him. He looks back and sees the great black feathered form of a crow, and he immediately looks around as he whispers to himself in expectation ‘daddy?’ It’s when he can’t see a sign of his father that Sam resigns himself to a simple fact ‘you’re just a normal bird looking for a girlfriend, aren’t you?’

   It’s then that a familiar voice calls out from behind ‘little boys aren’t supposed to know about things like that yet, Sammy!’ The playful tone is obviously a term of endearment, and Sam spins around with an instantaneous transformation into the bright and happy son that Michael remembers as he lays his eyes on the dark clothed figure perched on a fence post almost as his guide would be. Michael hops off the fence to embrace the small pink locomotive of affection as Sam charges at his dad to embrace him. Michael returns his hug and greets him properly ‘it’s good to see you again, little Stinger!’ He breaks the embrace to tell Sam with a wry smile and a quiet voice ‘I’ve got a surprise for you, but you’ve got to close your eyes first!’ Sam nods quickly, and tells him eagerly ‘O.K!’
   With Sam’s eyes closed, Michael slowly rises and backs away. It’s then that Sam hears the familiar female voice he had hoped he would hear once again, and meeting his father last night awoke this distant hope anew as Seren tells him softly ‘O.K; you can open your eyes now!’ Sam can’t believe it, and his jaw drops as he sees war painted and black clothed mother kneeling in front of him. It only takes a second for the tears to come from both of them as Sam throws himself into her arms with her own closing tightly around her son. Sam’s voice let’s out a quivering ‘mommy!’ Seren’s voice is equally spilling over with raw emotion as she struggles to simply say her son’s name ‘Sammy!’ After a long moment, Sam backs out of the embrace and his mother does likewise before he admits his seemingly impossible wish ‘I knew I’d see you again; I just knew it!’ Seren’s tears are flowing freely as she caresses her son’s face affectionately as she muses ‘you’ve grown so much!’ Sam has abandoned his moody exterior completely and speaks with the typical pride of a young boy as he puffs his chest and states ‘I’m 8 now; Grandpa says I’m going to be bigger than dad soon!’

   Seren can’t help her reaction, and embraces him again, lest she lose her treasured son. Sam then reminds her with boyish grumpiness ‘mom; you’re embarrassing me!’ Michael stifles the chuckle, but cannot stifle the tear rolling down his cheek at this impossible reunion becoming complete as mother meets son once again against all the odds. Seren pulls away, and plays along ‘we couldn’t have that now, could we?’ Seren just leans in a little as she draws her thumb and index finger across her lips ‘I won’t tell anybody, O.K?’ Sam smiles warmly ‘O.K!’ Given the go-ahead, Seren hugs him quickly once more, and looks him over as she tells him gently ‘we’re here now; that’s all that matters!’ Sam looks down as terrible reality and logic take their toll. Sam then looks hurtfully at his mother and, almost like a hurt puppy would, asks the inevitable ‘you’re going back, aren’t you?’ Seren then feels the same inevitability and admits with a slight nod ‘soon, yes; but not yet – I just needed to see you before we…’ Sam butts in to try and ease his mother’s struggle to form the right words ‘it’s O.K; dad told me last night he wouldn’t be able to stay, it’s just good to see you again!’
   Seren clams up as she can’t believe this absence of childish innocence and hope, and it is time for Michael to step in with ‘that’s right, but we’re here now; that’s what matters, isn’t it?’ Sam cheers up straight away, and replies ‘yeah; you want to play some ball?’ Sam tosses the American football to his dad; Michael promptly catches the ball, and smiles at the thought as he looks at the familiar item and thinks about the fun the two of them used to have together. After a moment, the thought goes one step further. Michael looks back with a wide grin of recaptured youth as he nods ‘why not?’ Chinook tries to pipe up in Michael’s mind for a moment ‘Michael…’ Michael whispers harshly back ‘shut it, Chinook; this could be the last time I’m going to see him!’ Sam hears part of this, and turns to Seren and asks ‘what’s he talking about mom?’ Seren then tries to word the difficult truth as best she can, and laces it with a little lie ‘when we came back to see you, Sammy, we were told that…well…we might not have long to see you…’

   Seren cuts herself off and changes the subject ‘I think your dad wants you to go long; go on!’ Sam runs out into the field, and Michael calls out ‘heads up!’ He pitches the ball perfectly, and runs out after his son to join in; leaving Seren to watch and forget about the oppressive evil that is stalking them for a few minutes as she watches the familiar sight of her husband and son both being as happy and carefree as they once were. It’s then that the happiness abruptly and painfully ends as she sees the sad faces of Redbear’s kin and tribe as they pay their respects to the body of their deceased shaman. Redbear is lay peacefully on an altar made of tree branches, and is covered from the neck down by a traditional blanket that has the traditional markings of the tribe’s funerary rites; Storm Crow’s memory imparting this information to Seren as she watches.
* * * *

   Redbear’s son looks up as he walks away from his father’s side, and sees Storm Crow perched in the tree watching over the proceedings. His eyes are red and tearful as the twin wet tracks continue to flow like tiny rivers as he growls a quiet prayer which, through Storm Crow, Seren can hear ‘I ask you, great spirit; let him fly on wings of rage – avenge my father; I implore you!’ Seren’s happy demeanour has been replaced by the anger and rage that had almost consumed her the night before as she hisses ‘amen!’

   Michael is unaware of this sudden change in mood, but soon knows it is time to go when he glances over to see Seren stood there with the familiar look on her face that makes his grin fade immediately. He nods silently at her unspoken summons, and squats down to call Sam over with a quick wave of his hand. Sam walks over, and immediately knows that the fun is over. He is understanding, however, as secretly he has half-guessed his parents true purpose ‘you have to go again, don’t you?’ Michael nods grimly, but Sam’s child-like spirit has reawakened and he just asks almost wistfully ‘you’ll come see me before you go back, won’t you?’ Michael nods ‘course we will!’ Sam then offers his little finger as he asks ‘promise?’ Michael can’t help but smile as he links Sam’s tiny finger with his own smallest digit in a ‘pinky swear’ and answers ‘promise; see you later, little Stinger!’
   Sam has never seen this side of his mother before as she walks over, but the anger and hate melt away almost with every step as she approaches to say goodbye. Sam is the first to speak, a fact which Seren is more than grateful for as he simply tells her ‘see you later, mom.’ Seren squats down to give him a big hug as she lovingly tells him ‘count on it; we’ll be back soon!’ Seren lets him go and the pair strides off side by side to leave Sam to continue playing in the field; something he hasn’t done in well over a year!

* * * *

   Michael asks her quietly ‘what is it?’ Seren tells him ‘the Snake’s killed someone else last night; a medicine man…’ Michael can’t believe it and stops in his tracks as he finishes her sentence ‘Redbear’s dead?’ Seren’s look is quizzical as she starts ‘yeah; how did you…’ Michael knows what has happened, and is compelled to tell her the awful facts ‘dammit; the bastards followed me!’ Seren can see her husband starting to lose his own control after he had played such a hard painful battle to help her recover her own. She comforts him with a gentle hand stroking the side of his face and soothing words, which also serve to calm her down as well ‘for all we know, they could have followed either of us – we weren’t to know!’ Michael’s burning fury abates as he regains control once more, and he tells her softly ‘I know – I’m glad you’re here!’ Seren smiles sweetly ‘circumstances could be a little better, but ditto! Come on; we have a prayer to answer!’

* * * *

 The pair walks off and breaks into an incredibly fast run as they make their way rapidly to the reservation; boulders and trees posing no opposition to their paranormal agility and strength – even the great ravine being crossed in a single bound before they stop to look at the procession from afar. Michael stops for a moment at a shoe print that seems to catch his attention for apparently no reason. He seems drawn to it, and touches it almost apprehensively with his finger tips; the vision much more painful than usual as he seemingly establishes a brief connection to Bone Yard – the owner of the print!
* * * *

   The vision is mere flashes of a Bone Yard and all that can be heard is an echoing, disturbing laugh as Michael sees for himself the face of his nemesis. Michael then hears Bone Yards voice then speaks to him in a shadowy, rumbling tone ‘see you soon, family man!’ Michael has to tear himself out of the trance and he falls back awkwardly as he tries to control his breathing. Seren goes to his side, and asks him ‘what is it; what did you see?’ Michael is now angry; his tone reflecting this as he speaks low and harshly ‘I just saw the face of Bone Yard; they’re waiting for us alright, and I say we honour the invitation!’ Seren understands what he is feeling, and tells him ‘first Hog, then Tucker! We’ll take them out one by one!’ Michael then looks dead into her eyes and tells her in no uncertain terms ‘he knows about Sam!’ Seren can now feel her anger growing, and she turns back to the edge of the steep valley side as she growls ‘then we finish this tonight!’ Michael joins her side, and seconds that emotion ‘one way or the other!!’ The pair then simultaneously hops off the valley side as casually as a step on a staircase to plummet to the ground below; their incredible strength making this as easy as if it were indeed just another step!

* * * *

   Bone Yard is reclined in one of Lady Grey’s office chairs with his legs crossed and propped up on the large table. He has a bare chest, and without his familiar heavy boots on; obviously only having just risen from Lady Grey’s bedchamber. Lady Grey comes out in her silk dressing gown, and sees her lover in high spirits and wishes to know why ‘you’re in a good mood; anything I should know?’ Bone Yard almost purrs the words with relish ‘oh yeah; we’re going to have ourselves a lot of fun tonight – crow boy just got the message!’ Lady Grey then asks ‘and the other?’ Bone Yard nods ‘oh she’ll be here; count on it!’ Lady Grey smiles at this news and agrees with his take on the situation ‘excellent; two birds with one stone – I was thinking of giving them something of a parting gift! I’m going to send Hog to a club I own – I’m sure our friend’s aren’t impartial to a little gate crashing!’ Bone Yard grins at her manipulations and muses ‘how about planning a little ‘welcome home’ party?’ Lady Grey, however, has other ideas, and shakes her head to indicate this. She corrects him ‘they’ll go after Mr. Hog for sure, but we’re going to wait here for the party to come to us!’ Bone Yard seems intrigued and needs some reasoning behind her cautiousness ‘why’s that?’ Lady Grey smiles coldly ‘I’m going to give the twins instructions to protect Hog; they’re starting to bore me, and I’m sure our Crow friends will be only too happy to oblige with their ‘retirement’!’ Bone Yard laughs out loud ‘now THAT’S what I love about you; as cold hearted as a snake, and just as deadly!’ Lady Grey’s eyes sparkle as her lips seem to redden before she croons seductively ‘the blood might run cold, but the body is still warm!’ Her lingering look indicates what she is implying as she walks slowly to her bed chamber. Bone Yard laughs once more and yells out ‘I love this job!’ He then follows after her, and sure enough, the doors close behind them.

* * * *

   Seren and Michael look at the funeral pyre that is blazing away in front of them, knowing that Red Bear is now little more than a husk and that his spirit is now on its way into the spirit world. Seren is the first to speak, and her words are aimed at Redbear, who she has more than a suspicion, is able to hear them ‘your death won’t be for nothing; we will defeat the snakes – for you…’ Michael then adds ‘for Chad…’ Seren completes this duet of vengeance with ‘…for all of the pain they’ve caused!’ Seren and Michael huddle up together and continue to watch the great fire carry on burning; not for body heat, as they feel the cold as if it were nothing, but rather for their own comfort.
   They hear a voice call to them from behind ‘you must be the warriors my father told me about. Please; come with me!’ The pair turns to see a young man standing there, and without a word, they know they can trust him for some inexplicable reason. On their way back while following this mysterious guide; his shoulder length black hair and tanned skin indicate that he is probably a member of the Crow tribe, but the question still begs to be asked. It is Michael who breaks the silence ‘who are you?’ The young man carries on walking, but answers his question nonetheless ‘I am James Redbear; that was my father’s funeral pyre you were paying your respects to!’ Seren is the next to ask a question ‘where are you taking us?’ James answers with a slight inflection at grim duty ‘my father left something for you; it is time for you to do battle, and you are ready to receive his gift to you! It will help you in your fight against the snakes’ Seren and Michael exchange a glance that indicates that neither knows exactly what Redbear’s son has in mind, but are glad of any help they can get.

* * * *

   James opens the door to his father’s house and the Crow warriors follow his lead inside. James switches on the light, and shows that the room has been untouched since the struggle the night before; the broken and tipped furniture is still strewn about, and the Snake motif is still in place on the wall. James sighs and chokes back the fresh tears brewing in his eyes as he whispers ‘this is where my father died, but his fight hasn’t ended yet, and both of us would ask a favour of you!’ Seren answers immediately ‘name it!’ James is heartened by her unquestioning acceptance of this unknown request and a thin smile crosses his lips as he bows his head while telling her with obvious gratitude ‘thank you; my father told me you would not refuse!’ Michael errs on the side of caution and asks ‘what is it you want us to do, exactly?’ James knows this is yet another burden to carry upon their shoulders, and is a little unhappy that he must place his own request upon their already perilous quest.
   He tells them ‘as you know, Snake’s are the antithesis of yourselves, and hunt Crow’s to stay alive!’ Michael reasons ‘your father wasn’t a Crow – not like us anyway!’ James nods ‘that much is true, but he was a member of the Crow tribe, and any member of the Crow tribe that is killed by a Snake is doomed to travel to the Snake spirits domain and suffer his venom!’ Seren is adamant and steely with her response; her strength and resolve undiminished by this grim fact ‘what can we do to help your father?’ James tells her ‘I know you mean to kill the snake’s, but their destruction has become much more urgent: if you can kill the one who took my father’s life, the spirit of the Crow will be able to save his spirit and set him free!’ Seren nods slowly ‘consider it done; but why you are telling us this – we were going to face them later anyway!’ James tells her the hard part of his request ‘my father has now been sent to the spirit’s, but his journey will not end until the sun rising on the next day!’ Michael is equally steely in his logic as he fathoms the depth of James’ request ‘you’re telling us we need to destroy the snake’s before dawn; we were hoping to do the same thing!’
   James can see why his father respected the strength in these two warriors so much, and bids them ‘thank you, but your task will not be easy, and that is why my father has told me about the location of one of the Crow tribes’ most cherished relics!’ The two warriors stand silently as James looks over at the Snake symbol on the wall, and then asks Seren ‘please, Mrs. Rose; could you break through the wall for me – the relic is in the cavity behind!’ Seren does as she is asked, and looks for but a second at the hateful symbol, and even envisions Bone Yard’s leering face laughing at her as she plunges her fist trough the symbol bearing wall with a hate filled roar. She doesn’t have to look inside, and immediately pulls out a long, cloth wrapped package. She presents it James, but he refuses gently as he tells her ‘it is not for me to open the shroud; my father gave you the Crow’s mark as a war paint for a reason – this is for you and you alone!’

   Seren is a little puzzled, and opens the package carefully to reveal a beautiful and ornate sword. Its blade is as bright and polished as the day it was forged, and the hilt is wrapped in black dyed leather. The crossbar is fashioned into the symbol of a crow; its wings forming the finger guards while the head leads into the base of the blade. The sword is indeed a relic of great power that Seren can feel as soon as she lifts it slowly from the shroud. She whispers quietly ‘I…I can feel it…this sword…it was almost as if…it was MEANT for me?!’ James nods and tells her ‘it has been wielded by many Crow warriors before you; it has only ever been taken into battle against the Snake spirit, and is as deadly to them as their blades are to you! It also carries the strength of all the warriors who have wielded it before you – it marks you as the Crow’s champion, and the harbinger of his wrath!’
    Seren stands slowly, draws the blade from its black scabbard and tests the blade through the air; it almost seems to hum as if it is cutting through the very air itself as she gracefully traces it through the air – the sword seems to intuitively know where it is meant to be, and Seren’s movements are both as swift and graceful as a master of the sword, even though she has never held one before now. Michael is the first to remark ‘what do you think; is this sword going to even the score?’ Seren looks over to him and smiles ‘definitely; I don’t know how, but this sword is actually making me feel…stronger!’ Michael asks the simple question as the mission seems ready to begin once more ‘back to the house?’ Seren restates the grimness of her conviction once more ‘yes; we’ll wait for night to fall, and then we’ll go and pay Hog a visit - Sam’s been living in fear too long; it ends tonight!’
* * * *

   Hog is sat in his ‘safe room’ which is little more than a cold, dark storage room with a single light bulb and a roll out mattress. Suffice to say he is a little more concerned with his own well-being than his near squalid surroundings. He is silently smoking a cigarette while sat on one of the wooden crates that adorn the room when he hears the crack of the bolt on the heavy metal door, and when he sees it swing open, he is greeted by the stern and expressionless faces of the Chase twins. Mark tells him ‘Mr. Hog; we’re moving you to a club downtown owned by Lady Grey – we’re you’re escort!’ Hog hasn’t lost any of his bravado seeing as the faces aren’t the painted nightmares that have kept him awake all this time. He just adopts a crooked smile and remarks ‘it’s about fucking time; I could do with a drink!’ Devlin tells him ‘drinks will be on the house; courtesy of Lady Grey!’ Hog just stubs his cigarette out with the heel of his boot and marches out the door towards the exit; the twins following close behind to the familiar blacked out BMW.

   Back at the house, night is beginning to fall and Michael just snaps his head up from his silent wait for the call to action, and tells Seren with a hint of satisfaction ‘it’s time!’ Seren is leant up against the wall with Storm Crow perched next to her on the sideboard; she exhales the breath she has just taken from her cigarette and asks ‘where to?’ Michael smiles ‘Chinook tracked Hog to a safe house owned by Lady Grey; I say we start there. Are you in the mood for a night on the town?’ Seren smiles as she takes the last breath on the cigarette and flicks it out the hole in the wall and she straightens up before replying ‘let’s paint the town red; one last time!’
* * * *

   The BMW pulls up outside the club, and the three occupants go swiftly through the side door into the building. High up in the V.I.P lounge, Hog sees the throng of assembled hoodlums, all of which are bearing automatic weapons. Hog looks about and remarks ‘this all you got?’ Devlin takes this as a joke, and replies ‘with Lady Grey’s compliments; the bar is straight through there - Kevlar vest and a tie only’ Devlin hands Hog a large, black vest reminiscent of the type that is often seen from television shows with S.W.A.T teams – only partially ironic in the fact that it was proliferated from the Police Department. Hog takes the Kevlar vest and heads off in the direction Devlin indicated, and shakes his head as he warns the confident twins ‘this isn’t gonna be enough; I shot the bitch 6 times, and all it barely slowed her down!’ Devlin shrugs ‘any suggestions?’ Hog just turns and grumbles to himself ‘got a tank handy?!’ One of the hoodlums tries to quieten Hog’s fears by telling him ‘no problem man – if the Addams Family pokes its nose around here, we’ll blow it clean off!’ The hoodlum holds his 12 Gauge shotgun confidently as if to show Hog he means business, but after looking at the powerful pump action weapon, his only response is ‘that’s only going to piss them off!’
   Mark then activates his ear piece microphone, and instructs the scattered members of the gang that are mingling with the club’s clientele ‘its getting dark and that means they could show up any minute; be ready!’ Each member of the gang is dressed smartly in the guide of being club bouncer’s and quietly acknowledge his order; little knowing that their unwelcome guests are already hot on their tail.
* * * *

   Back at the holding company front of Lady Grey’s safe house, one of the security guards is patrolling with a large Alsatian guard dog. He hears a distant sound that grabs his attention. His reaction is instant, and he holds his flashlight high as he goes over to check on where he heard the disturbance. He checks and sees the fallen crate on the floor, and immediately radio’s in to his colleagues ‘I think we’ve got company!’ It is after he has finished making his call he hears a threatening voice come from behind him ‘they can’t help you now!’ The security guard spins around and draws his gun out level with his flashlight as it illuminates the face of Michael. The guard’s reaction is instant and unquestioning as he rapidly shoots Michael 4 times in the chest; something which Michael was obviously expecting this and unnervingly unafraid of.
   Michael reels back from each close range impact, and he merely grimaces through the pain. The guard looks on in horror as the bullet holes reseal themselves, and leaves Michael just to watch the wounds erase themselves as if they were never there; save for the bullet holes that tore through his clothing. Michael checks each hole with a definite hint of satisfaction ‘no matter how many times I see that, it never gets old!’ The guard is obviously rattled by this, and even his canine companion seems unnerved as it whimpers and pulls him backwards as it strains on its leash. Michael looks back up with the wolfish grin on his face as he tells the guard calmly ‘I’m only going to ask you this once…’ Just to make sure his eyes aren’t playing tricks on him, the guard let’s fly with another volley; the result being exactly the same, but this time, Michael just reels with the impacts, and still manages a few steps forward. Michael calmly states ‘do you mind?!’ The guard shoots again with the remainder of the clip, and the hollow metallic click indicates that the magazine has run out. Michael just arches an eyebrow as he tells him with sarcasm ‘finished?’
   The guard’s nerve completely deserts him and he turns tail to flee, but is met by Seren who is suddenly and silently seems to have almost ‘appeared’ behind him. She simply smiles with almost insane warmth before knocking the gun from out of his hand, gives him a swift head butt, and pushes him over into Michael’s clutches. Michael immediately puts him into a half nelson with one arm around his throat; cutting off the guard’s capacity to call out for help.

   Seren looks down at the cowering dog, and lowers herself to look straight into its cow eyes as she reaches out slowly to stroke its powerful head with slow gentleness. The dog’s tail comes out from between its legs as it recognizes Seren as a friend. Seren looks at his name tag almost in after thought. She looks at the imprinted name of ‘Ozzy’ for a long moment before slowly removing the leash and nodding in silent answer to the dog’s questioning gaze. The dog runs off into the street, and leaves the guard alone with Seren and Michael.

   Michael’s voice is that of a deranged lunatic as he tells him ‘I think its time we had a little chat, isn’t it?’ The rest of the security guard’s come streaming around the corner to just see their colleague’s gun and flashlight lying on the concrete floor. High above their heads, Michael still has the guard in his choke hold with both himself and Seren looking on at the confused security men and women look around desperately for their missing comrade; none of them thinking to simply look up onto the high roof before one takes the lead and yells for them to ‘split up into pairs; we’ve got to find Baker!’ They quickly disperse, leaving the two intruders to speak to their captive audience unhindered. Seren is the first to speak as she remarks with gloating coldness ‘Baker is it? Not on first name terms by the sounds of it; shame!’ Michael loosens his grip so the guard can speak, and the first thing he does is beg! He blurts out quietly as not to annoy his frightening adversaries ‘please; I’ve got a wife and kid!’ Seren smiles at his obvious ploy and tells him ‘no you don’t; you wile away your life with beer, pizza and the occasional party favour down at the strip club your employer owns!’ The guard falls silent at Seren’s apparent mind-reading, although he isn’t to know that the only reason she knows this is because she saw him come out from there last night!

   Michael is the one who asks the question ‘we have very little time, and even less patience, so for your sake, you’d better answer this quickly; where is Hog?’ The guard takes one look at Seren, and her wide grin accompanied by her unsettling glint that seems to reflect from her eyes into his very soul convinces him to be truthful. He takes a slight breath as he silently curses his luck before telling his interrogators ‘fuck it; he’s down at the Hellfire Club – Lady Grey’s leg breakers took him down there half an hour ago!’ Seren gently raises her hand to touch his face in a calming way; unknown to Baker, this will seal his fate as Seren sees why his dog was so aggressive but doesn’t let on the fact that she saw him beat the dog when he was still a helpless puppy.

   Seren nods to Michael, who releases him. Baker is still unsure about his position, but is glad to be out of Michael’s iron grip. He nurses his throat, and Seren turns as if to walk away; she then calls back ‘oh, there is one more thing!’ She then whirls around and pulls Baker off the ground by his lapels; her rage having surfaced before hissing ‘this is for Ozzy!’ She then pushes him away with incredible strength into the electric fence encircling the site. Baker dies in a shower of sparks and electricity as he impacts with the heavy fence wire, to slump down to the ground dead with wisps of smoke rising from his charred flesh.
   Michael looks on with his wife, who is now calming herself down a notch, as they see the security guards reassemble around their dead colleague; not wanting to touch him lest they suffer the same fate. Michael then remarks quietly ‘let’s go shopping!’

   The room that Hog was hiding in is suddenly bathed in blue fluorescent light as another dead security guard is sent hurtling through the hidden door and tumbling down the steps into the secret room. Their guides both swoop into the room to settle on two crates as they descend the stairs calmly. They already know their guides’ choices, and the big black birds take short flights onto neighbouring crates as their respective charges rip the tops off the hidden cache of munitions and weapons. Michael throws the packing material from his crates’ contents before pulling out a brand new AK-47 assault rifle. He looks over to Seren who is sifting through her own crate and remarks with a smile ‘looks like Christmas has come early!’ Seren does one better, and pulls out bundles of red sticks with attached timers before she gives her own remark of satisfaction ‘look; fireworks!’ Michael’s smile widens into a grin as he appreciates his wife’s dark humour matching his own as he nods in approval before pulling another rifle out with his other hand and huskily whispering ‘party time!’
* * * *

   Back at the Hellfire Club’s V.I.P lounge, the hoodlums seem restless as their trigger fingers grow increasingly itchy. Devlin looks at his watch as he let’s his impatience known to his brother. Mark is the one who remarks ‘chill out, bro’; they’ll be here!’ Hog, however, seems to grow more apprehensive with every long, passing minute as he awaits his executioners, as he knows the best this throng of hired killers and thugs can do is ‘occupy’ his imminent visitors. He almost nurses the UZI automatic as he looks desperately for the familiar faces of his twofold nemesis; hoping against hope this will give him all the advantage he needs to flee and prolong his life just that little bit longer – the fight has definitely been beaten out of him, and he is now just waiting for the inevitable fleeing to begin.
   Devlin can see this, and calls over with irritation at his lack of faith in not only the hand-picked gunmen but his judgement ‘calm down, for Christ’s sake; they get in here in one piece, but they’ll be leaving as fucking dog food!’ Hog just whispers mainly in self-reflection with ominous clarity of thought ‘how the fuck are you going to kill something that’s already dead?’
   Devlin calls down the microphone to his mingling cronies ‘any sign of them yet?’ The main hoodlum looks to is other 4 colleagues who all just exchange his glance with a shake of their heads in turn. He sighs as he answers back ‘not yet, boss; you sure they’re gonna show up here – its pretty crowded!’ Devlin replies back with coolness and professionalism ‘that’s not going to stop them; stay on your toes!’ Michael is already taking in the positions of the mingling sentries on the clubs ground floor with Chinook perched on his shoulder as they share their lofty perch in the unseen shadow of the elevated lighting rig. Michael smiles to himself as he silently overhears their anticipation of their arrival; something that is about to be made very much apparent!

   The power suddenly cuts out, and the club is bathed in complete darkness; halting the revelry and enjoyment of the punters as they mutter in worry at the situation. Devlin immediately draws his sidearm from his coat and loads the first bullet into the chamber by sliding back the breach and allowing it to snap back into position. He looks over at his brother who does likewise before Devlin vocalises is silent instruction to the rest ‘lock and load; they’re here!’ Each of the hoodlums obey, as do the disguised bouncers in the club’s main room; even Hog slides back the hammer on his UZI as his mind suddenly switches from rapid to overdrive as the inevitable creeps that much closer.
    The only light that switches on is a spotlight onto the stage; revealing the silhouette of a woman, legs astride, hands gripping the shaft of the microphone stand, and with her head bowed and features obscured by her long, black hair. She raises her head slowly to reveal her black and white face paint, and the wide grin of anticipation; almost akin to the mysterious entrance of the great showmen of the music arena’s and stadiums. She observes the confused yet enthralled attention of the club’s clientele with quiet enjoyment before she speaks to the assembled mass. She begins to do something that the Chase twins certainly didn’t expect, yet the crowd do; she breaks into the lines from a song – namely Nine Inch Nails with The Wretched!
‘The hopes and prays,

The better days,

The far aways,

Forget it’

   The Chase brothers look at each other, and Mark whispers to his brother at their confusion ‘what the fuck is she doing?’ Devlin shrugs ‘who cares!’ He reaches up and activates his microphone and barks his order ‘take her out!’ The ‘bouncer’s’ spring into action and riddle Seren with bullets; something she almost seems to welcome with open arms as she spreads her arms and rears her head back; letting loose a manic laugh that rides over the thunderous chatter of the automatic rifles. She waits for their surprise to set in before taking the microphone one more time to croon into it menacingly ‘I am woman…HEAR ME ROAR!’

   Seren raises her arms in a parody of her feathered namesake stretching its wings and the lights come up once more to reveal the cloud of swirling black shapes circling the air above the assembled mass of punters, who aren’t sure if the guns were part of the show – when the black, cyclonic mass suddenly breaks and swoops down onto the crowd, it is only then that their true nature of being a massive flock of crow’s becomes apparent.
   The crowd’s reaction is instantaneous; they panic! The stampede bowls over the gunmen, and the flock of birds blinds the V.I.P lounge window; leaving the only response to come from Mark Chase as he whispers in perplexity ‘what the hell?’ The crowd flees through the main door as a mass, and the crows also fly out into the night to leave the club empty, and to show the figure of Seren has disappeared from sight; leaving the 5 hoodlums on the club floor confused and disoriented. Devlin yells down the microphone earpiece ‘WHERE IS SHE?’ It is then that Seren is heard from some dark recess somewhere in the well-lit club ‘I know you can hear us Hog!’ Hog is now trembling with fear at her voice, but is even more unnerved when he hears the voice of Michael complete the sentence ‘the big bad crows have come to blow your house down!’
   The hoodlum bouncers’ all look around urgently; trying to pinpoint the sources of these echoing taunts, but to no avail. One of them finds out too late that he has unseen company when Seren grabs him from behind, and swiftly breaks his neck and plucks the gun from his hand to mow another down with an  angry volley of automatic rifle rounds. The others turn to shoot, but Michael drops from his perch in the rafters between two of them; filling them full of angry lead as he lands – sending them spinning and convulsing as the bullets tear straight through them. The two bodies slump to the floor as Michael straightens up to be instantly shot from behind; the look on his face as he feels the bullets tear through him more like someone has just stood on his foot without apologizing than the stunned victim of multiple gunshot wounds. He turns and leaps at the attacker and catches him in mid-flight; the desperate attempt at mowing him down in the air only fuelling his anger as he catches his annoying protagonist around the throat and steering him into the firing line of the last two.

   They are suddenly greeted by Seren whistling from behind, and they stop to try and locate their new target only for each to be cut down by her Crow Blade in two powerful and deadly sweeps of its razor sharp edge. It is then that the shooters in the V.I.P viewing lounge make their presences known, and the hundreds of bullets spewing down upon them erupt both in their bodies and the area around the pair; the sheer ferocity of the huge number of shells making the two warriors erupt in crimson blooms as the bullets tear into them. The gunfire is silenced, as the clips of each weapon runs dry. Michael and Seren stand upright, and Michael looks over to Seren as he tells her his plan ‘give me a boost?’ Seren nods, and leaps into a roll that turns her around, and holding the Crow Blade flat in both hands. Michael takes a run-up, and hops onto the blade, and combined with the incredible strength of Michael’s leap from the blade, and Seren’s heave, he is sent flying up to the black out windows of the main V.I.P lounge. Hog and the Chase brothers flee into the neighbouring bar area before Michael crashes through the window with his arms crossed in front of his eyes, and still clutching the two AK-47 rifles. He rolls on the landing, and stands to sweep both arms in a crossing over arc of machine gun fire that mows down the occupants around him. He turns to be shot by the powerful rounds of the 12-Gauge shotgun from the boastful hoodlum that greeted Hog upon his entry. The blasts are so powerful that they send Michael backwards with each shot; allowing more to follow. After two more blasts, Michael is sent flat onto his back with a roar more bourn of annoyance than of pain.
   The hoodlum approaches Michael cautiously with the smoke still wafting from the shotgun’s barrel. Michael’s eyes snap open, but before the shotgun’s owner can react, Michael has him in his clutches, and holds the shotgun away from him as he stares into the gunman’s eyes with his intense and blazing fury. The gunman yells ‘DON’T YOU EVER FUCKING DIE?!’ Michael hisses ‘you’d be amazed how often I hear that!’ Michael turns and throws the hoodlum out of the lounge to his death below. He lifts his leg quickly to bring the shotgun up into reach, and is caught by another volley of bullets from the neighbouring room, to which he answers by holding the pump action handle with one hand, shrugs another shell into the chamber, and tosses it to his other hand to let fly with the deadly blast of ball bearings.
   Another hoodlum is sent sprawling to the floor dead, and Hog’s fleeting attempt at courage deserts him! He charges towards the door at the back of the bar, but when he throws the door open, he is sent flying backwards from a mighty push from Seren who has come up the back way.

   The two Chase brothers are hidden behind the bar, and planning their next move. Devlin looks over to Mark, and Mark gives him a nod of agreement. The brothers’ rise simultaneously; each taking a single target. The bullets are almost ignored as the two calmly enter the room; something that perturbs the twins to say the least. They duck back behind the bar, and Devlin remarks ‘time for Plan B!’ Mark exasperates ‘do we have a plan B?’ Devlin grabs a bottle of vodka and tells him ‘we do now!’ Mark grabs one himself, and smiles ‘burn baby, burn!’ The pair pours vodka onto their silk handkerchiefs and stuffs them into the necks of the bottles to produce their crude firebombs.
   They light the silk wicks, and Mark nods ‘let’s do it!’ They stand and throw the two firebombs at the feet of the two crows who have just decided to wait for their next move; knowing full well it will be futile whatever it may be. The firebombs create a firewall that allows the Chase twins a smile of victory as they hear (fake) howls of pain. Devlin growls in delight ‘burn you bastards!’ The victorious grins fade instantly when the two step though the fire with sadistic smiles on their faces; a lit cigarette in each of their right hands. This breaks the twins’ bravado and fighting spirit; Mark summing it up instantly ‘Plan C?’ Devlin’s voice is no longer his customary confident self, and tells his brother with fearful urgency ‘C? Fucking leg it!’ The pair make a break for it, but Seren leaps over the bar to push both of them against the wall; one in each hand. She asks with dark humour ‘leaving so soon?’

   She throws the pair behind her; Devlin being caught by Michael’s punch that knocks him unconscious, and is deftly caught by him up by the scruff of his collar. Mark sees this and immediately leaps to his brothers’ defence, yelling ‘put him down!’ He hits Michael twice in the face, but this only makes Michael laugh in his face! Mark pauses for a moment, and Michael takes a breath from his cigarette before asking him ‘you didn’t say the magic word!’ Mark hisses ‘fuck you!’ Michael catches Mark’s physical response, and smiles with relish ‘language; there’s a lady present!’ Seren joins Michael, and he releases Mark from his powerful grip. Seren smiles as she looks Mark over and straightens his collar and lapels, while mocking ‘can’t have you looking a mess now, can we?’ Mark is mystified by her manner, and retorts ‘you’re both fucking nuts!’ Seren then whips him off the floor by the lapels she straightened a moment ago, and hisses ‘fucking A!’ She then throws him crashing through a window overlooking the street; Seren looks through the broken pane as she hears the sickening crunch as bone gives way to the cold hard concrete below, and remarks ‘ooh! That’ll hurt come winter!’ She then springs into action as she receives a psychic viewpoint from Storm Crow; Hog is making a break for it.
   Seren runs to the broken wreck of the V.I.P lounge, and jumps through the gaping hole where Michael made his entry, and lands lightly on her feet to greet Hog with a mighty jumping kick to his head; knocking him clean out. As she brings Hog back into the V.I.P bar on her shoulder, Michael realises Devlin is waking up; Michael slaps him a few times to bring him around quicker, and he tells him in no uncertain terms ‘Lady Grey sent you here to die; we have something else in mind!’ Devlin realises what he is saying is true, and growls through the anger ‘what’s that?’ Michael pulls him closer and tells him ‘you’re going to tell her what happened here, and tell those two Snake’s that we’ll be seeing them soon!’ Michael then releases Devlin, who just glowers at Michael, but knows it is no use; even if his quarrel was with this invincible opponent, he had little if any chance of defeating him, let alone his equally unstoppable spouse – his fight wasn’t with them any longer, and he leaves quickly without further challenge.
   Seren unceremoniously dumps the unconscious form of Hog from her shoulder onto the floor with a resounding thump as Chinook and Storm Crow fly through the flames of the vodka fuelled flames and settle on their respective charges shoulders. Michael looks over at the flames and lowers his hand; the flames seemingly at his command, fade and die out. Seren looks over to Michael and smiles ‘how about we give Hog a send off?’ Michael looks at Hog and back to his wife; a smile crossing his face as he nods ‘why not?’
* * * *

   Hog is woken up by Michael squirting a soda bottle at his face, as he tells him ‘rise and shine, sleepyhead!’ Hog splutters through the torrent of cold soda water, and looks on with horror as he realises both of them are sat there with smiles of expectation of his fear. He is pale, and obviously terrified at what unknown fate lies before him; the only thing he knows is that he is about to die, but the manner in which he embraces death’s cold embrace is well beyond is control and observes that his arms are outstretched by lengths of metal cable held against the wall by two embedded knives.

   Seren is there with her arms crossed on top of the back of the chair as her legs sit astride of it. She remarks with cold malice ‘time to face the music, li’l piggy!’ Hog blusters with a whine a little more than reminiscent of the panicked squeals of his namesake before slaughter ‘what are you going to do with me?’ Seren looks at Michael, who is only too happy to answer ‘I think you know the answer, but the one you should be asking yourself is how!’ Seren then picks up the train of thought and tells him ‘do you know what story our little boy liked most of all?’ Hog, of course, hasn’t got a clue, and Seren answers it for him ‘the three little pigs!’ The pair rise and swipe the chairs away from themselves. Seren then pulls a bundle of the dynamite from a cloth bag behind her back, and taunts him further ‘we told you we’d come to blow your house down; now how’s THIS for a big bang, baby?’ As she primes the charge and sets it just out of reach of Hog’s legs, Chinook and Storm Crow fly out of the V.I.P lounge bay viewing window.

   Seren plants a big kiss on Hog’s sweaty forehead, and smiles with malice at his terror before rejoining Michael’s side. Michael simply tells him ‘whatever prayer you’re thinking of, you’ve got thirty seconds to say it…’ The pair casually walks over to the window to the lounge, and Seren jumps through after giving Hog a quick, cheeky wink. Michael turns and tells Hog ‘…you’d better make it count!’ Michael then leaps through the window after his wife, and leaves Hog to try in vain to kick the deadly explosives away from him.

   After ten more seconds slip painfully by, Hog resigns himself to his fate, and lets out one last almighty cry of both defiance and desperation as his two executioners watch from the other side of the club’s dance floor. A sudden rush of S.W.A.T team members burst through the club’s main doors, and assemble into an organised firing line; their leader yelling ‘FREEZE!’
   Seren and Michael look at each other before returning an unimpressed gaze at their gate-crashers before they decide to flee. The crow’s pick their moment perfectly as the almighty explosion sends a massive ball of flame, force, and sheer sonic power sundering the remainder of the V.I.P lounges wrap-around window as it disintegrates outwards as the explosives detonate. The thunderous shaking of the ground knocks the S.W.A.T team flat, and they reorganise to see that their targets have disappeared from sight. The leader simply remarks as he takes in the carnage that as happened here ‘what in God’s name happened here?’

   Outside the club, Seren and Michael watch the chaos happening outside the club as the unevenly parked black vans that brought the S.W.A.T team here are almost ruined by the falling masonry; the charred form of a very dead Hog having been thrown through the wall and is now adorning the hood of a car parked across the street like some disturbing and smouldering hood ornament. The hole that is left in the club’s wall is most fitting; however, as the crow shaped gap is lit by the fire that is now ravaging the club’s former private area. They look at the scattering crowd and the police trying desperately to calm and fight the urge to panic along with the frightened and confused people assembled outside.
   Michael is the one to state what both of them are thinking now that their work here is done, and states it simply ‘time to leave!’ Seren agrees with a low tone of hatred for the ones still left to fall ‘time to hunt some snake!’ The two leave, but the very same Police Officer who a year earlier let Chad off the hook and who had to let Tucker on his way the night before sees their incredible and supernatural leaps across the roof tops and out of sight before he whispers ‘what the hell?’
* * * *

   Back at Lady Grey’s office, she receives a call telling her some important information. She silently listens to the voice on the other end, and then a slow smile of sheer satisfaction crosses her lips before she tells her informant courteously ‘thank you for the information; keep an eye on the situation and report back with any further developments!’ Bone Yard is propped against the edge of the boardroom table waiting patiently with one arm across his chest and the other engaged in smoking a cigarette. He looks over to his partner in crime and arches a curious eyebrow as he simply asks ‘well?’ Lady Grey tells him ‘it seems Tucker’s friend had an unfortunate accident involving a bundle of incendiaries and a long fall – it appears Tucker will be next!’ Bone Yard smiles and then asks his next question ‘what about your little gophers?’ It’s then that the door is kicked open by Devlin; gun in hand and a furious look on his face.

   The remaining member of the Chase family takes it upon himself to spit out the answer ‘Mark’s dead ‘cos o’ you two fuckers!’ Lady Grey and Bone Yard exchange a casual glance, and Lady Grey adopts a disarming smile as she feigns ignorance ‘please explain!’ Devlin decides to do so, but the rage is nowhere near abating; indeed, it grows with every step he takes closer to them. He grits his teeth and almost seems to gnash on the words ‘a couple of little birds told me a little story – once upon a time there was a queen bitch who built her little piss ant empire with the help of a couple of boys from old London Town, and when she didn’t need ‘em any more, she sent them off to get killed; ring any bells in that pretty little head of yours?’ Bone Yard straightens up and points at him while still clutching his cigarette; warning him in a low, menacing tone ‘watch your tongue, boy; you should be glad you’re still breathing!’ Devlin retorts with typical sarcasm ‘well excuse me Mr. Boner; my brother’s dead because o’ you two, and the Devil’s about to get his due!’ Without another word, Devlin shoots Bone Yard to the floor with three rapid shots from his Desert Eagle. Bone Yard twitches as the shots impact with him, and tumbles backwards to the floor.
   Lady Grey looks casually at Bone Yard and then back at Devlin; offering a smile as she congratulates him ‘you certainly do have spirit, Devlin, which was why I chose you to help me build this organisation, but it’s now outlasted its usefulness; just as you have!’ Devlin then spits ‘and what do you think your little peons out there would think o’ that – maybe I should go tell ‘em you’re leaving them to the walking nightmare you’ve got coming this way!!’ Bone Yard suddenly rises off the floor in the same unnerving manner as the famous Count Orlock did in the old black and white film ‘Nosferatu’. Devlin looks at him with utter bemusement, and then back at Lady Grey as he whispers ‘you’re like them, aren’t you?!’ Lady Grey rises slowly from the table, and is relishing every drop of fear rising in her impertinent employee as she tells him ‘no; they’re just our prey – we orchestrated this little charade to create them, and now we aim to collect on our little investment!’ Devlin backs up a step and rapidly looks at the two grinning inhuman monsters he is in the company of before blurting out ‘you’re fucking crazy!’ Bone Yard tells him ‘maybe, but we sure as hell like it that way - let’s just call it an investment strategy!’

   Devlin tries to turn and make a break for the door, but Lady Grey leaps the full length of the room to cut him off and slam the doors closed. Devlin is sent reeling backwards by a backhanded blow from his predatory boss, and she continues her gloating smile as she tells him ‘now our investment has paid off, we’re going to collect what is ours and move on – we’ve done it many times before…’ Bone Yard is also striding up to the prone form of Devlin as he tries to squirm away from both of them until he is backed into a corner. It is Bone Yard who completes his accomplice’s sentence ‘…and we’ll do it many times more! If death is a bitch…’ Lady Grey completes the rhetoric joke ‘…she’d look like me!’
   Devlin plucks up his courage one more time, and shoots Lady Grey as many times as he can with his remaining bullets. She is taken back a step by the sheer ferocity of the impacts, but as with their opposites, Snake wounds close soon after they are inflicted. She kneels down to look at him dead in the eye before telling him with deceptive gentleness ‘it’s a shame it has to end like this, Devlin; I was considering taking the Chase twins with us when we left town – for at least a few seconds!’ Devlin looks at her with dread as he whimpers ‘what are you going to do with me?’

   Lady Grey rises and turns her back to walk away, but before she moves off to her bedroom, she tells Bone Yard ‘make it quick – I need to prepare for our guests!’ Bone Yard nods in acknowledgement and looks back to Devlin with a wide, wolfish grin as he purrs ‘your ass is mine now boy!’

   Unknown to Lady Grey, Tucker has been eavesdropping on their little discussion with Devlin, and he is sweating! He whispers to himself ‘what the fuck have you gotten yourself into, Tucker?!’ He realises that Lady Grey is coming near, and bolts back to his room. Lady Grey hears him, and goes to investigate; upon seeing that the window to his room is open, and Tucker is nowhere to be found, she loses her icy coolness and hisses ‘shit!’

* * * *

   Tucker almost flies down the fire escape, and willingly jumps into the open dumpster below as he scrabbles to escape; to where he doesn’t know, but what he DOES know is that if he waits there any longer, he’ll be dead! He clambers out of the dumpster, but is distracted by a tremendous impact as Lady Grey lands in the alley below; jumping down over 4 storey’s of building as if it was nothing. She is now clad in black, tight fitting trousers, a pair of black knee high boots, a black vest top all topped by a feminine leather jacket. Her only armament may be a sword strapped to her back, but then, the two hunters he has seen previously needed nothing to kill 5 of his friends, and she was just as strong and even more terrifying!
   Tucker scrabbles out of the dumpster and makes a break for it, but out of his sight, Bone Yard has joined the chase! He is crawling on all fours along the wall at an equal speed to Tucker’s panicked run, and picks his moment to pounce. Bone Yard brings Tucker down with one hand, and lands as surely as his female counterpart who is calmly striding back up the alley towards them. Bone Yard is obviously angry at Tucker’s attempt to flee their company, and picks him off the ground as he growls at him ‘where the fuck did you think you were going, little man?’

   Bone Yard promptly throws him back up the alley a good 10 feet to land heavily at Lady Grey’s feet. Tucker sees the slim boots, and looks up to see the icy stare Lady Grey is giving him; as close as he has ever seen her to outright anger. She tells him with great menace ‘you’ll play your part, Tucker, or you’ll find that we have much worse ways of dealing with our enemies than the Rose family could ever dream of!’ Tucker scrabbles back to his feet, but sees that Bone Yard is striding back up the alley; cutting off any chance of escaping completely. Lady Grey tells him ‘with us you have a chance to live; if you escape now, you’re as good as dead – we want the Rose’s to come so we can kill them, and before you ask, yes, we can kill them; we’ve killed many like them before!’ This seems to calm Tucker down, and he asks with a final ray of hope beginning to shine through for this wretch as he whispers ‘really?’ Lady Grey smiles comfortingly and nods; even Bone Yard has calmed down, and smiles warmly as he slaps his shoulder as he backs up her words ‘we’ll look out for you, man; that’s why we brought you here!’ Tucker then does relax; maybe these two really can save his pathetic hide, and right now, any chance is better than no chance! Lady Grey looks up and sees Storm Crow looking down on them; he takes flight from his perch as soon as he is spotted, and leaves Lady Grey to tell Tucker her ultimatum ‘that was one of their guides which means they’ll be here soon – will you trust us?’ Tucker relents, and tells them ‘yeah; you’ve done me right so far, Lady Grey – I’ll trust you!’ The trio go back inside as Storm Crow and Chinook fly back to tell Seren and Michael what they have found.
* * * *

   The Rose’s are across from the warehouse from which Lady Grey runs her organisation, and they are joined by their feathered scouts. Seren tells Michael ‘Tucker’s in there all right; there’s a fire escape up to the inner sanctum running up the side of the building!’ Michael then tells Seren Chinook’s findings ‘there’s over thirty men in there; all armed to the teeth and waiting for us to go in through the front door – what do you think; fire fight, or final fight?’ Seren smiles ‘if we’re going to go, let’s at least give them something to remember us by!’ Michael smiles and agrees ‘my thoughts exactly!’

   There is one last thing that is burning in the back of their minds, and this is doubt and unseen trepidation of fighting the human demons waiting for them. It is Seren who turns to Michael as the two bird’s take flight to spy in on the warehouse in preparation for the assault. She almost struggles to find the words, but manages just enough ‘Michael…I…I’m scared!’ Michael embraces her and tells her ‘me to!’ Seren pulls away gently so she can look into his eyes once more and corrects herself ‘not about the fight, I mean about losing you again!’ Michael strokes her face gently as he tells her soothingly ‘I found you once; I’ll do it again! Nothing can keep us apart, Seren – remember that!’ Seren nods in agreement with his words, but asks a favour of him ‘please…come out of there in one piece?!’ Michael tells her with a warm smile ‘no matter what happens in there, the only thing to remember is that I will always love you; they couldn’t keep us apart before, and they can’t do it now!’ 

   One of Seren’s eyes give watery birth to a single tear as she tells him with the faintest hint of ominous foreboding ‘I love you too!’ The couple kiss one final time before the great battle begins, and they simultaneously break; their demeanours much different as they know it is time to act. Michael raises the 2 automatic rifles in readiness, and asks her ‘should we knock?’ Seren stops him moving off, and tells him with a mischievous smile ‘hold on; I’ve got an idea!’
* * * *

   The two guard’s on the main doors hear a mighty roar of a car engine and look up the street to see a car hurtling towards them; one yelling inside ‘we’ve got company!’ The car hurtles down the slope of the street towards them, and the two guard’s open fire to try and halt it’s advance with round after round being fired from the UZI weapons; the brass cases tinkle lightly as they hit the floor, but no matter how many bullets they riddle the car with, it still keeps coming. At the last minute, the guard’s dive out of the way, and the car piles through the warehouse doors to come to a stop after crashing through several crates that suspends the front wheels off the floor. The engine is roaring as the wheel’s spin furiously without any surface they can find purchase on. The guards up in the gantry running around the sides of the warehouse keep their weapons trained on the stranded car as a group of five on the ground floor cautiously close on the car with their own weapons at the ready.

   The driver’s door is opened quickly and checked to see that there aren’t any occupants in the metallic battering ram all. The hoodlum checking it yells back to the rest ‘its empty!’ He then sees the 3 bundles of dynamite in the passenger seat, and he also sees that the 5 seconds left are rapidly ticking away. He yells out urgently ‘IT’S A FUCKING BOMB!’

   The hoodlums scatter in all directions away from the booby trapped vehicle, but no matter how far they run, they cannot escape the force of the blast in time. The car detonates with a massive explosion that is felt roaring all the way to Lady Grey’s boardroom. Bone Yard just remarks coolly ‘they sure as hell know how to make an entrance!’ Tucker’s reaction is instant as he grips the ends of the chair’s arms and exclaims with terror ‘THEY’RE HERE?!’ Lady Grey puts a hand on his chest to prevent him bolting like a Jack Rabbit caught in the open, and tells him sternly ‘now all we have to do is wait; you’re in the safest place you can be right now!’ Tucker calms down; not noticing the momentary glances and slight smiles exchanged between Lady Grey and Bone Yard.
* * * *
   The gang members in the warehouse area are picking themselves back up off the floor, when Seren comes striding through the flames blocking the door from exit or entrance to a mortal, but then, Seren knows she is far beyond such boundaries, which is why she is here and equally unafraid of the dozens of trigger happy hosts. One of the gang members whispers in sheer amazement at her visage simply walking through the flames as if they were nothing ‘what the…’ he then rallies the others ‘SHE’S HERE!’ Storm Crow flies high overhead and Seren gets the ‘lie of the land’ as it were, and she stands there and calmly takes in the multitude of guns pointed at her. She is, of course, totally without fear from these boys with toys, and she calls out her ultimatum to them ‘live or die; it’s your choice!’ A few of the gang members look uncertainly at each other by her bold statement; this woman must be crazy if she thinks she can kill of them – surely?

   The fire fight starts with but a single gang member, who yells back the response ‘fuck you!’ He then lets rip with his M16 and the rest follow suit. Michael then makes his entrance through the glass windows at the side; kicking one of the gang members through the metal piping of the gantry to his death on the cold concrete floor below; Michael produces his two AK-47 Assault Rifles and almost tears three gun wielding gang members into pieces with his deadly barrage. He then turns his attention to the providers of a barrage that catches him in the side, and catches him off guard; forcing him to stumble back before he recovers his balance and mows them down with a barrage of his own. His rifles run out and he just tosses them aside as he makes his way further along the metal walkway after grabbing the shotgun dropped by one of his victims.

* * * *

   Seren leaps over the ruined shell of the car and lands with her legs around one of the gang member’s necks. In an instant, she twists around in a motion that spins her around the hapless mans neck so hard and fast that it breaks without the attack being able to barely register in a more brutal version of what wrestling fans would call a swinging head-scissors! Seren kicks her legs into a circular motion that propels her back upright. She takes up the dead gang member’s pistol from his dead fingers, and shoots another dead with a quick volley of three rapidly fired bullets from what turns out to be a Glock. She then somersaults over a crate to cut down another with the burst firing hand gun before she even lands, and the other as soon as her feet it the floor.
* * * *

   Michael strides further down the gantry, and is being hit by bullets both from the front and back, but his expression doesn’t change; his fury is in full control, and he is about to make sure these wastes of skin feel some of his pain before they die. He dives at the shooter in front of him, and hooks his arm around his neck and breaks it as he swings out clear from the ground, and simultaneously breaks his captive’s neck while driving another into the warehouse’s corrugated metal wall with a powerful swiping kick. He lands behind his dead and limp captive, and uses him as a shield to the shooter that was hitting him from behind; the shooter being a man on the palette of a large crane suspended near the door. Michael’s own guide Chinook is also relaying a literal eye in the sky, and through this Michael is able to simply outstretch his arm behind, and shoots another gang member dead with his shotgun while keeping his attention focussed on the shooter suspended high above the warehouse. He catches the shotgun by the pump handle, and shrugs quickly to load another shell in the chamber before resuming the handle and trigger with an equally fast and efficient motion. He casts the bullet ridden corpse over the gantry side, and dashes down the gantry towards the annoying hoodlum trying in vain to drill him full of holes.

   Michael’s supernatural agility lets him bounce from the handrail, run along and kick off from the warehouse wall. This rapid and incredible motion propels him over the dumb struck shooter as he joins him on the cargo crane. The gun man turns to shoot him, but Michael has landed in a crouched position, and the gun fires harmlessly over his head, allowing him to point the shotgun straight up into the shooters chest, and to let fly with an almighty point-blank shell that propels the shooter up into the air to fall down over twenty feet to land on the cold, hard concrete floor.

* * * *

   Seren is making her way along on the ground floor, and is suddenly hit several times by two weapons fired from the gantry on the opposite side to Michael. She leaps across to escape the salvo, and before the shooters can track her movements, she twists herself around into a roll and shoots out two of the cables holding up one of the massive halogen tubes that provides lighting to the storage area. The massive metal light swings down with incredible force that propels the pair through the corrugated metal wall; if they weren’t dead before, the fall certainly killed them!
   Seren then sees the cross-section that bridges the two gantries, and is receiving fire from the four gang members occupying it. She grabs one of the shooters on the ground level bearing an UZI, and takes it from out of his hands as her outstretched right leg catches him on his neck, and allows her to land in a way that keeps her boot on his throat; he struggles helplessly, but Seren’s strength is too much for him to struggle free. Seren makes the shooters on the bridge duck back with a rapid, sweeping burst, and once their firing has stopped, she twists her foot to pulverise her prone opponent’s throat without taking her attention off the gantry. She dashes over quickly, and through the storm of bullets that erupts from the elevated firing point once more. She runs under the gantry, leaps upwards, and catches the guard rail to swing her up and over behind the snipers; allowing her to kick one of the machine gun wielding irritations clear off the other side. She draws her Crow Blade in a swift movement that slices clean through one of the others, and follows the movement through to bring the blade down once more to kill him for sure.

   Without needing to know her opponents whereabouts before she moves, her speed and agility allows her to propel herself a good distance backwards, and unleash a furious kick that sends one of the last two snipers backwards off the floor. She quickly unleashes her sword two more times in rapid succession upon the other. The first slices his machine gun clean in two, while the other comes from her fluid spinning motion and slices his throat with all the precision of a surgeon with a scalpel. Before the last of the snipers can fully regain his balance and let rip once more, Seren has thrown the blade like a spear straight through his heart; her run to the opposite side of the gantry to her husband allows her to reclaim the sacred and deadly blade along the way.
* * * *

   While Seren slices another two gang members in twain with her sword, Michael finishes dispatching two opponents by exchanging rapid punches and kicks that keep both of them reeling with one to his front and the other behind. He somersaults over backwards to unleash a deadly double kick to his opponents chest that propels him up and over the one to his front (the gout of blood from the back of the victim signifying his heart has been burst within his chest); catching his neck from behind as he lands, and with a sudden snap of movement, breaks his neck cleanly. One of the last of the gantry shooters comes charging at him almost reminiscent of a charge from the old trench warfare seen in many an old film, but if this was the idea, he is about as likely to succeed as running headlong at a Tank! Michael takes the brunt of the automatic fire until the man comes close enough, and when he is, Michael neatly side steps and catches him with a swift but brutal elbow to the mans face. This sends the stunned hoodlum’s head back with such force that his nose is completely destroyed, and the fragments have destroyed whatever excuse for a brain this idiot had ever had between his ears!

   Michael snatches the machine gun out of the air and kills another two shooters dead before deciding to somersault over the guard rail to land on a stack of crates from where he is able to kill another three that are shooting at his wife who is making her charge along the opposite side. Seren gives him a quick salute and smile of thanks before moving onto her next victims, and Michael moves onto his.
* * * *

   Seren leaps nimbly over the metal guard rail of the gantry to descend back to the ground level where she is suddenly greeted by a gangster bearing an automatic shotgun. Seren is too fast for him, and before he can fire, has the shotgun kicked a full 180˚ to point straight into his chest; he looks at this and then back at Seren with an almost pleading look in his eyes. Seren’s expression is one that silently tells him he should have known better, and she grabs the handle to pull the trigger. The point blank blast sends him rocketing backwards into a crate with a muffled rumbling crack like distant thunder; his dead body left to slowly slide down to leave a trail of blood on the splintered wooden crate like some gory gastropod. Another thug is attracted by the sight of this and rushes over to challenge her, but is caught short of action with a quick whip across the head as Seren uses the heavy gun almost like a club; she spins the Crow Blade over in her hand before using her sword to run him through before he can recover from his prone position, while without needing to look, floors another with a shell from the automatic shotgun. She notices that the one she has just acquired the shotgun from also has a couple of metal egg-shaped hand grenades in his combat style flak jacket. She notices some gang members shooting at her from behind some crates and immediately knows they will be of use. She immediately dives into a roll over towards the dead body bearing the explosives and pulls one off so that the pin comes clean out in one motion. She then turns and throws the small spheres of dull metal with all her strength.
   It flies straight and true, and indeed, is sent straight through the wooden panels of the crate and literally into one of the shooters. The shooter falls backwards, and has but a few seconds to realise his helpless predicament as he vainly tries to pull the grenade out of his abdomen; a rising cry of panic being his poor choice of last words. The other gang member realises too late and is sent hurtling over the crates by the explosion; landing dead at Seren’s feet.
   Seren is then blown backwards by an almighty force as a sound almost akin to the car Seren had used to herald their arrival is heard; Seren is completely stunned by the power of the impact, and can’t believe the amount of damage that this mystery weapon as inflicted upon her. Even now, the gaping bloom of exposed flesh is closing, but another shell to her shoulder keeps her from rising, and sends her twisting to the floor with an agonised yell.
* * * *

   Michael sees this, and his fury soon reaches new heights as he yells ‘SEREN!!’ He looks through Chinook’s eyes and tracks the two shots back to their source, and it is a firing position from behind a metal shutter; it’s barrel length and thickness shows it must be some kind of anti-tank gun, but all it’s doing right now is keep Seren pinned down in agony, and incense her husband to act.

   Michael moves swiftly and unseen by the sniper who is howling in victory ‘OH YEAH; EAT THAT YOU BITCH!’ Michael runs at such a speed that he ascends the wall like one of the circus stunt riders that take their motorcycles up the ‘wall of death’. He flips over and grabs the barrel of the massive gun to pull it mightily through the metal shutter, and its operator with it. Michael grabs the back of the stunned and surprised anti-tank gunner and yells a guttural roar of anger as he sweeps him up in one hand and throws him across the end gantry. The shooter gets up to see Michael hefting the massive gun as if it was a toy, and has rested it against his shoulder to take aim; his expression and gaze fixed on the helpless and now disarmed hoodlum.
   Michael adopts a crooked smile as he softly tells him ‘run’. The gunner, while not versed in lip reading, can definitely tell by Michael’s expression of sadistic vengeance what is in store for him, and obeys the instruction without a second thought. Michael tracks his movements, and unleashes a shell just in front of him. The shell blows a large hole in the side of the warehouse, and causes the target to skid to a stop so suddenly that he slips backwards. He recovers his balance just enough to try to double back, but another thunderous roar and hole ripped in the warehouse wall lets it dawn on him that Michael is almost definitely toying with him. The hoodlum makes a last, desperate decision, and whips up the nearest gun he can lay his hands on. The last stand is quite a feat of pure guts as the sniper lets rip with a defiant yell at his tormentor. Michael is totally unfazed by the bullets flying around him and takes his hand off the trigger to give his target a sarcastic wave goodbye before letting fly with the shell. The shell explodes and sends the hoodlum crashing through the warehouse wall; a crow shaped hole left behind as this was in vengeance for this gunman’s ‘contribution’ to Seren’s pain.

   Seren is stood behind Michael, and the gaping holes are nearly closed as Seren’s body finishes its healing process. She is obviously still contending with this new level of pain, and is breathing heavily as she comments with a half joke of ‘I could have taken him!’ Michael smiles at her strange way of saying thank you, and merely puts an arm around her shoulders while giving her a quick kiss to show his thanks that she is in one piece (thankfully, literally!) Michael then lets her go and asks her ‘I think that’s all of them…’ He trails off as they decide that they should check the surroundings. 
   The pair is rejoined by Storm Crow and Chinook who perch on the guard rail next to each other. Michael and Seren take a look back at the war zone that they have turned the warehouse into, and Seren gives a low whistle before remarking in dark comedy ‘clean up crew; isle 7!’ Michael turns his attention back to Seren, and asks her ‘are you ready?’ Seren tosses the shotgun to one side, and whirls the blade almost in practice before telling him with grit determination as she psyches herself up for the coming ordeal ‘let’s do this!’

* * * *

   Outside Lady Grey’s board room are two gun toting thugs waiting for a confrontation. They hear cries and gunfire coming from down the corridor, and level their guns ready. A massive explosion shakes the ground and the bodies of two men are flung against the wall where the corridor takes a sharp left hand turn. The smoke and dust suddenly recedes to reveal Seren stood there casually with Storm Crow on her shoulder, but before they can fire, Michael comes dropping through the air vent above them and grabs the guns so the intended burst for his wife discharges harmlessly into the ground. Michael wrenches the automatic weapons out of their hands. He adjusts his hands on the guns so e is gripping each in a hand; arms crossed and a gun aimed at each of the stunned thugs, the outcome is obvious. Michael propels each against the walls twitching from the point blank rattling weapons. They slump against the walls dead, and Seren rejoins her husband, with Chinook also flying down the corridor to take his perch on Michael’s shoulder as they regroup silently outside Lady Grey’s inner sanctum.

* * * *

   Lady Grey and Bone Yard have heard the commotion, and know that the confrontation is just seconds away; their faces showing that they have been looking forward to this moment, although their guest Tucker definitely hasn’t, and is pacing Lady Grey’s bed chamber nervously as he awaits the outcome to be made known to him. Both Lady Grey and Bone Yard take up station on one side of the board room table in preparation. The heavy doors fly open, and the two antagonists enter the room slowly – their gazes fixed on the two Snake Warriors rather than searching for Tucker. They separate to opposite sides of the room before walking slowly towards their respective opponents.
   Lady Grey opens the confrontation with cold words of greeting ‘ah; Mr. and Mrs. Rose – so glad you could join us!’ Bone Yard, while amused by her taunting, doesn’t take his attention off Seren for an instant. Seren slowly stretches her arms out wide, and hisses ‘you want us – come and get us!’ Bone Yard purrs to Lady Grey ‘she’s mine!’

   He then strides off to meet her with expectant urgency, and Storm Crow flies off her shoulder to settle high up in the rafters. Lady Grey gives a nod of courtesy to her opponent in Michael, and draws her sword slowly as she smiles crookedly ‘that just leaves us, Mr. Rose!’ Michael is unperturbed, and Chinook takes flight to join Storm Crow in the rafters. This leaves Michael to answer her challenge with one of his own ‘would you care to lead?’

   Lady Grey is spurned by this impudence, and dashes in to attack Michael, but he is more than ready for her as he dodges her strikes, and stops the third that was aimed at his side by blocking her at the forearm so she cannot complete her deadly strike. He gives her two quick and heavy blows to the head, and then follows up with a powerful spinning punch that catches her with the back of his knuckles. He knows to stand a chance against Lady Grey he has to wrest the sword from his opponent, but her grip remains firm as she recoils away with a back flip that catches him under his chin with her steel-tipped boots, and stuns him just long enough to allow her to regain her composure. She has a trickle of blood from the corner of her mouth that she takes a disturbing pleasure in slowly reaching with her tongue and drawing back into her mouth with a crooked smile. Michael also has a similar trickle of blood from his own, but it is drawn back in by his regenerative abilities as he keeps back a moment to try and get a better measure of his opponent. Lady Grey is smiling at seeing his fighting spirit and congratulates him ‘good; I like prey with a little fight in them!’ Michael smiles as he replies ‘so do I!’
   Lady Grey starts the proceedings with a couple of testing slashes of her blade that Michael dodges by ducking and weaving. The last two strikes are avoided by Michael kicking into a somersault from the table to dodge both the first and the next. Lady Grey tries again to strike with another barrage of swift strokes of her keen blade, but Michael is too quick and leaps over Lady Grey to slam his feet into the top of her spine and send her unsteadily forward while he twists himself gracefully in the air to face her when he lands. Lady Grey draws her large calibre chrome trump card and shoots Michael 4 times in the legs with it. She gloats ‘maybe that will slow you down a little?’ Michael however is well versed to pain, and manages to roll under her sword strike and is ready for when Lady Grey brings the gun around to shoot him once more.

  He blocks her intended arc by closing the distance between them and using an expert grab at her gun-wielding wrist before slamming the heel of his other hand into her elbow; breaking it. The gun falls free, and Lady Grey lets out a quick cry of both pain and annoyance as she spins into a crescent kick that sends Michael reeling backwards from its anger-driven impact. She can’t however capitalise as she has to wait for her elbow to mend itself once more, and allows Michael time to also recover before they begin their conflict once more.

* * * *

   As the pair of Lady Grey and Michael Rose ‘lock horns’ once more, Bone Yard is circling  Seren as he weighs her up. He almost croons ‘oh, you are going to regret this, little lady!’ Seren smiles with her arms still outstretched as she purrs ‘give me your best shot!’ Bone Yard slowly draws his broad sword and smiles back ‘gladly!’ His first blow is dodged by Seren, while the second is answered by evading the blow to allow it to embed itself in one of the boardrooms concrete pillars. Seren kicks off the wall and strikes Bone Yard with a powerful kick to his head that certainly makes him think twice.

   Bone Yard pulls his sword free easily, and points at Seren threateningly with it ‘you’re gonna regret that!’ Seren’s mocking smile and quick wave of invitation to try again angers Bone Yard into complying, only to have his overhead strike blocked by Seren’s Crow Blade. Bone Yard can’t believe it, and hisses ‘where did you get that?’ Seren uses this momentary distraction to catch him with a punch and then a thrust of the swords silver pommel into his Adam’s apple. Bone Yard reels back once more, and Seren tells him with a low growl ‘present from Redbear; you’re going down!’ Bone Yard blocks her own strike, and counters verbally ‘come on baby…’ he exchanges a few more blows before they lock blades again and he finishes his sentence with a toothy grin ‘…we’ll get to that later!’ Seren’s rage surfaces, and she head-butts him and shoots back ‘in your dreams!’ before completing a spinning back kick that sends Bone Yard into the air; although he lands with the same grace as Seren would have.
* * * *

   Lady Grey is also trading insults with Michael who, although unarmed, is fighting with equal skill and strength as his opponent. Lady Grey circles him for a moment, and tells Michael ‘you realise you can’t win, don’t you?’ Michael circles her with equal cat-like grace and replies ‘I’m still here, aren’t I?’ Lady Grey puts her point over as she relishes taking this worthy opponent as her next victim ‘I have the blade, and it is only with this blade that one of us can die!’ Michael smiles ‘you think I didn’t know that?’

   Lady Grey is enraged by his calm and confident manner; not realising that he is just waiting for the right moment to play his trump card. Lady Grey lets out a mighty yell as she tries to strike him down where he stands, only to receive further taunts of ‘missed me…almost…ole!’ The last of these comes when Lady Grey tries to run him through, but he spins around behind her and she spins around incensed.

   She turns to face the fact that Michael has a shotgun levelled at her chest, and she realises se has underestimated him. He smiles with malice ‘chew on this!’ He shoots her point blank, and she is sent flying backwards to land on the floor. Before she can react, he has leapt over and stamped on her sword bearing wrist; shotgun levelled at her hand.
   As Michael is about to find out, Snake’s, while not quite having the agility of Crow’s, do have one advantage. While the superior agility of Michael is derived from his spirit guide, Lady Grey is about to use one of the advantages of her own; her spine rises to an unnatural angle and twists a full 180º to kick him in the head, and send him reeling backwards. This stuns Michael and the sight of her literally with her body spinning back into its ‘natural’ orientation almost disgusts as much as it disturbs him; almost. Lady Grey can see the seeds of doubt have been sown, and she merely salutes with her sword while mocking him sarcastically ‘touché!’

* * * *

   Bone Yard and Seren are trading blows on the other side of the room, and their attention is too fixed to see the developments between their respective partners. Bone Yard parries strike after strike as they go back and forth, but then finds an opening when Seren tries to thrust at his head. He dodges the strike (barely) and grabs Seren by her coat and rams her into one of the concrete pillars. He then sees that she is stunned, and pulls her back while gloating ‘you like that huh?’ He rams her into the pillar once again, and she drops the sword. Bone Yard spins her around and sends her ailing over the broad table and into the opposite wall with incredible force.

   He nimbly jumps over the board room table and has his sword ready to strike her through the heart, but in his usual manner of enjoying his work a little too much, he gloats ‘its been fun!’ He is suddenly assaulted by Storm Crow scratching and pecking at his head long enough for Seren to recover; before Bone Yard can strike the bird down, however, Storm Crow has flown out of harms reach. Bone Yard yells back at the bird as it flies back to hide once more in the shadows of the rafters ‘try that shit again, birdy; I dare you!’ What Storm Crow doesn’t realise is that her actions has shown Bone Yard’s snake guide where both herself and Chinook are hiding, and it starts to make its silent and stealthy approach to see if it can’t swing the odds definitively in its charge’s favour.
   Seren hasn’t been idle, and has leapt over the table to reclaim her sword; Bone Yard growls at her ‘you are getting on my last nerve, lady!’ Seren whirls the sword into a ready position, and taunts him with a mock kiss. Bone Yard walks around the table, and hisses at her ‘I’m gonna do you real slow!’
* * * *

   Lady Grey and Michael have kept the intensity of their battle going for some time, and Michael is starting to wear her down with his calculated approach as opposed to Lady Grey’s rising impatience to claim his head for own. He dodges one blow, and then catches the blade between his hands an inch from his head; retaliating with a powerful kick to Lady Grey’s mid-section. He has the advantage now, and he knows it!

   Michael grabs the sword from her hands, spins around and runs her clean through; but he doesn’t stop there! He lets out a guttural roar of rage as he charges her into the concrete pillar behind. Lady Grey is suspended above the ground and is…hissing in pain at her predicament. Her eyes have transformed into those belonging in nature to a reptile; but then, Lady Grey isn’t a part of nature!

   Michael backs away with a confident smile on his face as he bows in mock courtesy to his wailing and distressed opponent, who finally quietens and her hapless struggle ceases as her head lolls downwards. He then sees Seren and Bone Yard across the room and yells out ‘hold on; I’m coming!’ Unknown to Michael is that Lady Grey’s eyes have reopened, and she snaps the hilt off her sword so she can silently slide off the blade.

   Only a quick call from Chinook saves Michael in time with ‘BEHIND YOU!’ Michael turns and sees Lady Grey stood there; her face is now adorned with scales that have sprouted forth to replace the skin of her cheeks, and he notices the gloating smile as she speaks with a low hiss ‘you didn’t think that was my weapon did you, little one?’ Michael backs away slightly, and sees that under Lady Grey’s coat, two wrist blades have come forth; their blades being those of two flattened snakes coiled together showing that these are her weapons, and there is no way Michael can claim them! Michael merely whispers ‘oh shit!’ as he begins the fight of his life.
* * * *

   The snake guides have both ascended into the rafters to hunt their prey that are otherwise distracted; Chinook and Storm Crow are completely unaware of their silent approach, and for Chinook it’s too late! Bone Yard’s guide strikes suddenly and in a blur as it grabs him in it’s mouth, and wraps its coils around his hapless victim before he can do anything – not even a single ‘caw’ can issue forth from his beak as the two tumble off the wooden rafter to land on the table. Storm Crow, however, has better luck, and takes flight before Lady Grey’s guide can ensnare her. She swoops out of reach, but is unsure whether she can help her love, but she knows who can!
   The effect on Michael is instantaneous, and he lets out a choked cry of pain as he feels the life being squeezed out of him as if the snake had indeed coiled around him; blood even being coughed up as the coils tighten even more on the helpless Chinook. Lady Grey stands over him and gloats ‘you’re all mine now, Mr. Rose, and I’m going to enjoy every moment of it!’

   Seren receives a flash of Storm Crow’s vision, and yells out ‘MICHAEL!’ She uses her distress and anger to her advantage, and blocks a strike from Bone Yard before retaliating with a furious barrage of punches and kicks that send him flying back into the concrete wall with such force that he leaves a crater before he slumps over to try and recover from such a brutal assault.
   Before Lady Grey can strike at the prey she has now straddled, Seren slides over the table to kick her off of her husband; sending her rolling clumsily away as Seren stands over him. Lady Grey recovers her composure, and teases darkly ‘fool; it is his guide that is dying, and when it does – so will he!’ Seren looks over and sees the great python coiled around Chinook; it looks and sees her also, and it swiftly flees much faster than a natural snake could do so before Seren can act.

   Michael tells her with gasping breaths ‘Seren…I…I’m MORTAL!’ Seren looks down, and Michael shows her the blood on his hands; his blood! Seren’s rage is growing, and she closes her eyes to try and quieten the raging spirit, but the look she gives Lady Grey after they reopen show that she was far from successful!

   Lady Grey taunts her ‘what are you going to do against two of us, Serenity; hmm?’ Seren then unexpectedly smiles ‘watch the birdy!’ Lady Grey sees a flash from her guide as she sees Storm Crow close to take revenge for her fallen love. Lady Grey’s python is sent tumbling out of the rafters, and lands on the table; right next to Seren!

   Across the room, Bone Yard is staggering to his feet and sees the predicament that Lady Grey’s guide is in via the vision granted to him by his own snake. He turns but can only look on through his blurred and slightly punch drunk vision.  Lady Grey’s expression is now that of slack jawed terror as Seren looks calmly at the dazed reptile on the table, and then back to meet her opponents fearful gaze. Seren just hisses ‘anyone for jerky?’ With a swift motion, Seren has decapitated the snake with a swift stroke of her blade. Lady Grey doesn’t even have time to cry out, and stands there like a puppet with its strings cut; sinking to her knees as her features become those of Eleanor Marquees once more – dead. She topples over to lie face down on the floor, and leaves Seren to tend to her husband for a moment.

   Michael is in a bad way, much as Chinook is – both have suffered at the ‘hands’ of Bone Yard’s guide, and both will soon fade into the darkness, but first Michael needs to tell his wife something. She cradles his head in her hands and the tears are beginning to well up, but Michael wants her focussed for her battle with Bone Yard, and so puts on a courageous front. He smiles weakly as he tells her ‘go kick his ass, Seren; for Sammy!’ Seren nods quickly and strokes his face gently as he tells her ‘don’t worry about me – we need to finish this…then…then we can be together again!’ He closes his eyes as he slips into unconsciousness. Seren can’t fight it any more, and pulls him close as she weeps while gently rocking him gently in her arms.
   Bone Yard’s voice is heard from across the room, and his voice has now lowered into a dangerous hiss as Lady Grey’s had done before. Seren sets her husband down gently, and stands with her back to him; not saying a word. Bone Yard hisses ‘are you listening to me bitch? You’re going to pay for that; oh man, are you going to pay!’ Seren is listening, but she is listening to Storm Crow’s voice inside her head as she hears the words of wisdom and guidance ‘you bear the mark of the Crow, Seren, just as he bears the mark of the Snake; it is time to unleash its fury!’ Seren turns around and is unperturbed by Bone Yard’s new visage, as, like Lady Grey, his face now has scales, and his eyes are those of a reptile.
   Bone Yard looks on as a slight wind seems to pick up and he hears the distant cries of crow’s as Seren summons the power of the crow into herself to become the one she was meant to be; the champion of the Crow Spirit. Her eyes suddenly seem to gather black as if the crow’s that Bone Yard can hear are taking root within her. Her eyes turn completely black, and she also speaks with a distorted voice, but unlike Bone Yard, hers seems to be that composed of many voices speaking the same words in a distant echo of each other. She tells him ‘now its between you and me, Snake; this ends now!’ Her words now make Bone Yard realise that this next fight will be the toughest he will ever face – something he seems to be relishing!

   He nods ‘have it your way, but it won’t change the fact that you’re going to hell!’ Seren remains calm in the face of this despicable and deadly opponent ‘we shall see!’ Bone Yard tells her ‘see you on the roof!’ He bounds with his supernatural strength up and out of the room and onto the roof of Lady Grey’s headquarters, and lies in wait. He takes two throwing knives from his belt and awaits her arrival through the door; a sinister smile on his face as he whispers in anticipation ‘you want to tangle, bitch? I’ve got a couple of old friends who are just dying to meet you!’
   He is stunned however when Seren comes crashing up through the roof behind him; she even holds her arms out as she glides gently forward as she descends to join her opponent on the roof top in battle. Her crow blade is already drawn and ready; even though her stance is wide open, her skill is without question to Bone Yard – indeed, he had never had such a worthwhile opponent in his decade as a warrior of his patron spirit.

   Bone Yard seems to acknowledge the fact he has underestimated this warrior, and nods in approval at her show of power, but unleashes his knives anyway; both at once! Seren swats both of them aside, but then has to swiftly parry a sword blow from her opponent who is already on top of her. Bone Yard comments ‘not bad; now lets kick this party into high gear!’ Seren speaks in her strange, echoing voice ‘as you wish!’ She rains three powerful and precise blows that force Bone Yard onto the back foot, but he is a veteran of fighting crow warriors – blacked out eyes and weird voice or not, this woman is going to feel it before the end!
   Bone Yard grins ‘that’s the spirit; now try this on for size.’ He punches Seren twice and then head butts her for good measure; he immediately starts circling her as he stalks his prey to look for an opening. Seren stands stock still and awaits his strike. Bone Yard tries an upward sweeping arc, and then tries to go across Seren’s body. Both are blocked expertly, and answered with an almighty punch that sends him flying back into the stairwell building. He flips over in mid air and displays the other Snake advantage; he can adhere to walls. From this unconventional position, he kicks off to leap back into the fray, and this time forces Seren onto the back foot as he rains blows left and right, and then unleashes a powerful uppercut, and a sidekick that first pulls her off the floor and then propels her backwards.

   Seren flips over slowly, and her descent slows as she glides back towards the roof once more. Storm Crow has flown up to watch the proceedings as the pair go toe to toe with each other – neither really seizing an advantage for very long as the battle rages back and forth.

   Almost as if Storm Crow’s presence is fuelling Seren’s fire, she forces Bone Yard onto the back foot and takes advantage. She brings her sword down to trap his into the floor, and then whips the blade up to cut him across the left hand; forcing him to drop his weapon. Bone Yard staggers back, and looks in vain as the wound struggles to close, but the blade that caused this wound is not completely of this world, and so it refuses to do so at any great pace. Seren calmly stalks her opponent and tells him in no uncertain terms ‘this is the end for you!’
   Bone Yard however is far from scared, and lets out a cruel laugh as he tells her ‘your learning curve must be a flat line, lady!’ Storm Crow realises too late that she has been stalked expertly by Bone Yard’s guide, and is bowled over by its assault. Storm Crow struggles, but the injury that is being inflicted affects Seren greatly, and Bone Yard’s guide is still uninjured. She lets out an agonised cry that indicates the power she has been drawing upon is leaving her as the echo leaves her voice, and she sinks to her knees from the pain; trying to hold her insides in as the pain courses through her body like liquid fire.

   Bone Yard stands; chuckling darkly as he calmly picks up his snake blade. He then goes back over to Seren and picks up her face with the point of his sword; her eyes now normal, and racked with pain and defiance in equal measure. He hisses softly ‘it’s been fun, and if it’s worth anything to you, you are without a doubt the toughest motherfucker I’ve ever come across!’ Seren grits her teeth and growls in anger ‘just one more thing!’ Bone Yard is intrigued, and supremely confident, and so begs for her last words; hoping for something suitably defiant to carve on her skull once it adorns his altar. The words however put a chill down his spine as she spits with a smile ‘your learning curve must be a flat line, fucker!’

   Bone Yard looks over and sees what his occupied guide cannot; Michael levelling Lady Grey’s pistol to its broad body and its laser sight pointing out the point of impact as he fires! Bone Yard’s own power seems to fade and his features correct themselves as Lady Grey’s did, but unlike hers, his snake is still alive! Bone Yard then takes revenge on Michael by drawing his high calibre pistol and firing; albeit unsteadily due to the intense pain he is in. One of the hail of bullets hits home! Michael sinks to his knees and holds his wound with one hand, and himself up with the other. 

   Even though he is in agony, Bone Yard still has a plan of action and sneers through gritted teeth ‘kiss your ass goodbye, bitch!’ He takes aim at the bewildered Strom Crow as he knows his bullets will have no effect on Seren now he knows his opponents guide is alive and well. Michael sees this and reacts instantly as Seren is still recovering from the tremendous pain she is in. On pure instinct alone, he sends himself hurtling headlong into Bone Yard in desperate effort to disrupt the shot, and gets there just in the nick of time to force the shot wide. 

   The two wounded warriors are sent careering over the roof edge, and Seren dashes over with a terrified scream for her husband ‘NOOOO!’ She slides the last few feet and hopes against hope for a hand to catch onto, but it is already too late and she looks to see Bone Yard dead against the remains of a car roof, and Michael lay on his back; his face is strangely fixed in a serene and calm expression as he lays in a crater that is a gross exaggeration of his impact as the crow symbol surrounds him to honour the memory of his sacrifice.

   This is of little comfort to his wife, however, and the tears start to flow as she cries at the sorry sight she sees before her; the victory feeling much more like an even greater loss than anything else. She sits upright and bows her head to her knee as she lets the tears flow freely. Storm Crow is now fully recovered and flies over to try and comfort her, but also to remind her of one important fact. Storm Crow tells her gently ‘love has triumphed over evil; his sacrifice will not be in vain, Seren, but this isn’t over yet - there is one more!’ Seren suddenly snaps out of her grief and remembers the name of the one player in this deadly game still left unaccounted for ‘Tucker!’ Seren then notices a dull metal object just where Michael and Bone Yard had tumbled to their deaths, and she picks it up. She quickly goes through the vision of it’s most recent owner, namely her husband, and she bears the pain as she finds it fitting that after death, Michael will still have his input in that of Tucker; divine providence or not, this lighter will now be put to use!
* * * *

   Tucker is cowering in Lady Grey’s bedchamber when Seren kicks the doors off their heavy hinges and sends them crashing to the floor. Tucker lifts the Beretta pistol and fires manically at Seren, who is certainly not feeling any pain from the bullets, and merely glowers at him as she walks on towards him slowly through the barrage until the hammer clicks to signify an empty magazine, and the spent cartridge drops out onto the floor. Tucker is at his wits end, and dashes towards the window; at least he may have some say in his death after all!
   Seren isn’t going to let him off the hook that easily, and throws one of Bone Yard’s throwing knives deep into back; bringing Tucker to a collapsing halt just short of the window. She strides over to the pathetic man who is wailing and groaning through the tears of hysteria, and pulls the knife back out the wound. She then pulls him off the floor, and he begs her ‘please; just kill me – I’m through running!’ Seren spits back with dark malice ‘good, because I’m through chasing!’ She knocks him out with an almighty punch, and carries him off.

* * * *

   Tucker wakes up suspended upside down above the rafters of Lady Grey’s board room, and realises that he is tied up by a rope above a huge firebomb. Seren is crouched in the rafters above him, and just glowers at him as he asks her ‘what do you want from me?’ Seren tells him ‘I want you to suffer, like I’ve had to; you sent me to Hell, and now I’m going to return the favour!’ Tucker then exasperates ‘I only did what Lady Grey told me to; don’t do this…PLEASE!’ Seren isn’t listening and simply lifts the canister of petrol sat next to her and pours it down to douse him in the flammable substance. Seren then puts the canister down, and takes out Honky Tonks’ lighter. Tucker can see the pain she is looking to put him through, and begs her again ‘YOU’RE FUCKING CRAZY!’ Seren flicks the lighter open, and spins the wheel to light the flame before telling him ‘we are what you made us, Tucker; time to give the devil his due!’ She sets the lighter a little distance away on its side, and takes the canister of petrol and knocks it over so the petrol starts to make its way down towards it. She has a few more seconds to tell Tucker why she has gone to these lengths, and tells him ‘you helped Lady Grey build this place and now you’re going to help cleanse it - happy landings’
   Tucker is unable to plead any more as Seren hops down onto the floor, and leaves through the open window to descend free fall to the street below, and leaves Tucker to his fiery death. He watches in horror as the petrol trail reaches the lighter that belonged to his former friend and the fiery trail begin to snake its way back towards his bindings. The trail reaches the bindings and sure enough, he is soon engulfed in flame. He screams in agony as he squirms and convulses from the pain.

* * * *

   The rain is coming down hard and fast outside, but Seren pays this little heed as she goes to the body of her husband, and gently tells him with a soft smile ‘its time to go home Michael!’ For a moment she sees that the war paint that she had worn for the last two nights of pain and retribution is now washing clean from her face, and her role as the bringer of death is now over. She picks him up easily and gently with her supernatural strength, and she knows she can now be Seren the grief stricken wife of her fallen husband and not the pain ridden warrior of the Crow. She starts to walk off down the street when a police car comes screeching to a halt behind her. The officer immediately jumps out along with his partner, and demands ‘FREEZE!’ The officer is the same one who has witnessed the strange and inexplicable events of the past few nights, and when he sees the grief within Seren’s eyes, he knows this isn’t the same relentless vigilante that he had been a few steps behind for the past two nights – this is a woman who has just lost the man she loves for the second time, and the sadness within those tear laden eyes mutes his hardened stance as he looks deeper into them.
* * * *

   Back inside the board room, Tuckers suffering is about to end as the bindings around his ankles finally gives way, and his burning form drops into the midst of the assembled incendiary material; the effect is instantaneous!
* * * *

   The fireball that erupts from the top floor pulls the police officers’ attention away from Seren as one of them exclaims ‘holy shit!’ He turns his attention back to Seren, but she is now nowhere to be seen, and he sighs quietly as he thanks Seren for not making him perform his duty ‘you’ve been through enough for a lifetime – rest easy; Bayo Con Dios!’ He then recovers his authority and takes charge once more ‘come on – we’d better get the fire department in here and get this area cordoned off, stat!’ The officer’s partner asks him ‘who was that?’ The officer shakes his head and sighs ‘I haven’t got a clue, but I’ve a funny feeling we won’t be seeing her again!

* * * *

   Seren has taken Michael back to the graveyard, and Storm Crow moves ahead of them to perch on his gravestone. Seren stands there in wait for what she knows will happen, and the earth seems to almost ripple and flow as if a watershed was occurring down its centre. Michael’s casket surfaces and the lid slowly creaks open with a slow groaning sound as it prepares to receive its long absent occupier. Seren walks over to the casket and lays her beloved husband inside on top of the various memorabilia that was interred in his absence to take his rightful place; beside his wife for eternity – as it should have always been.

   Seren looks at his peaceful face one more time and is heartened by his serenity and the final correcting of a great wrong. She thinks for a moment and removes the wedding band from her finger and places it on his chest. She tells him ‘this is for you Michael; welcome home. I’ll be with you soon – I have something to do first!’

   Seren then leans forward and kisses him softly on his forehead before closing the casket’s lid and turning around as if to leave, but in truth she cannot watch as it goes back beneath the earth from whence it came. The sound however causes Seren to allow the tears to flow freely at the thought that her husband had died twice to save her life and even with the great power of the Crow Spirit, she was still helpless to prevent it.

   Storm Crow glides over to a tree in front of Seren and asks her ‘what now?’ Seren tells her friend and guide in soft tones; all of her anger and rage having been spent ‘now I have a promise to keep…it’s what Michael would have wanted!’ The pair leaves the graveyard, and Seren switches the role of guide as she leads Storm Crow to this unknown destination, although Storm Crow has a feeling she would do the same in Seren’s position.

* * * *

   Sam is sat in his room reading a book when he hears a light rapping on his bedroom window; he is heartened to see the familiar form of a crow calling for his attention, and he runs over to open the window. The great black bird isn’t looking to come in however, and turns around for Sam to follow.
   Within a few minutes, Sam has been able to sneak out in his waterproof coat and looks up to the crow, who takes flight as soon as he sees that he is ready to follow. Sam runs after the bird to one of his grandfathers great barns and sees that his mysterious guide has settled on the fence next to one of the great double doors. Sam opens the great door with a great effort on his part, and allows the crow to fly in to show him who is there waiting for him.

   He sees the familiar figure stood with her back to him. He yells out in happiness ‘mommy!’ He rushes over, but seems to stop short and the wide smile fades as he sees her face streaked with tears and now clear of the crow war paint. He asks her ‘what’s wrong?’ Seren kneels down to look him in the eye as she tells him with a quiver in her voice ‘I…I came to say goodbye, Sammy, and…and I won’t be coming back this time!’ Sammy’s eyes are now the same as his mothers, and although he knows she has to, he can’t help ask the question with a soft whimper as he begins to feel his heart break ‘why do you have to go away again?’ Seren wishes he didn’t ask that question, but tries to tell him as best she can ‘I came back to see you…so…I could say goodbye to you this time!’ Sammy accepts this as deep down he knows it to be an inevitable truth, and even though he will never know the special and unique gift he has been granted until he is much older he seems to know this is the way it has to be. He simply forces a smile for his mothers sake, and puts on that brave face he wears so well in the face of adversity before he gives her the greatest gift a son can give his mother; a comforting hug!
   Seren holds onto her exceptional son and the tears flow once more at the guilt she feels at the inevitable question he is about to ask. Sam then breaks from the embrace and looks around, and Seren’s heart sinks again at his question ‘where’s daddy?’ Seren lowers her head and tries to come to terms with what has happened enough so that she may try to explain in a way that won’t break his heart any more than it already is. It is then that a miracle happens, and a familiar voice calls from the dark hayloft above them.

   The man’s voice jokes ‘did you think I’d leave without saying goodbye?’ Seren can’t believe the voice she has just heard, and is awe struck when Michael drops from the hayloft to the empty stable below. Like Seren, his war paint is now gone, and his wide smile shows he is more than happy to be back this one last time – their mission now complete, they have been granted one last moment together as a family. Sam immediately rushes over and jumps into his arms to give him an overjoyed hug of welcome. Michael looks over his sons shoulder with the same wide grin as his son is wearing, and gives Seren a slight wink to tell her everything is alright now. Seren can’t stifle the smile, and a tear of sheer happiness rolls down her cheek at being able to see him again after the weight of her sadness finally lifts from her shoulders.
   Sam breaks the embrace and calls to Seren ‘look mommy; daddy’s here!’ This shows that Sammy knew somehow that something was wrong before, and Seren smiles at the thought of her brave boy being just as smart as he was courageous.

   Seren can’t help but throw herself into Michael’s arms, and he is only too happy to receive her in them. Seren whispers ‘how is this possible?’ Michael breaks the embrace and looks up into the rafters to show her the reason; a large black crow is sat there in the rafters, and it shows that Michael has been given another link to the crow. Seren is puzzled as she knows Chinook is dead, and Michael whispers his new crow’s name into her ear so that she may better understand the connection between the three of them; that name is ‘Redbear!’

   The reunited family all share a group embrace for the last time and Michael then turns his attention back to Sam. He tells him ‘you know I said we had to go away again?’ Sammy tells him ‘yeah; mommy was just saying the same thing!’ Michael smiles and nods ‘well, while we won’t be coming back, I do have something to give you before we go!’ Sammy cocks his head to one side and asks ‘what’s that?’ Michael opens his hand and shows him the two wedding rings in the palm of his hand. He asks him ‘do you know what these are?’ Sam nods ‘yeah; they’re your wedding rings!’ Michael nods ‘that’s right; do you want to see some magic?’ Sammy’s eyes light up as he always loved it when his father did one of his magic tricks for him, but doesn’t know how real this illusion will turn out to be.
   Michael closes his palm and his eyes also as he gathers a little of his power to make the magic a reality. After a moment, he opens his hand to show the rings are now a silver pendant and chain. The pendant is in the form of a silver crow, and Sammy gasps in wonderment at this new trick ‘wow! Is that for me?’ Michael nods, and starts to put the pendant around his sons neck as he tells him ‘this is a way that even when we’re not here, we’ll always be with you!’ Sammy obviously loves it and beams widely at his father and tells him ‘thank you, daddy; I’ll never take it off!’ Michael smiles and tells him with a slight sigh ‘we have to go now Sammy; I’m afraid this is goodbye!’ Tears form in Michael’s eyes as he says this, and Sammy does likewise; both embracing each other with great strength as they know this will be the final time. Michael tells him softly ‘I love you little Stinger!’ Sam replies with equal affection and rising emotion ‘I love you too, daddy!’

   Michael and Sam break their embrace, and it is now Seren’s turn; thankful that Michael has been able to tell Sam goodbye in person and making this a much happier affair; although heart breaking, at least now it was just about bearable. She hugs Sammy just as tightly as Michael did, but still can’t hold back the tears as she tells him ‘I love you so much, Sammy!’ Sam hugs her tighter, but his voice is calming and gentle as he tells her ‘I love you too mommy! This strength lets Seren stop her tears and feel happiness creep back into her heart, and she breaks the embrace with a smile before standing to follow Michael’s lead. The two guides take flight through the open door and wait for them outside.
   Sammy watches as they leave, and they both exchange silent waves farewell, although Sammy silently watches them walk up the driveway hand in hand until they are out of sight. He looks at the pendant, and whispers ‘bye!’

* * * *

   Michael and Seren have made their way to that special place on the hill that was so much a part of their memory that they would be such different people without it; something that has been pulled sharply into focus for them over the course of the last two nights. They look out over the town and see that the sun is indeed beginning to rise over the hill, and that they have but minutes left to appreciate this special moment once more.

   Seren asks him ‘so what happens now?’ Michael smiles and answers gently ‘now we leave the way we were meant to - together!’ This heartens Seren, and she hooks her arm around Michael’s waist while resting her head on his shoulder as she sighs in the release that is about to happen. She then remarks ‘the way it should have always been!’ Michael puts his arm around her shoulder, and tells her ‘I love you, Seren!’ Seren smiles at the familiarity of his words and remembers that wonderful dawn when they first realised that they were always meant to be together. She replies softly ‘I love you to!’
   The sun begins to arc over the hilltop, and the rays of its dawns light is descending rapidly towards them. They both know their time is short, but feel as though a great beginning is about to occur rather than a daunting and unknown end. They look into each others eyes and see the peace and happiness within them, and slowly draw closer to share their last kiss. They embrace each other close as the suns rays hit them, but they continue their last kiss unabated.

As the sun begins to show itself fully over the hill, they finish the kiss to gaze into each others eyes one last time, and they are both smiling as they know that whatever happens, they will always be together! The couple suddenly transform into a flock of crows that take flight off into the sunset as Michael and Serenity Rose finally feel their burden lifted and sadness fade away into nothingness; their souls finally set free to be together for all time!

The Crow : Wings Of Rage
Epilogue
   It has been 10 years since Serenity and Michael Rose arose from their graves to avenge their tormented souls and extinguished the malevolent spirits of the Snake Warrior’s Lady Grey and Bone Yard who had been the architects of their pain.

   The school bell has rung for the final time on a warm day in June at the High School, and the teenage students are already spilling out onto the street to begin their summer vacations. One, however, just seems content to walk out at his own pace and appreciate the day as his father and mother had always done; an everyday miracle. Sam Rose is stood there by the great tree in the school grounds that he always liked to stand under when he would reflect on the things that teenagers do; life, dreams, and of course, love. A familiar voice calls from behind him, and he turns to greet the familiar face of Mr. Redbear, the school janitor. Redbear calls out ‘thought I’d find you here!’
   Sam smiles and goes back to look back at the wide expanse of grass that always seemed to bring him so much peace and tranquillity in these reflective moments. Redbear knows Sam only too well, and even though he is 5 years older and sporting a very fine moustache and goatee beard, he knows that both of them are as close to kindred spirits as he would ever find aside from his wonderful wife and children. He joins Sam as they watch the sun continue its slow descent back below the horizon after a long day lighting their lives up once more, and asks his young friend ‘penny for your thoughts?’

   Sam smiles and tells him ‘the usual!’ Redbear laughs and asks ‘oh; her again, eh?’ Sam laughs at Redbear’s obvious knowing him only too well and shrugs ‘amongst other things, yeah!’ Redbear knows this look he can see in Sam Rose’s face, and especially knows it as a look tinged with a silent question. Redbear decides to try and answer that question once and for all ‘you want to know if they’re alright, don’t you?’ Sam sighs and bows his head slightly before answering ‘I know they’re O.K; I just wish they could have stayed a little longer!’ Redbear shrugs ‘its what was meant to be; the only thing you need to know and that is they’re happy, they’re safe, and they will always love you – they are with the spirits now, and that means they never really left; just like my father, they’ll always be watching over us!’ Sam looks over and nods ‘thanks!’
   Redbear smiles and nods silently in farewell, and leaves Sam to it and to continue with his work inside the school. Now alone, Sam pulls out the crow pendant and looks at it glint in the rays of the sun. He hears his parent’s voices in his head, and can’t help but smile at their warm and familiar tones.

   Seren tells him ‘we will always be with you Sam; never forget that!’ Michael is the next to speak, and his words are much more comical, as they always seemed to be ‘looks like the little Stinger isn’t so little any more; take care of yourself Sam – we love you!’

   Sam is comforted by their words, and then looks over to see his girlfriend pull up in her car. He runs over and jumps into the passenger seat while dropping his bag into the back. He gives her a quick kiss, and says ‘hey; how’s the most beautiful woman in the world?’ She smiles at his customary compliment and warmth and asks him ‘depends!’ Sam arches an eyebrow ‘yeah? Depends on what?’ She smiles cheekily ‘whether you’re gonna kiss me again!’ Sam laughs and does so. As she turns back to driving, Sam looks over and sees the very tree he was standing under is occupant to two crows looking straight at him.
   He instinctively knows them, and why they are there, and as they drive off, he tells them quietly ‘see you guys!’ He then gives them a small wave and the pair of crows take off into the rapidly approaching twilight; all observed by Redbear from the school window. He watches the crows fly off from a school classroom window. He decides to wish them a quick prayer ‘fly long and fly true on your wings of freedom my friends; see you around!’

   Redbear then starts to sweep the floor once more and sings an old song from his tribe as he does so. As for the two crows you might be asking? They fly onwards towards the twilight; their hearts as happy and free as the wind and as everlasting as the gentle air currents that carry them. They will carry on doing so until the world ends, and then they will join the spirit that brought them together again and know eternal peace.

Death isn’t the end,

Even when the ones we love pass beyond its borders,
They live on in the safest place on Earth,

Inside of the ones they love!
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