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PART ONE
THE CALLING

CHAPTER TWO, Section Two
The Gambler

Monday, 11:00a.m.

Warmth on his skin, short hairs standing, soldiers in the sunlight. Eddie Raleigh rolled over,

putting his arm around his wife, Gen. She moved under the paltry weight of his thin arm,

shuffling under the bed sheets in irritation. He hugged closer to her body, pressing his groin

against her smooth, round ass, too conscious of the firm flesh he was grinding against. The

stirring of his aroused member jolted her awake as if a snake has bitten her butt cheek.

“What are you doing?” she yelled. “Get off me! Get off! I’m not in the mood.”

Gen pushed Eddie away with the kindness of an old lady assaulting a would-be purse

snatcher. He glared at her, gray eyes wide; frustration painted on his face.

“What was that for?” Eddie said, exasperation giving his tone a whiny pitch. “We never

fool around anymore.”



“I’m surprised you noticed. You’re never home. All you do is work. “

The monotony began again, like every morning. Eddie didn’t know why he thought it

would be different.

“Get off my back, if I didn’t work so damned much, things would be worse than they are.

Fuck, we’d be living on the streets by now.” He shoved himself out of bed and began putting on

his work clothes; they smelled like a diesel refinery. There really wasn’t a whole lot to put on, a

pair of black coveralls, a hat embroidered with a gold crown and equally golden lettering that

said: Gas King.  There was a name tag with the ensemble too, but he’d lost that shortly after it

was given to him. Eddie was not proud of his job. He was proud he had one, though. There were a

lot of people who couldn’t say the same. On the books he worked six days a week at the gas

station. In actuality he worked seven, (including holidays) mostly eight-hour shifts, but every now

and then he pulled a sixteen-hour, long-haul at the Gas King. 

“Listen, I don’t have time for this kind of bullshit, Gen. I have a few things to do before I

go into work. I just wanted sex, not a lecture on how much time I spend with you.” He stomped to

the doorway of the small, not nearly adequate place they call the master bedroom, when he

remembered something. “The cable guy is coming by today. Make sure he fixes it, I’m not paying

for something I’m not getting.” He added a curt goodbye and left without kissing her. She might

have slapped him for trying.

Eddie locked the front door with a grumble. Another shitty day. The sun lanced into his

eyes as he walked to his car, a beat up Toyota Tercel. When he rounded the corner of his house,

his head automatically turned up and to the left, looking for the real bright spot of his day. 

There she was, standing in front of the window, changing her bra – Jessica Ann. 

Nineteen with the body of a playboy bunny and just recently returned from her first year of

university. Eddie’s older brother, Miles, had been working at the high school teaching woodshop

when she finished her senior year. Miles and he had talked about her over a few beers,

conversations about the town’s beauty queen over a couple of pitchers of fine Canadian beers not



an uncommon past-time in Forest Hills. Miles told him you could always tell when Jessica Ann

was cheating on her boyfriend. Miles had heard the young man grousing about not getting any

action. Sure enough, later on that day she’d be seen walking through the halls holding hands with

another lucky stiff. Miles said Jessica Ann was one of those girls that could only have sex with

one guy at a time – sleeping with both would be unsavory and downright trampy – except she

hated breaking up with a guy before she had a chance to test out the replacement. Eddie guessed

some girls were like that. When she was giving it to one, she won’t give anything to the other.

Jessica Ann looked down at him. Smiling at him, rose petal lips lilting up at the corners.

She held the shoulder strap of a sky blue bra in her hand. Her eyes are slightly downcast, the eyes

of an experienced seductress. 

Eddie’s breathing grew shallow, his chest tightening. 

With the smile still on her lips, she trailed a slender fingertip along the edge of one pink

areola. 

Eddie’s heart skipped a beat and his body stirred again. When he was nineteen, girls did

not stand in front of their windows and let you watch them change. Things were different now;

the girls next door more promiscuous. Girls not only let you watch them, they wanted you to.

Jessica Ann dropped the blinds.

Maybe she didn’t like coming across as a whore, but she had no problem being a tease.

He blinked, shook his head, dispelling the fantasies beginning to form there, and with a

sense of dejection he turned back to his car. The red Toyota sat rusted and busted in the gravel

driveway. He opened the driver side door and fell into the seat, ripping the upholstery a little

more. His first instinct was to light a cigarette. He’s supposed to quit; too expensive to keep up

the habit. When he needed a crutch to deal with his frustrations, the cancer sticks were the only

ones to volunteer. Even that was taken from him.



Monday, 6:45p.m.

The sky blossomed oyster pink as the sun went down on a lonely stretch of highway.  The

rays cast a crimson glow on the road. Steam still rising from the asphalt as black rubber charged

over it, pink reflections glinting off of the deep space finish of a 1980 Monte Carlo SS. Sitting on

the leather seat, behind the steering wheel of this metal horse, was a gambling man. He gambled

with lives, money, and other valuable commodities less tangible. Hanging from the rear-view

mirror were his favorite game-pieces; a pair of die. 

To either side of the car, the scenery had not changed for the last hundred kilometers.

Nothing but trees, mostly softwoods, but a few hardwoods are scattered throughout. Very

suitable, considering the name of his destination. 

He stared at the seemingly endless road ahead with pale blue eyes. Bringing a du Maurier

to his lips and taking a long drag, he continued to search for the town, waiting for it to appear

over the next hill. Inhaling gray crud into his lungs, filling them, partially starving his brain of

oxygen, as he puffed before mashing the stub in the ashtray. A grin like the skeletal reaper’s

spread across his face, transforming it. He took his eyes from the road for a moment to look in the

rear-view mirror, no following traffic, all he saw was his scarred face and his short curly black

hair. Which was fine until he glanced into his own eyes above the rim of his sunglasses. There

was something there he didn’t want to face alone and he reached over to the passenger’s seat,

picking up a flask-full of company. He spun the cap off and brought it to his lips. After a few

gulps of friendly courage, he wiped his lips on the sleeve of his coat, leaving a grimace in its

wake. Another cigarette to his mouth in slender fingers, he sucked in more of the filthy air.

Smoke floated toward tinted windows, sliding through the crack like a slithering snake.

The years of service weigh on him. The fun just wasn’t there anymore. 

Outside his dark, infernal combustion chariot, the air was as hot and sticky as fresh tar.

Smothering. Inside it was clammy, a damp mortem, the atmosphere of a morgue. Not a single

wisp of breath escaped the air-conditioning vents. The feeling went where he did. 



Speakers in the back trembled with the thunder of a heavy bass and screamed out the

voice of Axl Rose. The car moved powerfully, trembling and throbbing with the music down the

highway.

Three miles down the scorching black top, a dirty GMC pick-up truck pulled out onto the

paved highway from a dirt road. The Monte Carlo’s speed didn’t fluctuate as dirt and stones flew. 

Inside the black beast, the sculpted face grinned, bringing the cigarette to his lips again. Strong

hands grasped the steering wheel and yanked it hard to the left. Black rubber tires digging into the

asphalt screeching like a burnt child. The asphalt chewed away into dirt as the car drove onto the

shoulder of the road to drive past the dirty pick-up. The Monte Carlo disappeared into dust

clouds. Telephone poles fly by and trees, lots of trees. Green blurs no different than the bugs

careening off of the tinted windows. 

He flicked the cigarette butt out the window and lit another.

The die hanging from the mirror showed snake eyes on all sides, he watched the truck

fade into the distance. 

            In moments a crown soared into the air. Driving up to the pump  he wanted, the gambling

man puts the car into park, unfolded himself from the seat, cigarette in one hand and the nozzle in

the other, he puffed away as he filled the gas tank. Without looking he knew there were two men

inside the gas station appreciating his car. The one closest to the door was a behemoth; tall, wide

and rounded of belly beyond a healthy proportion. The other man was more weasel-like in

appearance. They were too busy examining the Monte Carlo to notice him or the cigarette

protruding from his lip. The gambling man wondered if ignorance truly was bliss. He wouldn’t

know if it was or not – he noticed everything. 

The smell of gas wafted up to his nose as the numbers climbed on the pump’s meter. 

A nudge of impatience tickled his brain. Outside of his current duties, he felt the time was

at hand to perform the other tasks he’d been told of, the tasks he didn’t understand since he

wasn’t given specifics but knew for a long time would one day come and require of him great



sacrifice. Rather than feel uncomfortable with the uncertainty of not knowing, the gambling man

was excited. He had faith. Finally, things were changing and the boredom would be lifted. He

couldn’t wait to get started.

The event, the climax of his very existence was approaching and he must not be late for it.

If only the damnable gas pump would chug a little faster. 

One of his oldest friends was doing a special performance tonight. He needed to be there

to hear it. 

Stopping the pump at twenty dollars, he replaced the nozzle, a few drops of gasoline

falling to splatter on the ground. The gambler flicked his cigarette; red-hot coals landing beside

the gasoline, a small flame sparking to life. He bent down, placing his hand over the flame

without touching it and when he lifted it, the flame was out, his hand unblemished. 

The men inside the gas station were still admiring the car. 

Ignorant monkeys, he thought.

On his way to the door, he heard the loud voice of the Behemoth, a mechanic with a drug

addiction and a past it would be criminal to forget. 

“What do you tell a woman with two black eyes?” 

He believes he’s funny, thought the gambler, feathers beneath his skin twitching in

irritation. He can’t stand people who think spousal abuse is appropriate subject matter for a joke.

He wanted to make the man feel like an ass, so he opened the door and said: “Nothing, you

already told her twice.” 

The two men, Behemoth and Weasel-face, appeared startled at the sound of his gravel

voice. The younger of the two (Weasel-face) wore an amused but concerned expression. The

larger one, Behemoth, was scared. The fear sweating off of him. The gambling man appreciated

the scent. He was accustomed to it after the many, many years of inducing it from the pores of

other cowards who hid in their bulk, but it remained as sweet as the first time. He never forgot the

small joy it could bring.



The gambler looked into the Behemoth, searching for his secrets. He bored into the

mechanic’s immortal soul with his cold gaze. Images flashed into his mind, the hidden life of the

Behemoth, the monster.

“C’mon John, get her legs apart!” Sweat. “O’Doolin get the girl!” Violent arousal.

Gunmetal. “Good O’Doolin. John, I said get her legs apart. Strip the girl down, O’Doolin.”

Fear. “I don’t know about this, Walt.” Seething anger. “Do it Darren O’Doolin or so help me

God, I’ll make sure you never roll a joint or beat your wife with those hands again.” Shameful

submission. Hopeless struggling. “Now listen to me lady, you let me and my friends have a little

fun with you and your daughter. Bite down on the barrel! ‘Cause if you don’t, we’re gonna make

you watch us kill your daughter.” Violent copulation. Bloodied shame. Final settlement. Dirt.

Burying the evidence.

The image passed. “Isn’t that the punch line?” He stayed fixed on the mechanic’s eyes.

The gambler smelled O’Doolin’s greasy shame. “That’s the punch line to your joke, isn’t it

O’Doolin?”

“Y-y-yes it is,” the mechanic stammered. He spoke as cop killer would to a roomful of

men in blue. He couldn’t look away, waiting for the boot to drop. “I gotta get going Eddie. I’ve

got some shit to do out of town.” 

The gambler smirked slightly with self-satisfaction. The Behemoth was anxious to be

gone from his vicinity. He wondered if O’Doolin understood that he was in the presence of the

rod, the one which was never spared. He wants desperately to bring the mechanic to his knees and

make him atone. There was no greater pleasure in all the world than the blood of justice on his

hands and the men like O’Doolin laid at his feet in suffering. 

But there wasn’t time. Promising O’Doolin with a glance that their business was not

concluded, the gambling man turned his attention to the matter at hand; paying for his gas. His

focus shifted to Weasel-face behind the counter and he barely noticed O’Doolin tripping as he fell

out the door.



He didn’t need to read the nametag to know the attendant’s name was Eddie. The man

also knew Eddie has a wife, Genevieve – Gen for short – no children and a non-existent sex life.

Non-existent for Eddie.

“Twenty dollars please,” Eddie said. Not asking for the money, expecting it.

The gambler removed a ratty wallet and with the slick ease of a card shark palmed a

tattered twenty-dollar bill, then dealt it into a losing hand. 

Eddie accepted the bill with disgust, pressed a few greasy buttons on the register, and

deposited it in the tray. He watched the customer carefully out of the corner of his eye. 

The gambler came under such close examination because he was a stranger to Forest

Hills. He also could not easily be passed off as just another tourist. His dress and demeanor

ruined any chance of that illusion. He despised people’s curiosity of him. He decided Eddie

needed something else to think about. “Tell me, Eddie, do you like puzzles?”

The attendant’s face crinkled in confusion, oily brow drawing down, eyes squinting, and

his acne covered cheeks bunching up to meet his descending brow. “Yeah, I like puzzles,

sometimes.” Eddie cocked his head to the side. “Why?”

“I have a puzzle for you, Eddie.” The gambler didn’t have the time for it but he loved

puzzles and the smell of burning gray matter that they produce. The other reason he needed to go

through these motions was Eddie would remember the puzzle better than the puzzler. He didn’t

want trouble from the authorities while he was in town. The chance of them noticing him were

slim and he intended to keep it that way. A suspicious cop could complicate things. “The puzzle

is this: There was a famous lady named, Lucretia Borgia, who could split an apple in a way that

after she shared it, the other person would be dead within hours. How’d she do it?” 

He enjoyed this riddle and did not think this twenty-something gas attendant was smart

enough to get the answer. His wings itched with anticipation. It was good to stop working and

have a little fun.

Eddie was obviously stuck for an answer. He tore off the receipt for the gas. It was one of



the kind that came out on two separate pieces of paper; one yellow, the other white. 

“She rubbed poison on one side of the blade,” Eddie said, astonishing himself.

The hairs on the back of the gambler’s neck rose up and the wings chaffed against the

underside of his skin. “It certainly is a gamble isn’t it?” The gambler meant it two ways: first in

reference to the puzzle’s subject, and second that this weasel-faced attendant had dared to guess

at the puzzle’s answer, let alone answering it correctly. It wasn’t the most challenging puzzle in

his arsenal, hard enough for a man like Eddie Raleigh, life-long loser. If Eddie played poker, he’d

be the man at the table with the weakest hand after each deal and the loudest tell when it came to

bluffing. Eddie had not won a single thing in his whole of existence. Except, as the man stood

there, tattooed hands rubbing together, he sensed Eddie’s luck was changing, the skinny bugger

practically stank of it. A sour scent capable of curdling milk. Whether Eddie realized it or not,

he’d been marked. The man knew it, almost recognized the stench... from a long time ago. 

But the gambler didn’t have time to stay and figure it out; he had a job to do. There was a

schedule to follow, one he may not have completely seen and he might take an occasional detour

to spice it up, it didn’t mean he hated being late any less. So he went with meaning number one,

when Eddie asked what he meant by it being a gamble. The smell had distracted him and he

almost forgot he had said it. “What if Lucretia became confused about what side the poison was

on? She could have eaten the wrong half. Humans are prone to making mistakes.”

He saw Eddie inclining his head slightly, giving it thought. Squinting, he wasn’t sure if

the attendant ignored the last thing he’d said or simply hadn’t heard it. Humans were strange

creations and often he felt like a prison warden, studying his charges and questioning the value of

letting them live. It wasn’t his decision to make though. They all had a higher power to answer to

and wardens were no exception to the rule. 

Without turning his head the gambler knew the GMC pick-up he’d passed down the road

was pulling into the gas station’s entry. It might have once been fire engine red but it was so

badly rusted you could no longer tell for sure. More than his clothes, you could judge a man’s



character by the wheels that moved him from point A to point B and everywhere in between. Not

just the make and model, the condition of the vehicle said a lot of the kind of life he was living

and how he lived it. The pick-up was obviously a poor man’s truck recently salvaged from the

wrecker. Its driver, Walter Lovitt, was poor man. A man down on his luck. The gambler had a

suspicion the town was full of men like Walter, and Eddie. He had a feeling Walt was willing to

press what little luck he had left and gamble with his life. 

A small part of the gambling man with the snake-eyes dice on his hands was excited. The

thing with bets of the sort Walt was wagering on, was that the house always wins. 

If only I wasn’t busy, he thought, mildly irritated that he would have to catch up with Walt

later to collect what he was owed. 

“I bet this guy is gonna want to buy cigarettes,” Eddie said, interrupting his inner struggle. 

The gambler shrugged, as if he didn’t know different. He spun and headed back down the

length of the station, trying to avoid the inevitable. They both reached the door at the same time.

Walt shoved past him and the gambler must swallow his acidic anger. God, he’d love to tear out

Walt’s throat. He shook it off, cooling his burning blue eyes, exited the station and walked across

the tarmac to his car, brooding inside his trench coat, turning his emotions inward the whole way

just so he won’t indulge his impulses. It’s a world of temptation. 

He opened the glossy black door of his Monte Carlo SS and lowered himself inside, his

knees creaking as they bend. After working his ass into the comfortable groove of the seat which

has been formed over hundreds of hours of driving, he stuck a cigarette in his mouth and lit it,

anticipating the upcoming event. 

It began as a pressure at the base of his skull, spreading to his temples, pushing behind his

eyes. The sweet aroma of cigars filled the inside of the car and then the sound of a pen scratching

on paper from the wrong side of his ears as if he was hearing himself talking with headphones on.

The gambler was no longer alone.

His shoulders sunk in disappointment. He shook his head slowly, but saying “no”



wouldn’t change it. He was going to be asked to do something he didn’t want to do. 

Still, he argued.

“No, I’m in a hurry. I’ll miss the event if I have to deal with this. Send one of the others

down here to deal with him.” To anyone watching him, it would have appeared as if the gambler

were talking to himself. He wasn’t, it’s just how the situation looked. He desperately needed to

hit the road and the Presence has other ideas standing in the way.

In the gambler’s head he heard the Presence say, wait! 

Petulant, he jammed the keys in the ignition. Since his creation, he’d been living to

experience the time ahead, to finally serve his true purpose and now he was being asked to

potentially miss out on the beginning. He was determined not to relent this time. His hand began

turning the key...

Wait!

There was no denying the will of the Presence. Denial was a human gift. 

He sat in his black beast, smoking his cigarette, while impatience grew teeth and gnawed

at his nerves. He told himself he’d give it another couple of minutes and he was going to leave, in

spite of what the Presence compelled in him. 

A few minutes passed and he lost the last of his patience, turning the key in the ignition

and pleased when the engine quickly rumbled to life. He was thinking there was no better sound

in the universe as the beast revved and prowled the tarmac. The gambling man gripped the wheel

in awe. He disobeyed the command of the Presence, taking control of his own life and he began

wondering, of the possibilities, for him, for the future, of an end to service. Maybe he could play a

few hands in Vegas while it was still around. Pick up a woman of easy virtue for a sinful night of

debauchery. It was difficult acting the part of a good guy when every hollow bone in your body

begged to be bad. 

He’s lost in his sense of freedom and didn’t notice Walt, who has grown impatient himself

and was driving his truck without an eye on his surroundings as well. Both of them were in too



much of a hurry to prevent the horror that followed. 

Without realizing it, they have bent to the will of the Presence.
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